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When East Germans are lumped together in these three elections, one loses the nuances of a changing East and West German political landscape. There are differences as well as similarities in these states’ voting behavior.  Moreover, it is not just East Germans who have experienced disappointment with the two main parties and are looking for alternatives.  In this paper, I examine the complexity of voter volatility, personalization of politics, extremist voting, and regionalism in these state elections and make comparisons with similar West German phenomena.

L et me elaborate a little on the stereotypical comments I want to dispute:  “We West Germans are used to more stable politics, but now East Germans have introduced incredible volatility to our voting system.  A party might lose up to 15% of the vote from one election to the next—that could only happen in East Germany.  Those ex-Communists just have no party loyalty—they are persuaded simply by the role of personality and local scandal.  They generally only have three parties to choose from any way, not four or five as we do.  And one of those is the former communist party, the PDS (Party of Democratic Socialism)! On top of that, they generally do not turn out to vote.  In West Germany, voting turn out has always been 70% and higher.  Voting is a civic duty here.  East German voters have no interest in politics and no faith in our institutions. As a result of this behavior, the SPD (as the federal party in power) is being punished and these extremist parties are gaining ground.  Worst of all, this includes neo-Nazi parties on the extreme right such as the NPD (National Democratic Party). How can those East Germans vote for parties like that?  I also thought the PDS  was finally done for after the Bundestag elections in 2002!  What is wrong with those East Germans?”

Ironically, shortly after I wrote these imaginary introductory comments, the New York Times also appeared to take the common “West German” lesson from the elections in Sachsen and Brandenburg.  In two separate articles, the NYT journalist Mark Landler suggested East Germans still have an authoritarian streak and they voted for the right because of  “a deepening rift between west and east, as eastern Germans voice bitterness at being left behind in the 14 years since reunification.”
   

I argue the East/West rift is not deepening as much as the rift between the state and federal governments: the real issue for East and West Germans is the poor performance of the two main parties at the state and especially at the federal level.  Although East Germans are troubled by the disparate impact of Hartz IV, this disappointment is not as much the programmed result of political culture as it is a reaction to poor leadership and painful policy choices. Now voters in both regions appear to be responding to the cartel party image of the CDU and SPD:  “agents of the state who do not necessarily use state resources wisely or in the interest of citizens, but are more concerned with guaranteeing their own collective survival.”

While this “otherness” of East Germans may be psychologically comforting, I would argue that it gets in the way of electoral analysis.  Landler mentions two historical periods, which might explain this East German “otherness” and tendency to vote for extremist parties:  the legacy of communist authoritarianism in addition to a Weimar-type past.  He concludes that the former legacy is the real problem; of course, there is no mention of far right’s success in West Germany in the late sixties and especially the early nineties during periods of high political tension.

To me, these East German state elections send the opposite message:  there are striking similarities between recent East and West German voting patterns if one uses the Saarland election as a comparison. This election had a 55.5% turn out.
   Here the SPD got 30.8% of the vote, losing 13.6% in five years.
   This was due, at least in part, to the popularity of the Christian Democratic Minister-President Peter Mueller, which in East Germany would be labeled the personalization of politics.  As a result, the CDU gained 2% in the vote. The NPD also focused on Hartz VI protests and got 4.0% of the vote, only slightly short of the 5% barrier. Thus, we see increasing voter volatility, personalization of politics, and the increase of right wing extremism.
 I would argue the only significant difference between this West German state election and these three East German state elections is the result for the PDS, which got 2.3% of the vote rather than the standard 20% plus in East Germany.

While one can argue that Saarland is a small state with an atypical social structure, this ignores other instances of stronger West German right wing voting in the 1990s in addition to declining voter participation.
  This phenomenon at the federal level has been well documented by Russell Dalton and Gordon Smith.  Dalton notes that there has been a general decline in faith in the two main parties as well as in West German political participation since 1949.  Of the 2002 Bundestag election, he wrote “More Germans are entering each election with an open mind and deciding their votes based on the issues and the candidate’s performance during the campaign.”  He even suggests that the image of the candidate in the federal elections of 2002 was more important in the West while specific issues and ideology carried more weight in the East. Gordon Smith also describes how “the German electorate has become increasingly fluid in its behavior” and explains the negative effect of a federal grand coalition from 1966-1969, which gave rise to right-wing voting at the federal level in West Germany.
 

