
They knew the election was lost. Everyone knew. Germany’s Social Democrats had watched
their hapless candidate, Martin Schulz, stumble through a campaign bereft of ideas and drained
of confidence. With every day that passed, the gap between his poll ratings and those of veteran
chancellor Angela Merkel had grown larger.

Yet it was not until September 24 2017 – election day – that the scale of the crisis became clear. 
The SPD, the banner-carrier of the German left for more than a century, had lost more than 1.7 
million votes. Its share of the vote had plummeted to 20.5 per cent, the party’s worst result since 
the creation of the federal republic in 1949 – a “crushing” outcome, recalls Lars Klingbeil, SPD 
secretary-general.

Germany is the birthplace of social democracy, and the political battlefield where it achieved
some of its greatest victories. Generations of activists and leaders across Europe have looked to
the SPD and its historic leaders for inspiration. Its blend of socialist idealism and reformist
pragmatism has changed the face of Germany.

The party fought for universal suffrage and workers’ rights, defied Nazism and communism,
expanded the welfare state and played a pivotal role in easing east-west tensions during the cold
war.

Last year’s defeat came as a shock because of the magnitude of the drop in votes, but it was the
continuation of a decades-long erosion of support. With one exception, the party has lost votes
at every general election going back 20 years. Since 1998, it has shed half its electorate, and
there is no sign the decline has stopped. Some recent polls show the party now being eclipsed
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not just by Angela Merkel’s Christian Democrats but also by the Greens and the far-right
Alternative for Germany.

On Sunday, the party suffered another humiliating defeat in a regional election in Bavaria,
where it slumped to just 9.7 per cent of the vote. All of this raises a profound question: can
Europe’s oldest social democratic party survive? The answer has implications that resonate far
beyond Berlin. 

Over the past decade, SPD leaders have watched the agonising collapse of sister parties in

countries such as France, Greece and the Netherlands, where once-mighty socialist and social

democrat parties have slipped into political oblivion. Their demise reflects dramatic shifts in
society, most notably the fraying of a working-class electorate that once formed the backbone of

their support.

Many of the party’s core voters have seen their lives turned upside down by sweeping economic 
and social change, from globalisation and automation to mass migration. The SPD, once so 
confident in the righteousness of its cause, has struggled to formulate a response. “The SPD has 
a leadership problem and a narrative problem,” says Andrea Römmele, a professor at Berlin’s 
Hertie School of Governance. “The party has no story to tell to the voters, and a story is what 
voters need.”

The unspoken assumption inside the SPD is that the party is too important to fail. The broader 
fear, however, is this: if the Social Democrats fail here, they are not safe anywhere.

The hall where it all began is eerily quiet. Except for my guide and me, there are no visitors to 
the Tivoli, a former tavern in Gotha that has long served as a shrine to German social 
democracy.

In May 1875, some 130 delegates met here to argue over –and eventually agree – a new political 
programme for a new political party. Known as the Gotha programme, it became the founding 
document of the Socialist Workers party of Germany, which would become the SPD.

Copies are on display in a side room. Reading it, one is struck by the sheer ambition of the text,
which proclaims a catalogue of goals and demands that must have seemed – to contemporaries
at least – no less outlandish than a plan to fly to the moon.

The Gotha programme speaks of putting an end to “all social and political inequality”, lifting
“exploitation in all its forms” and handing the power to decide war and peace to the people. It
urges an end to child labour and Sunday work. It calls for universal suffrage, free and universal
education, and freedom of “speech, research and thought”.
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Over the years, the SPD has wavered and erred but, more often than not, found itself on the
right side of history. It resisted the rise of Hitler with desperate if futile bravery. The last free
speech given in the German parliament before the Nazis assumed absolute power was by a
Social Democrat, Otto Wels, who told the braying fascist mob: “You can take our freedom and
our lives, but not our honour.”

It even makes a plea for a “progressive income tax”. In economic terms, it is unashamedly 
socialist, urging the end of wage labour and “the transfer of all productive goods to the 
commonweal of society”. In political terms, however, it reads like a blueprint for the modern, 
progressive welfare state that Germany is today.

After the war, the SPD played an instrumental role in shaping the federal republic. Social 
Democrats governed Germany as chancellors on three occasions, starting with Willy Brandt in 
1969, who went on to win the Nobel Peace Prize for his policy of rapprochement towards the 
communist east. He was followed by Helmut Schmidt, who even won admiration from 
conservatives for his role in facing down the terrorist Baader-Meinhof gang.

The most recent high point for the SPD came in 1998, when Gerhard Schröder defeated Helmut 
Kohl in a landmark election that ushered in the first coalition government at the federal level 
between the Social Democrats and the Green party. The new chancellor – confident, ambitious, 
clever – was hailed as a breath of fresh air after 16 years of CDU government.

