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Introduction

Since the end of the Cold War and reunification, German politics has been defined by
both continuity and change. Continuity stems from the Basic Law’s resilient
institutions, a culture of coalition-building, and a social market economy that anchors
expectations of stability. Change arrives in the form of shifting voter alignments, new
parties and movements, and a policy agenda increasingly shaped by European and
global shocks. This book examines how these forces interact—how a
consensus-oriented system copes with polarization, how party competition adapts to
new cleavages, and how Germany exercises leadership in the European Union while
negotiating its own domestic constraints.

The analysis begins with the party system’s evolution after 1990. The traditional
dominance of the center-right and center-left has given way to a more fragmented
landscape in which the Greens and the Free Democrats have redefined liberal and
ecological agendas, Die Linke has navigated regional strongholds and national
relevance, and the Alternative fur Deutschland (AfD) has disrupted conventional
alignments by mobilizing discontent over globalization, migration, and cultural change.
Understanding the AfD phenomenon requires attention to regional disparities,
perceptions of representation, and the interplay between economic and identity-based
grievances. Yet it also calls for a sober assessment of how mainstream parties
respond—normatively and strategically—within constitutional bounds.

Coalition governance is the system’s core operating principle and a central theme of
this book. As electoral volatility increases, multiparty bargains have become more
complex, placing a premium on programmatic compromise, personnel management,
and credible communication with voters. We examine coalition architectures—from
grand coalitions to more ideologically diverse arrangements—showing how they shape
policy outputs on fiscal rules, climate and energy, migration and integration,
digitalization, and social protection. The chapters trace how negotiation dynamics in
Berlin intersect with the Lander and the Bundesrat, where federalism can dilute, delay,
or refine national initiatives.

Germany'’s role in Europe is the second anchor of our inquiry. The European Union is
both a venue for German policy and a constraint upon it. Monetary integration,
single-market regulation, and rule-of-law commitments set the stage on which German
preferences are formed and tested. During periods of crisis—financial turmoil, refugee
flows, pandemic disruption, and geopolitical shocks—Germany has frequently acted as
an agenda-setter, whether by shaping fiscal and regulatory responses or by
coordinating with France and other partners. Leadership, however, is not mere
dominance; it is the capacity to forge coalitions, accept reciprocal concessions, and
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translate domestic legitimacy into European solutions.

The book also explores the pressures that make leadership difficult. Demographic
change, energy transition, and technological competition strain fiscal and
administrative capacities. Security challenges and a shifting global order force
reappraisals of defense, industrial policy, and economic interdependence. At home,
debates over fairness, participation, and identity test the limits of consensus
democracy. Populist rhetoric exploits these tensions, while civil society, courts, and
independent media mediate them. The question is not whether pressure exists, but
how institutions and parties channel it into sustainable choices.

Methodologically, the chapters combine clear explanations of institutions with case
studies of pivotal decisions, attention to regional variation, and comparative
perspectives from other European democracies. Wherever possible, the narrative
foregrounds the trade-offs facing policymakers: short-term crisis stabilization versus
long-term reform; national accountability versus European responsibility; and
programmatic clarity versus coalition compromise. Readers will find brief analytical
tools—concepts such as veto players, issue ownership, and cleavage
theory—integrated into the text to illuminate why certain strategies succeed while
others fail.

The intended audience includes students of European politics, practitioners in public
service and civil society, and engaged citizens seeking a concise, readable guide to
Germany’s contemporary political landscape. The aim is not to prescribe a single path
forward but to equip readers with the context and categories needed to evaluate
competing claims. By mapping the incentives that parties face and the constraints
embedded in law and institutions, the book helps readers assess which reforms are
feasible, which alliances are durable, and where the risks of backlash are greatest.

Finally, the chapters proceed from the domestic to the European and international,
reflecting the simple truth that Germany’s politics are most intelligible when viewed as
nested within the EU and a contested global order. The concluding chapter sketches
scenarios for the coming years—ranging from incrementalism to more transformative
realignments—and the conditions under which each might emerge. The stakes are
high: the capacity of a large consensus democracy to absorb populist pressures,
deliver effective governance, and provide European leadership without sacrificing
legitimacy at home.
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Chapter One: From Unification to Realignment:
Germany After 1990

The autumn of 1989 unfolded with breathtaking speed that few had anticipated. What
began as peaceful protests against the authoritarian regime in the German
Democratic Republic (GDR) quickly escalated into a movement demanding profound
change. The iconic fall of the Berlin Wall on November 9, 1989, symbolized not only
the collapse of a physical barrier but also the crumbling of the Cold War order in
Europe. The joyous scenes of East and West Germans embracing, chipping away at
the hated wall, captured the world's imagination and set in motion a rapid chain of
events that would fundamentally reshape Germany and its role on the global stage.

Chancellor Helmut Kohl of West Germany, initially cautious, quickly seized the
opportunity presented by these momentous shifts. Just two weeks after the Berlin Wall
opened, on November 28, 1989, he unveiled a ten-point plan outlining steps towards
closer cooperation and, ultimately, reunification. The momentum proved unstoppable,
driven by the palpable desire of East Germans for freedom, democracy, and the
economic prosperity they associated with the West. The ailing East German economy,
despite being considered the most robust in the Soviet bloc, was in a state of near-
total collapse, making the prospect of unity all the more appealing.