The name for this political phenomenon, when voters choose parties on the extreme left and right as one or both main parties move to the middle, is the vacuum thesis.  In all these state elections, disappointed voters found themselves either not voting, voting for the PDS, voting for right-wing parties or other third parties, because the two main parties were unable to attract the left and right wing potential. This phenomenon is not limited to the East German states.

Another explanation for past East German behavior, which posits that West German parties cannot represent East German interests, is the representation gap thesis. 
  In a revised version, many parties and politicians, not just those from the PDS, are able to gain votes arguing that the two main parties place federal interests above state interests and, therefore, cannot represent states properly. This split between federal/state interests is an argument, which West German state politicians use as successfully as East Germans.

Voter Volatility

To understand voter volatility, or party switching, one must also take account shifts in voter turn out. Strong volatility in voting turn out for East German state elections, which I would define as a shift of more than 5%, only took place in Thueringen.  The same dimension of volatility, participation losses of over 15%, which occurred between first and third state elections in 1990 and 1998/1999, did not take place in this round of elections.
  There is, however, chronically low turn out at the state level and this generally means better results for fringe parties, which have highly mobilized and motivated voters. Thueringen had the lowest turn out of all, 54%; this is approximately 6% lower than in 1999.  Turn out in all three states was under 60%--it was 59.6% in Saxony, which represented a decline of 1.5%, and 56.6% in Brandenburg, actually a small increase of 1.6%.

Voter volatility, party switching, in Thueringen was greatest for the CDU, which had the sole majority for the last decade.  It lost 8%, while among the opposition parties, the SPD lost only 4%, and the PDS gained 4.8%.  No right wing party was able to overcome the 5% barrier as the vote was split between Republikaner party and the NPD, which together got 3.5% of the vote.
 

In Brandenburg, there was some voter volatility, but losses of approximately 7% were quite similar for both SPD and CDU, the two parties in power, and there was only a small increase of .8% for the DVU.  The greatest volatility was the 4.7% increase in votes for the PDS, which made it the second strongest party, stronger than the CDU.  Actually, there was less volatility than expected.  Pollsters had suggested two weeks prior to the election that the PDS would be the party to gain the most votes.

Saxony was the only state where we saw extreme voter volatility in this fourth round of East German state elections.
  I would define extreme voter volatility as a shift of 10% or more, between parties. In Saxony, the CDU lost over 15% of the vote from 1999.  All third parties, except the PDS gained:  the NPD gained 7.8%, the FDP gained 4.8%, the Greens gained 2.5% of the vote, and the PDS lost 1.4%.  

One needs to analyze the special political context of Saxony. This was not only a particular response to the “Alleinherrschaft” of the CDU for over a decade, but also a response to political corruption,
and internal squabbling within the CDU.  Moreover, Georg Milbradt, the CDU minister-president, ran a poor campaign where he did not exude charisma to say the least and he made some bad policy choices. Alienated voters who might normally have voted PDS, lost this choice when Porsch’s alleged Stasi involvement was announced.  While the NPD, thus, became the main alternative for protest voters,  moderate voters chose the FDP or Greens as their alternative to the CDU and SPD.
The increasingly moderate SPD and CDU had to face voter’s disappointment and thus voter volatility as the vacuum thesis would predict; but they were also punished in a response to federal policies as the new representation gap thesis would predict.  Many third parties other than the PDS, including right-wing parties were able to profit and that would suggest the PDS is no longer seen as the sole party able to represent East German interests.  
Personalization of Politics 

All of these states had continuous and strong leaders for over a decade.  One leader, Manfred Stolpe, could even be considered Leitfigur, an exemplary individual, who had an East German background, who did not devalue the East German past, and who articulated concerns about transition.
   Recently, each state experienced a change of leadership from one generation to the next. Several years prior to the 2004 elections, older minister-presidents, two of whom were West German, turned the office over to younger minister presidents, two of whom are East German. As a result of this leadership change, one would expect the campaigns to focus a great deal on the person of the minister-president.  I think it can be argued that as more East Germans come to power and more West Germans, who truly identify with East German interests, the old representation gap thesis is weakened.

In each state, the different process of succession, not simply geographic origin, helps explain differing levels of popularity for minister presidents as well as their opponents.  The shift of leadership in Sachsen, which happened in April 2002, was the most unfriendly to say the least.  In 2001, the popular minister president 74 year old Kurt Biedenkopf removed Dr. Georg Milbradt, a 59 year old West German politician, from the post of Finance Minister. Milbradt remained, however, as a parliamentary representative and he ultimately convinced the majority of the CDU not only to elect him minister president in 2002, but also to elect him as party chair in 2003. In this way, Milbradt showed Biedenkopf, who remained in the legislature after stepping down from the top post, that he had had won over the majority of the party, which resulted in lasting and personal divisions in the Saxon CDU. While Miilbradt resisted criticizing Biedenkopf publicly in the campaign, Biedenkopf openly criticized Milbradt’s leadership both before and after the election.
 Losses for the CDU might have been worse except the opposition was weak.

