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Introduction

During the run-up to the 1998 federal election, there was intense
speculation on how—should it be elected—Germany’s first ever red-
green national administration would fare. Once the votes had been
cast and the Social Democratic Party (SPD) and Greens had indeed
come out on top, some argued that the experiences of red-green
coalitions at the Land-level could be useful in mapping out both
prospective and likely success stories for a red-green coalition at the
federal level. Taking to heart Lawrence Dodd’s famous proposition
that “provincial or state parliaments could provide an experimental
setting in which party coalitions could be attempted … with the
intermediate provincial experience making national-level coalitions
more possible than they would be without the provincial experi-
ence,”1 political scientists and journalists alike attempted to delineate
the elements of successful and unsuccessful red-green coalitions at
the Land level in order to understand more about the formation and
maintenance of this first national SPD-Green government. One of the
most well known of these subsequent attempts is Charles Lees’s
book The Red-Green Coalition in Germany.2 Lees outlines a red-green
“model” of government based on the experiences of red-green coali-
tions at the Land level, attempting to illustrate how the formation of
red-green at the federal level followed the same basic pattern.
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In many ways, the historical development of the Left Party/Party
of Democratic Socialism (PDS)3 has seemed to parallel that of the
Greens. Both were initially shunned by the established parties, and
both—to a certain extent—embraced their “outsider” status. Each soon
found itself with considerable political influence, however, as possible
coalition partners for the Social Democrats. Yet, both the Greens—
especially during the 1980s—and the Left Party/PDS found themselves
torn between the role of principled opposition and responsible party
of government across and within different Land party organizations.4

Consequently, the Left Party/PDS has entered into coalitions with the
SPD in two Länder, but with significant hesitation and with mixed
results. What lessons the party draws from its experiences in these
coalitions at the Land level undoubtedly will enter into its coalition
calculus in other Länder in the future—arguably, it already has. And
should a coalition with the SPD at the federal level ever become a real
possibility, experiences from the states will be instructive for the Left
Party/PDS, just as they were for the Greens. 

In this article, we investigate whether a red-red model of govern-
ment at the Land level exists, and, if so, what the elements of such a
model are. In the first section of the paper, we briefly outline what
coalition theory tells us about the dynamics of coalition formation.
Then, using Lees’s red-green model as a guide, we offer two models
of red-red coalitions, the first dealing with coalition formation and
the second with coalition maintenance. In the next section, we lay
out the evidence for this model with data gained from the only two
red-red coalitions: the recently terminated coalition in Mecklenburg-
Western Pomerania (Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, abbreviated here as
MV) and the current coalition in Berlin, as well as with data drawn
from an example of a “thwarted” SPD-Left Party/PDS coalition (i.e., a
coalition that was mathematically possible) in the Land of Branden-
burg. It should perhaps go without saying, of course, that we have
conceptualized our theoretical model of red-red government µmore
as a heuristic than predictive tool. With such a small data set (all
mathematically possible red-red coalitions) and positive cases within
that set (existing red-red coalitions) it could hardly be otherwise.
Nevertheless, with this model of red-red government we hope to
stimulate further discussion on what makes red-red coalitions possi-
ble and viable, and how long we should expect them to survive.
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Red-Green and Red-Red Models of Government

In essence, coalition theory can be divided into three issue areas that
have their own distinct logic and sets of dynamics: the study of coali-
tion formation, the study of coalition maintenance, and the study of
coalition termination. All of these areas have traditionally been
dominated by rational choice approaches to understanding political
behavior that have tended to invoke game-theoretical models in
attempting to understand more about how coalitions come into exis-
tence, are maintained and eventually collapse.5 Coalition formation
in particular is seen as forcing parties to bargain with each other,
prompting clear “winners” and “losers,” and can therefore best be
understood by creating models based on sets of assumptions that the
actors involved are perceived to hold.6

There are, however, major problems with the traditional variants
of formal coalition theory. For one thing, they are remarkably poor
at predicting real-world coalition outcomes.7 Related to this are
methodological critiques that question the entire relationship
between “new” theories and the same, somewhat limited dataset.
These important caveats aside, it is nevertheless clear that both
office seeking and policy seeking motivations are important in
explaining how coalitions come into being. Out of this synthesis has
come the notion that parties seek “minimal connected winning”
coalitions. Yet, although most scholars believe that the “minimal
connected winning” model of coalition formation has a great deal of
validity, it has been criticized amongst other things for more or less
wholly ignoring context. There are institutional constraints on coali-
tion formation—some linked, for example, to the electoral system or
the history of relationships between parties—which could preclude
coalition formation between parties, even if such a coalition were
mathematically possible and ideologically opportune. There are also
regional/national political cultures that can immediately black-ball
theoretically attractive coalition options. Consequently, rational-
choice-inspired elements of coalition formation have frequently been
supplemented with factors that attempt to capture these kinds of
path-dependent particularities.8

