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RESEARCH ARTICLE

From carbon democracy to post-fossil capitalism? The German coal
phase-out as a crossroads of sustainability politics

Tobias Haasa , Jeremias Herberga,b and David L€ow-Beera

aDemocracy and Sustainability, Institute for Advanced Sustainability Studies, Potsdam, Germany; bInstitute for Science in Society,
Radbound University, Nijmegen, The Netherlands

ABSTRACT
For a long time, Germany was regarded as a pioneer in climate policy. Recently, conflicts
have intensified over the phase-out of coal from the energy sector. In 2020, the German
Bundestag created the legal basis for a coal phase-out by 2038, subsequently revised to
2030 by the new coalition government of September 2021. This article analyzes the recent
controversies from a political-economy perspective and shows the interrelationships and ten-
sions between capitalism, democracy, and sustainability within Germany. In particular, the
rise of right-wing populist attitudes opposing a coal phase-out, highlights the conflictual
character and the social embeddedness of sustainability politics. The analysis of the conflicts
surrounding the coal phase-out makes it possible to situate the future of energy supply in
the overall societal context.
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Introduction

The coalition agreement of the new German
“traffic-light government,” consisting of the Social
Democratic Party (SPD, red), the liberal Free
Democratic Party (FDP, yellow) and the Greens,
aims for a coal phase-out “ideally” by 2030 (SPD,
B€undnis 90/Die Gr€unen, and FDP 2021, 5; in
German idealerweise). This is remarkable, because in
the previous legislative period (2017–2021), follow-
ing great effort, the roadmap for phase-out had a
significantly longer horizon of 2038. The struggle
over the German coal phase-out shows that sustain-
ability transformations are highly contested and by
no means linear.

The coal phase-out plan of the previous govern-
ment also illustrates a striking failure (so far) of
German energy policy to meet the ambitions of the
2015 Paris Agreement: “The relatively poor decrease
in the use of coal in Germany is a typical example
of a phenomenon of ‘carbon lock-in’” (Rentier,
Lelieveldt, and Kramer 2019, 620). Despite
Germany’s ambitious rhetoric, its proposed solutions
to the climate crisis and other ecological crises
mostly fall far short of what is necessary (Oei,
Hermann, et al. 2020). Even eight former members
of the expert “Commission for Growth, Structural
Change, and Employment” (henceforth “Coal
Commission”) who prepared the phase-out

legislation that was passed in 2020 have bemoaned
these flaws in retrospect, arguing that the govern-
ment undermined the commission’s recommenda-
tions (Praetorius et al. 2020). Subsequently, on April
29, 2021, the German Federal Constitutional Court
decided that the Federal Climate Change Act of
2019, which has served as the central climate policy
point of reference for the coal phase-out, must be
amended and tightened (Geinitz 2021).

Numerous studies have recently addressed vari-
ous aspects of the German coal phase-out.
Rindscheid and W€ustenhagen (2019) show, using a
choice-based experiment, that German voters would
support a phase-out by 2025. Oei, Brauers, et al.
(2020) point out in their analysis of the phase out
of “hard-coal” mining, which was achieved in
Germany by 2018, and the associated structural
changes in the Ruhr region and Saarland, that
affected regions face major challenges that can be
successfully overcome through proactive political
support.1 The fact that the phase-out of hard coal
mining, which was primarily driven by economic
motives, is now being followed by the phase-out of
coal use as a whole is due not least to discourse net-
works and their success in delegitimizing coal as a
climate-damaging energy source (Markard,
Rindscheid, and Widdel 2021). In this article, we
analyze the disputes around the coal phase-out in
Germany and embed these within the historical

CONTACT Tobias Haas tobias.haas@iass-potsdam.de Democracy and Sustainability, Institute for Advanced Sustainability Studies,
Potsdam, Germany
� 2022 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits
unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

SUSTAINABILITY: SCIENCE, PRACTICE AND POLICY
2022, VOL. 18, NO. 1, 384–399
https://doi.org/10.1080/15487733.2022.2069542

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/15487733.2022.2069542&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-05-16
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3363-3440
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.tandfonline.com


dynamics in the field of tension between capitalism,
democracy, and sustainability. Recent environmental
policy failures largely derive from the political lega-
cies of the fossil industries. We show that the con-
stant and dynamic tension between capitalism and
democracy leads to environmental policies that con-
form to a growth-oriented focus on sustainability.
Utilizing regulation theory, which emphasizes that
the reproduction of capitalist social relations is
immanently crisis-prone and, accordingly, always
requires compromise-mediated institutional arrange-
ments, we show that this tension has led to different
compromises in Fordism and post-Fordism
throughout the history of German environmental
policy. Those compromises are appropriate and
enclose sustainability issues, thus presenting them as
being compatible with capital accumulation. We will
empirically substantiate this thesis through reference
to the German model of capitalism, termed Modell
Deutschland (Jessop 2014), Germany’s Energiewende
(energy transition), and the coal phase-out that was
decided in 2019 and 2020. Our analysis shows that
the tension between capitalism, democracy, and sus-
tainability, which is articulated in concrete power
relations, limits the possibilities for a rapid transi-
tion to a post-fossil future and for forms of collect-
ively defined self-limitation within planetary
boundaries (Brand et al. 2021; Newell 2019).

In addition to the historical and political-eco-
nomic literature, we base our analysis on position
papers from stakeholders in the recent coal phase-
out negotiations as well as thirteen interviews with
participants or their advisors (Sherpas) in the Coal
Commission (and a written interview with a polit-
ician who was not directly involved in the commis-
sion’s work). The commission consisted of 28
members (see Appendix 1) and we interviewed dif-
ferent groups of actors (business, civil society, polit-
ics, society). All interviews were conducted within
six months of the conclusion of the commission in
January 2019 (twelve in person and one by tele-
phone). These interviews provide well-founded
insights into the dynamics and interaction processes
concerning the conflicts between – and reconcili-
ation of – fossil industries, social policies, and envir-
onmental concerns. The interviews were recorded,
transcribed, coded, and triangulated with primary
and secondary sources to validate the findings. For
a detailed analysis of this empirical study of the
Coal Commission, see L€ow Beer et al. (2021) and
G€urtler, L€ow Beer, and Herberg (2021).

