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Executive Summary

German foreign policy can only be described in terms of something which 

happens to be paradoxical. On the international stage the Federal Republic has 

gained in importance because it has become less important. Pre-1989 Germany, 

through which the battle lines of the Cold War were drawn, was too important 

in order to leave it in the hands of the Germans in east and west. They were sit-

ting on a powder-keg and were watched with suspicion. In the final analysis the 

two rump states were always under the supervision of the victorious powers 

of the Second World War, and for this reason they moved carefully in the field 

of foreign policy. Ever since reunification world peace has no longer depended 

on the Federal Republic. This decline in importance opens up new opportuni-

ties for getting involved in what is happening in the world. Today Germany 

is a state like any other state. However, Germans still find it difficult to grasp  

this fact and to accept the attendant opportunities and accruing responsibili-

ties.

German foreign policy currently finds itself at a transitional stage. The “old” 

Federal Republic considered itself to be a medium-sized power that was eco-

nomically strong and politically weak. Since reunification Germany has ad-

vanced to become a great power whose voice has a great deal of weight not 

only in the European Union. Despite this the Germans cling to the comforting 

notion that they are still a medium-sized power with restricted responsibilities. 

Furthermore, Allied re-education after the Second World War was a great suc-

cess. The Germans are suspicious of the use of military force and the majority 

of voters and politicians are pacifists. The country lacks the will and the im-

agination to act on a global scale. Even if people like to criticize Washington, 

when it comes to the crunch they are happy to rely on the US to act as the 

world’s policeman. There is as yet no awareness of the fact that a globally ac-

tive economic power such as Germany cannot simply leave international issues 

to others.

Politicians and parties lack the courage to explain to the general public the 

changed role of their country in international politics. Chancellor Merkel, in 

the four years in which she has been in office, has never said anything in detail 

about the domestically controversial deployment of German armed forces in 

Afghanistan. Since people are trying to evade having to come to terms with re-

ality, they fight shy of using the military resources which are at their disposal. 

It is true that the German Army has been sent to Afghanistan, but over there 
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it is not permitted to engage in combat. Germans are afraid of the loss of hu-

man life, but even more of the loss of their moral innocence. The public sees 

Germany as a “peaceful power” which stays away from the dirty business of 

killing the enemy. People are also unwilling to admit that the German Army is 

deployed in Afghanistan not only to protect women’s rights and to dig wells, 

but in order to shield German interests. Although the word “realpolitik” is a 

German invention, Germans nowadays find it incredibly difficult to pursue 

“realpolitik” or policies based on the realities of the world as it is.
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Victors of the Cold War

Arduous Emancipation from the US

Germany has never been more at ease than it is today. The ghosts of the past, Na-

tional Socialism and division into two states, have not completely dis appeared, 

but they no longer mesmerize the here and now. In the cinema one is allowed 

to laugh about Hitler, and at the same time the memorial to the Holocaust has 

been built in Berlin after decades of political wrangling. Almost 20 years after 

reunification the ravages perpetrated in the former GDR have not been com-

pletely overcome, though the relationship between east and west Germans is 

now quite unspectacular. Normality has become the rule. The cheerful football 

fans who waved little German flags during the World Cup were interpreted as 

harbingers of a new Germany that had come to terms with itself and its his-

tory. And yet the easygoing patriotism simply marked the end of a long devel-

opment which had begun in the west in the 1980s with the consolidation of 

the Federal Republic. Foreign policy forms a stark contrast to all this, for here 

the country is as yet unsure of its role.

Before the signing of the Two-Plus-Four Agreement the victorious Allied 

Powers had insisted on their rights and privileges and placed limits on the 

sovereignty of the divided nation. In West Germany public opinion oscillated 

between two poles. People thought that the presence of American troops exac-

erbated the east-west conflict, and at the same time there were fears that the 

US might withdraw. Defiant gestures of self- assertion alternated with reproach-

ful comments to the effect that Washington was leaving its closest ally in the 

lurch. Both extremes formed the neurotic reaction to an unnatural state of 

affairs, and they continue to reverberate to this day.

In 2007, when President Vladimir Putin gave a sabre-rattling speech at the 

Munich Conference on Security Policy, neither Chancellor Angela Merkel nor 

Kurt Beck, leader of the Social Democratic Party (SPD), felt it necessary to reply. 

Four years earlier Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer had hurled the passionate 

words “I am not convinced” at Donald Rumsfeld after the American Secretary 

of Defense had justified the imminent Iraq war. Misdemeanours which are tol-

erated when others perpetrate them are lambasted mercilessly when it comes 

to the United States. Germans would like to emancipate themselves from 

America, and yet continue to be in the grip of the reflexes which come from 

the time when Germany was a protectorate in the Cold War. An aspect of this 
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fixation on the erstwhile predominant power is that German foreign policy 

often does not act independently, but merely reacts to American initiatives. In 

Afghanistan Germany, for reasons which have something to do with political 

alliance solidarity, allowed itself to be dragged into a conflict in which it would 

otherwise have never become involved. The pent-up tension that is the result 

of attempted emancipation and policymaking in the wake of what Washington 

is doing finds release in unusually harsh criticism of America. This is not only 

due to opponent number one, George W. Bush, but a sign of the German wish 

for greater independence and self-determination. 

The opening of the Bornholmer Straße border crossing point in Berlin on 

9 November 1989 swept the antiquated chessmen off the geostrategic board. 

Since then the Federal Republic has enjoyed greater freedom with regard to its 

foreign policy decisions, and this room for manoeuvre was used by Chancellor 

Gerhard Schröder in his policy on Iraq. He placed himself at the head of an 

anti-American movement, and sought partners such as France and Russia. He 

was the first Chancellor to claim that in foreign policy he had the right to pur-

sue an independent “German way.” He even broke with a golden rule of post-

war West German policy, that is, multilateralism, or incorporation into and 

subservience to supranational organizations. Thus Schröder declared that the 

Federal Republic would abstain from punitive military measures against the 

regime of Saddam Hussein even if these were legitimated by a UN resolution. 

Much of this was merely rhetorical, and some of these provocative statements 

were made in an electioneering context. However, Schröder’s attitude none the 

less reflected a new balance of power.

The Federal Republic is no longer a ward of court and is no longer existen-

tially dependent on the protection of its allies. The revision of the post-war 

order means that not only Russia, but also the victorious allies France and the 

United Kingdom are now less important than they used to be. The Federal Re-

public, on the other hand, is among the states which profit most from the new 

world order. It no longer derives its power solely from its economic strength, 

as it did during the Cold War. Together with a handful of other states it has 

the critical mass needed to shape international politics. Reunited Germany has 

grown to become a great power, and it is beginning to use the attendant pos-

sibilities. This is still happening in a tentative and hesitant manner. Thus on 

the one hand the Germans think they have a right to pursue a German way, yet 

they immediately criticize the US if it does what it believes is the right thing to 

do and seems to be bypassing NATO. At once the Germans go back to their old 

ways of thinking and have the feeling that the predominant power is not tak-

ing them seriously enough. Slowly, and sometimes a trifle too slowly, German 

foreign policy is learning to view the relationship with the US in a less emo-

tional and a more sober and detached manner. The Germans are beginning to 
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espouse coordination whenever it becomes necessary, and to emphasize areas 

which they consider to be important whenever this is possible. But in any case 

the partnership with the US will continue to be a special one, partly on account 

of the unique international position of the United States, but also on account 

of the values that they share.

The Germany through which the battle lines of the Cold War were drawn 

was too important to leave solely to the Germans. When on 25 October 1961 

American tanks took up positions on the sector border at Checkpoint Charlie 

and pointed their gun barrels towards the east the world held its breath. The 

icy whiff of a global war lay in the air. The confrontation died down as a result 

of the policy of détente, but the basic dilemma remained. The Germans in east 

and west were sitting on a powder keg and were watched with great suspicion. 

Any kind of cautious rapprochement between Bonn and East Berlin was seen 

as a warning sign of impending “Finlandization” or “neutralization.” On each 

occasion international observers and many Germans saw the Federal Republic 

drifting off into the Soviet bloc.

In contrast to this it is possible to construe the current situation as being 

rather paradoxical. Germany has become more important in the international 

arena precisely because it has become less important. Nowadays world peace 

no longer depends on Germany, and thus one is perfectly within one’s rights 

to describe the situation using the ambiguous term “normalization.” It is no 

longer necessary to magnify aspects of German foreign policy as if they were 

questions of life or death. The loss in importance since the end of the Cold War 

gives Germany a new freedom to shape and intervene in international process-

es. In the Middle East Berlin can now pursue an active regional policy which, it 

is true, is coordinated with the US, but has a character of its own. Furthermore, 

Germany may now make mistakes like anyone else. At the beginning of the 

1990s, when Bonn rushed ahead and recognized Croatia and Slovenia, the Kohl 

government was the subject of a great deal of international criticism. Part of 

this reaction was due to the old fear of German unilateralism. 

The Red-Green policy on Iraq was a mistake because it conjured up a totally 

unnecessary confrontation. Under no circumstances would the German Army 

have taken part in the invasion, even if the Chancellor had not shouted “No” 

rather loudly on every market square in the republic. In other words, German 

abstinence could have been secured at a far lower diplomatic cost. But the 

episode did not signify an irreversible path to insignificance, which some crit-

ics said would happen. Democracy functioned as planned. Schröder lost the 

election, and the new chatelaine in the Office of the Chancellor repaired the 

damage that had been done to transatlantic relations. Up to the 1970s there 

was a fear that wrong German decisions could well be of an existential kind, 

and that if the worst came to the worst Germany might cut its links with the 
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West. The experience of normality constitutes one of the lessons of the whole 

Iraq episode. German foreign policy can manoeuvre itself into an impasse just 

as much as American, British and French foreign policy, but in the end it still 

manages to find a way out. For many decades the importance of German for-

eign policy tended to be exaggerated. Now at least the Federal Republic can use 

the means and influence available to a state of this size, and use them in the 

way others do.

The Burden of History

On 24 March 1990, four months after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the British 

Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, assembled a group of historians at her of-

ficial country residence, Chequers, in order to think about the future of Ger-

many. What was said during these confidential meetings found its way into the 

media. The quotations from the minutes were pretty strong stuff. The deficien-

cies of the German national character, it was said, included “fear, aggressive-

ness, boasting, selfishness, inferiority complexes and sentimentality.” One of 

the participants used the phrase that the Germans were either at your feet or 

at your throat. These statements had, it is true, been taken out their context, 

but they very fact that there was such an illustrious gathering at Chequers ex-

pressed clear mistrust about the development of the largest EU partner. Many 

people, and not only in the United Kingdom, asked themselves whether a re-

united Germany which now had 80 million inhabitants would strive to assert 

political and economic hegemony over Europe.

Margaret Thatcher and some of her advisers were spellbound by history. 

40 years of the Federal Republic—a success story of reconstruction, democra-

tization and integration into the West—had not been enough in order to see 

Nazi Germany as an episode that was over and done with. However, the fears 

of history repeating itself were not aroused by the Federal Republic, but by a 

reunited Germany. All these remarks reflected an uncertainty about whether 

or not this new and at first sight unfamiliar country would feel obliged to re-

spect the norms and values of the Federal Republic. For whereas West Germans 

initially did not construe the accession of the GDR as a caesura, other countries 

believed that the state that had arisen from the bankrupt assets of the German 

Reich, which had been divided for 40 years, was indeed something new.

However, it soon became apparent that basically the new Federal Repub-

lic was not all that different to the old one. As the neighbouring countries 
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became aware of this continuity, their reservations about reunited Germany 

evaporated. In fact, 17 years after the meeting at Chequers the reservations 

voiced back in those days are difficult to find anywhere in Europe. Perhaps the 

greatest success of German foreign policy since 1990 is that it has managed to 

preserve and multiply the trust built up by the old Federal Republic. In none of 

the neighbouring countries with the exception of Poland does the population 

still see Germany as a threat. When criticism of Germany raises its head, then 

it is either due to the artificial revival of clichés such as the periodical Teuton-

bashing of the British gutter press, or emanates from economic disagreements 

as in the case of the Franco-German Airbus partnership.

Berlin should actually be thankful to the Kaczyński twins in Warsaw, for 

with their warnings about revanchism and the German striving for hegemony 

the President and the Prime Minister make only one thing clear: They and 

their image of Germany are totally isolated in Europe. Whereas some decades 

ago certain politicians would have agreed with the brothers, even in western 

Europe, they now give the impression of two people who have wandered in by 

mistake from a past epoch. The memory of the Nazi crimes still persists in Eu-

rope, but it no longer plays a decisive role in relations with the Federal Repub-

lic. It is the Germans who find it difficult to liberate themselves from the grip 

of the past. When Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer had just come into office, 

he warned that its neighbours saw Germany as a gorilla which inspires fear 

even when it is sitting peacefully in a corner. This perception was no longer 

correct in 1998 and today it is even less true. At the beginning of 2007, when 

the Federal Republic took over the EU Presidency, many foreign obser vers were 

optimistic that the German government would be able to cut through the Gord-

ian knot of the stalled constitutional treaty. Confidence in German leadership 

is sometimes so great that it is no longer to Berlin’s liking.