The vast majority of this research has been conducted, perhaps
understandably, with the national level of party political competition
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in mind. The one major exception to this is William Downs’s excel-
lent contribution that explicitly investigated how coalitions worked
at the subnational level across Belgium, France and Germany.9 He
uses measures such as the volatility of subnational election results
over time and the deviation of subnational election results from
national ones (what he terms “localization”), as well as survey data to
test a number of hypotheses regarding which coalitions come into
existence and when, how long they tend to last, and why they might
conceivably fail. Importantly, Downs concludes that much more
effort needs to be made to overcome the prevailing notion that par-
ties in Germany are still unitary actors and that the Land level is an
important, significant and under-researched level of analysis.10

Downs’s call to arms has become even more relevant in recent
years. His very thorough research was conducted in the mid 1990s
before the Left Party/PDS had entered any Land coalition govern-
ments and before the processes of regionalization in the German
party system genuinely had taken root.11 Given that the subnational
level can generate important insights into how complex parties work
and also guidance as to how future national politics may (theoreti-
cally) function, any analysis of the Left Party/PDS’s position in the
coalition equation is more than overdue. 

Our attempt to do just this draws on Charles Lees’s work on red-
green coalitions. Lees’s model of red-green cooperation has three
different components with three sub-components for each factor.
Yet, at base, it reflects two of the three different aspects of coalition
theory—coalition formation and coalition maintenance. In essence,
this means that Lees has two models of red-green cooperation: the
first outlining the factors essential to the successful formation of red-
green governments and the second outlining the factors essential to
successful maintenance. With regard to the former, his model
includes five factors: ideological distance/policy divergence, office
seeking payoff for the SPD, the SPD’s relationship with possible coali-
tion partners other than the Greens, inter-party conflict within the
SPD and Greens, and intra-party conflict between the two parties. In
terms of coalition maintenance, Lees’s model includes policy diver-
gence (or “policy friction”) between the two parties, cabinet satisfac-
tion (“qualitative” as well as “quantitative”) for both parties, effective
policy making for the Greens’ client groups, effective staffing of the
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civil service for the Greens, inter-party conflict within the SPD and
Greens, and finally intra-party conflict within the two parties—both
of these last two factors, it should be noted, can hamper substantive
policy-making as well as the public image of the coalition.

In adapting Lees’s models as a guide to constructing red-red mod-
els of coalition formation and maintenance, we have largely retained
the same factors, but have made a few significant changes. First, a
coalition formation model applicable to red-red coalitions should
reflect the different party system dynamics at work in eastern Ger-
many. In particular, we factor in the presence or absence of the Free
Democratic Party (FDP) and Greens at the time of coalition negotia-
tions. In the absence of either or both parties (more the rule than the
exception), the SPD is left with drastically reduced coalition options,
thus increasing the odds that the SPD will go into a coalition with the
Left Party/PDS. Second, our coalition formation model takes into
account the electoral strength of the coalition partners over time.
Concretely, this means that we believe that when the SPD has
increased its vote and seat shares from the previous Land election—a
development that almost invariably involves a decrease for the
Christian Democratic Union (CDU)—the SPD will be more favorably
disposed towards a coalition with the Left Party/PDS. When, on the
other hand, its vote and seat shares go down, the SPD is much more
inclined to go into a grand coalition with the Christian Democrats,
regardless of total percentage of the vote. The logic for this is simple.
All things (especially ideological distance and intra/inter-party rela-
tionships) being equal, the SPD will only want to deal with the Left
Party/PDS if it is able to dictate the rules of the coalition game. If the
Left Party/ PDS is too strong electorally, it is likely to force compro-
mises on the SPD that the party’s right-wing is unlikely to accept
without real rancor setting in. This dynamic will also ensure that the
SPD is in a much stronger position to dictate which ministries it con-
trols and therefore to placate its key client groups. Finally, in our
red-red coalition maintenance model, there also needs to be some
recognition that effective policy-making for client groups of the Left
Party/PDS is significant, while the staffing of civil service positions
could be subsumed under this category of “effective policy making.”
Thus, our coalition maintenance model has five categories rather
than Lees’s six. Within these models, we hypothesized that there are
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optimum or “ideal” conditions that would, on the one hand, favor
the formation of a red-red coalition, and, on the other, the successful
maintenance of a red-red coalition. These models are depicted in
Tables 1 and 2 below.