The present article proposes an analytical per-
spective that helps to understand the possibilities
and limits of climate and environmental policy in
Germany and beyond. On one hand, there are
numerous meta-analyses, such as the concept of the

Anthropocene (Crutzen 2006), the Capitalocene
(Moore 2016), or the “imperial mode of living”
(Brand and Wissen 2018), which refer in different
ways to profound ecological crises. On the other
hand, there is a large variety of environmental pol-
icy analysis (and German coal phase-out policies)
with a rather narrow focus. With this article, we
offer, in the tradition of regulation theory (Aglietta
1979), a mediating perspective by developing a his-
torically and political-economically grounded ana-
lysis of the German model of capitalism with a
focus on the coal phase-out and broader energy
transition. We show that the persistence of corpor-
atist power structures restricts the possibilities for
ambitious climate policy. At the same time, they
make it increasingly difficult to find a stable balance
between accumulation, legitimation, and
sustainability.

The article is structured as follows. In the next
section, we develop theoretical reflections on the
tensions between capitalism and democracy. We
explore how these tensions have led to a comprom-
ise that often constrains environmental issues to a
narrow understanding of sustainability as ecological
modernization. Subsequently, in the third section,
we show how this tension has developed in
Germany and the challenges faced by the Modell
Deutschland with regard to mediating capitalism,
democracy, and society-nature relations. The fourth
section analyzes the conflicts surrounding the
Energiewende. The fifth section examines the strug-
gle for the coal phase-out in the Coal Commission
and beyond. Finally, we contextualize the implica-
tions for sustainability politics in general and the
coal phase-out in Germany and outline further
research needs.

Capitalism and democracy in transition

Capitalism and democracy, contrary to the liberal
narrative (Friedman 1962), always occupy a relation-
ship of tension (Offe 2006; Merkel 2018). Since the
global financial and economic crisis of 2007 and fol-
lowing and the more recent rise of authoritarian
right-wing movements and parties, the liberal capit-
alist model has also been increasingly called into
question in the core-capitalist countries (Bieling
2019). However, even prior to the global crisis in
2007, the thesis of post-democracy met with broad
approval and resonance (Crouch 2004). That is, the
increasing erosion and emptying of the institutions
and processes of representative democracy both
explain and intensify the strong rejection of the pro-
cedures of political decision making witnessed
among the general public. In addition, various eco-
logical problems, primarily climate change, have
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become even more acute and the inadequacies of
existing global governance regimes have become
apparent (Park, Conca, and Finger 2008; Brand
2016). To what extent, therefore, must the relation-
ship between capitalism and democracy be
rethought, including against the background of the
ecological crisis and the associated mandatory
phase-out of fossil fuels?

Capitalism is based on the private ownership of
the means of production, and on producing goods
by wage labor for an anonymous market. Through
competition between individual enterprises, capital-
ism has proved to be a highly dynamic system, per-
manently revolutionizing productive forces, showing
enormous growth rates, and penetrating ever newer
spaces (Harvey 2003; Rammelt 2020). However, as
regulation theory reminds us, capitalism is not a
self-regulating system: due to its inherent contradic-
tions, it requires social, political, and cultural regula-
tion and compromise-based institutional
arrangements to bring about stable development on
the basis of ongoing capital accumulation (Aglietta
1979). The field of tension between capital accumu-
lation and the reproduction of social relations also
permeates energy policy. From the perspective of
regulation theory, the challenge is to find institu-
tionalized compromises that pacify the different
social interests and conflicts and at the same time
guarantee a stable, cheap, and sustainable energy
supply (Haas 2019). The concentration of economic
power and the right to freely dispose of the means
of production, which is associated with private own-
ership, leads to a situation in which economic
power is always translated, to a high degree, into
political power. In this respect, the liberal promise
of political equality within the framework of democ-
racy is in strong tension with the creation of eco-
nomic inequality in the sphere of capitalist
economies (Streeck 2014).

For our understanding of democracy, it is
important to highlight that the tension between cap-
italism and democracy is also reflected in the fact
that the perpetual acceleration of capitalist produc-
tion goes hand in hand with the domination and
appropriation of nature and the continuing destruc-
tion of the foundations of life (Brand and Wissen
2018). This connection is most evident in the use of
fossil fuels, which has historically been the pre-
requisite for steady increases in labor productivity,
and is currently a central component of the global
energy system and will remain so for the foreseeable
future (Altvater 2010; Newell 2019). In this respect,
capitalist development is characterized by inequality
and a destructive shaping of society-nature relations,
which also entails far-reaching democratic
implications.

Our understanding of democracy therefore
endorses the concept of a “double materiality of
democracy” (Pichler, Brand, and G€org 2020); this
comprises its social dimension (i.e., its articulation
with social conditions), on one hand, and the social
appropriation of nature on the other (Mitchell
2011). Consequently, democracy is understood as a
contested process whose core comprises the control
and power of disposal over the shaping of society-
nature relations: “Apart from the introduction of
democratic instruments and procedures (e.g., par-
ticipation and dialogue), democratization therefore
also means the politicization and control of the
material conditions of (re-)production that include
nature, natural resources and the international div-
ision of labor” (Pichler, Brand, and G€org 2020, 201).

Capitalist accumulation and the production of
political legitimacy are interdependent and conflict-
laden. This relationship is shaped and supported by
cultural values, organizational structures, political
interests, and factual limitations (Friedland and
Alford 1991). The tension is conveyed to a large
extent by and through the state, which, in all its
internal differentiation, has both economic and
democratic responsibilities and stabilizing functions.
Nation-states try to resolve differing interpretations
of problems, and the discrepancy between problem
solving and the generation of new problems in cap-
italism and democracy (Borchert and
Lessenich 2016).

One general problem that for many years has
challenged the legitimation and accumulation struc-
tures of Modell Deutschland – and many other
economies – is the transformation away from
Fordism. In the so-called “Golden Age of capital-
ism” (Hobsbawm 1994), highly stable economic
development with strong economic growth was
achieved through a specific, compromise-mediated
mode of regulation. Strong trade unions were able
to push through relatively high-wage settlements,
the welfare state was steadily expanded, employment
relationships were very stable, and wage labor had a
predominantly male connotation (whereas the
domestic and reproductive spheres were assigned to
women). Through trade unions and popular parties,
institutionalized political participation was secured
for broad masses (Aglietta 1979; Hirsch and Roth
1986). Trade unions and employers’ associations
were the core actors in the corporatist mediation of
interests, in Germany’s case, particularly during the
so-called “concerted action” (in German
Konzertierte Aktion) of the late 1960s (Czada
2019, 402).