More than ever other countries assess Germany on the basis of their deal-

ings with the Federal Republic and not with reference to the barbarous nature 

of National Socialism. This is also due to the fact that virtually no other country 

has faced up so credibly to its own history as the Federal Republic. Coming 

to terms with the past is not something to which people pay lip service; it is 

part of the fabric of the state. But history no longer gives a helping hand when 

it comes to dealing with current foreign policy problems. Before the start of 

NATO’s war in Kosovo, in which a number of German Air Force planes took 

part, supporters and opponents both appealed to the past in order to justify 

their views. Large sections of the Alliance ’90/ The Greens and some Social 

Democrats were of the opinion that the German Army should not be allowed 

to be sent to areas in which the Wehrmacht operated during the Second World 

War. On the other hand, Foreign Minister Fischer implored his party to realize 

that the stigma of the Holocaust actually made it imperative for Germany to 
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intervene in order to prevent the Serbs perpetrating genocide on the Kosovo 

Albanians. 

Both lines of argument were misleading. A contingent of the German Army 

in Bosnia-Hercegovina had been stationed in part of the former Yugoslavia for 

quite a long time. The German armed forces were there at the express wish 

of the Bosnian Muslims and Croats, and of the former enemies of the Second 

World War and today’s NATO Allies, who together with the German Army 

formed the peace mission for Bosnia. Thus evaluating a German military mis-

sion today depends largely on whether or not it is part of an international 

project and what purposes it serves.

If moral categories and nothing else were of decisive importance for military 

intervention, the Federal Republic would not be allowed to make the deploy-

ment of armed forces dependent on German interests or pragmatic considera-

tions such as the ability of the German Army to cope with the strain. Since the 

collapse of the world order guaranteed by the superpowers, armed conflicts 

have begun to spring up all over the place. Many of these wars partake to some 

extent of the character of genocide, and it would therefore be logical if Ger-

many intervened on each occasion. A case in point is the Sudanese province 

of Darfur. Yet the German government has sent only a few observers to Darfur 

and is most unwilling to countenance a greater German presence. On the other 

hand, German armed forces took part in the EU peace mission to the Congo, 

although here it was “only” a matter of ensuring the peaceful conduct of elec-

tions. However, Paris insisted that the mission had to go ahead. Furthermore, 

the EU believed that in Africa it could lose out to other players such as China. 

That is why Chancellor Merkel allowed herself to be persuaded to give her as-

sent. All this was not really about the Congo, but about the need to hone the 

European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP), and the EU’s ambition to carry 

out military missions on other continents independently of NATO. If Berlin 

had allowed the mission to fail, the ESDP, which in any case was rather under-

developed, would have suffered a setback.

Yet the German government justified the mission solely on account of its 

humanitarian dimension, and thus it was easy for the opposition to highlight 

the contradiction between involvement in the Congo and a lack of action in 

Darfur. Why was the government unable to be open about its real motives? 

A lack of honesty is one of the most noticeable features of the debate about 

foreign policy, and this has little to do with the composition of the German 

government. The Congo mission was carried out under the aegis of the Grand 

Coalition. In the war in Kosovo it was the SPD and the Greens who justified 

German participation, which was supposed to put an end to human rights 

abuses and evictions. Would it have been conceivable to admit that there were 

also political and strategic reasons for the war? The Europeans had failed in 
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the war in Bosnia, and a repetition of this disaster had to be prevented at all 

costs. A decision was taken to show the Serbian leader Slobodan Milosevic that 

he had gone too far, and thus NATO’s bombing runs were designed to make an 

example of him.

The fact that the subject of power politics is taboo can be explained by what 

happened in the past, when Germany propagated and pursued power politics 

in an excessive manner. However, history should not be harnessed thought-

lessly for current political ends. Latterly, during the Lebanon war in 2006, the 

past provided a pretext with which to justify the belief that the German navy 

should not be allowed to take part in a peace mission. However, the Israeli 

government’s request that the German government should not refrain from 

becoming involved demonstrated how much things have changed. Even the 

descendants of Auschwitz survivors no longer considered the deployment of 

German soldiers to be something that they wished to prevent.

A preoccupation with the crimes of the National Socialists and the wish 

henceforth to be on the “right” side led the Germans to overstate their case. 

They now insisted on respect for civilized standards with the same rigour with 

which before they had broken them. Germany liked to see itself in the role of 

a “moral great power” which kept out of the rest of the world’s squabbling and 

for this reason was in a particularly good position to point out to others what 

their faults were. In the German student movement there was an especially 

noticeable connection between a criticism of fascism and rigid morality in the 

sphere of foreign policy. A direct line led from the crimes of one’s fathers to the 

crimes of the Americans in Vietnam. In dealings with the US this was also part 

of a strategy of compensating for one’s own inferiority. The United States was, 

it is true, a superpower, but the methods it employed remained questionable. 

At least Germans were superior to Americans in the area of morality. A modern 

version of this distribution of roles is, in the case of military missions abroad, 

the idea of leaving the “dirty” combat missions to the US, whilst Germany con-

centrates on humanitarian aid and reconstruction.

The craving to be a paragon of virtue, which became the norm after 1945, is 

now a thing of the past. Germany, in what it does, no longer has to be “better” 

than its European neighbours. After the bomb attack in Kunduz in Afghani-

stan, which claimed the lives of three German soldiers in April 2007, there 

were many comments to the effect that the German Army should adhere to its 

tactical use of foot patrols in order to keep in touch with the local population. 

The Germans wanted to be better than the Americans and the British, who, it 

was said, barricaded themselves in their vehicles. Apart from the fact that in 

their sectors Germany’s NATO partners are operating in far more difficult sur-

roundings, the self-evident assumption that German soldiers are more adept 

at dealing with the civilian population than their British counterparts is more 
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than a trifle presumptuous. The British Army learned in Northern Ireland how 

to police certain areas with the help of foot patrols without unnecessarily in-

citing the animosity of the local inhabitants. For this reason British patrols on 

the Balkans were considered to be a model for others to emulate. The German 

Army does not have to be better at this than the British. It is enough if in its 

own way it is just as good.

German foreign policy does not move in the twilight zone of abstract mo-

rality. This, it is true, has always been the case, for example, when there was 

a clash between economic interests and human rights in China. However, the 

conflicts are becoming more numerous. On account of its close relationship 

with Israel the Federal Republic refuses to make concessions to the Palestin-

ian Hamas movement. At the same time diplomats have pointed out that a 

European approach based on denial merely enhances the influence of Syria 

and is leading to the radicalization of Hamas. Palestine is a test case of whether 

Berlin, in the face of terrorism, is in a position to pursue the kind of non-

contradictory policy that the Germans are asking Washington to espouse. 

The same is true of Uzbekistan or Turkmenistan, which ride rough-shod over 

democratic standards of any kind. The Federal Republic has stepped up its 

aid for Central Asia in order not to leave this region and its rich natural re-

sources in the hands of Russia and China. Furthermore, the German Army 

has a base in Termez in Uzbekistan. With so many specific interests, German 

support for human rights is beginning to take a back seat. For a long time 

Berlin did its best to have the sanctions imposed on Uzbekistan by the EU 

revoked. Late in the day the Germans saw that it would be wrong to suck up 

to the authoritarian regime of President Islam Karimov. The more the Fed-

eral Republic becomes involved in foreign policy, the more it will find itself 

in the murky zone where political realism and humanitarian values are in  

conflict.
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It’s a Long Way to Global Politics

Large and Little Switzerland

German foreign policy finds itself at a transitional stage, and this begins with 

self-perception. The Federal Republic, it used to be said, was a medium-sized 

European power. This was certainly true of the “old” Federal Republic before 

1989. Under the tutelage of the victorious powers of the Second World War, 

West Germany refrained from unusual foreign policy moves, sought to pursue 

its interests above all through multilateral initiatives, and showed considera-

tion for the historically determined sensibilities of its neighbours by avoiding 

even the slightest suggestion that the leading European economic power was 

claiming the status of a great power.

Yet drawing a distinction between superpowers, great powers and medium-

sized powers is a relict of the Cold War, in which the US and the Soviet Union 

imposed their order on the world and degraded other states to the status of 

mere extras. The US is now the only power with global pretensions. Next to 

it there are large powers that are in a position to play a prominent role in in-

ternational politics and to perform the function of leading regional powers. In 

Asia this category includes China and Japan, and in Europe the nuclear powers 

Russia, France and Britain—and the Federal Republic.

Germany has the requisite population size and political clout, which in-

cludes the ability to make its voice heard in international alliances and ad 

hoc coalitions. Furthermore, the Federal Republic exercises a decisive influ-

ence in the world’s most important confederation of states, the European 

Union. In the 21st century a country owes its great power status not only to 

its political and military strength, but increasingly to its economic and tech-

nological potential and its ability to attract the best minds. The rise of Prus-

sia was based on the military might of its armies. Nowadays political power 

no longer grows exclusively out of the barrel of a gun. A country is a great 

power if it understands how to combine political, economic, military, scientific 

and social factors in a balanced kind of way. The unique status of the United 

States is a result of its strength in all these areas, whereas possible competi-

tors suffer from shortcomings in at least one area. This negative relationship 

is especially pronounced in China, where breathtaking economic progress 

is coupled with political repression, extreme social disparities, a lack of le-

gal security and an ecological catastrophe. The Federal Republic may be weak 
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in military terms, but it combines the other elements in an evenly balanced  

manner.

Before 1945 Germany was the strongest power in Continental Europe, yet 

after it had capitulated the opposite became true. Shortly after its foundation 

the Federal Republic learned to make good political use of this weakness, since 

the US had to avoid everything which might have led to the collapse of the 

western part of the divided nation. Konrad Adenauer turned out to be a master 

of the art of influencing the Allies with the initially very real and later only 

putative weakness of his country. In the end the Chancellor possessed, and this 

is the conclusion to which the American historian John Lewis Gaddis comes in 

his very readable book, “The Cold War,” a de facto veto right with regard to any 

decisions of the US and its NATO partners which affected Germany and Berlin. 

As the Federal Republic began to prosper, this potential for blackmail receded, 

though it never disappeared completely. West German politicians used it re-

peatedly in order to extract from the US concessions related, for example, to 

the stationing of troops. The possibility of Finlandization or neutralization of 

the Federal Republic, which was frequently bandied about, also served as a use-

ful threat scenario. West Germany’s partners were not allowed to ask it to do 

more than it could stomach in political terms. And what they were allowed to 

ask was defined in Bonn.

Reunited Germany is currently learning to shape policy with the help of 

strength. Power is not automatically the same as the abuse of power, although 

this assumption might seem apposite in the light of the crimes committed by 

National Socialist Germany. Strength in the sphere of foreign policy means, for 

example, acting as a respected mediator in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, or 

threatening to adopt credible punitive measures in the nuclear standoff with 

Iran. When the Chancellor or the German Foreign Minister travel to the re-

gion, they are listened to with respect because the people they talk to know 

that when it comes to influence, Germany is in a different league than Bel-

gium, Switzerland or Luxembourg. Of course there is a great temptation to 

want to have one’s cake and eat it. The idea that the Federal Republic, like lit-

tle Switzerland, might retreat to a position of neutrality and thus circumvent 

foreign policy conflicts is very seductive. While Germany was divided the strat-

egy (if one disregards fundamental intra-German concerns) of pursuing a kind 

of foreign policy that was primarily based on economic interests and leaving 

global issues to the western Allies certainly functioned. But in the meantime 

the Federal Republic can no longer evade the expectations which it arouses. 

The world community wants Germany to become involved in the resolution of 

the various regional conflicts—financially, politically and, if need be, militarily. 

Nowadays a disdain for involvement is tantamount to eschewing the opportu-

nity to exercise any kind of influence whatsoever.
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In international diplomacy there are now numerous other actors in addition 

to the states themselves. They include regional organizations such as the OSCE 

or the African Union, the World Trade Organization, informal forums such as 

the G8 states, but also important non-governmental organizations which, in 

conjunction with the media, can have an influence on world public opinion. 

As a result of globalization the number of international consultative bodies has 

increased in a kind of exponential manner. Conversely, unilateral military and 

political action has become a risky business. Even the US was forced to come to 

the conclusion that it can, it is true, win a military campaign in Iraq on its own, 

but that it cannot pacify a country without outside help. If one wants to be 

successful in this regard, one needs partners. The Federal Republic is a country 

without a colonial past. Furthermore, in institutions such as the EU it makes 

no more than cautious use of its strength. Thus it does no have the worst cre-

dentials for this task. A snappy remark by the Parisian specialist Dominique 

Moïsi about France’s way of doing things highlights the status which the ability 

to pursue a partnership-like foreign policy now possesses: “The criterion for a 

successful foreign policy is not the number of allies whom one has offended or 

snubbed.” No one could seriously say anything like this about the way in which 

Berlin conducts itself on the international stage.

