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Parteien werden deutlich gemäßigter und nähern sich 
ihrem Koalitionspartner an. 

Einig sind sich auch fast alle Parteien, dass die europä-
ische Ebene der eigentlich geeignetere Ort ist, um die 
großen Tech-Player zu regulieren. Einzig die AfD 
schert hier aus und möchte Kompetenzen lieber beim 
Nationalstaat bündeln. 

Beim Umgang mit dem Digitalen Kapitalismus zeigen 
alle Parteien zwar deutliche Kritik an der starken Stel-
lung einzelner Unternehmen. Das Problembewusst-
sein variiert hinsichtlich der Tiefe. Gegenüber radika-
leren Reformen besteht bei allen Parteien eine gewisse 
Zurückhaltung, stattdessen werden, auch unter Ver-
weis auf die hohe Reputation des Bundeskartellamts, 
Lösungen im bestehenden Rahmen gesucht oder wei-
terentwickelt.  

Wettbewerb soll nicht vorrangig dadurch hergestellt 
werden, dass die großen Unternehmen verkleinert 
werden, sondern dadurch dass potenzielle Konkurren-
ten diese Monopole im wettbewerblichen Ringen 

aufbrechen. Ob diese aber gegen die Marktmacht, das 
technische Know-how und die finanziellen Mittel eine 
Chance haben können, bleibt fraglich – und wird im 
Bundestag nicht weiter problematisiert. 
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On 26 May 2023, competition law was once again a 
topic in the German Bundestag: The Parliament held the 
first reading of the planned reform of the Act against 
Restraints of Competition (GWB). The Bun-
deskartellamt, the national competition agency, is to re-
ceive extended powers – we reported. This upcoming 
11th amendment is an occasion to look back at the last 
debates in parliament. Four students of Heinrich Heine 
University have done just that: they have – in a project 
with Prof. Dr. Heiko Beyer – looked at the debates in the 
Bundestag in the 19th and 20th legislative periods from 
a sociological perspective. They have summarised their 
findings for the readership of D’Kart. Here are the in-
sights of Julius Renz, Fiene Kuhlmann, Nick Frenken 
and Darius Walter. 
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Debates on digital capitalism 

The public is wrestling with the challenges and con-
cerns of digital capitalism. But how does “the legisla-
tor” assess the actions and monopoly position of the 
tech giants? In a discourse analysis according to the 
paradigm of the sociology of knowledge, the speeches 
of two Bundestag debates were analysed over a year. 
All parties represented in the 19th and 20th legislative 
periods were considered. The results paint a first pic-
ture of how the parliamentary parties assess and eval-
uate the new phenomenon of the platform economy, 
which is summarised under the keyword “digital capi-
talism”. It can be seen that there is an increasing and 
sometimes strong deviation from the ‘classic’ ideolo-
gies of the parties. 

Ideology in this context refers to the way knowledge 
and thinking are constituted in a society. In this exam-
ple, ideologies are manifested by the carriers of ideol-
ogy in the form of political parties. They take different 
perspectives on economic contexts and evaluate them. 
This results in different ideologically shaped explana-
tions for the same phenomenon, digital capitalism. 
These are outlined below. It should be noted that ideo-
logies change and adapt over time, especially in parlia-
mentary democracies, where the respective party sys-
tem can result in convergence through institutional 
pressure. 

SPD: Competition as the highest good 

In their speeches, the MPs of the Social Democratic 
Party (SPD) emphasise two aspects in particular. On 
the one hand, it is about the network effects that come 
about through the extraordinary position of the big 
tech giants. It is only through Facebook’s dominant po-
sition and its Messenger services, most of which have 
no alternatives, that they can bind customers to them-
selves. On smaller platforms, they do not have the 
same networking possibilities as with the established 
provider. At the same time, however, the self-portrayal 
and lack of problem awareness of the big tech giants is 
criticised, as Facebook, for example, repeatedly empha-
sises that its own market power is not that great and 
that it leaves room for other providers. 

The second and more dominant aspect, which runs like 
a thread through the speeches of the SPD and espe-
cially that of MP Falko Mohrs, who has a speech in both 

sessions, is the emphasis on competition. In addition 
to the importance of the idea of competition in the 
market economy, its significance for everyday life is 
also emphasised: 

“Competition really is a central building block. It has a 
central function for the way we do business, the way we 
live, the way we work, precisely because it promotes in-
novation, precisely because it ensures that the one who 
stretches himself furthest, who is particularly motivated 
to go ahead, also – hopefully – makes the best offer. That 
is one of the core elements of our economic system” 
(Falko Mohrs). 

Consequently, competition must also be created. How-
ever, this should not primarily result from curtailing 
the power of the big tech companies, but from 
strengthening potential competitors. However, the 
SPD largely fails to answer the question of how exactly 
small players can compensate for the often technical 
know-how of the big players and their existing data ad-
vantage. 