However, the Fordist development constellation
was also based on a certain understanding of pro-
gress and prosperity, which was expressed in the
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intensified social appropriation of nature. The
acquisition of standardized mass-consumer goods,
such as refrigerators, washing machines, and cars,
became the central promise of prosperity. A strongly
individualistic consumer orientation emerged, which
in this phase led to the universalization of an
“imperial mode of living” (Brand and Wissen 2018),
based on the appropriation of labor and natural
resources from other parts of the world.

Within post-Fordism, the rising importance of
the financial sphere (Foster 2007), the precarization
of working conditions, the reduction of welfare ben-
efits, and the “intellectual and moral turn” of the
conservative-liberal government in Germany (CDU,
CSU/FDP) that came to power in 1982 brought far-
reaching ruptures in the wider economy and in pol-
itical culture: The new uncertainties and growing
social inequalities were accompanied by a surge in
social individualization. The traditional institutions
(family, church, trade unions, and people’s parties)
lost much of their importance. In the last decade,
fears of relegation and future uncertainty are
increasingly authoritatively processed by the devalu-
ation of other social groups such as immigrants
from Muslim countries (Demirovic 2018;
Nachtwey 2018).

Germany’s recent plans to phase out coal have a
critical position in this longer political history. One
specific problem that Modell Deutschland is facing
more recently is the need to build a post-fossil econ-
omy, while continuously facing post-Fordist disrup-
tions. This implies a political dependency on the
institutions of a fossil-based economy. More specif-
ically, the fossil industries (e.g., Germany’s strong
car-manufacturing sector) have had a democratizing
effect through strong labor representation and the
associated achievements, as well as through new
forms of social participation (for example through
membership in the people’s parties or in the grow-
ing trade unions), which were linked to the rapid
expansion of the use of fossil-energy sources. These
aspects of “carbon democracy” (Mitchell 2011) can
also be observed with regard to the German model
of capitalism. Coal played a prominent role in the
German labor movement and is closely linked to
the corporatist relationship between industry, labor,
and the state in the Modell Deutschland
(Raphael 2019).

Modell Deutschland has proven relatively stable
while also capable of institutional and policy change
(Czada 2019); nevertheless, the tripartite system now
faces a historical challenge that may undermine the
economic and even the political structure of Modell
Deutschland. The political-cultural residues of the
Fordist constellation are challenged and potentially
terminated as a result of recent attempts to agree to

a transformation beyond fossil fuels: Germany’s last
coal-fired power plant is to be shut down by 2038
at the latest (ideally by 2030, under the new traffic-
light coalition). The ambition to phase-out coal by
2038 goes back to a proposal presented (with one
dissenting vote) by the Coal Commission in spring
2019 (BMWi 2019) while making even further con-
cessions to the interests of affected industries. Both
the coal phase-out and the role of the commission
were highly controversial among the German public
and especially among environmental movements
(L€ow Beer et al. 2021). This brief theoretical and
empirical illustration shows that the tension between
accumulation and legitimation can be traced
throughout the development of the coal industry
and industrial struggles.

In summary, the spheres of accumulation and
legitimation have undergone sweeping changes that
are both interrelated and also raise questions of how
the withdrawal from coal can be conducted. In
other words, under what conditions can a coal
phase-out lead to a revitalization of democracy
against the backdrop of economic crisis dynamics,
political disintegration processes, and destructive
society-nature relations such as those manifested in
climate change? While a coal phase-out implies the
need for fundamental changes in Germany’s
approach to capitalism and democracy, the relation-
ship to sustainability within Modell Deutschland is
politically ambivalent and conceptually vague.
Against this background, the following analysis
helps explain how Modell Deutschland has both
appropriated and constrained more ambitious
visions of a sustainability transformation, thus lag-
ging far behind the speed of change demanded by
climate science.

The dependency of Modell Deutschland on
coal extraction and the weak
sustainability paradigm

Looking back over the past seventy years, the rela-
tionship between capitalism and democracy in
Germany is characterized by a certain continuity,
despite the occurrence of several shifts (Reckwitz
2019). In the following discussion, we elaborate on
the environmental and energy-policy side of these
developments and argue that the socio-cultural and
economic cleavages are increasingly entwined with
the emergence of a growth-oriented conception of
sustainability policy. The persistent reliance on fossil
fuels and pursuit of consumerist lifestyles has exa-
cerbated social inequities and cultural cleavages
while destroying the natural foundations of life
(Eversberg 2020). This is articulated most clearly in
the continuous reliance on coal extraction: coal
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served as a basis for the socio-economic stratifica-
tion, economic stability, and socio-cultural identity
of industrial regions and policies in Germany
(Herberg et al. 2020). The same regions, however,
are struck by the more recent dismantling of welfare
policies and democratic institutions.

In the 1950s and 1960s, the energy basis of West
Germany’s so-called economic miracle was provided
by domestic coal, which was mined in Germany’s
Ruhr and Central regions. Up to 700,000 people
were employed in coal mining in the late 1950s. The
industry guaranteed the socio-economic welfare of
entire regions, while fostering a specific working-
class culture (Raphael 2019). The identity of the
wider Federal Republic of Germany was essentially
based on its economic strength and strong export
orientation (Wentland 2017). At that time, even the
fundamental economic stability of West Germany
was largely founded on coal, because the co-deter-
mination laws in the coal and steel industries of
1951 and 1976 provided for relatively far-reaching
rights for workers. In East Germany (German
Democratic Republic or GDR), too, coal mining was
massively expanded in the Lusatian and Central
German coalfields, especially in the 1950s and 1960s
(Matthes 2000, 54–57). Coal regions in both former
East and West Germany developed as hubs for
worker culture and institutions of solidarity
(Abrams 2002; Morton and M€uller 2016).

