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More on the PDS

What accounts for the continued fascination of schol-
ars with the German Party of Democratic Socialism
(PDS)? It can hardly be the party’s triumphant electoral
record: in four national elections, the PDS’s Zweitstim-
men total has never exceeded 5.1 percent, nor has the
total of successful Direktmandaten candidates exceeded
four (both in 1998). While this performance is slightly
better than that of many minor German parties (only
slightly, the NPD got 4.3 percent in 1969), it does not rank
the PDS with either the FDP nor the Greens.

Of course one can (and should) point to the much
stronger electoral showing, both in federal and state elec-
tions, in the former GDR: the five re-constituted east-
ern states of Sachsen,Thueringen, Sachsen-Anhalt, Bran-
denburg, and Mecklenburg-Vorpommern (plus eastern
Berlin). In these regions, the PDS raised its vote totals
from initially low levels in 1989-90 to somewhere be-
tween a fifth and a quarter of the vote. (In the eastern
districts of Berlin, the party did better still, coming close
to half the vote in the state elections of 2001.) This rise
in PDS strength, coupled with the practical extinction of
the FDP and the Greens in eastern Germany, has helped

to bring about a “regionalized pluralism” in eastern Ger-
many; here the party system has become a three-party
affair (CDU, SPD and PDS). This development, as Os-
wald rightly emphasizes, has led to an important shift
in possible governing coalitions. Whereas in the early
1990s this party landscape forced the CDU and SPD into
grand coalitions, more recently it produced PDS toler-
ation of a minority government in Sachsen-Anhalt and
coalitions at the state level in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern
(since 1998) and Berlin (since 2001).[1]

However, the PDS’s performance in these elections
must be compared to those of other post-Communist par-
ties in eastern Europe and some republics of the for-
mer USSR. Elections in Poland, Hungary, Lithuania and
others have seen post-Communist parties reach major-
ity or dominant plurality levels. By contrast, the PDS
has never–aside from East Berlin–achieved a dominant
position in the eastern states. Despite being the one
party committed explicitly to an articulation of eastern
German–as opposed to pan-German–interests, its appeal
has been rejected by between three-quarters and four-
fifths of the eastern German electorate. Nor can the im-
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portance of the PDS derive from its record in governing.
The PDS–whether “tolerating” or participating–has been
a serious and diligent coalition partner. It has not, how-
ever, transformed the politics of the three states where it
has shared governmental responsibility.

That the PDS has, nonetheless, generated a large bib-
liography in several languages is most likely due to two
factors: there are many more scholars fluent in Ger-
man who can move into eastern German research topics
than there are those capable of research in East European
languages; and, more importantly, there was, especially
among scholars of and from western Germany, a wide-
spread expectation that the PDS, as a successor party of
the SED, had no political future in a united Germany.

Such an expectation clearly was born of the under-
lying Western assumption that the GDR was an artificial
construct. Its former citizens would therefore, after per-
haps a brief initial transition period, behave politically
like western Germans. This perspective ignores the his-
tory of “successor parties”–ranging fromneo-Napoleonic
groups in nineteenth century France to the post-Fascist
MSI in Italy to neo-Nazi parties (NPD, Republikaner)
in Germany and, of course, the many post-communist
“Communist parties” in Russia and Eastern Europe. In-
deed, there would surely have been an overtly post-Nazi
party in Germany after 1945 had such a development not
been banned by the occupying powers.

Franz Oswald’s book on the PDS falls within this tra-
dition of “explaining” the unexpected success of the PDS
in establishing itself firmly within the party system of
eastern Germany and, more marginally, in German poli-
tics at the federal level. Oswald maintains that the role of
the PDS in the German party system “can best be under-
stood by tracing the trajectory traversed by the PDS” (p.
vii). He therefore details the struggles within the PDS to
adapt to a role as an oppositional party within the Ger-
man party and state system from the winter of 1989 to
early 2002. He does this by citing published statements
of party leaders and oppositional figures, primarily on
the PDS’s left fringe. In addition, Oswald ties the devel-
opment of the PDS to the stance taken toward it by other
parties. He rightly stresses the crucial decision of the SPD
in 1989-90 not to admit SED members without individual
vetting at the local party level as making possible the sur-
vival of the PDS as a mass party (pp. 28-31).

For Oswald, the PDS successfully made itself a cred-
ible actor in German politics by instituting important
reforms; these include permitting (indeed, encouraging)
party factions, organizing basic units on a locality and

not workplace basis, and an acceptance of positive value
in formal democracy, leading to an ideological breakwith
“Stalinism.” The author sees these changes as a gener-
ally successful series of leadership initiatives, whichwere
only slightly constrained by a dogmatic opposition cen-
tered on the “Communist Platform.” In Oswald’s view,
the importance of this group was greatly overblown by
hostile West German observers; he declares (without ev-
idence) that the Stalinists’ leader (or at least symbol),
Sarah Wagenknecht, received up to a third of delegates’
votes at the 1995 PDS congress (in an unsuccessful bid for
re-election to the party Vorstand) because “[m]any dele-
gates merely felt that she had been unfairly singled out
by party leaders” (p. 83).

The general thrust of Oswald’s argument is unex-
ceptional, if overly optimistic. The book was evidently
finished in early 2002; little in it prepares a reader for
the PDS’s poor showing in that fall’s general election.
The book is, in important ways, both too narrow and
too shallow. To begin with, Oswald devotes an inordi-
nately large part of the book to arguing with and tri-
umphantly “refuting” German conservative critics of the
PDS, most notably Patrick Moreau. Oswald seems some-
how to believe that this viewpoint dominated scholarly
discussion of the PDS and shaped western German policy
toward it. While it is true that scholars such as Moreau
reflected CDU/CSU perspectives on the PDS, they were
hardly the only German perspective–as Oswald’s own
references to such scholars as Heinrich Bortfeldt, Richard
Stoess and Gero Neugebauer shows. Moreover, Oswald
ignores most English-language scholarship on the sub-
ject (although a few are listed in the bibliography).[3]

Furthermore, by concentrating so much on formal
party statements (and critical commentary), Oswald
misses the chance to place the evolution of the PDS in
a meaningful context. No use is made of survey re-
search findings–which could have provided a foundation
for such plausible but unsubstantiated assertions as the
claim that the PDS’s recovery around 1993 was because
it “was anchored in East German society” (p. 49). Such
findingswould also shed light on the connection between
eastern German attitudes (toward, say, democratic poli-
tics) and PDS policy. Oswald mentions the tension be-
tween party members and voters, but he pays little at-
tention to the social and generational composition of the
party, or its fluctuating membership. Strangely, Oswald
makes surprisingly little use of the wealth of PDS ma-
terial on-line, beginning with the essential Pressedienst.
Although Oswald rightly points to the acceptance of the
PDS in eastern state governments as an important devel-
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opment, there is no discussion of the actual record of the
PDS in, say, the Mecklenburg-Vorpommern coalition after
1998. Finally, although Oswald specifically thanks “nu-
merous others in Germany who gave their time for in-
terviews and discussion” (p. viii), I found no instances of
interviews referred to as specific sources. Asmuch schol-
arship has demonstrated, the (inter)views of PDS officials
can be very useful in understanding PDS actions.

Such flaws prevent Oswald’s book from being an im-
portant addition to Western scholarship on the PDS.
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