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Abstract: There have been extraordinary turbulent developments in German politics 
since the federal elections in September 2017. Angela Merkel’s first attempt to form 
a coalition government failed, so she had to continue the grand coalition. The CDU 
and its sister party, the Bavarian CSU, performed weakly at important state elections 
over the last months. As a result, Merkel revoked her previous principle of always 
keeping party leadership and chancellorship in a personal union. The race for the 
CDU chairmanship revived the party, but also brought old divides to the surface. 
With narrow difference, the CDU delegates chose Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer to 
be Merkel’s successor, thus female party leaders do not play an episode role in the 
party’s history anymore. The aim of the policy brief is to present the developments 
which led to the current situation of the biggest German governmental party, to 
examine the prospects of a divided power constellation, the main challenges of the 
new CDU chairperson, and the chancellor’s options for governing.

Összefoglalás: A német politikában rendkívül turbulens folyamatok történtek az 
elmúlt egy évben. A 2017. szeptemberi szövetségi parlamenti választást követően 
Angela Merkel – sikertelen első koalíciós kísérlete következtében – a nagykoalíci-
ós kurzus folytatására kényszerült. A CDU és testvérpártja, a bajor CSU az elmúlt 
hónapokban igen gyengén szerepelt több fontos tartományi választáson is. Ennek 
következményeként Merkel bejelentette, hogy szembefordul korábbi alapelvével, 
és megosztja az állam- és pártpolitikai tisztségeinek egységét. A pártelnökségért 
zajló verseny felpezsdítette a CDU-t, de egyben a régi törésvonalak is felszín-
re kerültek. A küldöttek Merkel utódjául végül (kis szavazattöbbséggel) Annegret 
Kramp-Karrenbauert választották. Női pártelnök így már nem számít egyszeri je-
lenségnek a párt történetében. Az elemzés célja, hogy bemutassa a legnagyobb 
német kormánypárt jelen helyzetéhez vezető fejleményeket, megvizsgálja a meg-
osztott hatalmi konstelláció kilátásait, az új CDU-pártelnök legfőbb kihívásait, illetve 
a kancellár kormányzati lehetőségeit.

THE LONG ROAD TO HAMBURG

Angela Merkel has transformed the Christian Democratic Union of Germany 
(Christlich Demokratische Union Deutschlands, CDU) during her 18 years as 

its leader more than anyone who held the office before her. Back in 2000, when 
she took the leadership over from Wolfgang Schäuble, the CDU was primarily a 
Western German, Catholic, and male-dominated party with a clear conservative 
profile. Today, there is a parity between male and female CDU ministers in Merkel’s 
fourth cabinet and religion does not play a role as important as it used to (some 
would even say she erased the letter C from the party’s name) – the only thing she 
could not change is the party’s strong Wessi dominance.

Leading politicians in the CDU have always tended to see the party’s conservative 
profile as some sort of fossil fuel: in order to move with the times, they constantly 
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have to burn some of it. Merkel accelerated this process significantly. As a result, she 
positioned her party in the center of the political arena, opened it up for a wide range 
of social groups, and became coalition-compliant with almost every party, except the 
radical ends of the political spectrum. Merkel’s open positioning weakened the old 
rival Social Democrats (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands, SPD), but she left 
the right flank of the party uncovered at the same time, thereby unintendedly helping 
the rise of the new rival Alternative for Germany (Alternative für Deutschland, AfD).

