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The 2017 German Election 
The De Facto Leader of Europe 

Germany’s Chancellor, Angela Merkel, has topped the Forbes’ annual 
ranking of the most powerful woman in the world every year since 2006, 
save for a brief period in 2010 when she was supplanted by the popular 
then-first-lady Michelle Obama (Forbes, 2016). Merkel’s unprecedented 
strength in leading the fourth largest economy in the world continued 
with the national election on September 24th of 2017, where she won a 
record-tying fourth term in office as Chancellor with her party Christian 
Democrats Union / Christian Social Union (CDU/CSU). Although 
winning 33% of the vote was a sign of relief for the establishment, 
Merkel’s conservatives haemorrhaged support to the anti-immigrant far-
right party, Alternative for Germany (AfD), which polled 13% and 
entered the German parliament for the first time. The CDU and its 
coalition partner the Social Democrats (SPD) earned just a combined 
53% of the vote, the worst post-war approval rating for the two grand 
parties (The Guardian, 2017). Imperative to form a majority coalition 
with other parties, or risk governing with a minority government, Merkel 
faces a difficult task of reuniting a fragmenting Germany on 
immigration, security, and social inequality, and must strive to be a 
steadfast anchor of stability in Europe and beyond.  

How the German Electoral System Works 
For almost a decade the German parliament, known as the Bundestag, 
has been tinkering with the electoral system and as a result have 
developed one of the fairest yet most complex elections in the world. 
Every citizen gets two separate votes. The first vote allows voters to 
choose the candidate of their choice for their district. Using these local 
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elections every single one of Germany’s 299 
districts has a representative chosen by the citizens 
of said district. The second vote is then used to 
divide the remaining 299 seats proportionally 
based on what percentage of the national vote the 
party receives. All parties who attain above 5% of 
the national vote earn seats in the Bundestag 
(Spiegel Online, 2013). 

A consequence of this system is that it allows for 
many political parties to have seats by either 
having regional strongholds that deliver local seats 
or a widespread smaller following that earns 
national part seats. The increased power given to 
smaller parties means it is almost impossible for 
one party to earn a true majority. Therefore, 
coalitions among parties are very common to hold 
power and establish an effective government. 

German Political Parties and their 2017 
Platforms 

The current system has six parties which hold 
seats in the Bundestag: the center-right CDU-
CSU, the center-left SPD, the right-wing AfD, the 
Left Party, the leftist Greens and the liberal Free 
Democrats (FDP). The most powerful are by far 
the CDU-CSU which is led by Angela Merkel and 
the SPD who for the last four years have worked 

with CDU-CSU by forming the “Grand 
Coalition” (Deutsche Welle, 2017). 

In the past, the CDU-CSU had been conservative 
on the issue of immigration, but under Merkel it 
has become increasingly akin to more liberal 
parties such as the SPD, Greens and FDP in its 
support of pro-immigrant and pro-refugee 
legislation. In this paradigm shift the AfD have 
filled the nationalistic void and become another 
European far-right party, defined by its strong 
anti-foreigner and anti-EU views which have been 
condemned by all five other parties.   

Germany is similar to many countries on issues of 
economic policy. The CDU-CSU and FDP are in 
favour of lowering taxes and reducing regulation, 
whereas the other parties seek a government that 
redistributes wealth. The AfD is an outlier with 
incoherent populist economic positions such as low 
taxes, no state subsidies, and balanced budgets 
but also extremely generous social programs for 
families (Cable News Network, 2017). 

“Mutti” the Motherly Figure of 
Germany 

A scientist by training who grew up in communist 
East Germany, Angela Merkel’s tenure as 
Germany’s chancellor has been the longest of any 
incumbent head of government in the developed 
world. Over the past 12 years, she has overseen 
enormous political, social and economic 
developments that have reshaped Germany’s role 
in both Europe and the global community.  

Owing in part to her technocratic approach to 
governance, Merkel has kept Germany stable in 
the face of both economic tailwinds and crises. 
Bolstered by high rates of national savings, 
Germany’s current account surplus has almost 
doubled since 2005 (Trading Economics, 2017); 
consequently, German economic growth has 
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significantly outpaced European averages, and its 
unemployment rate is among the lowest in the 
region (The Economist, 2017). Following the 
global financial crisis and subsequent European 
sovereign debt crisis, Germany has played a key 
role in supporting and advising the most afflicted 
nations such as Greece, providing them with 
financial relief and helping them build prudent 
economic recovery frameworks (Brookings, 2015). 