The Red-Green German government’s demand to be given a permanent seat 

on the UN Security Council was not unrealistic. Permanent membership of 

this body would certainly have reflected Germany’s position in international 

politics. However, the move incorrectly assessed the effect on the balance of 

power. The US was not willing to accede to German pressure because the im-

ponderables associated with comprehensive reform seemed to be too great. As 

a result of restructuring of UN the Federal Republic would have acquired a seat 

on the Security Council, and so would countries such as South Africa, Brazil 

and India. Decision-making in the committee would have become even more 

difficult. This was a risk Washington did not want to take, and thus it torpe-

doed the project from the very start. It would have been much better for Berlin 

not to make unrealistic demands than to be made to look foolish on the world 

stage when they were not met. More important for the Federal Republic than 

a permanent seat are the fundamental conditions which make it possible for 

Germany to make full use of its influence. A reform would have ended the rela-

tive predominance of the US, France and the United Kingdom in the Security 

Council. Germany would have had its seat, but the Euro-Atlantic camp would 

have been weakened.

Germany’s position as the spokesperson of the anti-war party before the 

start of the Iraq war was not based on a seat in the UN Security Council (which 

it actually had in 2003 as a non-permanent member). Of decisive importance 

were its inherent foreign policy clout and the fact that the closest ally of Wash-
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ington after the United Kingdom had gone over to the “enemy camp.” By disre-

garding the categorical imperative of German foreign policy, which was never 

to take an uncompromising stand against America, the Red-Green government 

for a short time strengthened its position on the international stage. As it made 

its opposition plain, the Federal Republic enjoyed a hitherto unknown inde-

pendence vis-à-vis the US, the predominant power. Yet at the same time it lost 

what it had actually been trying to achieve, the ability to influence what was 

happening in Iraq. And Berlin watched helplessly as the quarrel about Iraq tore 

open a rift between “new” and “old” Europe. For several months the EU was 

unable to take any kind of foreign policy action. Berlin experienced the para-

doxical nature of great powers. Strength and resolution alone are not always 

enough to get one what one wants to have.

As a result of bitterness about the American retaliatory measures aimed 

at Germany on account of its Iraq policy, the German government for a time 

worked itself up into an anti-American frenzy. In background conversations 

with journalists Schröder’s foreign policy advisers spoke in an almost disparag-

ing way about Washington. In view of the ongoing significance of America for 

the Europeans this was foolish. Even a Germany which is in a stronger foreign 

policy position only seldom wins as a result of unilateral action. In the long 

term coordinated action produces the best results—even if it merely means 

that one does not have to tie oneself to dubious partners such as Vladimir Pu-

tin in order to create a counterpoise to Washington. But perhaps that was why 

the whole escapade was rather useful. A topic that was of secondary impor-

tance for Berlin (German soldiers would never have taken part in the invasion) 

showed impressively that there are areas in which the Federal Republic would 

be well advised not to make use of its decision-making freedom. In this respect 

the stormy German-American quarrel about Iraq was a valuable object lesson.

Greater Self-confidence

Chancellor Schröder spoke a lot about Germany’s greater importance. After 

a hesitant start Germany is now making use of this fact, and beginning to 

shoulder greater international responsibility. The attempt, in conjunction with 

London and Paris, to persuade Iran to back down in the nuclear standoff is a 

sign of this, as is the revival of the Quartet on the Middle East consisting of the 

US, Russia, the UN and the EU, which is trying to mediate between Israelis and 

Palestinians. Germany is beginning to pursue an independent regional policy 
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in the Middle East. For example, Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier flew 

to Damascus in order to try to get Syria to terminate its alliance with Tehran. 

He did this although the Bush administration had tried everything to persuade 

him not to make the trip. The initiative was a failure, yet it was certainly worth 

trying to loosen up some of the entrenched positions in the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict.

Above all the German government demonstrated that it is pursuing a foreign 

policy agenda of its own in the Middle East and that it is able to translate it into 

concrete everyday politics. This was not always the case. In 2004 Foreign Minis-

ter Fischer thought up a concept for reordering the Middle East as a substitute 

for Bush’s Greater Middle East Initiative, but this was no more than a futile 

project. The quarrel with Washington about the Iraq war prevented German 

ideas from unfolding any kind of practical effect in a region of the world still 

largely fixated on America. Ever since Chancellor Merkel and Foreign Minister 

Steinmeier managed to patch up Germany’s relationship with America, the fol-

lowing is true of Berlin’s Middle East policy. It is coordinated with Washington, 

but emphasizes aspects which it deems to be important. Berlin is cautiously 

moving out of the shadow of the United States, which certainly makes sense if 

in the long term Germany wishes to be perceived as an independent player in 

this difficult part of the world. The German government justified its involve-

ment in the first half of 2007 by pointing to its role in the EU and the G8, but 

there is a noticeable ambition to leave a German footprint in the Middle East. 

The EU Presidency and the G8 chair were no longer used in order to hide be-

hind collective responsibility. In fact Berlin used this dual function in order to 

demonstrate its own significance in a particularly impressive manner.

The foreign policy of the Federal Republic has come a long way in a short 

time. Since 1992 Germany has sent troops abroad and at increasingly short in-

tervals—to Cambodia, Somalia, Bosnia, Kosovo, Macedonia, Afghanistan, to the 

Horn of Africa, to the Congo, and to Lebanon. If one compares this to the dif-

ficulties encountered by other countries such as Russia and France since 1990 

in getting used to the new world order, the changes are even more remarkable. 

The only continents on which the German Army does not have contingents 

are America, Australia and the Antarctic. This changes the whole perspective. 

Whereas until 1990 the Bonn republic was fixated on Europe and its relation-

ship with the superpowers US and Soviet Union, Berlin now acts on a global 

scale. Once Germany has sent its troops in or embarked on publicity-grabbing 

diplomatic initiatives, it is difficult to fall back into easygoing indifference. 

The development of an active and global foreign policy will continue. Here the 

wholesale argument that Germany’s capacities are exhausted is becoming less 

and less credible. As long as the US, the United Kingdom or France can man-

age to rustle up resources for a mission, it will be very difficult for Germany to 
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stand on the sidelines. In cases where the German government initially tried 

to avoid becoming involved in a mission on account of its supposedly non-ex-

istent resources, it ended up by participating all the same. “Large Switzerland” 

is more of an illusion than it has ever been.



Körber policy paper

No. 1

20 No Str ategic  Per spec tive

No Strategic Perspective

New Ambitions and Old Ways of Thinking

Greater ambitions such as a regional policy in the Middle East would have been 

unthinkable in 1999, when Germany had previously held the EU Presidency 

and chaired the G8. Reunited Germany has advanced to become a great power. 

And yet it clings to the lowly and unadventurous notion that it is a medium-

sized power. The country lacks the will and the vision to act globally. China’s 

increased military spending and its threatening gestures to Taiwan, the Korean 

nuclear programme, or the security of the shipping routes between Asia and 

Europe continue to be distant topics, although Germany as “the world’s lead-

ing exporter” has a very great interest in stability in East Asia and open trans-

port channels. When it does not know what to do Germany relies on the fact 

that the US functions as world policeman.

As a result of globalization the amount of shipping on the high seas, espe-

cially on the routes to Asia, has increased with great rapidity. Yet precisely one 

of the most frequently used transport routes, the Straits of Malacca between 

the Indonesian island of Sumatra and Malaysia, is also one of the most dan-

gerous. Pirates lie in wait for booty, and the possibility of terrorist attacks by 

Islamist groups cannot be excluded. If the Straits of Malacca were to be closed, 

all large merchant ships that operate internationally would have to make an 

expensive detour of 1,000 kilometres—and ten percent of the freighters pass-

ing through the straits belong to German shipowners. The think tank Stiftung 

Wissenschaft und Politik has even described maritime security in Southeast 

Asia as Europe’s Achilles heel. Despite this the EU and Germany are largely 

content to leave it to the US to ensure the safety of shipping by means of re-

gional cooperation, the deployment of naval task forces and joint manoeuvres 

with the adjoining states. Berlin has taken part in the recent intense debate 

about energy security, but refuses steadfastly to discuss the strategic implica-

tions of a globally structured energy security policy.

Whereas Washington is also attempting to guarantee the security of produc-

er countries and transport routes with military means, the Federal Republic, 

at least on a rhetorical level, is determined to rely on multilateral agreements. 

Foreign Minister Steinmeier has called for international cooperation with re-

gard to energy issues on the model of the CSCE in the 1970s and a dialogue 

with expanding emerging economies such as China and India in order to defuse 
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the competition for natural resources. On the other hand, anything related to 

armed forces and their role in energy policy is simply ignored. The Ministry of 

Defence, it is true, briefly touches on this topic in scenarios of what may hap-

pen in the future such as the “Whitebook,” but naval missions off Lebanon and 

the Horn of Africa are hardly more than alibi exercises.

Thinking about the connection between energy security and the military 

is not particularly pleasant, and for this reason Germans tend to prefer to re-

strict themselves to outrage of a morally superior kind. The selfsame reflex was 

set in motion when President Jacques Chirac publicly threatened that France 

might use its nuclear weapons to strike states which support terrorists. Mem-

bers of the opposition and of the Grand Coalition criticized this remark imme-

diately. The SPD announced that Social Democrats were not going to develop 

scenarios for a nuclear war, and were only interested in nuclear disarmament. 

A commitment to peace always gets a lot of applause, though the realities are 

rather different. Many aspects of the non-proliferation policy from the 1960s 

have proved to be a failure, and the number of nuclear powers is still on the 

increase. In addition to Israel, India and Pakistan, North Korea has declared 

itself to be a nuclear state, and Iran is on the way to acquiring a nuclear bomb. 

These states are more unpredictable than the superpowers US and Soviet Un-

ion. In the case of Pakistan, North Korea and Iran it is not inconceivable that 

nuclear weapons will get into the hands of terrorists. It thus follows that one 

will also have to think about whether the western nuclear powers US, United 

Kingdom and France need to adapt and modernize their arsenals in order to 

achieve some kind of deterrent effect even in the case of wholly unpredictable 

opponents.

These questions, which have been unpopular since the end of the Cold War, 

also affect the non-nuclear state Germany. Hitherto the Federal Republic has 

always relied on the nuclear umbrella provided by the United States. However, 

the latter is thinking about adapting its arsenals to deal with the new threats, 

and about moving away from a comprehensive umbrella to a kind of “tailor-

made deterrence” in which Washington can deploy conventional and nuclear 

missiles in a more flexible manner. Thus nuclear intercontinental missiles are 

to be transformed into conventional ones. Furthermore, there is to be a missile 

shield and adaptation of the military infrastructure. Washington would like to 

reduce the number of nuclear weapons drastically and at the same time be bet-

ter prepared for a limited nuclear strike. With this the German nuclear strat-

egy threatens to fall apart like a pack of cards. However, the Defence Ministry 

in its Whitebook restricts itself to the short statement it intends to adhere to 

nuclear participation.

Yet in the foreseeable future there will have to be a decision about nuclear 

weapons. Hitherto German Tornado fighter bombers belonging to Squadron 33 
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in Büchel have been equipped to carry American nuclear bombs. However, in 

the medium term the Tornados will be decommissioned. The German Air Force 

will then have to think about whether it is going to equip the Eurofighter to 

be a nuclear platform. In the past the right to be consulted about the use of 

nuclear weapons in NATO derived from the ability to deploy such systems. 

Thus what sounds like a technical detail concerning the Eurofighter has far-

reaching political implications. Germany needs to clarify whether it intends 

to continue to insist on participating in nuclear weapons and then create the 

necessary preconditions. A modernization of the delivery systems would make 

it plain that the Federal Republic continues to see a place for nuclear bombs in 

Europe, and this would contradict German lip service to nuclear disarmament. 

A debate on this subject would not be welcomed, since the thorny subject of 

nuclear weapons could lead to political unrest. 

The Federal Republic will perhaps conduct a strategic debate if Washing-

ton forces it to do so. Thus the Iranian military build-up constitutes a poten-

tial danger for Israel, and to a lesser extent for Europe and the US Tehran 

is creating the preconditions for the construction of nuclear weapons, and it 

also possesses medium-range missiles which could hit Israel. Furthermore, a 

medium-range missile with a range that would include Europe is being tested. 

Long-range missiles which threaten the US will, on the basis of assessments by 

western intelligence services, not be in service before the year 2015, if Tehran, 

and this is currently a matter for debate, is actually going to develop them at 

all. However, the trend to carrier missiles with longer ranges is undeniable in 

politically unreliable states which have nuclear weapons. Iran, North Korea 

and Pakistan possess increasingly modern missiles with steering and target 

technology which is constantly being improved. For this reason it cannot be 

denied that the threat is not merely theoretical. A confrontation between the 

nuclear powers Iran and Israel is even more of a possibility, and it would di-

rectly affect Germany on account of its special relationship with the Jewish 

state. The German public has never considered in detail how these scenarios 

might affect European security. In fact, it was the American plans to set up a 

defensive missile shield against Iranian (and other) missiles which initiated a 

debate about missiles, risks and European reactions.