The Sachsen SPD ran with Thomas Jurk, leader of the SPD parliamentary group, a 42 year old East German, and his party also experienced a great deal of infighting just prior to the election.
  This partially explains the mild losses for the party, but it is still the only probable coalition partner for the CDU.  Opposition parties are, therefore, terming the emerging grand coalition, “a coalition of losers.” The PDS would not have been favored as a coalition partner in any case, but this was all the more so as Peter Porsch, the head of the PDS parliamentary group in Sachsen and candidate for minister-president, was alleged to be a Stasi informer five weeks before the election.
  

In Thueringen in June 2003, Dieter Althaus, a 46 year old East German and former teacher of mathematics and physics who was the head of the CDU in this state since 2000, replaced 71 year old Bernard Vogel, who was previously minister-president of Rheinland Pfalz.  Vogel did not remain in the state legislature. This time an East German, replaced an older West German leader and Althaus, who was groomed for the leadership role, was supported by the entire CDU. Although he has only been in office one year, he is already as popular as the former minister president. It may help that he is East German, but more importantly, he is viewed as pragmatic as well as competent. Moroever, he has shown his own political preferences by appointing new cabinet members who are not close to the former minister-president.
  These qualities, in addition to the weak opposition, help explain how the CDU losses were not so great in Thueringen.  It helped that Althaus’s opponent in the SPD, Christian Matschie, an East German member of the Bundestag, was extraordinarily unpopular.  The PDS candidate, Bodo Ramelow, a middle-aged West German who replaced Gabi Zimmer as head of the parliamentary group in Thueringen, was more popular even among SPD voters.

Similar to Thueringen, a “friendly” change of leadership occurred in Brandenburg, when 50 year old Matthias Platzeck (SPD) replaced 68 year old Manfred Stolpe in June 2002 as minister-president.  Stolpe moved on to a post in the federal government. Plaztzeck was and is very popular with 56% of the voters wanting him to be minister-president.   More importantly, in this campaign he was able to translate his personal popularity into gains for his party as he campaigned tirelessly.
  His opponent had weak support.  Only 15% of voters wanted 67 year old Joerg Schoenbohm to be minister-president. Schoenbohm, who was and remains interior minister and head of the CDU in the state, has arrogantly argued after the election, the only reason the SPD did so well was because voters did not want to see the PDS get the most votes.  This has not helped his popularity. The PDS candidate Dagmar Enkelmann, a 48 year old East German member of the Brandenburg parliament, was surprisingly popular with 11% wanting her to be minister-president.
  
In these three examples, we see some personalization of politics, in the sense of response to a person and personality, but also a critical evaluation of competence.  Of course, all of the following also played a role:  the campaign, divisions among ruling parties, and the strength of the opposition.

Increasing extremism?

One should not ignore the very real problems these states face and in this regard, they differ from most West German states. Unemployment still hovers around 20%. Federal government subsidies cannot last forever and in spite of strong subsidies, young people are leaving the region.

Let’s clarify, however, a few myths about extremism in these three states.  The PDS and right wing voters are not thriving everywhere and right wing extremism cannot necessarily be equated with a growth in left wing extremism. We are talking about a strong increase in right-wing extremism in one state, Sachsen, which is coupled with diminishing support for left-wing extremism.  While the PDS is thriving in both Thueringen and Brrandenburg, it is for different reasons. In Brandenburg, the PDS seems to be the alternative to an indecisive grand coalition as the vacuum thesis would predict.  In Thueringen, we see what happens when protest votes go entirely to the PDS and not to right wing parties or other third parties. Dissatisfied protest voters joined the core PDS voters. As a result, the PDS was able to better their results among all age groups in Thueringen, while the CDU lost among all age groups.  Moeover, the PDS  in Thuringen successfully focused on the failures of the SPD at the federal level as the new representation gap thesis would imply.