Table 1: Factors Determining the Likelihood of Red-Red
Coalition Formation

Table 2: Factors Determining the Successful Maintenance of
Red-Red Coalitions

In the next section, we seek to test the cogency of these models
against the experiences of red-red coalitions in Mecklenburg-West
Pomerania and Berlin, as well as against the experiences of the SPD-
Left Party/PDS relationship in Brandenburg—a state where a red-red
coalition, mathematically possible in 2004, nevertheless failed to
come to fruition. Obviously, in our red-red coalition maintenance
model, we only have two cases—MV and Berlin—rather than the three
found in the coalition formation model. One should also note that
we chose Brandenburg for the specific reason that after 1999, it was
the only state where a red-red coalition led by the SPD could mathe-
matically have been created. The SPD’s share of the vote remained
behind that of the Left Party/PDS in both Saxony—where the CDU has
always enjoyed an overall majority—and Thuringia, where the SPD

has not beaten the Left Party/PDS in terms of vote share since 1994.
Furthermore, in Saxony-Anhalt the Left Party/PDS also polled (frac-
tionally) more votes than the SPD in 2002.12 This factor alone
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ensured that the SPD would not seek to enter coalitions with the post-
communists under any circumstances. 

The Left Party/PDS in Red-Red Coalitions in 
Mecklenburg-West Pomerania and Berlin

Mecklenburg-West Pomerania

Coalition politics in Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania has been
shaped by a three party system that until recently left the SPD with
only two coalition options: red-red or a grand coalition. From 1994-
2006, however, the latter option was always much less attractive
because of strained relations between the party organizations over
policy issues, as well as over the “anticommunist” consensus after
unification, and strained personal relations between the leader of the
SPD-MV, Harald Ringstorff, and the leaders of the CDU-MV, Bernd
Seite (1990-98) and Eckhardt Rehberg (1998-2002). Although
Ringstorff was clearly in favor of a red-red coalition in MV as far
back as 1994, disapproval from the national SPD (and some resis-
tance within the SPD-MV) resulted in a grand coalition between the
CDU and SPD from 1994-1998.13

After the 1998 election, however, the SPD emerged as the
strongest party, while the Left Party/PDS showed impressive electoral
gains. Per its pre-election stand, the Social Democrats announced
that they would begin initial coalition talks with both the CDU and
Left Party/PDS. Yet, given the bad blood between the CDU-MV and
SPD-MV, a grand coalition was highly improbable from the very
beginning, and initial talks between the two parties soon revealed
substantial policy differences.14 Moreover, in contrast to the situation
in 1994, internal resistance within the SPD-MV to a coalition with the
Left Party/PDS was confined to small (albeit vocal) groups within the
party. Although many continued to be wary of red-red, it was clearly
preferred over a continuation of the grand coalition, and Ringstorff
received strong backing at a party congress after the election for the
former coalition option. In initial discussions between the SPD and
Left Party/PDS, the two parties found agreement on a number of
issues, such as the refusal to use state monies to finance the new
high-speed train (the so-called Transrapide), the lowering of the
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voting age to sixteen for local and communal elections, and the need
for some new state-sector employment programs. To be sure, there
were also conflict areas as well, chief among them questions of fund-
ing for a publicly subsidized job sector (ÖBS) and questions about
reforming the educational system at the primary school level
through the introduction of the so-called “Orientation Phase” from
the fourth to sixth grades. At the end of the two-week coalition
negotiations between the two parties, however, the Left Party/PDS

compromised considerably on its “minimum requirements” (Min-
destanforderungen) for governmental participation, which had 
been worked out by a special commission of the Land party leader-
ship in March 1998. The SPD subsequently received eight cabinet
positions in the new government (including Minister President
Ringstorff as Justice Minister and former party challenger Rolf
Eggert as Economics Minister) while the Left Party/PDS received the
Social Ministry (Martina Bunge), the Environmental Ministry (Wolf-
gang Methling), and the Labor and Building Ministry (then-party
chief Holter). 

The coalition initially worked well, passing, amongst other things,
a new law lowering the voting age in local/communal elections to
sixteen, a change in the regulations concerning background checks
of parliamentarians by the Gauck Commission (an official body that
investigates individuals’ Stasi past during the communist period)—
both ideas put forward by the Left Party/PDS)—and, most controver-
sially, agreeing on yearly budgets that sharply curtailed government
spending. Especially contentious were cuts affecting old age homes
and family educational benefits (Erziehungsgeld), as well as a freeze
on spending increases on state monies for the blind and handi-
capped. More serious to the coalition’s stability was the dispute that
erupted between the two parties over Germany’s participation in
military action during the Kosovo war, as well as disputes involving
voting in the Bundesrat. While the SPD-MV firmly backed Chancellor
Gerhard Schröder’s position on the war, various Left Party/PDS legis-
lators and party activists denounced NATO military involvement.
Tensions between the two parties reached their highest point in 2001
when Ringstorff, representing Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania in
the Bundesrat during a discussion and vote on a new law on pension
reform, cast a vote for the new law despite opposition from his
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coalition partner and in violation of the 1998 Coalition Agreement
guaranteeing the Land’s abstention when the two coalition partners
could not agree. The Left Party/PDS was furious, and calls to leave
the coalition were frequent and shrill. Nevertheless, Helmut Holter
and other leaders argued that leaving the coalition would ultimately
hurt, rather than help, the party, while for his part Ringstorff offered
an apology for his actions and promised to consult his coalition part-
ner on all future Bundesrat votes.