On October 29, 2018, Merkel announced that she would not be running for the 
office of the party chair at the CDU congress on December 7 in Hamburg. The reason 
behind this decision, which came as a surprise for many, are the poor results of her 
party and her sister’s party (Christian Social Union in Bavaria [Christlich-Soziale 
Union in Bayern, CSU]) at two key state election: Bavaria and Hesse. Although the 
chancellor herself claimed to have made her decision some months before these 
elections already and that it had no connection to the poor results, her critics tend 
to see Merkel’s announcement as an attempt to take the bull by its horns and thus 
escape the current pressing situation. At the same time, she confirmed she “would 
be at disposal” as chancellor until the end of the legislative period in 2021. With this 
step, Merkel broke her own principle of keeping the roles of party chairperson and 
chancellor in a personal union. Not being able to exercise control over one’s own 
party can lead to a quick end of a political career – a lesson to be learned from the 
political endgame of her predecessor in the chancellor’s seat (Gerhard Schröder 
stepped down as party leader in 2004 and lost the federal election one year later). 
Merkel will now have to prove that this does not have to happen necessarily, although 
it’s what she believed in throughout her whole chancellorship. “It is a risk,” was 
Merkel’s assessment of her partial step-down.

Shortly after Merkel’s announcement, twelve CDU members signaled their will 
to run for the party’s top position, but only three of them were able to gain the 
necessary support of one of the CDU state associations. The three candidates were:

• Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer (56): lawyer, former minister-president of 
Saarland (2011–2018), and secretary-general of the party (from February 
until December 2018);

• Friedrich Merz (63): lawyer and lobbyist, former member of the European 
Parliament (1989–1994) and the German Bundestag (1994–2009), CDU 
parliamentary leader (2000–2002);

• Jens Spahn (38): banker, member of the German Bundestag (2002–), and 
minister of health in Merkel’s fourth cabinet (2018–).

The nomination process brought the party’s internal divides to light once again. 
Merz is the favorite of those who would like to return to the “good old times” of 
the Kohl era and thus consider Merkel’s tenure a sort of “operational accident” of 
the party, which they want to be ended. Merz’s conviction for economic liberalism 
and moral conservatism evokes sympathies predominantly among the older top 
functionaries of the CDU, politicians with extensive experience such as Wolfgang 
Schäuble or Franz Josef Jung, and the business-friendly so-called “economy-wing” 

https://www.zeit.de/politik/deutschland/2018-10/cdu-angela-merkel-bietet-verzicht-auf-parteivorsitz-an
https://www.sueddeutsche.de/politik/merkel-cdu-macht-1.4158462
https://www.sueddeutsche.de/politik/merkel-cdu-macht-1.4158462
https://www.sueddeutsche.de/politik/merkel-cdu-parteichefin-1.4190183
https://www.tagesspiegel.de/politik/nachfolge-von-angela-merkel-zwoelf-kandidaten-bewerben-sich-um-cdu-vorsitz/23356642.html
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/inland/schaeuble-wirbt-fuer-friedrich-merz-im-kampf-um-den-cdu-vorsitz-15924488.html
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/inland/schaeuble-wirbt-fuer-friedrich-merz-im-kampf-um-den-cdu-vorsitz-15924488.html
https://www.zdf.de/politik/maybrit-illner/hoffnungstraeger-friedrich-merz-aus-sendung-vom-6-dezember-2018-100.html
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/wirtschaft/wie-der-wirtschaftsfluegel-der-cdu-friedrich-merz-stuetzt-15921177.html
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(Wirtschaftsflügel) of the party. In contrast to Merz, Kramp-Karrenbauer does not 
strive explicitly for a right turn, she would rather like to stay loyal to the party credo 
(Partei der Mitte) and keep the CDU in the center. Her main supporters come from 
the party’s progressive wing (e.g. Daniel Günther), from the Merkel-loyalist camp 
(e.g. Peter Altmaier), and from the Women’s Union of the CDU. Moreover, she was 
clearly the favorite candidate of Merkel, although she was never officially endorsed 
by the chancellor. Finally, Spahn enjoys the support of the upcoming generation of 
the party, the CDU’s youth organization (Junge Union Deutschlands, JU).