There are now and in the immediate future two striking security risks. They 

are international terrorism and the threat posed by long-range missiles armed 

with nuclear, biological or chemical weapons. German foreign policy special-

ists have not thought thoroughly about either of these topics. Since the millen-

nium the US has regularly informed its European allies about the development 

of the missile shield in the NATO council. This information was of a more 

general political kind and did not go into technical details, so that for a long 

time the efficacy of the system that was being developed remained unclear to 
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the German government. However, the German delegates never bothered to 

ask. If there had been a desire to know the technical details, they could have 

asked for them in one of the countless US-German military committees and 

within NATO. However, this did not happen because it would have led to an 

unwelcome strategic debate about the future threats to Europe.

The debate about the missile shield followed the familiar choreography of 

transatlantic debates. First of all there was an American announcement, and 

then the Europeans hit the roof. Is it not time for an independent German 

foreign policy in which Germany does not simply react to what emanates from 

Washington or Moscow? The basic problem is that the parties in the German 

Parliament do not think in long time spans. They discuss the topics which are 

forced upon them by the current agenda and avoid strategic debates because 

these could cause political problems. In Germany great games and geostrategic 

concepts are deemed to be infernal power politics stuff which should not be 

touched with a bargepole.

Afghan Illusions

In Afghanistan of all places, where in the 19th century the British played the 

first Great Game for the control of the Indian subcontinent, the Federal Re-

public became immersed in a conflict which it obviously finds difficult to deal 

with. When the world community met in December 2001 high up above the 

Rhine on the Petersberg in order to discuss the future of Afghanistan, every-

thing had still looked quite different. The Taliban had been driven out, the 

various peoples of the country seemed willing to risk a great leap towards 

peace and democracy; and the troops from various different countries were, 

it seemed, going to restrict their activities to helping with nation-building and 

development work. In the host country of the Petersberg conference there was 

a euphoria whipped up by Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer which seemed sus-

picious to all those who had experienced Afghanistan at the time of the Soviet 

invasion between 1979 and 1989 and during the ensuing civil war which lasted 

until the middle of the 1990s.

After their victory over the Communists the mujahideen had attacked each 

other and transformed the country into an endless cycle of madness and blood-

shed reminiscent of one of Shakespeare’s history plays. All attempts at media-

tion by foreign powers, no matter whether it was Iran, Pakistan or Saudi Ara-

bia, were a failure. The country was divided up into principalities, the rulers of 
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which controlled individual provinces. Various areas were relatively quiet and 

far away from the noise of battle, whereas others suffered directly under the 

fratricidal warfare. The question was often asked whether Afghanistan was ac-

tually still one country, or whether, as so often in its history, it had fallen apart 

into largely independent territories which were only nominally under the con-

trol of a central authority. Even the mighty “warlords” found it increasingly 

difficult to enforce their authority. Commanders lower down in the hierarchy 

became independent and laid claim to a section of a road or a valley. They were 

little kings in a country in which everyone seized a scrap of power who had 

enough kalashnikovs and drug trafficking dollars.

Four years later, from the bird’s eye view of the Petersberg, it seemed as if 

these memories had been swept away. Nothing less than a new Afghanistan 

was supposed to have materialized. For this reason things have come down to 

earth with a thud ever since the rival militias and groupings have overcome the 

state of shock they were in after the American invasion. German policymakers 

are floundering in a helpless kind of way. The debate about the deployment of 

Tornado reconnaissance planes, which lasted for almost four months, makes 

it abundantly clear that the German Parliament acted on the basis of wholly 

unrealistic assumptions when it gave its assent to the military mission in 2001. 

Back then it was taken for granted that the Blue Helmets would be stationed 

in largely pacified regions as on the Balkans. No one wanted to believe that 

Afghanistan was a country torn apart by more than 20 years of bloodshed in 

which the borderlines between war and terrorism were blurred at the best of 

times. However, the Germans were relieved to hear about the initial successes 

of the ISAF units, and ignored the warning signals in the south and the east of 

the country.

Since politicians have buried their heads in the sand for years, the German 

Parliament finds it difficult to come to terms with the realities. Because Af-

ghanistan was deemed to be a kind of Bosnia in the Hindu Kush area, people 

also developed one-sided notions about the supposedly civilian character of the 

German Army mandate. Thus opponents and proponents debated at length 

whether the Tornado deployment would make a combat mission more likely, 

and whether or not military reconnaissance was already a kind of combat mis-

sion. However, in Afghanistan civil reconstruction and the fight against the mi-

litias are two sides of the same coin. For a long time people also tried to turn a 

blind eye to the fact that even in the quiet north, where the German Army has 

dug in, the security situation might become more volatile and that the German 

Army might be forced to resort to self- defence. The suicide attack in Kunduz 

in which three German soldiers died in May 2007, and the murders of two aid 

workers belonging to the Welthungerhilfe organization show that the peace is 

deceptive. Fears entertained by the German public that their soldiers might get 
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involved in the fighting may actually be an incentive for the Taliban to attack 

German targets in the hope that this might prompt the first western nation to 

withdraw from Afghanistan.

The German government finds itself caught in a dilemma. On the one hand 

it knows that a defeat in the south at the hands of the Taliban would signify a 

severe setback for NATO. Afghanistan is the first major mission of the Alliance 

outside Europe, and the first in the battle against terrorism. A failure on the 

part of NATO, capitulation in the face of Taliban pinpricks or even a disorderly 

withdrawal would show up the Alliance to be a paper tiger. The metamorpho-

sis of a defensive alliance restricted to Europe into a globally active security 

structure would be at an end even before it had really got off the ground. 

Furthermore, the principle of humanitarian intervention, which was devel-

oped in a particularly emphatic manner by German policymakers in the 1990s, 

would suffer irreparable damage. If NATO were to be defeated in Afghanistan, 

it would lead inescapably to the question of whether humanitarian interven-

tions are actually feasible, or whether they are simply an unreal fantasy which 

emerged during the euphoria marking the end of the Cold War.

Furthermore, Berlin does not want Afghanistan to return to becoming a 

lawless area and a breeding place for the global jihad. The connection between 

Germany and the developments in the Hindu Kush area is certainly not theo-

retical. The murderous pilots of 11 September 2001, who had managed to find 

a hiding place in Hamburg, were being steered from Afghanistan. A nightmare 

became reality when the Afghan regime allowed terrorists to use a whole state 

as their base of operations. From this secure retreat Osama bin Laden was not 

only able to implement a complex plan of terror which networked cells in 

Asia, Europe and North America. It was here that al Qaeda experimented with 

chemical weapons and contacted Pakistani nuclear weapons specialists. The 

plans for the apocalypse, when the nightmare came to an end in the autumn 

of 2001, did not as yet constitute a real danger. But they made it possible to 

surmise what can happen if a state falls into the hands of terrorists.

If the Taliban were to be victorious in the south of Afghanistan, it would 

also signify a triumph of the Islamist groups in Pakistan. A moral victory for 

the Islamists would destabilize Pakistan, a difficult but at the same time indis-

pensable ally in the fight against terrorism. Europe would feel the shock waves 

rippling out from such an earthquake. The assailants of 7 July 2005, who trans-

formed London public transport into an inferno, had Pakistani contacts, as did 

the Britons of Pakistani origin who were planning to blow up planes with the 

help of liquid explosives. If Pakistan had an Islamist leadership, it would be a 

time bomb waiting to explode. The rapprochement with India would also come 

to an end. As in the 1990s the nuclear powers could eye each other with suspi-

cion and with aggressive intent. The dispute about the divided Kashmir region, 
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if the worst came to the worst, could be a tinderbox for South Asia, for Islamist 

groups are organizing a political and military struggle against the Indian troops 

stationed in the mountainous area claimed by both sides.

Convenient Lies and Self-deceit

German Afghanistan policy consistently refuses to see these unpleasant aspects. 

Instead people talk about the very theoretical distinction between the ISAF and 

Enduring Freedom mandates, or the no less pedantic question of whether or 

not the German Army is already involved in a combat mission or only in semi-

civilian reconstruction. A telling example of naivety is supplied by the CSU 

members of the German Parliament. They demanded that the risks involved in 

every mission should be calculable and that each one thus had to be “limited 

with regard to space, time and extent.” Furthermore, “a clearly defined set of 

conditions for the termination of the mission needed to be determined.” If 

these criteria were actually in force, missions such as those in the Hindu Kush 

area would be completely impossible. In the unpredictable surroundings in 

Afghanistan one can never forecast all of the risks. Carefully formulated condi-

tions under which a retreat becomes imperative are totally out of the question 

because there is no such thing as a simple checklist which one can go through 

in order to ascertain whether the presence of the German Army can still be 

justified. The political party which was unable to prepare for the predictable 

resignation of its leader and Bavarian Prime Minister, and then managed to 

turn the transfer of power into a totally chaotic affair was asking for a clear-cut 

exit strategy in Afghanistan.

In asymmetrical conflicts guerrilla armies and terrorists place their trust in 

the belief that they can sustain greater sacrifices than their highly-armed op-

ponents. Precisely because they cannot hope to win a direct military confronta-

tion, they attempt to undermine the political support in their enemies’ home 

countries. Spectacular attacks and television images which depict the horror of 

combat in graphic detail belong to this kind of political and psychological type 

of warfare. Anyone who plans a foreign mission under these circumstances 

must know that he is committing himself for a lengthy period of time and that 

the operation, if at all, will only have a chance of being successful if it is not 

called into question every six or twelve months. If one does not have this kind 

of staying power, one would be well advised not to contemplate foreign mis-

sions in the first place.
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There is nothing that generals fear more than “mission creep,” the almost 

imperceptible change in a military operation. Vietnam began with the deploy-

ment of a few military advisers and ended with 50,000 war dead. The Iraq 

campaign is the classic example of a “surgical” blitzkrieg which developed into 

a demoralizing guerrilla war. In Germany, on the other hand, most people 

imagine that missions can be predetermined in advance in minute detail. The 

static thinking of the Cold War still predominates, when the enemy, the battle-

field and the strategy were clear from the word go. However, today foreign and 

security policy planning is more dynamic. The risks and the scenarios to which 

they give rise are less precise. There can be no hard and fast exit scenarios 

because it is difficult to predict how a conflict will change. Instead of writing 

fictitious exit scripts, there should be, before embarking on a specific mission, 

an honest and broad debate designed to clarify the reasons for getting involved. 

Here there are five important criteria:

 – Can intervention improve the situation in the country concerned, or 

does it seem likely that the conflict will flare up again after the peace-

keeping troops have been withdrawn?

 – Are European interests at stake, which suggest involvement, or will it 

be enough if regional organizations such as the African Union become 

involved?

 – Is one prepared to provide the necessary human resources, or is one 

trying to attain a comprehensive political goal with insufficient military 

manpower?

 – Does one have the staying power to remain in the mission area until the 

set task has been accomplished?

 – Is there as far as the public is concerned a political legitimacy which 

will continue to be effective even if the initial positive assumptions are 

not confirmed?

Before the start of the Afghanistan mission people drew an ideal picture be-

cause they were afraid of not getting the requisite political support. And moral 

reasons which deliberately exclude one’s own interests are always dangerous. 

The Bush administration justified the invasion designed to topple Saddam Hus-

sein with the goal of democratizing Iraq. This was dishonest and at the same 

time it proved impossible to implement in Iraqi reality. In Germany in particu-

lar the moral and ideological zeal of the neo-conservatives is rightly criticized, 

since it led straight into the Iraqi quagmire. However, the German government 

behaved in a similar manner when, before the start of the Afghan mission, it 

argued that it was important to defend women’s rights. This legitimation is 

also ideological and imbued with missionary zeal, because in essence it is about 
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restructuring a foreign society on the basis of one’s own standards. The only 

difference is that in the eyes of the German public women’s rights constitute 

a more plausible reason for intervention than democratization and “regime 

change.” But this kind of argument quickly boomerangs when it becomes ap-

parent that despite all the well-meaning efforts the patriarchal culture of the 

Pashtuns cannot be changed. Or to put it in a nutshell: How many dead Ger-

man soldiers are the rights of Afghan women worth?

With regard to foreign policy issues the dialogue with the electorate seems 

a bit like having to prepare children for the harsh realities of life. In the sphere 

of domestic policy the Germans found the strength for a change of course since 

there was an inescapable need for reform. In his “Agenda 2010” Chancellor 

Schröder spelt out why it was absolutely necessary to restructure the welfare 

state. He implemented unpopular measures and was willing to accept the con-

sequences at the ballot box. But a majority of the population finally accepted 

the necessity of the reforms. An “Agenda 2010” was never written for foreign 

policy. The political parties assume that the necessity for a pro -active foreign 

policy cannot be properly explained in a society which has a tendency to iso-

lationism.