In contrast, in Sachsen, the PDS became less of an option as Porsch’s past was questioned.  In essence, this shows that eastern voters will not blindly choose the PDS to represent them; they do care about the past when it involves high level leaders. However, it also meant that PDS voters, in addition to CDU voters, were looking for a new home.  This right-wing vote should be seen in the context of increased votes for all third parties, two of which are mainstream, the Greens and FDP.   Clearly votes for all these third parties are a result of the vacuum thesis.

Although the problems of the PDS are myriad and were well displayed in the 2002 Bundestag election,
 as long as the PDS can remain in the opposition at the state level, it can profile self as an East German interest party once again benefiting from both the federal/state split and a split between East and West German interests on Hartz IV. Right wing parties are adopting the same profile but with more nationalistic slogans and an even more distinct lack of policy alternatives.  Lack of organization, poor leadership, and small memberships in these right wing parties will hurt their chance of on-going success at the state or federal level.  Of course, by winning in two state elections, they have gained funds and are garnering attention.

Misuse of Regional Themes

 Regionalism is often viewed in a positive fashion, but in this campaign we saw examples of its misuse. By regionalism, I mean a “reassertion of local or state identity and pride” as well as policy debates with an emphasis on the area’s “own interests and identity over the national interest and identity.”  While the positive value of a meaningful identity is clear, such regionalism resulted in “independent and often contrary positions in federal policy debates” in these state campaigns. 
   When states, however, compete among one another for attention, sometimes slogans can be misused.  It is also noteworthy that regionalism took different forms in each campaign.

Although Platzeck acknowledged that East German states would be hurt, he never wavered in his fundamental support for Hartz IV.  He remained consensus oriented in his speeches and his characterization of Brandenburg was that of a “state of small, modern businesses.”  He seemed to avoid what I would term regional sloganeering, but that may just be because Brandenburg does not have a lot of successes to proclaim.

 In contrast, in his approach to fusion of Berlin and Brandenburg, Platzeck has distanced himself from Berlin and the federal government. In spite of federal desire to integrate smaller states, Platzeck acknowledged the lack of support among the Brandenburg population starting in December 2003. He used Berlin’s enormous debt to justify his position.

DieterAlthaus supported Hartz IV and placed his criticism of growing unemployment on the shoulders of unreasonable labor unions.   He has argued it is bitter medicine, but necessary. He has, however, not hesitated to point out the economic problems of the federal government and used it as a distraction from economic problems in Thueringen.
  He has transformed Vogel’s slogan, “Thuringen bleibt Thuringen,” into the “Thueringer Model,” which suggests the state should remain creative as well as independent from the federal government and not give up its emphasis on solidarity with the truly needy.
  Thueringen began to celebrate its political difference from Sachsen right after the election, although one could argue the lack of right wing vote in Thuringen was simply a matter of election timing.  While this could mean more investment in the short run, Schadenfreude is not a useful long run economic or political strategy.

Milbradt, in contrast to the others, stongly emphasized the image of his state’s success. In a speech Milbradt made in June 2004 entitled “the more modern part of Germany,” he emphasized that Sachsen had the highest growth rate of any state in Germany that anyone “who places party loyalty above interests the state [of Sachsen] will not be successful.”
  Then, through out the speech he criticized Stolpe and the red-green federal government  (as well as the Sachsen SPD and PDS) as hurting the state of Sachsen.  He echoed the theme of Sachsen as number one in the East through out the campaign.
  

Milbradt was also the most critical of Hartz IV.  His initial support for it followed by his criticisms made him look like a weak, inconsistent leader.  He may have been worried that he appeared unconcerned about easterners plight.
 To be fair, even the Saxon FDP argued against Hartz IV, but it was not an establishment party in this state and probably won protest votes as a result.  The CDU and Milbradt personally, who voted for the legislation, could not pass muster as a leader of protest.

The most serious problem was that some CDU slogans, Ein gutes Stueck Sachsen for example, were also used by the NPD.  On Tag der Sachsen, where Milbradt appeared, the NPD made sure neo-Nazi music was played. Leaders such as Milbradt will need to make sure that healthy regionalism does not become thoughtless sloganeering  or an attempt to completely discredit the federal government, which can be used by any anti-system party. 
Conclusion

As the vacuum thesis would predict, the SPD and the CDU are in trouble in East as well as the West.  The most shocking state losses in the East are for the CDU in Sachsen and in the West for the SPD in Saarland. Voter turn out is down through out Germany, but it is chronically low in East German state elections and this also help s left and right wing parties. In these elections, however, there was only strong party volatility, party switching, and a high increase in the vote for the right wing in one eastern state, Sachsen.  However, it may be the East will ultimately be most effected as more voters are willing to accept fringe parties’ ideas and the East will probably suffer disproportionately from Hartz IV. 