The CDU has three equally important roots: one conservative, one liberal, and 
one Christian social. Looking at the developments of the CDU candidate tour of the 
last couple of weeks, it becomes clear that the conservative root has a particular 
importance in comparison to the others. Kramp-Karrenbauer never made a secret 
of her socially conservative ideas, among others opposing same-sex marriage or 
supporting the debate on a German Leitkultur in her tenure as minister-president 
(the discussion was initiated originally and rather unsuccessfully by Friedrich Merz 
in the early 2000s). Merz continued his strong conservative political course exactly 
where he left it in 2009, when he dropped out of the Bundestag, requesting that the 
CDU had to be the “party of the public order,” suggesting the purchase of shares 
as a valid tool for retirement provision, and demanding a clear commitment from 
the Muslim citizens living in Germany to the country’s legal system. Leaving not 
much room for new initiatives, Spahn decided to rally with the idea of a “modern 
patriotism.” The accents and priorities of the candidates are not just the particular 
views of some prominent politicians, they tell us something fundamental about the 
general mood in the party.

The first and up to now also last contested leadership election in the history of 
the CDU took place in 1971. Now, the possibility to choose once again from more 
than one candidate after almost 50 years has had a revitalizing effect on the party. 
The three candidates, while traveling through the whole country for two weeks, 
participated in eight regional conferences to discuss their position on various issues 
with the party members before arriving in Hamburg on December 7 for the final vote. 
In the first run-off, Kramp-Karrenbauer won 450, Merz 392, and Spahn 157 of the 
999 votes (Spahn was therefore not eligible for the second round), no candidate was 
able to secure a single majority. In the second round Kramp-Karrenbauer narrowly 
beat her remaining opponent with 517 to 482 votes and thus became successor to 
Merkel as leader of the German Christian Democrats.

SOMETHING OLD, SOMETHING NEW

Many journalists and political commentators compared Kramp-Karrenbauer to 
Merkel over the last few weeks, calling the new chairperson for example “Mini-

Merkel” or “Merkel 2.0.” Kramp-Karrenbauer vehemently rejects these comparisons 
which is understandable. She does not want to spend her time living in Merkel’s 

https://www.welt.de/politik/deutschland/article184962358/Kieler-Ministerpraesident-Daniel-Guenther-spricht-sich-fuer-AKK-als-Parteivorsitzende-aus.html
https://www.zeit.de/politik/deutschland/2018-12/cdu-vorsitz-peter-altmaier-annegret-kramp-karrenbauer-kritik-wolfgang-schaeuble
https://www.br.de/radio/bayern2/sendungen/radiowelt/annette-widmann-mauz-vors-frauen-union-cdu-vorvorstandsklausur-100.html
https://www.welt.de/politik/deutschland/article181788730/Spahn-bei-der-Jungen-Union-Der-Staat-muss-mehr-fuer-Familien-tun.html
https://www.welt.de/politik/deutschland/article181788730/Spahn-bei-der-Jungen-Union-Der-Staat-muss-mehr-fuer-Familien-tun.html
https://www.welt.de/newsticker/dpa_nt/infoline_nt/brennpunkte_nt/article160598150/Neue-Debatte-ueber-Leitkultur-noetig.html
https://www.welt.de/regionales/berlin/article184780900/Merz-CDU-muss-Partei-der-Inneren-Sicherheit-sein.html
https://www.zeit.de/politik/deutschland/2018-12/altersvorsorge-cdu-friedrich-merz-aktien
https://www.sueddeutsche.de/news/politik/parteien-merz-erwartet-von-muslimen-bekenntnis-zur-rechtsordnung-dpa.urn-newsml-dpa-com-20090101-181129-99-09497
https://www.presseportal.de/pm/58964/4128869
https://www.presseportal.de/pm/58964/4128869
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/dec/07/annegret-kramp-karrenbauer-elected-merkels-successor-as-christian-democrat-leader
https://www.n-tv.de/politik/An-mir-ist-gar-nichts-mini--article20718205.html
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shadow, while she is growing into the role of party. The truth is that there are more 
differences between the two politicians than obvious at first sight.