The social policy debate is conducted on a relatively high level, so that popu-

list slogans (“Hartz IV is poverty enacted by law”) are clearly discernible as such. 

When it comes to security policy, representatives of the large political parties 

like to make pious-sounding statements. Thus they like to say in generalized 

terms that military action can be only the final option when all other forms of 

crisis management have failed. In Rwanda determined military intervention by 

the UN would have prevented genocide. In the war in Bosnia the Serbian lead-

ership profited from the hesitation of the US and the Europeans, who staged a 

futile negotiating marathon in Geneva whilst in Bosnia-Hercegovina civilians 

on all sides had to suffer for no good reason. With the same justification it 

would be possible to assert that military intervention which comes too late is 

immoral because it costs many human lives.

It is also too simplistic to maintain that terrorism cannot be defeated with 

military means, and that this can be done only with civil reconstruction work 

which removes its roots. On the one hand there is hardly a single conflict in 

which the western campaign against terror is based solely on the police and 

the military. Nowadays development aid is always part of the strategy. On the 

other hand aid workers are forced to admit that sometimes even comprehen-

sive humanitarian efforts achieve nothing. When the reasons for violence are 

not social, economic or in the widest sense of a material nature, but, for exam-

ple, are based on an ideology such as the puritanical view of Islam espoused by 

the Wahabite sect, a region is very difficult to pacify. The Europeans and above 

all the Germans have adopted the optimistic attitude of the Americans, who 
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believe that there is a solution for every problem. However, for some problems 

there are no solutions, or at least there are no speedy ones. The resolution of 

such complex conflicts requires a kind of patience and determination which 

modern democracies as a rule are incapable of coming up with. British soldiers 

have operated in Afghanistan since the 19th century, suffering more defeats 

than victories, and never managing to control the country. What is the origin 

of the optimistic belief entertained by German politicians that the “job” in the 

Hindu Kush area can be completed within a few years?

The Federal Republic, which restricts its military involvement to a handful 

of crisis regions, can afford the luxury of delving into the causes of the conflict 

on the ground. However, this ongoing approach is not cheap. Thus Germany 

focuses its resources on fighting the Taliban in Afghanistan and excludes other 

countries afflicted by terrorism such as Somalia, Thailand or the Philippines. 

Berlin does not have a comprehensive strategy and quietly expects the US to 

fill the gap. But not even America has the material and political resources need-

ed to root out terrorism wherever it raises its head. For this reason Washington 

attempts to contain potential effects on the United States by at least deploying 

military advisers and intelligence service staff. Somalia is the classic example 

of this policy. In the 1990s the wide-ranging UN humanitarian intervention 

was a rather dramatic failure. However, in order to make it more difficult for 

aggressive Islamism to spread in Somalia, if nothing else, the US has sent small 

troop contingents or military advisers to the neighbouring countries, Djibouti 

and Ethiopia.

The results of this policy, as the example of Somalia demonstrates, are mixed 

at the best of times. Broadly spread engagement makes it possible for America 

to avoid having to assume genuine responsibility for the state in question. Thus 

it is not saddled with the consequences of becoming overly involved. This is 

the pragmatic cost-benefit analysis of a great power which ever since Vietnam 

has repeatedly realized that there are limits to what it can do. German politi-

cians fight shy of making such calculations in public. However, those in Berlin 

who call for a sustained approach to the fight against terror should be honest 

enough to admit that this would entail a huge increase in the resources that 

might be required, and a much more comprehensive international presence.

The foreign policy debate in Germany suffers from an institutional duality. 

On the one hand there is the “diplomatic-military complex” consisting of the 

Office of the Chancellor, the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, the Ministries of De-

fence and Development Aid and the authorities under them, and the foreign 

policy specialists in think tanks, the parliamentary parties and the media. On 

the other hand there are the majority of the members of the German Parlia-

ment and the general public. The two groups do not interact enough. Although 

foreign and security policy has become more important, specialist knowledge 
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in the German Parliament has not kept up with the demand. There are ac-

knowledged experts in the select committees on foreign policy and defence, 

but also members of parliament who quite obviously do not apply themselves 

to the subject area with the same passion as their colleagues in the social or 

economic committees. It is still true that one cannot construct a parliamentary 

career on foreign policy.

In Germany debates about foreign policy strategy, which quite naturally at-

tract the attention of a large number of people in the US or the United King-

dom, remain restricted to a small circle of specialists. It is not quite correct to 

say that there are not enough organizations in Germany which devote them-

selves to foreign policy. The numerous institutions of this kind include the 

Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik, the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Auswärtige 

Politik (German Council on Foreign Relations), the foundations funded by the 

political parties, not to mention the state-funded Bundesakademie für Sicher-

heitspolitik (Federal College for Security Studies). However, they do not have 

a pervasive influence. In the final analysis this is really the task of politicians, 

who ought to function like transmission belts. Yet the political parties rarely 

have the courage to explain the rather complex background to foreign policy 

decisions. Missions such as those in the Congo or in Afghanistan are portrayed 

in purely humanitarian terms. The strategic considerations are not mentioned 

because it is taken for granted that they are impossible to explain. “I can’t say 

that to the people in my constituency” is a frequent and revealing comment 

often heard in the corridors of the German Parliament.

In the recent past the gap between practical politics and ideology was par-

ticularly noticeable in the SPD, and this led to accusations that the Red-Green 

government was being hypocritical. Since the harsh rejection of the Iraq war 

was coupled with the provision of logistical support for the American troops, 

for example, in the shape of intelligence information, it was not a very con-

vincing balancing act. But the Union parties are actually not much better, as 

the example of the CSU and its belief in detailed exit strategies demonstrates. 

Hitherto all the political parties have failed in the task of explaining to the 

public the changing nature of German foreign policy.

The country which has invented the most complicated taxation laws in the 

world also possesses the fatal tendency in foreign policy to analyze problems 

in a dogmatic and insufficiently pragmatic way. When one reads certain com-

ments on the situation in Afghanistan, one could gain the impression that the 

whole country was immersed in a bloody civil war and that the only solution 

was to leave Afghanistan to the Afghans. On the other hand, the ISAF head-

quarters in Kabul came to the conclusion in a confidential report that three 

of the five regions into which it has divided the country are, going by military 

criteria, relatively stable. For this reason, ISAF believes, there is no reason for 
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a doom and gloom scenario. Thanks to the massive presence of NATO troops 

the spring offensive announced by the Taliban has once again not taken place. 

However, the price paid for this success was an increase in suicide bombings 

and other attacks, because the Taliban are having to shift to other kinds of 

combat as a result of their restricted military options.

The peace mission is manageable. As things stand today, there is no danger 

that it will get out of hand. 39,000 foreign soldiers are stationed in Afghanistan, 

a country with 31 million inhabitants and an area of 652,000 square kilome-

tres. On the other hand, in Iraq there are 150,000 Allied soldiers, although it is 

not as big (437,000 square kilometres) and, with 26 million inhabitants, has a 

smaller population. In other words, with a modest application of force ISAF has 

had a positive effect in three-fifths of the country. If the situation were to de-

teriorate, ISAF, even if the number of troops deployed were to be increase yet 

again, would not be a vast and cumbersome venture. It would still be a rather 

narrowly defined operation.

A little more sangfroid would be beneficial for the debate, as would a little 

more honesty. The most important principle of all successful military opera-

tions is a sufficient application of force. This was ignored in Iraq, and led to the 

collapse of public order after the invasion. The Americans were quite rightly 

criticized for this by the Europeans. But as is so often the case, the latter do not 

stick to the advice that they mete out to others. In view of the size of Afghani-

stan, ISAF is too small. The selfsame people who reject the American use of 

artillery and warplanes on account of the civilian casualties should in fact be 

asking for a German Army contingent twice the size, and the relocation of Ger-

man soldiers to the south. If heavy weapons are not available, only infantry can 

expel the Taliban and pacify the embattled region. This is of course illusory, 

and thus the Afghanistan mission remains what it was from the very begin-

ning—an attempt to deal with a Herculean task with insufficient resources.

That policymakers say nothing at all about such basic questions is not an 

accident. The start of the new era of German foreign and security policy in 

the 1990s began with a convenient constitutional policy lie. The Basic Law was 

drawn up in the ruins of defeated Germany, which had sworn to itself never 

again to overwhelm the world with a war. It was only logical that the Consti-

tution attempted to enshrine safety mechanisms against military aggression. 

A war of aggression was expressly forbidden, and the use of the armed forces 

was only to be permitted in order to repulse an attack on the Federal Republic. 

All the articles of the Basic Law relating to security policy speak an unmistak-

able language. Never again was a German soldier to cross the border unless the 

Federal Republic had been attacked.

The authors of the Basic Law were unable to predict the changes after the 

end of the Cold War. That UN Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali would 
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declare in 1993 that it was a mistake to believe that the world was afraid of 

German soldiers was just as inconceivable in 1949 as a German Army peace 

mission on the Balkans or the stationing of German troops in the Hindu Kush 

area. Thus it would have been entirely logical if in the 1990s the German Parlia-

ment had adapted the provisions pertaining to the deployment of armed forces 

to the changed realities. Yet large sections of the German Parliament, above all 

the opposition parties SPD and the Greens rejected what was deemed to be the 

militarization of foreign policy. A change in the Basic Law was thus out of the 

question.

As so often when the legislative does not have the strength to make a coura-

geous decision, the Constitutional Court filled the gap as a substitute legislator. 

On twelve June 1994 the Constitutional Court declared foreign missions by the 

German Army to be legal since Germany by virtue of parliamentary decisions 

was part of a system of mutual collective security and thus had to perform the 

duties that this involved. This reading strained the Basic Law to its limits. In 

order not to make the break with tradition all too apparent, the Court invented 

the so-called parliamentary proviso, which made the stationing of any German 

Army units abroad dependent on assent by the German Parliament. This was 

a highly debatable innovation, since the relevant articles of the Basic Law re-

ferred only to cases of international tension and war. However, it could not be 

argued that the events in disintegrated Yugoslavia posed a direct threat to the 

Federal Republic.

The thoroughly questionable nature of this legal construct became apparent 

during the Kosovo war. This, going by the spirit of the Basic Law, was a “war 

of aggression.” Even if the Serbian actions against the Kosovo Albanians were 

repulsive, they did not constitute aggression against a neighbouring state, and 

certainly not against the Federal Republic. In fact NATO’s humanitarian inter-

vention, which finally led to the occupation of Kosovo by foreign troops, was 

a classic example of interference in the internal affairs of a sovereign state. 

Nonetheless the German Constitutional Court gave its assent to German par-

ticipation in the Kosovo war. For a decade the Party of Democratic Socialism 

(PDS) has lodged repeated appeals to the Constitutional Court in order to shed 

light on the constitutional grey areas of German security policy. The Federal 

Constitutional Court regularly rejects such appeals, since the judges do not 

wish to constrict the government’s foreign and security policy room for ma-

noeuvre unnecessarily. These contortions and temporary measures would be 

unnecessary if the Social Democrats and the Christian Democrats had had the 

courage somewhere along the line to discuss in an open and honest manner 

the preconditions of and changes in German foreign policy.

In order to circumvent basic questions about security policy, the German 

Parliament actually accepts restrictions on its supervisory rights. Thus the Spe-
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cial Forces Command operated in Afghanistan from the beginning of 2002 on-

wards without the German Parliament ever having been told about the details 

of the mission. The parliamentary parties, which otherwise depict parliamen-

tary provisos as being a bulwark of the parliamentary system, accepted this for 

years without batting an eyelid. It is better not to talk about it. This is obviously 

the first commandment of this kind of foreign policy. It was only when the de-

bate about the battle against terrorism turned the spotlight on Murat Kurnaz, 

a Turk with contacts to the KSK (Special Forces Command) who had grown up 

in Bremen, that the German Parliament was no longer willing to stomach the 

ostensible necessity of absolute secrecy.

The deployment of special forces in Afghanistan is one of the most question-

able military operations in the recent past, for neither the American troops not 

the other German Army units needed the special capabilities of the KSK. The 

special forces were sent to Afghanistan not for military reasons, but solely for 

political ones. The Red-Green German government wanted to make a contribu-

tion to the American-led Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) in the Hindu Kush 

area without being dragged into the battles of the American army with the 

Taliban. The virtually useless deployment (in military terms) of a special forces 

unit offered a perfect way out. However, the military sense or nonsense of this 

mission was never discussed. The only thing which interested people was the 

question of whether OEF meant that the Federal Republic was participating 

in the American conduct of the war. Here again the fixation on the US was 

blatantly obvious, as was the German tendency to indulge in symbolism when 

it comes to foreign relations. Instead of clarifying what the special forces have 

actually managed to achieve in the Hindu Kush area, people think exclusively 

in terms of moral categories, that is, whether a mission is “good” or “bad.”
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The Timorous Great Power

No Reason for an Inferiority Complex

Foreign policy does not take place in a vacuum. It is embedded in a societal 

discourse. In intellectual terms both ordinary people and the elites have lagged 

behind the foreign policy changes that have occurred since the beginning of 

the 1990s. Although Germany likes to point out that it is the world’s leading 

exporter and that two-thirds of its exports go to states outside the EU, there is 

an irrational fear of globalization. According to the Allensbach Institute, four-

fifths of Germans believe that globalization is primarily disadvantageous, and 

politicians across the board from SPD to Christian Democratic Union/Chris-

tian Social Union (CDU / CSU) encourage people to nurture such expectations. 