Schröder’s reputation has since been tarnished by his advocacy for Russian president Vladimir 
Putin. His electoral appeal, however, was never in doubt: he led the SPD to one of its best results 
in postwar history: 40.9 per cent. But that was 20 years ago. For current party leaders, it must 
seem as distant as that gathering in Gotha in 1875.

The past year has been excruciating for the SPD, marked by bitter infighting over strategy – and 
by brutal self-examination. The party forced Schulz to stand down in February, after less than a 
year in his post. He was replaced by Andrea Nahles, a tough-talking former labour minister, 
who raised eyebrows last year when she warned Christian Democrat ministers they would now 
“get it in the gob”.

Her remark was meant to show distance between her party and the CDU but, in truth, that 
distance has been shrinking for years. Since 2005, the SPD has served as junior partner to the 
CDU three times. After months of debate, the party voted in March to renew the coalition deal.

Over the past decade, the SPD has shared responsibility for deeply unpopular decisions – on
austerity measures and refugee policy, for example – without being able to stamp its own
authority on government. The cross-party alliances have blurred the party’s political identity,
and convinced many voters that the SPD is no longer a genuine alternative to Germany’s
conservative bloc.



That impression, of course, has been nourished for years by Merkel herself. Since she took over
as CDU leader in 2000, she has nudged her party steadily towards the centre left, both in
substance and tone. For the SPD, meanwhile, Merkel’s increasingly firm grasp on the political
centre has been hard to counter, especially while locked in a coalition government with her.

It was for precisely that reason that so many inside the party were desperate to avoid another
“grand coalition” with the Christian Democrats after the 2017 election. Led by Kevin Kühnert,
the eloquent chief of the SPD youth wing, the opponents fought tooth and nail against the
proposal, which was eventually put to a party-wide referendum. They lost the vote, but Kühnert
emerged as one of the party’s brightest young prospects.

The 29-year old student, whose boyish features have earned him the moniker Milchgesicht

(babyface) in the tabloid press, remains convinced that the SPD needs to change course. “Since

the mid-1990s, we have seen the rise of an ideology – not just in Germany but across Europe –

that is a radical departure from the classic Social Democratic narrative, which is built around 
the welfare state that takes care of people,” Kühnert tells me.

“Suddenly, the message was that people should take care of themselves, that markets can do 
things better than the state. We privatised, we deregulated the labour market, we abandoned 
rural areas. All that contradicts what the SPD always stood for.

“The problem is: the SPD has been in government an awful lot over the past 20 years. We were 
part of this development, because we ourselves believed in this wrong conception.” As a result, 
he adds, the party lost credibility with those “for whom the promise of social advancement has 
not been fulfilled”.

“For the first time in many years we have a young generation where many sense that they will 
not automatically be able to live better than their parents. People on low salaries have seen 
their wages stagnate, or even fall. They can afford less than they could at the end of the 1990s. 
I don’t need to have a big macroeconomic debate with them: they know they do not belong to 
society’s winners.”

Germany is in its ninth year of economic expansion, and unemployment is at a record low. Yet
the disappointment and frustration that Kühnert describes is on display across the country –
and nowhere more so than in former Social Democratic bastions such as Bochum, a city of
372,000 inhabitants in the northwestern Ruhr area of Germany.

The Ruhr has long been famed as the industrial heartland of Germany and – until recently – as
the SPD’s heartland as well. For many decades, right up to 2005, the party won between 50 and
60 per cent of the Bochum vote in federal elections. Last year, it won just 30.7 per cent. The
city’s mayor is still a Social Democrat, but the region at large – vote-rich North Rhine
Westphalia – is now governed by a coalition between the conservative Christian Democrats and
the pro-business Free Democrats.
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Axel Schäfer, a Social Democrat member of parliament, has represented the city for more than 
16 years. We meet on a Sunday morning outside the local planetarium, where he has promised 
to entertain his grandchildren. He arrives with a generous plate of home-made cake, and a 
strong sense that the SPD is struggling against the tide. “We live in a complicated world in 
which many people expect easy answers – easy answers that we cannot give them or don’t want 
to give them. Because there are no easy answers,” Schäfer tells me.

The 2015 refugee crisis and the political convulsions that followed are a case in point. The SPD
backed Merkel’s decision to accept more than a million refugees from crisis countries such as
Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq, despite the evident risk of a political backlash from voters. The
decision was right in principle, Schäfer believes, but was poorly explained: “The concerns that
people had were not taken seriously enough – or at least not in a way that became visible to
people. We probably did internalise all this on an intellectual level, but people also needed to see
that we really mean it.