Like Merkel, Kramp-Karrenbauer has a calm and persistent style of policy-
making, which is constantly seeking for compromise and agreements and rejects 
any sort of extreme position. This goes hand in hand with an often perceived 
negotiation style of playing the role of an honest broker and not showing any sign of 
one’s own real interest. At this point the two leading CDU female politicians clearly 
differ from Merz, who is a persuasive speaker and has a clear sense for leading, but 
has problems to integrate and accept different positions other than his own when it 
comes to teamwork.

Unlike Merkel, Kramp-Karrenbauer has a good understanding of the problems 
of the party’s base (a good example is her “listening tour,” that she initiated shortly 
after she took office as secretary-general), and between them, she generally is 
the better listener. Both have their occasional disagreements, for instance when 
Kramp-Karrenbauer in her time as minister-president in 2012 blew up the so-
called Jamaica-coalition (a coalition between the conservatives, the liberals, and 
the greens) in Saarland and called for new elections against the specific will of the 
chancellor. Another difference is that Kramp-Karrenbauer has a soft spot for populist 
tendencies. As minister-president of Saarland she prohibited foreign politicians from 
campaigning in her state (the regulation was aimed primarily at Turkish politicians), 
although there was no sign of any foreign politician intending to do so there. Further, 
during the latest candidacy campaign phase, she suggested to deport criminal 
migrants to certain regions of Syria, which would soon be considered safe. (Even 
Horst Seehofer, minister of the interior did not support her idea.)

Kramp-Karrenbauer’s decision to give up her office as minister-president in 
Saarbrücken and move to Berlin for the lower-ranking position of secretary-general 
under Merkel’s leadership gained her some respect in the party. But as newly elected 
chairperson of the party, her job is not done yet. It would be a highly atypical move 
of Merkel to directly pave Kramp-Karrenbauer’s way to the Chancellery. Following 
the turmoil in the CDU after Helmut Kohl stepped down in 1998, she had to fight 
herself through the whole party against all odds, to finally come out at the top. If 
Kramp-Karrenbauer wants her title as chancellor, she has to earn it.

THE NEW PARTY LEADER’S TO-DO-LIST

Having the majority of the CDU delegates’ support behind her, Kramp-Karrenbauer 
has enormous tasks to master.

• First, Kramp-Karrenbauer has to unite the party. Seeing the extremely small 
number of 35 votes deciding the outcome of the second round of the election 
in favor of her, the CDU seems to be split almost in half between a more 
moderate wing – striving for a continuation of the current course with some 
minor corrections – and a more conservative wing – demanding a complete 

https://www.handelsblatt.com/today/politics/cdu-road-warrior-merkels-tapped-successor-goes-on-tour/23582034.html?ticket=ST-14690-DELGs0lEpXuyrvgwwASi-ap1
https://www.zeit.de/politik/deutschland/2012-01/jamaika-saarland-kramp-karrenbauer
https://www.zeit.de/politik/deutschland/2012-01/jamaika-saarland-kramp-karrenbauer
https://www.tagesspiegel.de/politik/saarlands-ministerpraesidentin-kramp-karrenbauer-der-innere-friede-in-unserem-land-geraet-in-gefahr/19537422.html
https://www.zeit.de/politik/deutschland/2018-11/fluechtlinge-politik-abschiebungen-syrien-innenminister-konferenz
https://www.zeit.de/politik/deutschland/2018-11/fluechtlinge-politik-abschiebungen-syrien-innenminister-konferenz
http://www.spiegel.de/politik/deutschland/horst-seehofer-schliesst-abschiebungen-nach-syrien-aus-a-1239966.html
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“strategy change,” as Merz put it. Choosing Paul Ziemiak, chairman of the JU, 
to replace her as CDU secretary-general could be interpreted as an opening 
gesture towards the “Merz-wing.” But she will need more than well-meant 
gestures. There are already some notifications of CDU members leaving the 
party in Baden-Württemberg, which is one of the most conservative state 
associations in the country.