Left Party/PDS governmental participation, however, had clear
consequences for the party at the next Land election in September
2002. While the SPD was able to increase its share of the vote by 6.3
percent to 40.6 percent, the Left Party/PDS was only able to garner
16.4 percent, down a substantial 8 percent from its 1998 result. Con-
sequently, the Left Party/PDS returned to the coalition government
in 2002 chastened. The new coalition agreement between the two
parties did not contain much that was new. The two parties failed to
agree on several substantive items, such as a reintroduction of the
wealth tax (Vermögenssteuer), more money for local governments,
or an expansion of the ÖBS program.15 Still, the party was able to
persuade the SPD not to set a ceiling on future new debt and, given
the crisis that emerged in 2001, committed both parties to a strict
interpretation of voting procedures in the Bundesrat.16 Red-red gov-
ernment in Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania from 2002 to 2006 was
remarkably uneventful and the two parties continued to work
together well. Indeed, had it not been for the SPD’s substantial losses
in the 2006 state election—resulting in only a one-vote majority for
the continuation of red-red—and subsequent pressure on Ringstorff
by his own party to reach some kind of accommodation with a much
more electorally powerful CDU, red-red undoubtedly would have
gone on to another term in office.17

When looking at the red-red coalition in Mecklenburg-Western
Pomerania from 1998-2006 then, three things stand out. First, the
coalition came to power because several conditions were present.
These included a lack of coalition options for the SPD (the FDP and
Greens have been absent from the Landtag since 1994); a very bad
relationship between the CDU and SPD, thus precluding the possibil-
ity of a new grand coalition; a relatively small ideological range in
some important policy domains such as the role of the state in the
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economy between the SPD and Left Party/PDS; and a corresponding
selective emphasis on policy agreements such as budget discipline
and a de-emphasis on policy disagreements. This later point is
indicative of the cordial relations that the party leaderships had built
up in the pre-coalition period and of the culture of compromise and
constructive engagement that had come to exist. Generally speaking,
the two parties worked productively on a number of common poli-
cies and whenever disagreements arose, both partners generally
either tried to find compromises—as has happened with education
reform—or simply avoided the issue, for example the Kosovo war
(not a Land-level competence in any case). Second, a certain degree
of internal discord has always been evident within the Left
Party/PDS-MV. Although the level of inter-party conflict is not dissim-
ilar to that found in some other Länder, such as Brandenburg and
Saxony-Anhalt (and much lower than in conflict-ridden Saxony), it
is higher than that in Berlin, the only other Land where the Left
Party/PDS is in government. Indeed, the dominant figure for the
party in Mecklenburg-West Pomerania, Helmut Holter, has not been
able to simply impose his own policy preferences on other members
of the party leadership. Nor, for that matter, has the rank and file
been prepared to sit back and let the leadership do more or less as it
pleases, as frequently happens in Berlin.18 Third, policy content
appears to play a much more significant role for both grassroots and
leadership in MV. The rank and file follows the work of Left Party/
PDS ministers closely and is not scared to articulate its dissatisfaction
with the behavior of the party leadership.19 The fact that the Left
Party/PDS-MV has suffered electorally, not just in traditional second
order polls such as those to the European Parliament and local coun-
cils, but also in the rather more significant state and federal elections,
has assisted those making critical assessments of the party’s perfor-
mance in office to find their voice in public.20

Berlin

In Berlin meanwhile, the leadership of the Left Party/PDS has had a
much freer hand and the party set government participation as a goal
early on.21 Nevertheless, it was only in 2001 that it entered a Land
election campaign with great hopes to be a potential party of govern-
ment. The reason for this was the dramatic change in Berlin politics
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resulting from a financial scandal that implicated the CDU parliamen-
tary group leader Klaus Landowsky in the shady dealings of the
Berlin Hypo Bank. However, the increasingly difficult financial posi-
tion in which Berlin found itself had prompted the Berlin Left
Party/PDS to adopt increasingly practical positions long before 2001.
Thus, although the extent and scale of the crisis only became evident
when the banking scandal broke, the structural weaknesses of Berlin’s
economy and ever increasing levels of post-unification debt offered
clear pointers to economic difficulties well before the full scale of the
crisis was known. The Left Party/PDS in Berlin confronted its own
membership with an unpopular policy agenda for coming to terms
with these structural problems as early as 1997. The political emer-
gency program (reformpolitisches Sofortprogramm) that the leader-
ship presented to members at the 1997 Land party congress shocked
many delegates with its demands for a reduction in weekly working
hours in the public services and a commensurate drop in wages.22

Although some among the rank and file articulated considerable hor-
ror at the thought of a socialist party adopting such capitalist policies,
the membership nonetheless supported the leadership at the confer-
ence, and the Communist Platform ultimately remained isolated in its
(unambiguous) rejection of the policy program.23