The political landscape in East Germany underwent a dramatic transformation. In
March 1990, the GDR held its first and only free elections, a resounding victory for
parties advocating swift reunification. Lothar de Maiziere, leader of the East German
Christian Democratic Union, formed a grand coalition government with the express
mandate to negotiate the terms of unity. This democratic expression of will paved the
way for the decisive next steps.

A critical juncture arrived on May 18, 1990, with the signing of the Treaty Establishing
a Monetary, Economic, and Social Union between the two German states. This
agreement introduced the West German Deutsche Mark as the official currency in East
Germany from July 1, 1990. While this move was intended to signal hope and stability
to East Germans, it also had significant economic repercussions. The one-to-one
conversion rate, while politically popular, did not reflect the vast disparity in
productivity between the two economies. East German industries, already struggling
with outdated infrastructure and central planning inefficiencies, were suddenly faced
with labor costs that far outstripped their productivity, leading to a sharp decline in
competitiveness and widespread factory closures.

The path to full political unity culminated on October 3, 1990. On this date, often
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referred to as German Unity Day, the German Democratic Republic officially ceased to
exist, and its five re-established federal states—Brandenburg, Mecklenburg-Western
Pomerania, Saxony, Saxony-Anhalt, and Thuringia—joined the Federal Republic of
Germany. Berlin, once a divided city, was reunified and reinstated as the capital. This
was not the creation of a new German state, but rather an enlargement of the existing
Federal Republic, extending its Basic Law and institutions to the East.

The international dimension of reunification was complex, to say the least. Memories
of Germany's twentieth-century history loomed large, and some European leaders,
notably British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher and French President Francois
Mitterrand, harbored anxieties about a larger, more powerful Germany. They worried
that a unified Germany might destabilize the European balance of power. However,
the "Two Plus Four Agreement," signed on September 12, 1990, by the two German
states and the four Allied powers (France, the Soviet Union, the United Kingdom, and
the United States), addressed these concerns. This treaty restored full sovereignty to
Germany, clearing the way for its integration into NATO and confirming the Oder-
Neisse line as Germany's eastern border with Poland.

While the euphoria of unification was undeniable, the subsequent years revealed the
immense challenges of integrating two societies that had developed under vastly
different political, economic, and social systems for over four decades. West Germany
had flourished as a federal parliamentary republic with a social market economy,
benefiting from Marshall Plan investment and integration into Western European
markets. East Germany, conversely, was a Marxist-Leninist one-party state with a
centrally planned economy, its resources often subordinated to the Soviet Union.

The economic shock to the former GDR was profound and immediate. Industrial output
plummeted, and unemployment soared dramatically in the years immediately
following unification. Many East German factories were unable to compete in the free
market and were shut down, leading to massive job losses and a deep sense of
economic insecurity. The privatization process, handled by the Treuhandanstalt, often
resulted in West German firms acquiring East German assets, leading to a perception
of "West Germans ruling East Germans" and a lack of local ownership.

Beyond the purely economic, reunification created significant social and psychological
hurdles. The rapid disappearance of East German products, the renaming of streets
and institutions, and the restructuring of the education system led to a sense of loss
and alienation for many East Germans, a phenomenon sometimes referred to as
"Ostalgie" (a nostalgic longing for aspects of East German life). Stereotypes emerged
on both sides, with "Ossis" (East Germans) sometimes viewed as lazy or self-pitying,
and "Wessis" (West Germans) as arrogant and money-obsessed. These societal
divisions, rooted in differing experiences and perceptions, continue to manifest in
various ways, including persistent economic disparities.
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Despite massive financial transfers from West to East—intended to foster "flourishing
landscapes" as Kohl had promised—GDP per capita in the East lagged significantly
behind the West, standing at only 66% of the West's by 2023. This enduring economic
gap, coupled with early transition experiences, contributed to persistent political
alienation in the East and fueled support for populist parties. The Party of Democratic
Socialism (PDS), the successor to the former ruling party of the GDR, emerged as a
significant force in eastern German politics, often seen as representing eastern
interests.

The challenges of unification also left a mark on Germany's public finances. The
massive costs associated with rebuilding the East and harmonizing social welfare
systems led to a significant increase in public debt. This fiscal burden, alongside global
economic changes and the introduction of the euro, became a central theme in
subsequent political debates and policy decisions.

In the early 1990s, the reunified Germany quickly cemented its commitment to
European integration. Kohl played a key role in negotiating the Treaty on European
Union, signed in Maastricht in 1992, which established the European Union and laid
the groundwork for a common currency. This move was, in part, a way to assuage
lingering concerns among European partners about a powerful, unified Germany by
embedding it more deeply within a multilateral framework.

The years immediately following unification saw an initial period of considerable
introspection and adjustment for Germany. The country had to reconcile its dual
identities, integrate its economies, and address the social fault lines that had
emerged. While the process was often fraught with difficulties and unforeseen
consequences, it ultimately solidified Germany's democratic foundations and set the
stage for its emergence as a central player in the evolving European and global order.
The political realignments and socio-economic shifts sparked by 1990 continue to
shape German domestic politics and its international engagement today.
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