• Second, in order to strengthen her profile and making a distinction between 
herself and her predecessor at the same time, she has to initiate some 
symbolic projects. Kramp-Karrenbauer’s main focus points could be the 
review of Merkel’s migration policy, the support of the (re)introduction of 
compulsory military service (a mixture of conscription and civilian service), 
or improving public order. All three elements were stressed by all of the 
candidates during the campaigning phase, now it’s on the new party leader 
to turn demands into actions.

• Third, the relation between the Chancellery and the Konrad-Adenauer-
Haus has to be cleared. Since Kramp-Karrenbauer will be responsible for 
securing the necessary party majority for Merkel’s governing, the two have 
to agree on a common strategy. The precise red lines should be thoroughly 
defined, otherwise the CDU could fail to hold the government. Divided power 
structures are always risky, but in this case it is hard to imagine that the 
party leader will use her newly gained support to overthrow the chancellor. 
For the time being, Merkel and Kramp-Karrenbauer enjoy the support of 
more or less the same wing of the party, which would make any revolution 
from within the party impossible. Therefore, cooperation will be unavoidable.

• Fourth, Kramp-Karrenbauer has to bury the hatchet with the sister party 
CSU. Over the last years, Merkel’s migration policy divided the leadership 
of the two parties, producing hopeless, never-ending debates. The fraternal 
quarrel caused both parties some real damage, which otherwise could 
have been avoided. Seehofer will try to attempt a Merkel-style step-down 
in January 2019 (leaving the office of CSU chairman but keeping his job 
as minister for the interior) clearing the way for the party’s new strongman, 
Markus Söder. In order to keep the lines closed within the Union parties, 
Kramp-Karrenbauer will have to find a better way of cooperation with the 
current Bavarian minister-president than Merkel had with Seehofer. (For 
more details on the internal struggles of the Union parties, see IFAT’s policy 
brief in Hungarian.)

• Fifth, she has to win elections. In his election campaign, Merz promised the 
CDU members to bring the party’s share of the vote back up to 40 percent 
and cut support for the AfD in half. The new chairperson can proudly state 
that she has already delivered the figures promised by Merz in Saarland’s 
election in 2017. The question remains, though, if she can be as successful 
on other stages as at home. There are two big events in the election calendar 
of 2019: the European Parliament election in May, and state elections in 
several Eastern German states (Brandenburg, Saxony, and Thuringia) in fall. 

https://www.dw.com/de/merz-wir-brauchen-einen-strategiewechsel/a-46630939
https://www.faz.net/aktuell/politik/inland/merz-niederlage-wie-die-cdu-nun-partei-austritte-verhindern-will-15935099.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-germany-politics-cdu/germanys-new-cdu-chief-to-review-liberal-merkel-migration-policies-idUSKBN1O80HJ
https://www.deutschlandfunk.de/bundeswehr-kramp-karrenbauer-will-dienstpflicht-fuer-alle.1766.de.html?dram:article_id=424674
https://www.handelsblatt.com/politik/deutschland/annegret-kramp-karrenbauer-wenn-wir-den-mut-haben-dann-schaffen-wir-einen-starken-staat/23733120.html?ticket=ST-261474-pzZYcAE2c9cbktbHgdiJ-ap1
http://kki.hu/assets/upload/24_KKI-elemzes_DEU_Molnar_20180718.pdf
http://kki.hu/assets/upload/24_KKI-elemzes_DEU_Molnar_20180718.pdf
https://www.tagesschau.de/inland/akk-merz-101.html
https://wahl.tagesschau.de/wahlen/2017-03-26-LT-DE-SL/index.shtml
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In order to be successful, Kramp-Karrenbauer will have to gain back the lost 
votes from both the Green party and the AfD. This balancing act will be more 
than challenging, but if she succeeds, she will be able to convince even her 
inner-party opposers of her abilities.

THE CHANCELLOR’S FINAL CURTAIN

There has been a lot of speculation going on in recent weeks concerning the 
chances of Merkel completing the ongoing legislative period as chancellor until 

2021. This policy brief is not going to give any prediction on this question, but will 
rather concentrate on the legal possibilities of an early termination of a government 
period and the political conditions needed for such a development in the actual 
situation.