On election night 2001, the Left Party/PDS was rewarded with its
highest vote ever in a Berlin election. For its part, the SPD, as the
clear winner of the election, had three coalition options: a “traffic
light” coalition with the Greens and FDP, a coalition with the Left
Party/PDS alone, or a coalition with both the Greens and Left
Party/PDS (a grand coalition had been ruled out by the SPD before
the election and the CDU’s election losses made this rather unlikely
in any event). Initially SPD-Berlin leader Klaus Wowereit indicated a
preference for the “traffic light” option, a coalition option also pre-
ferred by the federal SPD. This was not entirely popular within the
Berlin-SPD because this coalition option would have given the SPD-
led coalition only a tiny majority (two seats over the opposition) in
contrast to the other options (twenty seats more for red-red-green;
six seats more for red-red). Be that as it may, coalition negotiations
between the SPD, Greens, and FDP soon broke down on account of
huge policy differences—budget issues, transport, housing, and even
cultural policy—between the Greens and FDP. The SPD blamed both
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parties for the breakdown of negotiations and indicated that it would
be hard-pressed to reconsider a coalition with the Greens, consider-
ing them too obstinate and difficult to work with.24

Negotiations began between the SPD and Left Party/PDS, going
much smoother and faster than the previous talks between the SPD

and the other parties, and the coalition negotiations were com-
pleted in two weeks. The subsequent coalition agreement reached
between the SPD and Left Party/PDS was a lengthy document—over
one hundred pages. Yet, despite the length many policy proposals
were left vague with the simple comment that specific points would
be “negotiated later” or “reviewed” by the two parties. Some other
areas were more specific and therefore more controversial. For
example, the agreement outlined a goal to eliminate Berlin’s indebt-
edness (with the exception of debts previously accumulated) by the
year 2009. In terms of cabinet seat “payoffs” meanwhile, the Left
Party/PDS was given three ministries and the SPD five. Gregor Gysi
became Economics Minister (and deputy governing mayor).
Although this looked like a high price to pay for the SPD (despite
the fact that Gysi was immensely popular), the Social Democrats
retained the finance portfolio. Moreover, given the condition of the
budget, the Economics Ministry was as much poison pill as reward,
assuring that the Left Party/PDS would share responsibility for
unpopular budget decisions. 

Given the situation of the budget and the entrance into govern-
ment in Berlin by the Left Party/PDS for the first time, a drop in pub-
lic support was to be expected. However, this came rather quickly. A
mere six months after the coalition took office, an Emnid poll found
that support for the government had fallen from 52 percent in Octo-
ber 2001 to 47 percent in July 2002. Almost all of the decrease in
support came at the expense of the Left Party/PDS, which fell from
its election vote of 22.6 percent to 16 percent.25 Things became even
worse for the party in the federal election held in September 2002.
The failure of the Left Party/PDS to clear the 5 percent barrier could
almost certainly be traced, at least in some form, to its disappointing
electoral performance in those states where it governed. To illustrate,
in Berlin, the Left Party/PDS’s share of the vote fell to 11.4 percent,
almost halving its vote total from the 2001 Berlin election. As in
Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania, opinion polls conducted shortly
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after the federal election in Berlin suggested that the Left Party/PDS

lost support among voters deeply disappointed by the party’s belt-
tightening policies in the coalition government—as well as disap-
pointment with Gregor Gysi’s abrupt departure from office and
withdrawal from public life at the end of July 2002 in the wake of a
small scandal. Despite these facts, there were no substantial policy
changes on the part of the coalition partners. Both parties continued
to cleave to their basic course in support of deep budget cuts. In the
September 2006 state election, however, the Left Party/PDS suffered
a further loss of some 9.2 percent of the vote, finishing with 13.4 per-
cent. The SPD, meanwhile, gained 1.1 percent over its previous state
election result. Although many believed that a rebellious WASG

(Wahlalternative Arbeit und soziale Gerechtigkeit) party organiza-
tion in Berlin was responsible for the Left Party/PDS’s losses, the lat-
ter lost only a marginal number of votes to the former—some 16,000.
Clearly, however, the PDS in Berlin had been punished by the vot-
ers. And yet the party’s election result, while hardly encouraging,
was far from devastating, and despite increasing calls from some
quarters for it to go back into opposition, the leadership actively
sought to continue the red-red experiment. For its part, the SPD once
again spurned the Green Party in coalition negotiations, opting to
continue a coalition with a dependable (and somewhat humbled)
coalition partner. 