The economic, financial, social, and labor policy
orientations were fed by a mix of Keynesian and
ordoliberal instruments that secured and constantly
renewed the Modell Deutschland. In this way, the
labor movement and its organizations were largely
satisfied and integrated into the Fordist prosperity
constellation (Haas 2017). That is, the material and
social participation of broad sections of the popula-
tion was continuously expanded. The export orien-
tation of Modell Deutschland was continuously
consolidated from the 1960s until the present, with
domestic coal reserves playing a central role (Hirsch
and Roth 1986). Environmental concerns or policies
had a very subordinate status, while regions with a
strong fossil-fuel industry blossomed economically.

In the 1970s, however, against the backdrop of
rising unemployment and declining social cohesion
(R€ottger 2012), industrial relations became increas-
ingly precarious (Lux 2017). Although the coal
industries remain today a stronghold of the trade
unions, their general bargaining position has weak-
ened. The environmental consequences of German
industrial policies could be raised with increasing
plausibility and political legitimacy. Greenhouse-gas
emissions increased massively with economic
growth, the steady expansion of coal use, and the
onset of mass motorization. Local environmental

problems such as acid rain, air pollution, and forest
dieback also became more prevalent. Western
German coal regions in particular became known
for their poor air quality (Haas 2017, 148).

However, it was not until the emergence of the
environmental movement that the various effects
associated with the worsening destruction of the
natural foundations of life were discussed publicly.
In particular, conflicts emerged around nuclear
energy, which had previously been venerated as a
technology that would overcome all energy barriers
and scarcities (Sander 2016). These disputes contrib-
uted to the rise and increasing acceptability of
nature protection and energy efficiency as political
terms. Consequently, an environmental bureaucracy
was established (the Federal Environment Agency,
founded in 1974), followed – in the wake of the
1986 Chernobyl nuclear disaster – by the establish-
ment of the Federal Environment Ministry. In this
way, the ecological conflict dimension of the
advancing accumulation of capital became an inher-
ent part of a deeply contradictory energy-policy
regime: While the German government tried to
appease and subsume environmental politics within
the tradition of industrial policy, it continuously
relied on coal and nuclear energy. Challenging this
regime, the anti-nuclear movement endorsed a
clearly antagonistic position against the government
as the promoter of the nuclear project. While some
environmental concerns were partially contained
and some environmental indicators significantly
improved, the anti-nuclear movement developed
alternatives to the fossil-nuclear energy regime and
coined the term Energiewende (energy transition)
(Bossel, Krause, and M€uller-Reißmann 1980).

The 1990s further developed as the decade of
increasingly progressive energy policies, while socio-
economic inequality and cultural cleavages wors-
ened. This interplay began with a prominent social
and environmental movement in the GDR, which
led up to the completion of German reunification in
1990. After a brief discussion about potentially
reforming West German policy traditions, or even
writing a newly reunified constitution, German
reunification ultimately played out as a broad take-
over by the West German model (Quint 1997). The
increasingly stratified social structures of the West
expanded to the regions of the former GDR, subse-
quently overruling East German elites in industry,
cultural institutions, and science while forcing many
skilled workers to migrate westward or else lose
their jobs (B€oick 2020; Mau 2019; Schmalz
et al. 2021).

Notwithstanding the raison d’̂etre of promoting
their members’ interests, trade unions played their
role in the Modell Deutschland triumvirate by
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making lower wage and pension demands in eastern
regions, thereby contributing to financing the
unequal reunification process. Social cushioning,
through job-creation measures or early retirement
programs, buffered some social hardships, but could
not compensate for the widespread impotence felt
throughout former East Germany as vital pillars of
its society and economy were either discarded or
else (where profitable) hastily reformed to suit take-
over by the West German capitalist economy
(Kollmorgen 2013; Kollmorgen, Merkel, and
Wagener 2015; Bose et al. 2019).

The electricity supply of the former GDR was
also strongly transformed. The East’s nuclear reac-
tors were shut down and the electricity grids, coal
mining, and power-generation plants were divided
between West German companies. The number of
employees in this sector also fell massively in the
former East, while regions of the former West main-
tained much greater stability in coal-related employ-
ment (Matthes 2000; Becker 2011). Socially and
culturally, the takeover by West German regulations
explains the rift between Eastern and Western
regions concerning income inequality, demographic
change, and international connectivity. With regard
to environmental aspects, the reductions in carbon
emissions to date can be attributed in large part to
the deindustrialization processes of the former GDR
(Sander 2016; Haas 2017). Following the integration
of the East German energy-supply structures, the
liberalization of the German electricity market was
completed in 1998 with the amendment of the
Energy Industry Act (in German
Energiewirtschaftsgesetz). This legislation also laid
the foundation for challenging the traditional cor-
poratist structures in the energy sector, which had
remained largely intact until then (Haas 2017, 152).

During the 1990s, a more intentional focus on
emissions reduction gained prominence as a conse-
quence of the 1987 Brundtland Report and the asso-
ciated Agenda 21 for sustainable development
(Lafferty 1996). German environmental policies
were dominated by the idea of reconciling environ-
mental risks and damage, on one hand, with the
continuous orientation toward economic growth on
the other. Eventually, the term “energy transition”
and its ideological backdrop in the sustainability dis-
cussion was appropriated as a policy label by the
red-green government in the late 1990s. The govern-
ment was closely informed by the notion of the pre-
cautionary principle and the academic school of
ecological modernization when it supported both
renewable energy and the development of environ-
mentally efficient consumer products (Mez 2003;
J€anicke 2008).

Yet, recent studies show that the energy transi-
tion is connected to socio-economic inequity in
reunified Germany, especially with regard to
increasing energy prices. Households that were
struck by the dismantling of labor and social welfare
in the early 2000s cannot benefit to the same extent
from the energy transition (Frondel, Sommer, and
Vance 2015). These distributional effects of energy
policies have taken effect since the early 2000s when
“Hartz IV” labor laws and other policies were intro-
duced to regulate labor, welfare, education, and
regional development based on the ethos of market
competition. While socio-economic inequities have
increased during this phase, cosmopolitan values
such as social diversity or environmentally friendly
forms of consumption and lifestyle also gained in
popularity (Reckwitz 2019). This conjunction of cul-
tural and social cleavages, as well as the resulting
political uncertainties, were not recognized at the
beginning of the German energy transition.
Consequently, what are today acknowledged as
essential drivers in the current strengthening of
right-wing populism (Rucht 2017) had very little
influence on environmental policies until the
late 2000s.