The role of personal leadership is important in the East as the representation gap thesis would predict, but if a party fails in its policies, it will be punished no matter who the leader or his/her origins.  In the elections under investigation here, a West German CDU leader was punished the most.  However, I think we can see that this was because of is campaign tactics and policies, not his origin. While one might expect many changes in leadership at the East German state level to lead to greater personalization of politics, this does not appear to be the case. The fact that leaders seem to matter more to West Germans than in the past suggests that personalization of politics is not limited to the East. 

As for consistent extremism in the East, party preferences for all parties are regionally different and shifting. Right wing parties play a different role in individual states.  The NPD is different from DVU and it is different from the Republikaner, who did not win in any state.  While these parties are trying to consolidate at the federal level for the 2006 election, this is unlikely because of their weak organization and their lack of coherent policies.  Still these parties, which are anti-system parties, will gain finances and attention because of these election results. They appear to be filling a new representation gap, which is no longer the sole domain of the PDS.  If they are not entirely excluded by other parties and hence turned into martyrs, their success should remain limited.

As for long lasting regionalism, of course, one would expect regional categories to diminish with time and they have. All three states now cultivate different regional images. Moreover, all states share one basic political constellation:  the PDS is the second most powerful party in Brandenburg as well as Thueringen and Sachsen.  One could go in the other direction trying to characterize Sachsen as some unique right-wing regime isolated within East Germany, but I hope it is clear why this would be a mistake.  First, this suggests West Germany is immune to right-wing parties.  Second, it ignores the fact that all third parties gained in Sachsen, except the PDS.  Third, newly forming grand coalitions with a weak right wing may force Brandenburg’s and Sachsen’s parliaments into very similar political territory. Moreover, Brandenburgers also returned the right wing to power in spite of a pretty miserable legislative record.  Finally, the lack of a strong right wing vote in Thueringen may solely be due to election timing.  While the potential for similar political developments in this region are present, so far these states appear do be moving in new, but not completely separate, directions. No party should take solace in these state elections for the Bundestagswahl, because they are in 2006 hence and there is still plenty of volatility in East between state and federal elections.
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Bundestag


EP 


Landtag

October 2002

June 2004

Thueringen







June 2004

Participation

74.8% (-7.5)   
53.7% (-4.4)

54.0%  (-5.9)

CDU


29.4% (.5)

37.8% (-4.5)

43.0%  (-8)

SPD


39.9% (5.4)

15.4% (-10.1)
14.5% (-4)


PDS


17.0% (-3.2)

25.3% (4.7)
           26.1% (4.8)

FDP


  5.9% (2.5)

  4.2% (2.1)

  3.6% (2.5)

GREENS

  4.3% (.4)

  5.5% (3.2)

  4.5% (2.6)

Republikaner

    .8% (-.8)

  2.2% (.3)

  2.0%  (1.2)

NPD


    .9% (.9)

  1.7% (1.1)

   1.5% (1.3)

Sachsen







September 2004

Participation

73.7% (-6.9)

46.1% (-7.5)



CDU


33.6% (.9)

36.5% (-9.3)

41.1% (-15.8)

SPD


33.3% (4.2)

11.9% (-7.6)

  9.8% (-.9)

PDS


16.2% (-3.8)

23.5% (2.5)

23.6% (-1.4)

FDP


  9.3% (2)

  5.2% (2.3)

  5.9% (4.8)

Greens

  8.9% (2)

  6.1% (3.3)

  5.1% (2.5)

Republikaner

  1.0% (-.9)

  3.4% (.9)

  ------

NPD


    .9% (.9)

3.3% (2.1)

  9.2% (7.8)

Brandenburg







September 2004

Participation

73.7% (-4.4)

26.9% (-3.1)

CDU


22.3% (1.5)

24.0% (-5.2)

19.4% (-7.1)

SPD


46.4% (2.9)

20.5% (-11)

31.9% (-7.4)

PDS


17.2% (-2.9)

30.9% (5.1)

28.0% (4.7)

FDP


  5.8% (3.0)

  4.7% (2.4)

  3.3% (1.4)

Greens

  4.5% (.9)

  7.8% (4.5)

  3.6% (1.7)

Republikaner

  ----


  1.3% (-.3)                  ----

NPD


  1.5% (.7)

  1.8% (.6)

   ----

DVU


  ----


     ----

  
  6.1% (.8)
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