There are three important things to note about the events leading
to the red-red government in Berlin and in its performance in its first
term in office. First, although a grand coalition in 2001 was ruled out
as a result of the banking scandal and the extent of the CDU’s subse-
quent electoral losses, the SPD in Berlin (in contrast to Mecklenburg-
West Pomerania) did have coalition options. In fact, its preference
was for a coalition without the Left Party/PDS. But these theoretical
options proved practically impossible in light of the hostility
between the FDP and Greens. In light of the SPD’s historically difficult
relationship with the Greens and its often tense relationship with the
FDP, this is perhaps not a surprise. Moreover, the generally good
relations between the SPD and Left Party/PDS—exemplified by the
quick coalition negotiations—clearly made red-red the most attractive
option for the Social Democrats. Second, both the SPD (once negotia-
tions with the FDP and Greens collapsed) and Left Party/PDS encoun-
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tered little inter-party conflict in opting for this coalition. The Berlin
Left Party/ PDS leadership strove actively for red-red and encoun-
tered little resistance from the party base. In contrast to MV, where
the base of the party (and even some within the parliamentary
group) had expressed some displeasure concerning the coalition and
had stated that red-red could not continue at any price, the Left
Party/PDS in Berlin seems to have been able to enter into a coalition
and carry out its policies without much protest from the grassroots.
Third, the Left Party/PDS’s prioritization of fiscal discipline over
expansive government (in the name of “socialism,” of course) made
coalition negotiations relatively easy, for both parties recognized that
the dire financial position of Berlin would determine the limits of
government spending in the city. Because of this, however, it cannot
be said that the Left Party/PDS has been a tremendously effective
advocate for its client groups. The party in Berlin—indeed, many in
the party outside of Berlin—has made the argument that spending
cuts would have been worse under a grand coalition. Thus, the Left
Party/PDS has “protected” its client groups such as students, city
workers, and others from the (hypothetically-worse) policies of oth-
ers. Although some of the Left Party/PDS’s voters clearly rejected
that argument, it continued to hold some sway over party activists
who followed the leadership’s call to continue the red-red coalition.

The Case of the Missing Coalition: The Left Party/
PDS in Opposition in Brandenburg

Similar to Mecklenburg-West Pomerania, in Brandenburg, the possi-
bility of red-red coalitions has been conditioned by the shifting for-
tunes of the SPD and CDU and the absence of the Greens and FDP

since the 1994 Land election. During the early and mid1990s Bran-
denburg was governed by the SPD alone with its popular Minister
President Manfred Stolpe. Until 1994, the Left Party/PDS was
granted—by virtue of the so-called consensual “Brandenburg Way”—
a considerable consultative voice in policy areas ranging from
school reform to creating the Land constitution. Even after the SPD

gained an overall majority after 1994, informal contacts between
the Social Democrats and Left Party/PDS remained plentiful—largely
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through the activities of the party’s most influential behind-the-
scenes wheeler-dealer and chief whip Heinz Vietze.26 The creation
of a grand coalition between the SPD and CDU in 1999 changed this.
Against the backdrop of the SPD’s improving relations with the CDU

and its worsening relations with the Left Party/PDS, the party
slipped further and further away from the corridors of power,
prompting the leader of the parliamentary party, Lothar Bisky, and
the deputy leader of the Landesverband, Kornelia Wehlan, to
declare in 1999 that the “Brandenburg Way” was dead. The Left
Party/PDS was not a governmental partner in waiting, according to
Bisky and Wehlan, as if it took on this role it would simply be used
by the SPD as a blackmail tool with which to influence the CDU.27

The clear loss of influence accompanied increasing tensions within
the party itself. In spite of (or maybe even because of) its increasing
isolation and internal heterogeneity, the Left Party/PDS went from
one election victory to the next, culminating in its most successful
electoral performance to date, when it polled 28 percent of the vote
in the 2004 Land election.

In terms of attitudes towards participating in government, the
Brandenburg Left Party/PDS originally adopted a highly pragmatic
position. As early as 1997, a party conference resolution was agreed
recommending that the Left Party/ PDS seek to join a coalition gov-
ernment with the SPD or, at the very least, tolerate an SPD minority
administration.28 Even prior to this, the leadership published an
open letter to the SPD stating its intention to work closely with it to
form such a coalition.29 After 1997, however, schisms slowly devel-
oped between the membership, the parliamentary party, and other
party employees, largely centering on personality clashes rather any
sort of major disagreement over policy content. Rather than concen-
trate on entering government, the Left Party/PDS began to concen-
trate on vote maximization strategies and this led in 1998 to the
ousting of its leader, Wolfgang Thiel, who had advocated strongly
for participation in government.

In addition, a generational conflict has come into play. In particu-
lar, the younger members of the parliamentary party, grouped prin-
cipally around Dagmar Enkelmann, were articulating markedly
skeptical opinions on government participation as early as 2000 and
strongly favored a strictly oppositional course. This clashed significantly
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with the much more conciliatory course proposed by Bisky and
Vietze, who continued to seek contacts with the SPD.30 Thiel’s suc-
cessor as leader, Anita Tack, remained unable to genuinely fit into
either category and so became ever more isolated, prompting Ralf
Christoffers, a close friend of Bisky and Vietze, to take over the posi-
tion in 2001. 