Speakers for SPD: Falko Mohrs, Jens Zimmermann 
(2018), Johannes Arlt, Falko Mohrs (2022) 

CDU/CSU: Everything remains the same 

The CDU/CSU (Christian Democrat Union/Christian 
Social Union, the conservative party) also recognises 
the problem that a few large companies can endanger 
competition in the market. However, in their speeches 
they very often refer to already existing instruments 
that they adopted during their time in government to 
ensure the framework conditions for fair opportunities 
for all market participants. For example, Axel Knoe-
rig refersto the Monopolies Commission, to a working 
paper of the Bundeskartellamt from 2016 called “Mar-
ket Power of Platforms and Networks” and the 9th 
amendment of the GWB. From the point of view of the 
CDU/CSU speakers, sufficient instruments are already 
available, which only need sufficient time to take ef-
fect. They also cite the example that an investigation 
has already been initiated against Facebook. That is 
why they are clearly against stricter rules, such as an 
abuse-independent unbundling option, at least as pro-
posed by the Greens in 2018. 

But the speakers from the CDU/CSU parliamentary 
group also made it clear that competition is a great 
good and essential for the market. However, it must 
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not happen that customers have to experience disad-
vantages due to too much regulation. The special prob-
lems of digital capitalism and the challenges that go 
along with it are seen as special only to a limited extent. 
Thus, familiar mechanisms and instruments are to be 
used above all. Reference is made to past regulations 
and reforms in the areas of logistics, telecommunica-
tions and postal services. 

Speakers for CDU/CSU: Axel Knoerig, Hansjörg Durz 
(2018), Hansjörg Durz, Thomas Heilmann (2022) 

ALLIANCE 90/THE GREENS: Green flag in the wind 

In their speeches of 2018, the MPs of the Green party 
primarily discuss the market power of corporations. In 
their reception, this primarily represents an obstacle to 
competition. Monopolisation leads to the largest com-
panies being able to concentrate market power. This 
has consequences above all for competition: 

“This [market power] makes it impossible for many com-
panies to compete with such corporations. We have mar-
kets here that already tend to monopolise by them-
selves” (Katharina Dröge). 

Four years later and involved in government, there is 
talk of “big companies managing to keep smaller ones 
out of the market because of their market power”. 
However, the diagnosis is much more optimistic: 

“With the Digital Markets Act, the EU is finally putting 
a long overdue stop to the market dominance of Google 
and Co in the EU” (Maik Außendorf). 

The Digital Markets Act (DMA) is “a good basis for lim-
iting the market power of online giants and ensuring a 
fair and consumer-friendly internet”. Monopolisation 
is thus basically seen as a problem for consumers, not 
necessarily as a macroeconomic challenge that has to 
address economic power. Closely linked to the problem 
of monopolisation, the Greens criticise the lack of com-
petition that goes along with it. In 2018, Katharina 
Dröge put forwardthe thesis: 

“There are markets that are so bequeathed that there is 
no way to establish fair competition” (Katharina Dröge). 

However, this actually again very fundamental critique 
of digital capitalism, which functions through be-
queathed and proprietary markets, only translates into 
demands of the party in 2018. 

In the 2022 debate, this problem is described as fol-
lows: 

“Currently, a few big platforms and tech players are pre-
venting alternative business models, including those of 
smaller and medium-sized companies”(Maik Außen-
dorf). 

The problem is no longer the market itself, but individ-
ual companies with a lot of power in this market. In 
terms of rhetoric and content, this is clearly more re-
strained than in the previous legislative period. With 
regard to Section 19a of the GWB, which the CDU/CSU 
emphasises, the Greens, like the SPD before them, refer 
to the coalition agreement of the current government 
of SPD, Greens and liberals, i.e. the objectives that they 
themselves have adopted. The CDU/CSU refers to the 
previous legislative period in which it governed to-
gether with the SPD. 

Speakers for the Greens: Katharina Dröge (2018), 
Maik Außendorf (2022) 

FDP: Liberalism in a Dilemma 

The FDP parliamentary group (Free Democrats, the lib-
erals) basically considers monopolisation tendencies of 
some service providers rather unproblematic, but a 
change in argumentation from its time in opposition 
to its participation in the current government can be 
discerned. Following its traditional market liberalism, 
it does not want to set a hasty political course, espe-
cially in its role as an opposition party, but wants to let 
the market regulate itself. Although it has previously 
emphasised that it does not reject regulatory measures 
per se, the almost unrestricted trust in the ability of the 
market to regulate itself, on which players like Google, 
Apple, Facebook and Amazon operate, seems surpris-
ing. 

In 2022, under the pressure of coalition mechanisms, 
then the change: the FDP warns against the increasing 
dominance of digital platforms, saying they are a dan-
ger to fair competition, but also to democracy. Whereas 
four years earlier the role of the state was still desired 
to be as passive as possible, now it is defined as a 
“strong arbiter”. In the speeches analysed, the parlia-
mentary group does not come up with any concrete 
ideas, but criticises that the barriers to entry in the dig-
ital economy are too high for potential competitors. 
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Speakers for FDP: Reinhard Houben (2018), Nicole 
Bauer (2022) 

The Left: Change the System? No! 