According to German Basic Law, there are two ways of dismissing the federal 
chancellor: the vote of no confidence (Art. 67) – a weapon of the parliament – or 
the vote of confidence (Art. 68) – a form of pressure to be used by a chancellor 
themselves.

For the first option, one of the three governing parties – CDU, CSU, and SPD – 
has to quit the government and vote together with a united opposition against the 
rest of the administration parties. For the time being, there are no signs of an inner 
revolution in the CDU against the new leadership, nor of the CSU canceling the 
alliance with its sister party or the SPD turning their back on Merkel. The Social 
Democrats have an interest in executing what has been negotiated in the coalition 
treaty, hoping that this will give a boost to the party’s support (which is currently at 
a historical low of only 14 percent).

The second option can be initiated the chancellor herself. Under normal 
circumstances, it would be highly atypical of Merkel to take such a step, as due to 
her strong Protestant ethics she likes to bring things to an end. Stability within the 
CDU is of utmost importance to her. Thus, a similar situation to the one Merkel’s 
predecessor found himself in in 2005, when he lost a vote of confidence, is not 
likely to occur to her, unless the CDU keeps getting continuously poor results in the 
upcoming elections. Despite all this, it cannot be ruled out that in an unfavorable 
situation Merkel might use a given political momentum and astonish/shock 
everyone with an early step-down. During her chancellorship she repeatedly caused 
some surprises.

Focusing on the European reform agenda, it is fair to say that we cannot expect 
more than small steps from the current German government. Take the eurozone 
reform deal as an example, which has recently been agreed on by the EU finance 
ministers. There is no sign in it of a common budget or an independent finance 
minister for the eurozone as demanded by French president Emmanuel Macron. 
It consists rather of a package of security measures, financial control, and rescue 
funds. This minimalist reform program is a good representation of the essence of 

https://www.btg-bestellservice.de/pdf/80201000.pdf
https://www.cdu.de/system/tdf/media/dokumente/koalitionsvertrag_2018.pdf?file=1
https://www.cdu.de/system/tdf/media/dokumente/koalitionsvertrag_2018.pdf?file=1
http://www.spiegel.de/politik/deutschland/sonntagsfrage-umfragen-zu-bundestagswahl-landtagswahl-europawahl-a-944816.html
https://www.handelsblatt.com/politik/international/analyse-das-bedeutet-der-reformplan-der-euro-zone/23713898.html?ticket=ST-409581-tZnbewtPfVzkNcGyoEVm-ap1
https://www.handelsblatt.com/politik/international/analyse-das-bedeutet-der-reformplan-der-euro-zone/23713898.html?ticket=ST-409581-tZnbewtPfVzkNcGyoEVm-ap1
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the German EU policy concept, which rather makes efforts to uphold the unity of 
the EU than risking to strain it by implementing bold reform ideas not every member 
can digest. It would be more than unconventional if Merkel would change her guiding 
principle on EU affairs in the last period of her chancellorship.

CONCLUSION

During the CDU’s 73-year history the party has been led by just three politicians 
for a combined total of 63 years: Konrad Adenauer (20 years), Helmut Kohl 

(25 years) and Angela Merkel (18 years). Following Adenauer’s and Kohl’s terms, the 
newly elected party leaders who succeeded them each held the office for a rather 
short time. It is now on Kramp-Karrenbauer to disprove this pattern of the past. 
Explaining policy goals in an understandable way – and outlining the appropriate 
path to them – was one of the weaknesses of Merkel. In order to succeed as new 
party chairman, Kramp-Karrenbauer has to improve on the communication deficits 
of the party leadership. Further, taking the existing divides within the party into 
account, she has to emerge as a uniting force in the CDU, and, assuming she wants 
to be the next German chancellor, on the European stage as well. Considering 
the great number of European conflicts – take the highly emotional debates on 
migration and on normative issues as examples –, a politician with the ability to 
unite groups, leading the most powerful country of the EU, is not the worst thing we 
can imagine.