Whether it is hedge funds, “locusts” (international investors), east European 

cheap labour or competition from prospering emerging countries such as Chi-

na and India, the public sees dangers lurking everywhere.

The demonization of China and above all of India seems absurd when one 

takes into account the handicaps these emerging countries continue to face. 

Numerous of Indian states are still bitterly poor. Even the economic metropolis 

Mumbai is full of slums in which human beings die miserably in the gutter 

and in public. Instead of seeing India primarily as a competitor, it would be 

better to concentrate on the opportunities which this export market has to 

offer. Nothing could be more foolish than to cut oneself off by adopting a kind 

of mercantilist policy. After decades of a state -run economy and a belief in the 

principle of self-sufficiency, opening the country up to global capitalism was 

initially a great risk as far as India was concerned. It was no accident that, in 

the middle of the 1990s, politicians in Dehli who were interested in the econ-

omy were mainly talking about the notion of a “level playing field,” that is, 

the creation of fair and competitive opportunities on the world markets. India, 

not entirely without cause, was afraid that international competition would 

drive its weak domestic industry from the market, thus exacerbating the tre-

mendous social contrasts even further. Why Germany of all places believes 

that it will be among the losers in a competitive world is difficult to explain in 

rational terms, though it may perhaps be due to the fact that the Federal Re-

public, which during the east-west confrontation was completely preoccupied 

by its own situation, has still not become accustomed to thinking in strategic  

terms. 
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It is insufficiently understood that since the demise of the old east-west or-

der a globally operating economic power such as Germany cannot simply leave 

international policymaking to others. In the 1990s German President Roman 

Herzog announced that the end of “free rides” had come, but this is not what 

ordinary people think. Instead there is a whiff of isolationism in the air. In 

January 2007 only 30 percent of the interviewees in an Allensbach poll were 

of the opinion that the Federal Republic should assume more responsibility on 

an international level. A clear majority of 52 percent believed that Germany 

should try to refrain from doing so. In the course of the 1990s the proportion 

of those who were in favour of foreign policy abstention sank progressively 

from 56 percent to 29 percent in 2002. Since then the isolationists have risen 

steadily.

At the same time Germany suffers from an inferiority complex. In the EU 

the Germans are always afraid that they are losing out on something, for ex-

ample, with regard to official appointments or the use of German as an official 

language. In fact Berlin is very efficient when it comes to promoting its inter-

ests in Brussels, as was demonstrated by the definition of CO2 limits for luxury 

limousines. In Brussels horse -trading the Federal Republic has always managed 

to get its fair share. It is less vociferous and demanding than France, perhaps, 

but that does not mean that it is less successful. Nevertheless the conviction 

persists that the Federal Republic is unable to define its national interests.

For a start it is doubtful whether, in view of the volatile environment, a 

state can nowadays, over and above the usual platitudes, actually spell out 

its enduring foreign policy interests. In 1970, when the east-west rivalry was 

moving into the Third World, the industrialized nations committed themselves 

to spending 0.7 percent of their gross domestic product on development aid. 

By 1990 the quota had in fact risen to 0.35 percent. The Federal Republic was 

especially active in this area, partly because it was trying to prove that it was 

better than the GDR. There were times when its development aid was the most 

important instrument with which it sought to enforce its claim to be the sole 

representative of Germany (the Hallstein doctrine). However, after the end of 

the bloc confrontation the industrialized nations’ interest in the underdevel-

oped countries declined and by the year 2000 the quota was back down to 

0.2 percent. In Germany, which was beset with reunification difficulties, this 

indifference was particularly noticeable. The priorities changed and with them 

the salient interests. In the meantime Berlin has begun to spend more money 

on development aid and a neglected continent such as Africa is once more get-

ting some attention. The undisguised policy of self-interest with which China 

is securing access to natural resources on the dark continent has caused some 

alarm. The world’s leading exporter has suddenly become afraid that it might 

be denied access to the basic materials which are needed for its industrial prod-
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ucts. Thus the additional funding is due to a desire to do something to offset 

Chinese influence. Here action taken by a third party has changed the nature 

of German interests.

In the past it was part of an adroit policy of self-interest on the part of the 

pre-1989 Federal Republic to concentrate on trade matters in the Middle East, 

for example, and otherwise, as before the first Iraq war, to do no more than 

to write out large cheques. However, ever since reunification Germany can no 

longer ignore the fact that the expectations are greater than in the past. In 

the European sphere it is not at all obvious that the Federal Republic finds it 

more difficult to pursue its interests than other states. Even the foundation of 

the EU and its predecessors was a sign of the adroit pursuance of self-interest. 

 European unification was in part a vehicle which enabled the Federal Repub-

lic to acquire foreign policy respectability only a few years after the National 

Socialist reign of terror in Europe. The Germans changed from being oppo-

nents to becoming partners. The EU subsequently served increasingly as an 

instrument for the promotion of German economic interests, even though it 

was continually accompanied by audible groans about Germany’s high net con-

tributions. Without integration into the European Community and the status 

which the Federal Republic worked hard to acquire in this, it would have been 

far more difficult to overcome the widespread reservations about reunification. 

In other words, the EU is to a not unimportant extent an element in German 

self-interest policy.

Thus the constitutional treaty, which has for the time being been put on 

ice on account of the No vote by the French and Dutch electorates, has its 

most ardent supporters in Berlin. The reasons for this are understandable. The 

currently valid institutional rules adopted at the Nice summit are disadvanta-

geous to the Federal Republic. Although it has significantly more inhabitants 

than France, the United Kingdom and Italy, the four largest member states 

each have 29 decision-making votes in the Council of Ministers. The imbal-

ance is even more obvious when Germany is compared with Poland and Spain. 

Together these two countries have fewer inhabitants than Germany, yet each 

of them has 27 votes. On the other hand, the constitutional treaty envisages 

the use of the dual majority principle. This reflects the population sizes more 

accurately and thus strengthens the German decision-making position. Thus 

the German EU Presidency’s attempts to salvage the treaty also amounted to 

a policy of self-interest, even if this was concealed behind a barrage of empty 

phrases such as the ostensible danger that the EU would no longer be in a posi-

tion to function properly.

However, what has changed is the way in which the Federal Republic pursues 

its interests. Whereas in the past it usually opted for a subdued approach and 

preferred to press its demands in secluded negotiating rooms, Berlin nowadays 
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announces what it wants loud and clear, as for example in the wrangling about 

the reorganization of the aircraft builder Airbus. But what is wrong with that? 

German foreign policy is currently still at the trial and error stage. The people 

involved are trying to find out what might be of use, and what is potentially 

counter-productive. Before 1989 it was usually politically prudent not to insist 

too much on German interests. The world tended to jump to the conclusion 

that calamities were in the offing whenever the Germans—perhaps even in the 

shape of a coordinated plan jointly devised by Bonn and East Berlin—seized 

the initiative. For this reason Bonn developed a secret coded language from 

which the notion of “interests” had been completely expunged. It contained 

numerous references to peace, international understanding and multilateral 

approaches. It cannot be said that these were simply lies. Securing peace in Eu-

rope and reconciliation with its neighbours were top priorities for the Federal 

Republic. However, this happened for reasons which were not as altruistic as 

one was led to believe.

Another feature of this whole approach was that the Germans always hid 

behind the EU or the UN. “Enlightened multilateralism” was in so many words 

declared to be the hallmark of German foreign policy, though other states, 

including the US, do not deny the value of regulations based on international 

agreements. However, Germany also takes unilateral decisions if this is in its 

interests. Thus the Germans and Russia decided to build a gas pipeline through 

the Baltic Sea without consulting Poland or the Baltic states. Germany initiated 

the project on its own and subsequently proposed a Polish arm of the pipeline 

as a concession to Warsaw, which was quite rightly incensed by the whole af-

fair. Germany rejected the Polish proposals for an anti-Russian “energy NATO” 

and instead lent support to the idea of energy policy multilateralism in Europe. 

But in practice it acted in an uncoordinated way.

The difficulties encountered in the World Trade Organization (WTO) in the 

course of the negotiations for a new treaty have prompted the EU to return 

increasingly to regulating its economic affairs with the help of intergovern-

mental agreements. This renaissance of bilateral foreign trade policy has gone 

virtually unnoticed in Germany. Yet WTO agreements are often far more influ-

ential than UN resolutions. In the globalized world small and weak states are 

only in a position to ensure that justice will prevail over might in world trade 

if they are protected by multilateral agreements. Although the current round 

of WTO negotiations may well end up by being a failure, Berlin has not applied 

sufficient pressure in the EU in order to prevent a rebuff for multilateralism 

with all its far-reaching consequences. German support for multilateralism 

sometimes amounts to no more than lip service.

One sometimes still comes across the idea that German foreign policy has 

ceased to exist, and that it has been supplanted by European foreign policy. It 
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is of course true that communitarization is progressing, even though this is 

not especially noticeable in the field of foreign policy. But this does not alter 

the fact that each member state first of all has to define its own position. Those 

who hide behind Brussels merely raise suspicions that they are being dishon-

est. Plain talking is also an element of confidence-building, for it enables one’s 

partners know exactly what they will have to bear in mind.

German foreign policy is gradually learning not to say “we” when it actually 

means “I.” Occasional exaggerations and blunders are part of this process. Ger-

hard Schröder differed from his predecessor Helmut Kohl among other things 

in that he was prepared to launch an all-out assault on the industrial policy of 

the EU Commission and did not shrink from attacking individual commission-

ers such as Frits Bolkestein. Traditionally the Federal Republic has understood 

itself as the champion of the small EU member states and deferred to their 

wishes more than France, for example. Schröder, on the other hand, allowed 

the EU to impose sanctions on Austria for some months. This was done be-

cause participation in government by the populist right-wing FPÖ did not fit in 

with the ideas of political correctness entertained by Europe’s prim and precise 

schoolmistresses. By placing Russia ostentatiously at the centre of his policy 

towards eastern Europe, he gave little thought to the relationship with Poland 

and other central European states.

Among the long-term consequences of the transatlantic disputes about Iraq 

is a deepened rift between the Continental European core group of the EU 

around Germany and France on the one hand and the new members to the east 

on the other, which, as they look anxiously towards Moscow, feel that Washing-

ton understands them better. The climax of Schröder’s policy was the decision 

to build a gas pipeline through the Baltic Sea together with Moscow. This was 

a case where Berlin vigorously pursued its political self-interests, though at the 

price of offending Warsaw. For this reason Chancellor Merkel has cautiously 

amended her predecessor’s policy and is at pains to establish better relations 

with neighbours such as Poland and the Czech Republic. The Federal Republic 

will find it more beneficial to act in a rather more circumspect manner than 

to make outspoken gestures. In eastern Europe Germany still enjoys a special 

position in political, cultural and economic terms, whereas France is clearly be-

ginning to develop a dislike for foreigners. The campaign against Polish plumb-

ers, who were said to be taking work away from French handymen, was not 

an accident, and shows a fundamental lack of interest in this region. Yet why 

should the Federal Republic do the same and refrain from making the most 

of its strengths in eastern Europe? As long as the new eastern members see 

America as a counterpoise with which to balance not only Russia’s hegemonic 

ambitions but also the influence of the large states in the EU, a long conflict 

between Germany and Washington will also lead to a conflict within the EU. 
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Thus in its policies towards the new democracies in central and eastern Europe 

Berlin must always be careful to include the US in the equation. 

If in future Berlin manages to retain its reputation of being the advocate 

of the small states, then Germany will have an advantage in a heterogeneous 

EU where it is more and more a matter of forging coalitions for the purposes 

of majority decision-making. In this context modesty is the best self-interest 

policy, even if in other areas (for example, in industrial policy debates with 

Paris) it may be necessary to adopt a more resolute stance. Perhaps this is the 

most important new experience since reunification. As long as Germany was 

divided, the victorious Allies had the final say in all German policy issues, and 

the Federal Republic had to put up a fight in order to obtain respect, the foreign 

policy coordinates remained relatively easy to understand. Taking an aggres-

sive stance was inconceivable, as was a really serious conflict with the western 

Allies. Today the German government possesses a far greater number of action 

options. However, at the same time it is being forced to realize that its foreign 

policy goals can be a source of conflict far more easily than in the past. This is 

a paradoxical fact about great powers. The number of action options which are 

available to them increases, and at the same time it becomes more difficult to 

pursue totally consistent policies. In the EU Germany’s partners expect Ger-

man modesty on the one hand, and on the other want to have strong leader-

ship. Such demands are contradictory, and yet the EU remains the central play-

ing field on which German foreign policy will have to prove its worth. There is 

less than ever a hard-and-fast set of instruments from which Berlin can simply 

take what it needs. Whether one tries to pursue one’s policies with brute force, 

or in coalitions, whether one makes a loud verbal protest, or seeks to obtain 

a restrained compromise behind the scenes—the issues can only be clarified 

on a case-by-case basis. The times in which the Federal Republic defined its 

foreign policy with the help of a few pithy slogans (“never again, never alone”) 

have gone for good. Thus when new problems make an appearance it is rather 

pointless to fall back on old nostrums in an instinctive kind of way. When the 

Free Democratic Party (FDP) cited German history as the reason why it rejected 

the Lebanon mission and the SPD lashed out at the American missile shield as 

being a relapse into the times of the east - west arms race, that is exactly what 

was going on. Old nostrums for new problems.