The clear dominance of the pragmatist faction around Christoffers
did not last until the Land election in 2004 and the nearer election
day came, the more that old lines of conflict—particularly within the
parliamentary party—began to reappear. Enkelmann, having returned
from the federal political arena to the Brandenburg stage, publicly
criticized Christoffers and went on record as wishing that “the Left
Party/PDS would gain more of an oppositional profile.”31 The
decision to put forward Enkelmann as the party’s front-runner
(Spitzenkandidatin) had a considerable impact on the basic orienta-
tion of the election campaign—as did national dissatisfaction with the
Hartz IV labor market reform laws. Suddenly, the Left Party/PDS

found itself in a position where it no longer had to fear going to the
polls. The party realized that it could conduct a vociferous election
campaign against a clear set of national policies without having to
present anything too concrete in return. In this context, Enkelmann
was a clear compromise candidate who did not (yet) challenge the
positions of power eked out by the likes of Bisky, Vietze and
Christoffers. Nonetheless, Enkelmann illustrated her less-than-over-
flowing enthusiasm for government participation by observing that
“the fact that we are the strongest party in the opinion polls in no
way compels us to form the next government.”32

Campaign slogans such as “Hartz VI—Armut per Gesetz!” (Hartz
VI—Poverty by Decree) struck a chord with the Brandenburg elec-
torate and the Left Party/PDS was rewarded with a substantial 28
percent of the vote. In initial coalition negotiations, the party de-
manded that the Brandenburg SPD support a catalogue of changes
to welfare reforms recently introduced by the federal government.33

Such an attitude might have been a logical consequence of the Left
Party/PDS’s election campaign but it was also clearly going to be
impossible for the Brandenburg Social Democrats to do (even had
they wanted) anything of the sort. The failure of the coalition nego-
tiations was all the more dramatic given that it was widely acknowl-
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edged that within the SPD there was genuine interest in working
with the Left Party/PDS in what would have been the third such
government in the eastern states. Still, in many respects, the failure
of red-red to emerge in Brandenburg is easy to understand. The
improving relationship between the SPD and CDU (to the detriment
of the Left Party/PDS), the falling vote shares for the SPD vis-à-vis its
rivals since 1994, and the growing amount of inter-party conflict
within the Left Party/PDS clearly made the possibility of SPD-Left
Party/PDS coalitions less likely than in Berlin and Mecklenburg-
West Pomerania. On the other hand, there were some propitious
conditions for red-red in Brandenburg, including a genuine lack of
coalition options for the SPD in light of the absence of the Greens
and FDP, as well as a (seemingly) genuine policy convergence
between the SPD and Left Party/PDS—up until 2004, that is. Clearly
the Left Party/PDS’s decision to profile itself as an opposition party—
a sign that the Left Party/PDS was worried that entry into another
Land government might damage its prospects of re-entering the
Bundestag in forthcoming federal election—impacted further the
possibility of red-red in Brandenburg. 

In sum, only two of eight possible “ideal” conditions came into
play in Brandenburg in 2004, compared with seven of eight in MV

in 1998 and five of eight in Berlin in 2001. As indicated in Table 3
below, these factors have meant that red-red in Brandenburg in
2004 was much less likely than in Berlin in 2001 or MV in 1998 and
2002. Added to this, of course, is the fact that the party in Branden-
burg already had the experiences of Berlin and MV to draw upon,
experiences which clearly impacted the party’s choices. For the Left
Party/PDS, policy concerns seem to have slipped ever further
behind the aim of maximizing vote share, particularly as the Bran-
denburg party appears to campaign principally on what it does not
stand for—against the Hartz IV reforms, against the construction of
a new Berlin airport in the Brandenburg suburbs, against the institu-
tional fusion of Berlin and Brandenburg. Lothar Bisky hit the nail
on the head when he wryly observed that his party is “zwar
regierungsfähig, aber nicht regierungswillig” (able to govern, but
not willing to do so).34
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Table 3: Factors in the Successful Formation of Red-Red
Coalitions

Conclusion

SPD-Left Party/PDS relations thus far give us a number of pointers as
to whether future Land-level coalitions are likely to take place and
under what conditions we might expect them to do so. As we have
seen, where red-red coalitions emerged, they did so when other
potential coalition partners were unavailable and/or unacceptable
(MV, but not Berlin or Brandenburg); where the SPD thought it could
gain more on office seeking/strategic terms within the coalition with
the Left Party/PDS (MV and Berlin, not Brandenburg); where the ide-
ological range between SPD and the Left Party/PDS was relatively
narrow (MV and Berlin, but not Brandenburg); and where the party
organizations of each were not bitterly divided or hostile to the other
(MV and Berlin, but an increasingly frosty relationship in Branden-
burg). In terms of coalition maintenance (see Table 4), the Left
Party/PDS in Berlin has satisfied four of five conditions in our frame-
work, while in Mecklenburg-West Pomerania only two of five have
been unambiguously satisfied. Not surprisingly, the red-red coalition
in MV has been a little less harmonious than the one in Berlin. It
should be noted also that in neither state can the Left Party/PDS be
said to have clearly delivered for its client groups. Perhaps the key
explanatory variables for the smoother performance of the Berlin
coalition are therefore the greater amount of inter- and intra-party
conflict in MV. 
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Table 4: Factors in the Successful Maintenance of Red-Red
Coalitions (Mecklenburg-West Pomerania and 
Berlin Only)