The following section outlines the disputes sur-
rounding the energy transition and argues that the
coal phase-out is the next step toward full supply of
renewable energies – a step with far-reaching impli-
cations for the relationship between capitalism,
democracy, and sustainability in Germany.

The German Energiewende – a contested
modernization project

Following the German economic miracle of Fordist
prosperity based on massive expansion of coal min-
ing, recent decades have brought decisive shifts in
environmental policy. Technical developments, com-
bined with the increasing delegitimization of the
fossil-nuclear energy regime through campaigns
against nuclear power and the growing threat of cli-
mate change, opened up a window of opportunity
for the institutional promotion of renewable energy
sources in the eyes of the public (Neukirch 2018).

Nonetheless, the energy transition still bears the
mark of the longer-term conventions and path
dependencies of the Modell Deutschland because
successive governments sought to continuously legit-
imize the transition toward renewables with a focus
on capitalist accumulation. This can also be seen in
the so-called Renewable Energies Act (EEG) that
was passed in 2000 under the red-green coalition
government after the liberalization of the German
electricity market. This laid the foundation for a
boom in renewable energies, in particular biomass,

SUSTAINABILITY: SCIENCE, PRACTICE AND POLICY 389



wind, and photovoltaics (PV) (Hirschl 2008). At the
same time, the expansion of renewable energy sour-
ces had a strong industrial policy dimension. By
anchoring the “Special Compensation Scheme,”
which largely exempted energy-intensive industries
from the EEG levy, it was ensured that the expan-
sion of renewable energies would not impair the
competitiveness of German industry.

At the same time, Germany was a leader in the
development and manufacture of solar technologies.
Already in 2002, the Renewable Energies Export
Initiative was launched by the Federal Ministry of
Economics and Technology (BMWi) in order to
leverage emerging renewable energy technologies to
perpetuate the export-oriented German model (Haas
2017). In that sense, EEG can be seen as the opera-
tionalization of a weak conception of sustainability,
thus binding environmental policies to strong eco-
nomic growth.

The 2000s saw the introduction of the European
Emissions Trading Scheme (EU ETS), together with
numerous amendments to the EEG and mergers
between energy companies. Four large energy
groups (E.ON, RWE, Vattenfall, and EnBW) domi-
nated the electricity market; only the predominantly
decentralized expansion of renewable energies led to
declining market shares for these big four (Becker
2011; Kungl and Geels 2018). The decentralized
energy-transition project had a strong impact: vari-
ous private individuals, cooperatives, and municipal
utilities invested in renewable energies (Paul 2018).
Nevertheless, the big four were also able to further
increase profitability via windfall profits (i.e., unpro-
ductive incomes) generated through the newly intro-
duced EU ETS, while their consumption-intensive
activities profited from numerous exemptions and
ever-greater added value was gained through renew-
able energies (Hirschl 2008). A few years later, the
switch to tendering and direct marketing made the
expansion of renewables less attractive for smaller
suppliers, and the number of newly established
energy cooperatives fell significantly (Yildiz et al.
2019). To this extent, those social forces that are
rather skeptical about the energy transition suc-
ceeded in significantly slowing the expansion of
renewables during the 2010s, even though there was
no fundamental departure from the stated policy
orientation toward a regenerative energy regime.

All in all, the expansion of renewable energies in
the 2000s was based on a compromise-mediated
constellation. While renewables were strongly
expanded, the big four were able to continue operat-
ing their fossil and nuclear power plants very profit-
ably for the most part and preserved the corporatist
power structures in the energy sector. However, this
compromise became fragile in the late 2000s due to

developments in the fields of nuclear and wind, as
well as photovoltaic energy. First, the profitability of
the large energy groups declined and they aban-
doned the nuclear compromise of 2001 (at that
time, the German government and nuclear compa-
nies had agreed on a phase-out resolution in which
each nuclear power plant was granted certain
residual electricity quantities). A campaign in favor
of nuclear power was launched in the late 2000s,
and as a means of extending their lifespan some
existing nuclear power plants were not fully utilized.
In 2009, there was speculation that the election
would return a conservative-liberal (CDU/CSU and
FDP) coalition government. In 2010, the govern-
ment gave in to pressure from the nuclear energy
sector and extended the term of Germany’s nuclear
power plants. Nevertheless, following the nuclear
accident at Fukushima in Japan in Spring 2011, the
government again changed course in response to
massive public pressure and election successes by
the Greens. A commission was set up to establish
legitimacy for a premature shutdown of nuclear
power plants by 2022 (Sander 2016).

Second, the strong cost reductions of wind and,
above all, PV energy led to a strong boom in renew-
able energies. Between 2010 and 2012, more than
seven gigawatts (GW) of new PV capacity were
installed annually. Driven also by a change in the
rolling mechanism, the EEG levy rose sharply and
became the target of a campaign aimed at slowing
down the renewable energy add-on.

In the late 2010s, pressure to abandon coal
increased considerably, above all by the actions of
the protest group Ende Gel€ande that include enter-
ing coal mines as a form of civil disobedience. The
negotiations under the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the
increasing publicity generated by various non-gov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs) and citizens’ initia-
tives, and the acceleration of global warming and
carbon emissions amounted to considerable political
pressure on the German government (Bosse 2017).
However, as Czada (2019) points out, the German
energy transition was not developed through institu-
tional innovations. Instead, the process lacks a
coherent governance framework and a clear long-
term perspective. This weakness of the previous
energy-transition governance was also reflected in
the negotiations on the coal phase-out.

The coal phase-out – the latest articulation
of a corporatist transition process

The most recent articulation of the corporatist con-
ception of environmental policy in Germany is seen
in the plan to phase out coal. While extraction of
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hard coal in Germany already ended in 2018 (Oei,
Brauers, et al. 2020), demands for a rapid cessation
of coal use have become increasingly emphatic in
recent years. In 2018, the conflict over coal escalated
massively, especially with regard to the future of the
ancient Hambach Forest in the Rhineland, the rem-
nants of which were still threatened by further sur-
face mining (Brock and Dunlap 2018). However, the
radicalization of the conflicts over coal, and the
broad popular support for a relatively rapid coal
phase-out, met with fierce resistance. There was
fairly widespread opposition within German indus-
try to a rapid phase-out, as coal is a pillar of the
German export model and thus crucial for capital
accumulation within the Modell Deutschland.