The Left Party, too, primarily addresses the monopolis-
ing tendencies of digital capitalism. This is to be ex-
pected from the party’s well-known position. What is 
interesting here is their explicit reference to the Bun-
deskartellamt, an institution that is supposed to enable 
competition in a largely free market: 

“The Bundeskartellamt has already certified that the 
company has a dominant market position” (Anke Dom-
scheit-Berg). 

There is no further reference to the socialist character 
of the Left Party, which actually advocates the sociali-
sation of large companies. For the Left, it is above all 
important to emphasise that “monopolies tend to 
abuse their market power and are dangerous for this 
reason”. The fundamental monopoly tendency of capi-
talism is emphasised here. Based on the problem of 
monopolisation, the Left also sees a lack of competition 
and distortions of competition as a problem. This is 
therefore rather unexpected, since a party that sees it-
self as socialist uses market-liberal, i.e. competition-ori-
ented argumentation at this point. Just like the refer-
ence to the Bundeskartellamt, this also shows a lack of 
orientation in the assessment of recent economic de-
velopments. Instead of outlining an alternative to the 
free market, the lack of it is seen as a problem. The 
“dangerous concentration of power in the large digital 
corporations Amazon, Google and Co.” is emphasised 
again and again, but the specific problems of digital 
markets are neglected. The party most likely to be ex-
pected to question the market as an economic institu-
tion joins the other parties here. A socialisation per-
spective, as the Left Party sees it, at least on paper, for 
banks and other large corporations, does not emerge 
for the leading companies of digital capitalism. Change 
the system? No! 

Speakers for the Left Party: Anke Domscheit-Berg 
(2018), Pascal Meiser (2022) 

AfD: Against it on principle 

The AfD (Alternative for Germany, the right-wing pop-
ulist party) seems to have an ambivalent relationship 
to issues of monopolisation and market regulation. 

Even in a market where only a few players have power 
and influence, competition is possible, the group ar-
gues in 2018, the reason being the high pressure to in-
novate, especially in the digital sector. The speaker’s ar-
gumentations that Microsoft and Apple, after all, also 
failed to see some developments and fell behind, raise 
many questions in the matter. 

In 2022, the argumentation structure changes. This 
time the focus is on small and medium-sized enter-
prises, which have no chance against the giants Ama-
zon and Co. However, the criticism seems to be primar-
ily directed against the federal government’s Corona 
protection measures, when “nonsensical” 2G and 3G 
regulations are blamed for the poor economic situa-
tion. State regulations are thus in principle already con-
ceivable, but please within the framework, which for 
the AfD means neither falling into “green-socialist 
planned dreams” nor “neoliberal market Darwinism”. 

Speakers for AfD: Enrico Komning (2018), Malte 
Kaufmann (2022) 

Summary 

Looking at the two debates in the Bundestag in 2018 
and 2022, a few things become crystal-clear. All par-
ties, from the Left to the AfD, are in absolute agree-
ment that competition is the building block for a func-
tioning economic system. This must be created, for 
some parties through significantly stronger state inter-
vention. For others the state should only create the 
most necessary framework conditions. We see that the 
SPD and the CDU/CSU are not making any major 
changes of position over time. Both want to strengthen 
competition and refer to instruments that they have in-
troduced and that need time to take effect. The Left and 
the AfD also largely stick to their positions. The latter 
unsurprisingly criticises the government and the Co-
rona measures, while the Left argues almost market-
liberal and almost completely abandons its once social-
ist claim. The Greens and the FDP, on the other hand, 
are more interesting: Both parties are much sharper in 
their arguments in 2018, when they are in opposition. 
The FDP remains true to its market-liberal principles 
and defends them, while the Greens call for unbun-
dling without abuse and advocate strong intervention. 
Four years later, little of this can be heard. Both parties 
become much more moderate and move closer to their 
coalition partner. Almost all parties also agree that the 
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European level is actually the more suitable place to 
regulate the big tech players. Only the AfD dissents and 
prefers to bundle competences at the national level. 

When dealing with digital capitalism, all parties show 
clear criticism of the strong position of individual com-
panies. The awareness of the problem varies in terms 
of depth. There is a certain reluctance on the part of all 
parties towards more radical reforms; instead, solu-
tions are sought or further developed within the exist-
ing framework, also with reference to the high reputa-
tion of the Bundeskartellamt. Competition should not 
be created primarily by reducing the size of large com-
panies, but by potential competitors breaking up these 
monopolies in a competitive struggle. Whether these 
can stand a chance against the market power, the tech-
nical know-how and the financial means, however, re-
mains questionable – and is not further discussed in 
the Bundestag. 
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