It is also clear from our analysis that the Left Party/PDS is neither
a homogenous nor unitary political actor. Ideological differences,
personality clashes, and different strategic agendas ensure that each
Land party organization as well as the federal parliamentary party
have different profiles and can behave in strikingly different ways. A
nuanced and flexible analytical framework is required if the Left
Party/PDS’s—or any other party for that matter—behavior across time
and space is to be genuinely understood. The Left Party/PDS may
well (have) governed in both Berlin and MV but it clearly does so for
different reasons. Simply put, the Left Party/PDS in Berlin appears to
be a genuine office seeker while the Left Party/PDS in MV is much
more of a policy-seeker. In Brandenburg, on the other hand, the Left
Party/PDS remains a significantly more heterogeneous party that is
much more difficult to classify. Unlike in MV, where disagreements
within the pragmatic faction can dictate party strategy, the Left
Party/PDS in Brandenburg is riddled with conflicts of a much more
dramatic nature. Following the gradual departures of Bisky, Vietze
and Christoffers, the Left Party/PDS in Potsdam appears to be rud-
derless and has moved away from both office seeking and policy
seeking aims. 

Finally, it is worth noting that within coalition governments thus
far the Left Party/PDS has found itself in a decidedly inferior power
relationship. The various models that purport to explain parties’
behavior in coalitions would indicate that this in itself should not be
too surprising. The Left Party/PDS has no other prospective coalition

19

Don’t Think Twice, It’s Alright



partners and remains relatively new to the world of coalition politics.
It is with this in mind that we have tried to tread tentatively here,
both in terms of developing models suitable for analyzing the
dynamics of red-red coalitions and in interpreting the available evi-
dence. Although our data set is small, a number of tentative
hypotheses nonetheless can be forwarded about past, present and
future red-red coalitions. Intuitively, it is not surprising to see that
where the ideological distance between SPD and Left Party/PDS is
low, the chances of coalitions coming into existence increase. But
this is only one part of the deal. The SPD must gain a noticeable
office seeking pay off and this is likely to be the case where the
Greens and the FDP are either weak or non-existent. If the SPD’s rela-
tionship with the CDU is poor (as was the case in mv) then this fur-
ther pushes them in the direction of the Left Party/PDS. Amicable
personal relationships between social democrats and democratic
socialists also help. There is also evidence that if the Left Party/pds
is too electorally successful and begins to threaten the SPD’s position
as the major party in the coalition, then the chances of a coalition
coming to fruition will be reduced. All of these hypotheses remain
quite tentative of course. Only over time will the data set expand
and only then will it be possible to draw more permanent conclu-
sions concerning red-red government. 

The Left Party/PDS’s march through the institutions of eastern
German government gives us a strong indication that the party can
“behave” when brought into the coalition equation and can be
trusted to keep to agreements and to act rationally. The very fact
that the SPD-Left Party/PDS governments in both Mecklenburg-West-
ern Pomerania and Berlin were confirmed by voters in office tells us
that, given the right conditions, the SPD believes the party to be one
with whom it can do business. Whether this harmonious relationship
can be replicated at the national level remains an altogether different
question for three specific reasons. First, the Left Party/PDS’s foreign
policy positions—naturally of marginal importance in Land politics—
remain far too radical for the taste of many Social Democrats. With-
drawing from NATO, pulling Bundeswehr troops out of Afghanistan
and other such troubled areas of the world, and the overt anti-Amer-
icanism of some of the Left Party/PDS’s economic rhetoric make a
coalition with the SPD impractical (at best) for the foreseeable future.
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Second, a considerable number of SPD activists in the west were dis-
mayed by what they saw as the betrayal of many of the WASG mem-
bers who chose to leave the Social Democrats in 2005 and 2006. For
some, the contempt is returned from the Left Party/PDS side. Given
that Land coalitions are only viable in the East at the moment, this is
not a major hindrance. As soon as they become an option in the
West and at the federal level it is likely that personal animosities will
rise in salience. In time, this should be possible. But, on the third
hindrance there is likely to be no compromise—former SPD heavy-
weight Oskar Lafontaine. Whilst he is active in the upper echelons
of the Left Party/PDS, the federal option will remain well and truly
off the table.
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