The long history of German corporatism and
coal extraction was broadly mobilized as a counter-
argument by trade unions, industrialists, and policy
makers in the affected regions. Cultural and socio-
economic legacies, in particular, served as an argu-
mentative repertoire in the coal conflict. Indeed,
social scientific studies confirm that coal is a source
of identity for entire regions, the degree of unioniza-
tion within the coal sector is very high, and jobs are
secured by comparatively good collective bargaining
agreements (Br€uggemeier 2018). The IG BCE trade
union (Industriegewerkschaft Bergbau Chemie und
Energie or Mining, Chemical, and Energy Industries
Union), which has far more members involved in
coal than in renewable energy, has mobilized
strongly against the phase-out of coal. The right-
wing populist and climate-skeptical political party
AfD (Alternative f€ur Deutschland or Alternative for
Germany), which was gaining strength at the time,
also opposed the coal phase-out by alluding to
worker identities, elite politics, and the purportedly
homogeneous regional mining communities (Haas
2020). Particularly in the Lusatian lignite mining
region, which is located in the east of Germany, the
rejection of the coal phase-out and a fundamental
skepticism toward the energy transition is very pro-
nounced (Teune et al. 2021, 17). In interviews with
workers in the Lusatian lignite industry, Bose et al.
(2019, 106–107) found that they have experienced
multiple devaluations and that some are quite recep-
tive to right-wing populist interpretations (including
the rejection of the coal phase-out).

In 2018, the so-called Coal Commission was
established under the auspices of the BMWi with a
remit to make recommendations for resolving this
multi-faceted conflict.2 The members thus faced the
challenge of ensuring ecological sustainability, cap-
ital accumulation, and political stability, thus tack-
ling the tension between capitalism, democracy, and
sustainability from a strategic angle (Pichler, Brand,
and G€org 2020). As one interviewee put it, the Coal

Commission had the task to transfer “these contra-
dictory and opposing conflicts of interests – and it
was not one, but several – into a compromise that
can be implemented politically.” The commission
was under pressure to develop a pathway for exiting
coal in accordance with the requirements of climate
science, which was opposed by established power
structures largely dating back to the Fordist phase.

Although the Coal Commission does not corres-
pond to a classic corporatist setting, the following
four observations indicate that within the body a
corporatist conception of sustainability was domin-
ant. First, the selection of commission members
illustrates how corporatist traditions of policy mak-
ing dominate the political process. The increasing
concessions to environmental and local voices in no
way rebalance this political legacy: The 28 members
with voting rights were chaired by Matthias Platzeck
(SPD, Social Democratic Party) and Stanislaw
Tillich (CDU, Christian Democratic Party), two for-
mer Prime Ministers of Brandenburg and Saxony,
respectively, who were previously responsible for
continued government support for coal industries in
their federal states. The environmental economist
Barbara Praetorius, and the former Minister of the
Chancellor’s Office, Ronald Pofalla, joined as add-
itional chairs. So-called “expert” commission mem-
bers were also drawn from various business
associations, trade unions, environmental NGOs,
and research institutions. In addition, Antje Grothus
from the Rhine region and Hannelore Wodtke from
Lusatia were present as citizen representatives of the
coal-mining districts and anti-coal activists. In this
respect, some residents of the coal regions were rep-
resented on the commission, while the governments
of the affected federal states were not directly
involved. In order to achieve the broadest and most
viable compromise possible, employers, trade
unions, and environmental NGOs were represented
within the commission by their respective umbrella
organizations, but the coal companies were not dir-
ectly involved (for a detailed list of commission
members, see Appendix 1). Our data show that the
traditional corporatist actors dominated the com-
mission, while environmental interests were side-
lined. As one interviewee put it, “Trade unions and
capital have lain in a bed and have played the balls
to each other.”

Despite a lack of formal involvement, the federal
states succeeded in achieving a central role in the
negotiations as there were several interventions by
representatives of the federal governments, in which
prime ministers have played a custodial role in pro-
tecting the interests of fossil industries and coal
workers. In their comments or interventions in the
commission process, they broadly left aside ethical
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questions concerning compensating for environmen-
tal damage or the loss of entire villages to coal min-
ing, which were clearly disproportionate to the
limited economic benefits of the remaining coal
reserves (Oei et al. 2020). The governments of the
eastern German federated states (L€ander) in particu-
lar played a decisive role, being under considerable
pressure from upcoming elections and voter polls
that showed strong support for the AfD. At the end
of November 2018, shortly before the commission
should have presented its final report, the state pre-
miers of three eastern states, Brandenburg (Dietmar
Woidke, SPD), Saxony (Michael Kretschmer, CDU),
and Saxony-Anhalt (Reiner Haseloff, CDU), spoke
about the Coalition Committee. The prime ministers
of these three eastern L€ander obtained an extension
of the commission’s work into the year 2019, citing
insufficient consideration of questions concerning
support for structural change in the federated states.
It is mainly due to this industry-oriented interven-
tion by the federated governments that the balance
of intersectoral representatives in the commission
was curbed in favor of industrial voices. As a direct
consequence of this interjection, the German gov-
ernment was unable to present an exit plan at the
United Nations climate-change conference in
Katowice in December 2018 (Interview with repre-
sentative of the BDI/Federation of
German Industries).

Second, the three main questions in the course of
the commission’s negotiations dealt with the protec-
tion of industrial structures in the affected regions:
(1) How quickly should the coal phase-out proceed?
(2) How much funding (from which budgets) would
be allocated to the affected regions to deal with the
resulting structural changes? (3) What compensation
should be provided to affected companies? This also
raises the question of compensation for rising electri-
city prices, which has been a recurring theme since
the start of the Energiewende (Lauber and Jacobsson
2016). In this respect, the commission was primarily
concerned with perpetuating the role of energy
security as an economic foundation of Modell
Deutschland. On the part of German industry, it was
clear that it would not agree to any exit path that
could be portrayed as potentially endangering the
security of energy supply or price competitiveness
(interviews with representatives of BDI, BDEW/
German Association of Energy and Water
Industries). In this respect, compensation for the
affected energy providers and industrial companies
was a central demand, which was also approved by
the environmental representatives early on in the
commission’s negotiations (interviews with BDI,
BDEW, DGB/German Trade Union Confederation,

DNR/German League for Nature and Environment,
ver.di/United Services Union).