“And then we repeated the mistake that [German writer] Kurt Tucholsky identified when he
looked at the Weimar Republic: the people on the right spoke wrongly but they spoke to the
people. The people on the left spoke correctly but they spoke of things. Why did we not manage
this? I cannot explain it entirely. But that was, I think, a crucial point. We were not courageous
enough at that moment.”

Perhaps the most noticeable structure in Bochum is a mineshaft tower – a reminder of the city’s
proud industrial heritage. In the 1920s, Bochum boasted more coal mines than any other city in
Europe: today, not one remains. Most of the steel mills have closed, as have the car plants that
once kept thousands in pay. The latest blow came in 2008, when Nokia decided to close its
mobile phone factory. The local unemployment rate is close to 10 per cent – more than double

the national average.

The city’s economic decline destroyed not just jobs but shredded a social fabric in which the 
SPD played a pivotal role. Bochum’s miners and steelworkers voted for the SPD because they 
trusted the party to improve their lives and those of their children. With the unions, the party 
fought for workers’ rights, and to protect the key industries of the Ruhr area.

The SPD was also instrumental in opening up paths for working-class children: it introduced a
generous system of grants and loans that gave poorer students access to higher education, and
established a string of new universities across Germany – including in Bochum itself.

“Today you no longer have the kind of working class that still existed in the 1980s and even the
1990s,” says Rainer Bovermann, professor of politics at Bochum University and an SPD member
of the regional parliament. “Many of the people who now live in former working-class bastions



like Bochum, Essen and Dortmund are in fact no longer working. Some have fallen through the
cracks. These are people who feel the SPD no longer takes care of them. They feel abandoned.
They stay at home and don’t vote at all.”
In any discussion about the SPD’s decline, one term keeps resurfacing: Hartz IV. It refers to a 
reform of welfare and unemployment regulations pushed through by an SPD government under 
chancellor Schröder in 2003. Named after Peter Hartz, the head of a commission advising the 
government at the time, the regime involved deep cuts to unemployment benefits, and made 
payment conditional on tighter rules for job search and acceptance.

Hartz IV was part of a bold reform package widely credited with restoring German 
competitiveness and laying the groundwork for the sustained economic boom that followed. For 
many SPD voters in Ruhr cities like Bochum, Dortmund and Gelsenkirchen, however, it was an 
act of betrayal. It hit the jobless struggling to build a new life after the collapse of local 
industries. They felt abandoned at their moment of greatest need, by the very party they trusted 
to take care of them.

The anger stoked by Hartz IV helped shatter the SPD’s already weakening hold over leftwing
politics in Germany. In its heyday, the party managed to unite voters from all walks of life, from
blue–collar workers to the progressive middle classes, civil servants, students and intellectuals.

That coalition started crumbling in the late 1970s with the rise of the environmentalist Green
party, which offered a new brand of progressive politics and drew millions of urban, well-

educated voters away from the SPD. Today, university graduates vote for the CDU first, the
Greens second and only then for the SPD. In prosperous southern states such as Bavaria, voters
have come to regard the Greens – not the SPD – as the main alternative to the centre right.

After reunification in 1990, a new rival appeared: the former Socialist party of East Germany,
which eventually morphed into Die Linke, and started attacking the SPD from the left. Once
largely confined to eastern Germany, Die Linke has made ever deeper inroads into SPD
strongholds: in Bochum, it won 10 per cent of the vote last year.

It is not just on the left that the SPD faces competition. Opposite Bochum’s hulking city hall, I
find the modest office of the Alternative for Germany, the far-right party that came out of
nowhere to secure 12.6 per cent of the vote at last year’s election. The AfD’s blend of anti-
migration and anti-European rhetoric attracted voters particularly from the centre right, but it
also managed to lure more than half-a-million voters from the SPD.

Wittbrodt joined the SPD in 2000, and was an active member of the local branch for more than
a decade. He left in 2011, after concluding that the party had lost its way. Today, he represents
the AfD in the local parliament. “The SPD is supposed to be there for the little people. Here in
the Ruhr area we have the highest unemployment rates in all of Germany. But the SPD is no
longer fighting against this. We have the highest share of foreigners and the highest share of
unemployed. But the SPD is silent on this,” he tells me.
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When I point out that the SPD successfully pushed for the introduction of a minimum wage in
the last government, Wittbrodt demurs. “Yes, we have a minimum wage now. But who can
seriously live off the minimum wage? Everyone is boasting that Germany has record-low
unemployment right now. But how much hidden unemployment is there? And how many
people who have a job still need welfare to make ends meet?”

The emergence of a new class of precarious low-wage workers is a burning issue for German
politics. But the SPD has yet to show it has a clear idea of how to tackle this and myriad other
challenges facing the country. Some call for radical solutions such as a universal basic income.