As a result, Germany has become the European 
project’s chief proponent, and Merkel the de facto 
head of the European Union. She has presided 
over some of the greatest threats to European 
unity thus far, such as the previous debt crisis and 
Britain’s pending withdrawal from the union. She 
has affirmed the value of the European Union and, 
in the face of growing illiberal rhetoric from the 
leaders of the United States and United Kingdom, 
has been described as the “new leader of the free 
world” (Reuters, 2017). 

Yet some of her liberal stances have been a 
subject of controversy both in Germany and 
abroad. Nominally a conservative by political 
alignment, she has pursued an open-borders policy 
in the wake of the Syrian refugee crisis. That move 
was commended by some as a compassionate 
response to a pressing humanitarian crisis; others 
have decried it, citing the difficulty of integrating 
large swaths of migrants with incompatible 
cultural values (The Economist, 2015). For 
Merkel, accepting migrants may be more about 

meeting Germany’s growing demand for young 
labor than acting ethically. 

Following her election this month, Merkel’s 
chancellorship will rank in length among two of 
Germany’s greatest leaders – Konrad Adenauer, 
its first post-war chancellor, and her mentor 
Helmut Kohl, the chancellor who oversaw German 
reunification. Time will tell whether her legacy, 
too, will rival theirs. Her continued popularity 
among Germans seem to suggest it just might. 

Potential Governance Issues 
German politics often center around parliamentary 
coalitions; this enables many political parties to 
flourish and allows for more diverse representation 
of citizens’ interests. For politicians, especially 
incoming chancellors, however, this implies the 
need for inter-party bargaining to earn a 
parliamentary majority. 

Angela Merkel is no stranger to coalitions. 
Following her first election victory in 2005, she 
entered a so-called ‘grand coalition’ between her 
CDU/CSU Union and the SPD – the country’s 
two largest parties. In her first four years in office, 
she emphasized economic issues and 
unemployment reduction. In 2009, she was re-
elected with a greater number of seats, and formed 
a coalition with the smaller FDP, whose center-
right inclinations fit well with the CDU/CSU.  

In 2013’s election, however, support for the FDP 
collapsed and Merkel was once again prompted to 
enter into a grand coalition. It was in this most 
recent government that Merkel enacted some of 
her more controversial policies, primarily 
surrounding immigration.  

However, following this most recent election, the 
weakened SPD’s leader Martin Schulz has stated 
that the party no longer wishes to form a grand 
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coalition with Merkel’s. Now, Merkel is looking 
towards forming a ‘Jamaica’ coalition with the 
FDP and the Greens, so named because the colors 
of the three parties it involves – black, yellow and 
green – are those represented on the Jamaican 
flag. Such a three-party coalition would be the 
first of its kind in post-war German history, yet 
has been deemed likely by most commentators 
(The Guardian, 2017). 

Issues would arise, however, on several policy 
points. The Greens are significantly more left-wing 
than either the FDP or the CDU/CSU, especially 
the Bavarian-specific CSU, which has pressured 
Merkel to establish clear limits on the number of 
migrants Germany will accept. Yet Merkel has 
shown flexibility in the past. It is suggested that a 
mix of conservative social and economic policies 
and progressive environmental policies may yet 
satisfy the most pressing concerns of coalition 
members (Bloomberg, 2017). 

Despite this, it is clear that the far-right AfD as 
the potential official opposition has created 
significant challenges for Germany’s existing 
political structure. If Merkel’s coalition is not 
adaptive on the key issues of AfD voters, the 
populists may further be empowered in the future.   

Why the German Election 
Matters to the World 

Although the 2017 German election cannot match 
the excitement of the 2016 US election or the 
rancour of Brexit, and some critics may call 
German politics boring and predictable, the 
stability and direction a strong Germany offers 
Europe cannot be discounted. The election comes 
during a year when right-wing populist parties 
such as Netherlands’ Party for Freedom and 
France’s National Front were defeated by the 
establishment parties that seek to rally around 
pro-EU values. The turnaround seems to be 
working - Euroscepticism has started to wane, and 
the Eurozone is enjoying an unexpectedly strong 
recovery behind buoyant exports and labour 
reforms. Together with France’s enigmatic, pro-EU 
President Macron, Chancellor Merkel looks to 
reinforce the European Union in a world of 
uncertainty.  
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