Third, the commission process and its main out-
comes illustrate a corporatist power dynamic that
iteratively restricted the scope for environmentally
ambitious outcomes. Several respondents criticized
the lengthy process and the often chaotic and non-
transparent leadership of the commission (inter-
views with representatives of DNR, BDI, DGB), and
ultimately very few participants were involved in the
final small-group overnight-negotiating sessions of
January 25–26, 2019. One interviewee described the
whole process as a form of “fake participation” (in
German Scheinbeteiligung). Another respondent
from an environmental NGO described the power
asymmetries within the Coal Commission and
argued that some participants were unaccustomed
to the “political spectacle and are now hanging out
here with lobbyists and in part also political profes-
sionals. And I think it’s then really hard to
assert oneself.”

Finally, the commission agreed on the following
key points (with one vote against): First, that the
coal phase-out should be completed by 2035 (if pos-
sible) and in any event by the end of 2038. Power-
plant capacity of 12.5GW is to be taken off-grid by
2022 (current coal-based capacity is 42.6GW).
Further interim targets were also defined, but
remained relatively vague. Forms of compensation
were also planned for rising electricity prices. The
affected federal states are to receive structural
change aid amounting to 40 billion euros over the
next twenty years. In addition, power-plant opera-
tors were promised compensation payments, an
adjustment allowance for affected employees aged
58 and over was proposed, and the preservation of
the Hambach Forest was declared “desirable”
(BMWi 2019). While all interviewees emphasized
that every actor had to make concessions, it is also
undisputed that the environmental NGOs were least
supportive of the outcomes, justifying their approval
of the result with statements like “better a bad cli-
mate protection than no climate protection at all,”
which reflects their perception that no significant
progress has been made on climate-change legisla-
tion in recent decades.

The Coal Commission was followed by several
legislative processes that concluded in July 2020
with two laws that use the remaining leeway, by
postponing the coal phase-out for the most part
until 2030 and providing high compensation for
companies directly affected and electricity-price
compensation for industry. These laws were heavily
criticized by environmental groups, even by former
commission members (Praetorius et al. 2020).
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Moreover, our interviews with the commission
members indicate that the withdrawal from coal
requires a shift in focus toward democratic legitim-
acy in environmental decision making. According to
some respondents, the appointment of the commis-
sion was an expression of public mistrust toward
the German government at that time (interviews
with representatives of BDI, DNR), which in turn is
mediated by deeper crises of democracy (Crouch
2004; Streeck 2014). One interviewee pointed out
that this commission, like all others, had acted at
the expense of third parties that were not involved
in the process (interview with representative of
BDI). While this likely alluded to the publicly
financed and relatively high levels of structural
change aid offered by the commission, others raised
criticisms that future generations – for example, as
exemplified by the concurrent emergence of the
movement “Fridays for Future” – were not involved
in the commission (interview with representative of
DNR). Interestingly, a central criticism of the
Climate Protection Act (CPA) by the Federal
Constitutional Court was that it disproportionately
restricts the rights of future/young generations
(Geinitz 2021). The ruling can be interpreted to
mean that the CPA does not meet the criterion of
generational justice. Furthermore, the commission
itself, in contrast to elected political representatives,
is not accountable to voters. In this respect, the
legitimacy of the commission’s decisions is quite
controversial and, against the background of the
strengthening AfD on one side and a strong cli-
mate-justice movement on the other, casts doubt on
the stability of the compromise-mediated Modell
Deutschland (Streeck 2014).3

Altogether, the process of planning the coal
phase-out in Germany shows considerable stability
among the political legacies of the coal and fossil
industries in Germany. The selection of commission
members implied considerable add-ons to the trad-
itional set of corporatist players, but its internal
processes, along with external governmental inter-
ventions, undermined a broader discussion and
commitment regarding environmental priorities or
the ethical scope of the questions under discussion.
Moreover, the process would have needed further

clarification of the commission’s mandate and the
implied governmental roles (interview with repre-
sentative of DNR). However, the European Union’s
increased climate ambition for 2030, combined with
the partially successful lawsuit against the Federal
CPA of 2019, and especially the post-September
2021 coalition agreement of the traffic-light govern-
ment, which targets a coal phase-out by 2030 and
much faster expansion of renewables, suggests that
the coal phase-out might in fact proceed much
more rapidly than foreseen under the 2020 legisla-
tion. These developments raise the question of how
to balance the relationship between capitalism, dem-
ocracy, and sustainability under the conditions of an
escalating climate crisis.

In Table 1, we outline this relationship recurring
in the Fordist and post-Fordist development constel-
lations. The 2021 ruling by the Federal
Constitutional Court (demanding greater ambition
of the 2019 Federal Climate Change Act) might
mark the beginning of a new phase in Germany, in
which the sustainability dimension is more
strongly revalued.

Conclusion

This article first discussed the tensions between cap-
italism and democracy and took up an understand-
ing of democracy that is fundamentally oriented
toward the distribution of environmental resources,
risks, and damage (Pichler, Brand, and G€org 2020).
We argued that the mediation of capitalism, democ-
racy, and sustainability is increasingly prone to cri-
ses, such that, although environmental concerns are
increasing, the dominant political constellation
between industry, trade unions, and governments
nevertheless persistently hinders an appropriately
ambitious policy agenda. This general argument is
inspired by the regulation-theoretical assumption
that capital accumulation is inherently crisis-prone
and must always be secured through political com-
promises. It is based on an empirical analysis of the
coal phase-out in the context of Modell Deutschland.

The delegation of a coal-exit plan to a commis-
sion undermined the apparent opportunity to imple-
ment a more ambitious coal phase-out and to

Table 1. Capitalism, democracy, and sustainability in historical perspective.
Capitalism Democracy Sustainability

Fordism High economic growth;
stability

Entering of the masses into
politics;
corporatism

Intensive destruction of nature

Post-Fordism Slowing economic growth rates;
prone to crises

Post-democracy;
weakening of classic
corporatism (neo-corporatism);
rise of right-wing populism

Upgrading and institutionalization of
environmental policy, but
subordinated to capital
accumulation

Era of sustainability? Green growth or degrowth? Renewal of post-corporatism or
new forms of democracy?

