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Party Institutions, the SPD and the
Fall of Franz Miintefering

John Leslie

Political Science and International Relations, Victotia University of
Wellington, New Zealand

Franz Miintefering’s resignation as Chairman of the Social Democra-
tic Party of Germany (sPD) on 31 October 2005 after only eighteen
months caught most observers by surprise—especially German Social
Democrats. His fall was the unintended consequence of a contest in
the spD Executive Committee to nominate the party’s new general
secretary. Neither Miintefering nor those who voted against his pre-
ferred candidate for general secretary sought his departure. Indeed,
Miintefering was the kind of chairman the sPD had not experienced
since Erich Ollenhauer in the 1950s: he was not a charismatic elec-
toral leader, but rather a disciplined, energetic party man—an “old
school” Social Democrat who was popular with rank-and-file mem-
bers. Furthermore, a month before his resignation, Chairman Miin-
tefering and Chancellor Gerhard Schrder snatched a strategic
victory from certain defeat in an election that made it impossible to
form a stable parliamentary majority without their party. As
Schréder departed the political stage, Miintefering marshaled an
uncharacteristically disciplined sPD to successful coalition negotia-
tions with a Christian Democratic Union (cbu) and a Christian
Social Union (csu) weakened by a poor showing in the election.
Given that Miintefering piloted the party through these troubled
waters, why did Social Democrats provoke his resignation, shatter-
ing the SPD’s renewed image of competence and weakening the
nascent grand coalition?

Miintefering’s resignation is interesting because it fits into a pat-
tern of very public internal party conflicts over policy and personnel
decisions, stretching back to the SPD’s postwar reconstruction.

German Politics and Society, Issue 87 Vol. 25, No. 1, Spring 2007 1
doi:10‘3167/gps,2007.250101
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Wk Reviews

particular issues where eastern values and experiences shared by

liticians and mass publics would suggest deviations from the west-

1-imposed norm. For example, easterners are in principle more

rorable to citizen initiatives and other forms of direct democracy,

t in practice eastern legislatures have been as parsimonious as

>se in the West in yielding party-government power directly to the

ople. Predictably, only opposition parties, whatever their ideologi-

| orientation, have tried to make electoral hay with proposals for

pater citizen involvement. Another fascinating case that Davidson-

hmich comparatively analyses is the implementation of Ger-

any’s same-sex partnership framework law that all sixteen
indtage had to undertake in 2001. Again, despite apparently lower
tes of toleration for homosexual civil unions in the East, differ-
ces in implementation reflected only the partisan composition of
wvernments and the imperatives of party discipline in both parts of
e Federal Republic.

The primary interest of Davidson-Schmich’s book lies less in its
1dings—representative partisan democracy’s overwhelming con-
-aints on individual politicians’ choice should come as no surprise to
yservers of German and European politics—than in its systematic
position of the timing, process and effectiveness of party disciplin-
g. Davidson-Schmich’s case is water tight. Still, she might have
awn even more detail and depth from her interviews with eastern
gislators, especially since she sets up the alternative, “sociological”
cplanation of legislators’ behavior as a bit of a straw man. Except for
d-school defenders of mechanistic socialization theory {(or what
etlef Pollack has termed the widespread western thesis of the soziali-
tionsheschddigten Ossis), no sociological or cultural analyst of eastern
erman politics would contest the fact that the logics and incentives of
1ported western institutions have altered radically eastern Germans’
slitical, social, and economic behavior. The interesting question is
yw and whether eastern values have been changed by, or perhaps
ave inflected, western norms. It is particularly ironic that Davidson-
shmich is so quick to dismiss more subtle eastern continuities and
secificities since throughout her book she describes the old—and now
sw—Federal Republic as a “party state” but never once mentions that
astern Germans were masters at following—and manipulating—the
owerful institutional incentives of their own party-state.
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