Körber policy paper

No. 1

40 The Timorous Gre at  Power

European Dynamism and German Leadership

On the occasion of the EU’s 50th birthday the British “Economist” voiced the 

belief that Europe was suffering from a mid-life crisis. The magazine’s cover 

showed a lady who was no longer particularly young looking at herself in the 

mirror in a quizzical manner. So that is what Europe looks like. Slightly over-

weight, no longer in the prime of youth, and certainly not looking forward 

to the future with great glee. The facts, and especially the fate of the consti-

tutional treaty, seem to reinforce this impression. A good constitution has a 

clear structure and is comprehensible. The treaty on the EU constitution was 

the exact opposite. It was a labyrinth consisting of 448 articles, and it was sev-

eral hundred pages long. That this indigestible text was unable to elicit a posi-

tive emotional response was obvious, and thus the constitutional referendums 

were misused by the French and Dutch electorates to express their displeasure 

at national policies.

As so often in the case of referendums, the electorate revealed the weak-

nesses of a project to which the political elites had closed their eyes. Instead, 

after having finalized the treaty, there was an attempt to deceive the citizens 

of Europe about its true character. The then EU President, the Irish Prime Min-

ister Bertie Ahern, claimed that at long last there was now a constitution with 

which the man in the street could identify. Political leadership begins with an 

honest assessment of what the problems are. The large EU countries in particu-

lar were responsible for the failure of the constitution and the associated col-

lateral damage, for they did not do justice to their duty to provide leadership. 

With its go-slow agenda, Poland merely made use of this vacuum. As one of the 

largest countries Germany, like France and the United Kingdom, is predestined 

to provide strong leadership in the EU. Thus very few of the member states 

opposed the determined attempts of the German EU Presidency to revive the 

constitutional treaty. However, in recent years the German debate about the 

EU has become bogged down in details; it is defensive and focuses on its inter-

nal prospects. The modernization of the institutions in Brussels is important, 

yet the warnings that an EU which had grown to encompass 27 member states 

would no longer be in a position to do anything if the constitution was rejected 

were exaggerated from the very beginning. The decision-making processes be-

came more difficult, but on a day-to-day basis the EU continues to function.

The scaremongering about the ostensibly self-inflicted bureaucratic snarl-up 

in the EU, which was particularly rife in Germany, was as it turns out super-

fluous. However, it was certainly rather symbolic, since in the whole debate 

about the constitutional treaty the European Union, in almost autistic fashion, 

thought about nothing but itself. The problems of the world beyond the outer 

borders of the European Union played only a very subsidiary role, and thus the 
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German debate about EU membership for Turkey is conducted primarily in 

terms of domestic policy. In German society the majority emphasizes the risks 

and not the opportunities, and would be only too happy to terminate the ac-

cession negotiations. In the past the Federal Republic was one of the countries 

which supported the accession of new members and rejected the alternative 

between enlargement and deepening. This is no longer the case. The Germans 

still cultivate the image of themselves that they, more than virtually anyone 

else, are in favour of a dynamically developing EU. But in point of fact there 

are considerable reservations about the European project. With the exception 

of the attempts to find a substitute for the failed constitution, Berlin often de-

fends the status quo. Schröder’s remark that German money was being wasted 

in Brussels and Merkel’s rejection of further rounds of enlargement in the 

future are two sides of the same coin.

By now almost every country of the EU has sought and obtained special 

regulatory dispensations in certain areas or is participating in special forms of 

enhanced cooperation such as the treaties of Schengen and Prüm. Two-speed 

Europe is a reality. The EU needs a flexible architecture which leaves room 

for new members and various types of graded membership. Externally Europe 

must also speak more strongly than hitherto with one voice in order to hold 

its ground in the competitive global environment. For example, in energy and 

migration policy unilateral national action is pointless, and yet it was precisely 

in these areas that the Federal Republic was for a long time opposed to Euro-

pean coordination.

Pluralism internally and unity externally would be a magic formula for the 

EU. Yet the opposite tends to be the case. In economic and recently in home af-

fairs and justice policy communitarization (and centralization) is continuing to 

make progress, for example, by an increase in majority decision-making in the 

Council of Ministers, which is replacing the traditional need for unanimity. In 

foreign policy terms, on the other hand, the Union possesses only a restricted 

ability to do anything, and this is not primarily due to bureaucratic hurdles 

such as the lack of a Minister for Foreign Affairs, but to differing national posi-

tions. With regard to the future status of Kosovo, the majority of EU member 

states is in favour of limited sovereignty, whereas a minority is strictly against 

changing the current state of affairs. For this reason Brussels is forced to veer 

between the decidedly pro-Serbian stance adopted by Russia and the no less 

unambiguous pro-Albanian policy espoused by the US The American threat 

to recognize a Kosovar state unilaterally would be that much more credible 

if it were to be supported by the EU. This would be a riposte to Russian poli-

cies, which are simply playing for time. Acting in conjunction with each other, 

America and the EU could perhaps persuade Russia to accept Kosovar Albanian 

independence. However, Moscow trusts in the fact that the Europeans will not 



Körber policy paper

No. 1

42 The Timorous Gre at  Power

be able to summon up enough strength to take a decisive step. The EU is not 

as yet a strategic power. In order to be powerful, it would have to be united. 

And where the EU seems to doing something, as in the nuclear standoff with 

Tehran, it is in reality only the work of single states—in this case Germany, the 

United Kingdom and France.

The EU lacks a coordinated foreign policy, and in more general terms a com-

mon idea of how Europe ought to position itself. The EU is unable to decide 

whether it should continue with the accession negotiations with Turkey, or 

whether it should put them on ice. The self-contradictory German position 

on this issue has done much to exacerbate the confusion. In their dealings 

with neighbours in Europe certain groups of countries are pursuing their pet 

ideas. The Mediterranean coastal states have set their sights on the Maghreb 

countries, and Germany on the Black Sea region. It is impossible to discern 

a coordinated EU will to stabilize the countries to the south and to the east 

which have been shaken by crises. It is true that the EU has created the post 

of Counter-terrorism Co-ordinator, but he has not been given genuine com-

petences. On paper migration policy has recently become an important issue 

in the EU. However, in practice FRONTEX, the authority responsible for the 

supervision of the outer borders, lacks staff of its own, and has to make use 

of human resources and ships supplied by the member states. Hitherto, ac-

cording to information supplied by Commissioner for Justice, Franco Frattini, 

the vast majority of countries have not kept their promises. Since it is in any 

case impossible to prevent migration, FRONTEX also encompasses the attempt 

to manage migration, for example, by concluding agreements with coun-

tries of origin. Yet here again the joint efforts are not making a great deal of  

headway.

This half-heartedness makes itself felt in the overall economic framework. 

The European heads of state and government set themselves the ambitious 

goal at their summit in Lisbon to turn the EU into the most dynamic region 

in the world by 2010. That was in 2000. Four years later a study group came 

to the sobering conclusion that not a single EU country was making an effort 

to implement the whole set of reforms. “If Europe wishes to attain its goals, 

it will have to increase its efforts quite considerably,” the report concluded. In 

the meantime the net result is beginning to look up on account of the robust 

economic growth. However, reality continues to lag behind the declarations of 

intent. On the face of it the Federal Republic, the strongest European econom-

ic power, should actually be engaged in resuscitating the Lisbon process. Yet 

how can a state take on a credible leadership role if for four years it has been 

breaking the stability pact? Instead Berlin made a contribution to diluting the 

Services Directive. It would have been in the interests of the world’s leading 

exporter to strengthen the free movement of people and services in the Union. 



No More Hypocrisy

Germany Is a Great Power

 Europe an Dynamism and German Le ader ship  43

However, the Federal Republic missed out on the opportunity to support the 

principles of free trade. Fear of a few thousand cheap foreign workers on the 

German labour market lead to vacillation and indecision. Germany is an eco-

nomic great power gripped by fear.

The EU, which has hanging over it the spectre of over-ageing, must continue 

to grow and see itself as a magnet for people and ideas in order to be able to 

keep pace with prospering economic areas such as North America and Asia. 

The European share of the world population is declining, whereas the US, a 

lively country of immigrants, is managing to maintain its share despite the 

population explosion in Asia and Africa. Thus the relative significance of Eu-

rope in economic and demographic terms keeps decreasing from year to year. 

None the less Europe gives the impression of being a fortress of prosperity. The 

EU’s chances of survival will be determined by whether or not it tries to shut 

itself off, and whether or not it wishes to influence the 21st century with its 

unchecked flow of goods, the almost unhindered flow of people, and the risks 

that these bring with them. This is particularly true if one does not share the 

pessimistic assessment of Walter Laqueur, who believes that Europe is a declin-

ing continent which is in the throes of its final hours. Europe continues to be a 

lively and economically vigorous continent. However, in order to maintain this 

position, there needs to be a will to accept and meet the global challenge.
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Germany in the Multipolar World

Asia Is More Than Just Business

Unlike the 20th century, when there were only a few superpowers and glo-

bal spheres of influence, the 21st century is going to be multipolar. In 2010, 

according to estimates compiled by Goldman Sachs and Deutsche Bank, the 

combined economic growth of Brazil, Russia, India and China will exceed that 

of the United States, the United Kingdom, Italy and Germany. In 2025 China 

will be the second largest economy in the world and India the fourth largest. 

These shifts in economic power will be accompanied by political changes. In 

the international institutions the emerging economies will increasingly begin 

to form a counterpoise to North America and western Europe. The system of 

international organizations created after the Second World War still reflects 

the power structure of a world centred on North America and Europe. Western 

states are in charge at the United Nations, the World Bank, the International 

Monetary Fund and the World Trade Organization, and NATO is an exclusively 

American-European institution. In the long run this is bound to change.

None other than the US, which tends to be accused by Europeans of striving 

for unipolar hegemony, has already begun to re-orientate itself. It is shifting 

military and political resources from the theatres of the Cold War to South 

Asia and the Pacific Rim. The Federal Republic has not even begun to find 

answers for the questions which arise from the multipolar world order of the 

21st century. For example, Sino - German relations tend to be pared down to 

the economic component, which makes it possible to ignore the rapid rise of 

Beijing to the status of predominant military power in the region. China is 

modernizing its armed forces at breakneck speed and commissioning new war-

planes, warships, submarines and missiles. Under the Red- Green government 

it even seemed as if Berlin were giving its assent to this military build-up, since 

Chancellor Schröder was vehemently in favour of lifting the EU arms embargo 

against Beijing.

With regard to what may happen in the future, the first Asian pundits are 

already thinking in terms of new blocs and alliances. One might consist of the 

EU and China, and the other of the US, Japan and India, which all feel threat-

ened by the Chinese military build-up. Very few people in Germany would be 

willing to go along with this analysis. But then it would be just as difficult to de-

fine German policy on Asia. This may also have something to do with the fact 
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that neither the Federal Republic nor the EU is involved in the resolution of 

the conflict about the North Korean nuclear programme. The negotiations are 

attended by delegations from the two Korean states, the US, China, Russia and 

Japan. Would it not be a good idea if the Federal Republic were to persuade the 

EU to join the others at this table? If at some point in the future North Korea 

abandons its policy of confrontation for good, it is bound to receive generous 

financial compensation. And equally certain is the fact that the EU will be one 

of the donors. For this reason alone it would be prudent to exert an influence 

on what is happening before it is too late. Yet Germany’s foreign and security 

policy is centred on Europe. Beyond this narrow field of vision such attention 

as it can muster is concentrated primarily on the countries in which the Ger-

man Army is stationed. Whether one likes it or not, this leads to distorted as-

sessments and unbalanced policies.

The change in global politics that has come about on account of the rise of 

strong emerging economies means that the Europeans will have to find answers 

to some sensitive and disturbing questions. In recent years it was considered to 

be de rigueur in “old Europe” to call into question the global order guaranteed 

by the US and instead to cultivate “strategic partnerships” with countries such 

as Russia. However, if they wish to take up the Chinese challenge in Africa and, 

for example, to implement a foreign policy in Darfur which also takes its bear-

ings from human rights, the transatlantic partners will have to move closer 

together. For despite their differences they share the fundamental principles 

which form the basis for an enlightened foreign policy. Here it is not only a 

question of a classic projection of power, but also of humanitarian issues. Ger-

many, which considers that it is its duty to pursue a value-based foreign policy, 

has to find an answer to the question of what it will do when the international 

scope for a policy of this kind begins to shrink.