Others want the party to be more forceful in pushing for higher taxes on the rich and more 
social spending. Looming behind such calls is the idea that it should follow the playbook of 
Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour party in the UK, which has taken a decisive turn to the left.

“Corbyn absolutely has to be our model,” says Volkan Baran, an SPD member of the regional
parliament in North Rhine Westphalia. The son of Turkish migrants who arrived in Germany in
1962, Baran is one of the few SPD lawmakers with experience of actually working down the
mines: he trained as a mining mechanic in a Ruhr coal mine, which was shuttered in 2010. Like
many Social Democrats in the region, he is critical of the party’s centrist course in recent years –
and of its repeated entanglements with the Christian Democrats.

“The goal is not to move the party to the left. It is to move the party back to its fundamental 
values: equality, justice, solidarity. What Labour did was nothing other than to focus on its core 
values, and to make progressive politics,” Baran tells me. In practice, he argues, that means 
giving up on the idea that the SPD can please everyone. “We must not be afraid to scare off the 
bankers. We need to tell them: ‘We want more taxes from you!’”

We are talking in the bar of Bochum’s cavernous conference hall, where the North Rhine
Westphalian SPD is holding its annual party conference. Baran’s instincts are widely shared
among the delegates and speakers here, many of whom voice disappointment that the party has
joined forces with the conservatives once again. “We are losing our profile. People see us as the
party that props up Merkel,” bemoans Frederick Cordes, leader of the regional branch of the
SPD youth wing. “We need a new Social Democratic narrative, and that narrative has to have a
leftwing approach”.

The problem, as Cordes himself is only too aware, is that the SPD cannot make a credible turn to

the left while its ministers sit around the same cabinet table in Berlin with the Christian

Democrats. Neither does it help that key SPD ministers – most notably Olaf Scholz, the finance
minister – lean towards the centre. Scholz made clear from the outset that he intends to follow
the hawkish approach of his famously austere predecessor, Wolfgang Schäuble. Like Schäuble,
he has promised to keep the federal budget in surplus, dismissing calls from the party base to
tax and spend.
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that is present on the street, a party that cares. “People tell me: ‘You used to be the party of the

working people.’ They mean that the party used to take care of people in their communities.
There are so many people who work hard, raise their kids – and then suddenly their car needs
repairing and they can no longer go on a summer holiday, because they have no savings. The
SPD needs to be there for those people.”

Klingbeil, the SPD secretary-general, tells me the party needs to recover its reputation as a party

Knut Kreuch is an endangered political species: a successful Social Democrat in eastern
Germany. He has been mayor of Gotha for more than 12 years. At the last local election, he won
the support of more than 60 per cent of the population. His party, however, is in dire straits: the
SPD won just 14 per cent in his home region of Thuringia at last year’s general election. Across
much of eastern Germany, the SPD is what it will become nationwide if the decline persists: a
splinter party.

The mayor believes he has bucked the trend as a result of old-school retail politics: being there
and sorting out local problems. “Voters are not looking for programmes. They are looking for
personalities who can get things done,” Kreuch tells me. His recipe for an SPD comeback is
deceptively simple: pick a promising, young party leader and build him or her up over time.
Find a German version of Emmanuel Macron, France’s president.

He has a point. Since the departure of Gerhard Schröder in 2005, the SPD has lacked a popular
and charismatic leader. But the party’s troubles go much deeper. The broad social alliance that
once sustained the SPD has been fractured – in part because of the party’s own mistakes but,
perhaps more importantly, because society itself has fractured. Voters have sorted themselves
into new groups that the SPD can no longer appeal to, or at least not simultaneously.

The party lacks a great unifying theme. It pushes for pension increases – and comes across to 
young voters as staid and backward-looking. It fights to keep Germany’s coal mines open – and 
turns off environmentally conscious city dwellers. It argues for generosity towards refugees –
and repels traditional voters anxious about the surge of foreigners in their midst.

This dilemma is not exclusive to the SPD. The traditional big-tent parties on both the left and
right have been in decline for years, from Germany and the Netherlands to Spain and Austria, as
has voter loyalty more broadly. With the exception of countries like Britain and the US, whose
first-past-the-post electoral system favours party duopolies, the drift towards political
fragmentation looks unstoppable. “The SPD is first in line to suffer the consequences of this
shift, but it won’t be the only one,” argues Römmele, the political scientist.

The SPD still has formidable strengths, not least the party’s 443,000 members. It has also
shown that it can still win big victories in regional and local elections with the right candidates.
But the crisis is sufficiently grave for some party leaders to contemplate the previously
unthinkable: a Germany without the SPD.
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