Further intensification of ecological
crisis or subordination of capital
accumulation?
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reconfigure the political-economic and cultural lega-
cies of Germany’s fossil-based economy. We showed
that this is an iteration of a longer genealogy that
gave rise to a modernist and (post-)corporatist con-
ception of sustainability in German politics. Against
the background of the ambitious (but often vague)
energy-policy agenda of the recent 2021 traffic-light
coalition, it is too early for a final assessment of the
withdrawal from coal, but we can draw two conclu-
sions that concern the political possibility of a post-
fossil transition in Germany.

First, the legacy of corporatist politics is geared
toward a conciliatory model that seeks balance
between accumulation, legitimation, and sustainabil-
ity. Striking this balance, however, becomes increas-
ingly impossible. This can be seen most clearly in
the connection between socio-economic and polit-
ical ruptures. Like many other right-wing populist
parties in Europe, AfD, which has gained strength
since being founded in 2013 in Germany, denies
anthropogenic climate change and accordingly
opposes the phase-out of coal (Schaller and Carius
2019; Lockwood 2018).

Against this background and the additional pres-
sure from climate activists, the Coal Commission
attempted to broaden the legitimacy of the energy
transition and coal phase-out through generous aid
packages for affected regions to negotiate structural
change. Nonetheless, this had little to no effect on
subsequent election outcomes, where AfD achieved
very good results in the 2019 local and European
elections (Haas 2020) as well as in the 2021 federal
elections. Growing inequality and polarization of
income and wealth can be observed in Germany,
thus expanding the breeding ground for authoritar-
ian populism (Nachtwey 2018). Against this back-
ground and the spatially unequal development
between former East and West Germany and
between industrial peripheries versus urban centers,
the phase-out of coal will remain a major challenge
unless socio-economic inequities and cultural clea-
vages can be overcome.

Second, the energy transition and its most recent
outcomes clearly indicate that the sustainability
dimension is subordinated in the context of the
legally enshrined coal phase-out, while the estab-
lished power relations associated with the fossil-
based model of Germany have largely prevailed. The
commission process led to an asymmetrical com-
promise, the robustness of which, however, remains
uncertain because capitalist accumulation is continu-
ously prioritized over achieving democratic legitim-
ation and addressing environmental damage. Our
analysis shows that these environmental policies and
transition plans have been greatly overshadowed by
the political economy in general (Svensson and

Nikoleris 2018) and by the national model of capit-
alism in particular (Newell 2019), and not only by
institutional designs (Rentier et al. 2019). In
Germany’s strongly export-oriented model, the
energy transition was designed in such a way that it
does not endanger the competitiveness of German
industry, and in fact contributes to renewal of the
export model through the development of German
renewable energy technologies. Consequently, even
if coal or other fossil-based industries are success-
fully phased out, Model Deutschland is unlikely to
shift into an economy that is not based on massive
social and environmental inequalities. However, the
formation of the 2021 governing traffic-light coali-
tion indicates that, at least in the field of energy pol-
icy, a forced ecological modernization is envisaged
and thus the sustainability dimension is strength-
ened. Nevertheless, it remains to be seen to what
extent these more ambitious goals will actually be
met and what compromise-mediated arrangements
will be forged.

We see at least a fourfold need for further
research. First, there is a need to determine the
development dynamics in the national context more
strongly, through the analysis of mediation with
international regimes. Particularly in the European
context, climate policy is broadly integrated and
there are endeavors to largely complete decarboniza-
tion in the coming decades (Samper, Schockling,
and Islar 2021). The “Coal Regions in Transition”
platform, which links various (post-)mining regions,
is an interesting player that connects different
actors. Second, while we focused on the German
case, by comparing coal-exit pathways in different
countries and regions, knowledge should be gener-
ated about how the tensions between capitalism and
democracy are reconfigured within the framework
of a coal exit in different spatial contexts. Of par-
ticular importance is probably the extent to which a
connection can be established between crises of
democracy – expressed, among other ways, through
stronger support for right-wing populism – and
conflicts over the coal phase-out, and how this can
be specifically articulated. Third, environmental pol-
icy analyses should take greater account of the his-
torical deep structures (e.g., corporatist political
forms) and power relations. These legacies restrict
the window of opportunity for progressive environ-
mental policies that would provide adequate answers
to global problems, and thus forms of collective self-
limitation in accordance with planetary boundaries
(Brand et al. 2021). Finally, there are indeed find-
ings that AfD voters are the most skeptical of the
energy transition and coal phase-out (Teune et al.
2021). Nevertheless, more research is needed on
how those directly affected, i.e., coal workers, but
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also those in other fields identified for transform-
ation (such as the automotive industry), perceive the
change and to what extent they follow right-wing
populist patterns of interpretation (Sommer et al.
2021). Without a doubt, the urgency of a transform-
ation toward sustainability will continue to grow.
Inspired by a regulation-theoretical perspective, we
propose an understanding of these transformation
processes that are more closely framed by the ten-
sion between capitalism and democracy. The rise of
right-wing populism in recent decades challenges
established democratic parties and academia to seek
“just transitions” to a post-fossil society.

Notes

1. Broadly, “hard coal” (including anthracite) has
comparatively high caloric value while “soft” or
brown coals (including lignite) are lighter in color
and have lower energy content.

2. The Coal Commission met ten times between June
26, 2018 and January 25, 2019, and conducted three
field trips to the mining areas. During the process, 67
expert testimonies were heard. As it became clear
from the interviews, the entire commission process
was dominated by non-transparent responsibilities
and privileged members with greater political
experience and/or representing better-resourced
organizations. Both the commission’s mandate and its
discussion and working methods only contributed to
a very limited extent to bringing the various interests
present in the commission to a “pacifying” and just
balance (L€ow Beer et al. 2021).

3. The AfD suffered losses in the Bundestag election of
autumn 2021. Its share of the vote fell from 12.6% to
10.3%, within which significant losses in the western
lander were somewhat stabilized by support in the
eastern lander. It remains to be seen whether this
result and the party’s strong internal disputes will
lead to a permanent decline in its fortunes.
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