China’s pro-active policy towards Africa provides a foretaste of the shifts in 

the balance of power. It is legitimate for China to try to obtain influence and 

natural resources on the dark continent. Yet China, which is itself an authori-

tarian regime, is not concerned, in the context of its policy of self-interest, with 

principles such as democratization, human rights and good governance, and 

these possess an important significance for the foreign policy of the US and the 

Europeans. The clash of values which has determined the relationship between 

the East and the West in recent years is increasingly beginning to have a global 

dimension. In the two decades since the end of the Cold War the West has usu-

ally been able to gain the upper hand in the UN with its ideas, and thus with its 

proposals for humanitarian intervention. In a multipolar world there will be a 

dramatic decline in the importance accorded to western ideas of order.

Amitai Etzioni, Professor for International Affairs at the George Washington 

University, has made a plea for a kind of foreign policy which concentrates 
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entirely on providing basic security for oneself. He argues that goals such as 

democratization cannot be attained because the West has vastly overestimated 

its ability to engage in nation-building. The Federal Republic cannot return to 

a Machiavellian policy of self-interest. But how does it intend to improve on 

the Security first paradigm, and who are the partners with which it intends to 

implement such a policy in a multipolar order? If actors who are exclusively 

motivated by the politics of power begin to determine the multipolar world or-

der, it will be increasingly difficult for the US and western Europe to maintain 

the “benevolent hegemony” which they unfurled after 1990.

A New Meaning for NATO

The Europeans in general and the Germans in particular are still mesmerized 

by the power struggles of the preceding century. The German public can get 

worked up about ten American anti-missile missiles in Poland for weeks at a 

time, and yet the shifts in the global balance of power continue to be a subject 

only for specialists. In this country debates about NATO are still being con-

ducted within the well-trodden paths of US-German relationship psychology. 

Do the Americans take us seriously? Are they going to consult us before they 

take action? However, NATO is no longer a Euro-American defence alliance 

and has become an instrument of crisis management that spans the globe. The 

concept of out- of - area operations that was omnipresent in the 1990s has disap-

peared from the vocabulary. This is not surprising, since making a distinction 

between the NATO alliance area and the world “beyond” has become mean-

ingless. NATO is active everywhere in the world. This leads inescapably to the 

question of whether the Alliance should give up its regional focus with regard 

to its choice of members in order one of these days to include states such as 

Australia, New Zealand or even Japan. The Europeans tend to show such ideas 

the cold shoulder.

Yet in a multipolar world order it is an inescapable fact that alliances are 

bound to change. In the Cold War the common threat to the US and Europe 

was clearly apparent. Today, on the other hand, the dangers are much more dif-

ficult to pinpoint. The extent to which terrorism or the proliferation of weap-

ons of mass destruction is considered to be a direct threat depends on one’s 

political point of view. Thus the necessity for joint action is receding. The Iraq 

war was a textbook example of how far assessments can actually diverge. As a 

result NATO in future will partake more of the character of a coalition of the 



No More Hypocrisy

Germany Is a Great Power

 A  Ne w Me aning for NATO  47

willing. However, what Europeans criticize as being American unilateralism 

can actually be advantageous as far as they are concerned, since it gives them 

greater freedom of choice to say where they are going to become involved and 

where they are not. However, those who are predicting the demise of NATO in 

instalments should think again. In the course of its history and on numerous 

occasions the Alliance has had to overcome serious crises which sometimes 

threatened its very existence. But the advantages for both sides were always 

greater than the disadvantages. This is particularly true with regard to the Eu-

ropeans. Nowhere is it so easy to influence the US as in the transatlantic alli-

ance with its countless military and political forums.

However, as partners the Europeans are becoming less important for the US. 

Europe is no longer the principal theatre of global politics that it was during 

the east-west confrontation. Furthermore, the American armed forces are so 

much better than the European armies in qualitative and quantitative terms 

that the transatlantic brotherhood-in-arms has become a very one-sided affair. 

The EU can manage to pull off smaller ventures such as the mission to the Con-

go on its own, but for large-scale operations it continues to have to rely on the 

help of the Americans and thus of NATO. On the other hand, in military terms 

the United States does not need Europe. The European Security and Defence 

Policy (ESDP) complements NATO and is not a substitute for it. 

Nothing illustrates the different capabilities more tellingly than the deploy-

ment of Tornado warplanes in Afghanistan. Whilst two American aircraft carri-

ers were cruising off the coast of Pakistan and flying sorties against the Taliban 

on a daily basis, the German Air Force was forced to dispatch ten Tornado 

warplanes in order to ensure that at least six arrived in one piece at Mazar e-

Sharif. Europeans in general and Germans in particular often bewail unilateral 

American action. However, they should also think about what they have to 

offer the US in order to continue to be of interest as allies.

Europe is more likely to be taken seriously as a partner if it speaks with one 

voice. Thus ESDP is not the antithesis of NATO, but is nowadays the presuppo-

sition on which the latter is based. However, for this reason the EU states must 

define why, when and where they are prepared to act together to do their duty 

as peacekeepers in a multipolar world order. Currently Europeans have very 

different ideas about when they are prepared to embark on military interven-

tion. On account of their colonial past the British and the French are willing to 

accept the necessity of military intervention fairly quickly. In Germany the his-

torical legacy has led to quite different attitudes. The Federal Republic is most 

likely to participate in a mission if it sees itself in a dilemma in the Alliance and 

wishes to meet the Americans halfway.

Afghanistan is a classic example of an intervention to which the German 

government, if it had had the choice, would never have given its assent, al-
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though the removal of the Taliban regime was also in the interests of Ger-

many. However, a wish to demonstrate German solidarity with the US after the 

11 September 2001 clinched the matter. This leads to a transatlantic psycho 

game: Because the Federal Republic attached itself to Washington’s coattails, 

it has a tendency to feel that foreign operations are being imposed on it by 

the US. Germany could liberate itself from this dependence only by trying to 

close ranks with its European partners. In order to do this Berlin would have 

to be prepared for a more interventionist security policy, even though this is 

something that it wishes to avoid at all costs. As long as this dilemma persists, 

the easiest solution for Germany is to carry out large-scale foreign operations 

outside Europe in tandem with the Americans.

Ever since the Iraq war representatives of all the political parties have main-

tained that the United States is weakening NATO on account of its unilateral 

military action, and that important decisions are no longer being made in the 

Alliance. However, in Afghanistan it is Germany which is undermining NATO 

by refusing to comply with its burden-sharing duties. Its NATO partners the 

US, the UK, Canada, Denmark and the Netherlands are being forced to fight a 

guerrilla war in southern Afghanistan, yet the German Army has as yet failed 

to contribute any ground troops. On the other hand, Germany continues to 

rely on the solidarity of other NATO countries. Since the German Air Force 

(Luftwaffe) does not have any suitable transport aircraft, in an emergency Ger-

man soldiers could be evacuated from the impassable terrain in the north of 

Afghanistan only with the help of the Americans and the British. In the past 

the principle of indivisible security used to apply in NATO. Each member state 

was able to rely on the fact that it would not have to shoulder a greater risk 

than its partners. When the Federal Republic was still a front-line state in the 

east-west confrontation, it insisted on the principles of Alliance solidarity and 

indivisible security. Now that the Federal Republic is no longer directly threat-

ened, it is surely right to emphasize the notion that solidarity is not a one - way 

street. American NATO policy is not entirely free of contradictions, but Ger-

man policy is even less convincing.
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The East Is Crucial for Germany

In the field of foreign policy the question of whether or not the Federal Re-

public can liberate itself from the ghosts of the 20th century is nowhere so 

apparent as in the Russo-German relationship. On account of the attack on the 

Soviet Union, the war which both sides fought with extreme brutality, and the 

history of occupation and the division of Germany this relationship is more 

deeply rooted in emotion than is good for sober political realism. During the 

whole east-west confrontation, stability in Moscow and in bilateral relations 

largely determined the thinking behind West German eastern policy. Chang-

es in the Kremlin could always have a negative effect on divided Germany. 

For this reason one tried hard to avoid hurting Soviet feelings and did one’s 

best not to provoke Moscow. Subjects which might have upset this stability 

were often simply ignored. This is where the indifference shown towards dis-

sidents in the eastern bloc by the Social Democrat architects of the policy of 

détente, and to the transformation initiated by Solidarnosc in Poland had its  

origins.

Even after the end of the Soviet Union maintaining the stability of the tee-

tering colossus was the uppermost maxim of German policy towards Russia, 

which had simply adopted the paradigm of the Cold War. In this regard there 

was continuity between the governments of Kohl, Schröder and Merkel. It is 

the reason why to this day there is a pronounced tendency to meet Russian de-

mands halfway. This was true of the first wave of NATO enlargement in eastern 

Europe in the 1990s, which Russia opposed with all the means at its disposal. In 

diluted form this continues to be true today, and is reflected in the obsequious 

way in which President Vladimir Putin’s dissatisfaction with the deployment of 

an American missile shield was seized on and made the subject of the foreign 

policy debate.

The emancipation of Germany’s foreign policy must include a greater insist-

ence on its self-interest than has hitherto been the case, even when there are 

conflicts with Russia. Under the aegis of a new and now “European” eastern 

policy Berlin has launched an initiative in the EU designed to intensify the 

neighbourhood policy in the case of Ukraine and the Caucasian states, and to 

complement support for the countries of Central Asia. The EU neighbourhood 

policy was originally designed to be a consolation prize for those who in the 

foreseeable future will not be allowed to become EU members. At the behest 

of Germany it is increasingly assuming ambitious proportions. However, the 

more the EU makes its presence felt in the former Soviet republics, the more it 

will come into conflict with Russia, the hegemonic power.

The Caucasus and Central Asia will become a litmus test which demonstrates 

the extent to which the Federal Republic is prepared to mobilize political and 
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financial resources for an independent regional policy. In the middle of the 

1990s, when the Great Game around the Caspian Sea centred on oil and gas got 

under way, the German government was caught unawares. Berlin had nothing 

with which it could match the matter-of - fact way in which the Americans and 

the British pursued their own trade policy interests and competed for pipelines 

and drilling rights. Here a change may well be in the offing.

Germany must show whether in the case of Russia it has enough strength to 

air differences of opinion in public. Symbolic acts and a few blunt words at an 

EU-Russia summit are simply not enough. Anyone who has ever bought meat 

at a market in a Russian provincial town knows that the import ban on meat 

“for hygienic reasons” imposed by Putin was simply a fabrication. The Russian 

propaganda campaign on account of the removal of a Soviet war memorial in 

Estonia was even easier to see through. Nevertheless the protests lodged by the 

German EU presidency were initially rather muted. Similarly, during the meat 

dispute between Poland and Russia Berlin hoped for a long time to be able to 

conclude a partnership agreement with Moscow, and thus failed to make a 

clear-cut statement on the subject. At the same time the Polish representatives 

had to endure comments to the effect that relations with Russia should not be 

endangered on account of a few tons of meat. It was only the uncompromising 

attitude of Putin which finally provoked the counter-reaction with which the 

EU at the last moment demonstrated that it cannot be divided and that it does 

not consider Estonia or Poland to be second-class members.

Ever since the gas dispute with Ukraine, the blatant manner with which 

Moscow makes use of energy supplies in order to ensure political subservi-

ence has led some sections of German society to adopt a more critical view of 

Russia. Yet the policy towards the “near abroad,” as one tends in Moscow to 

call the former Soviet republics which are now independent, has not changed 

significantly. Moscow has always believed that it can determine the fate of the 

former Soviet republics. In addition to coercive economic measures, the levers 

of this policy include troops and bases in Moldova, Georgia, Armenia, Azerbai-

jan, Tajikistan, Kazakhstan and Kirgizstan. Especially in the Russian armed 

forces and in the intelligence services people still think in terms of imperial 

categories. It is a fact that A does not have to lose if B wins, and that more can 

be achieved through regional cooperation than with confrontation. However, 

such ideas do not play a part in the thinking of many Russian politicians when 

it comes to the “near abroad.” Since most Russians consider the Baltic republics 

to be a natural part of Russia, in the 1990s Moscow caused difficulties for them 

whenever it could. History always serves as a convenient excuse. Once it was 

the removal of a memorial to a different location, and on another occasion it 

was a demonstration by former members of the Waffen SS in Riga which in 

1998 led the Kremlin to announce economic sanctions against Latvia.
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In the 1990s the Kremlin’s great power pretensions went unnoticed in the 

West and especially in the Federal Republic. Russia was economically weak, its 

army was disintegrating, and Germany was on the whole thankful for reunifi-

cation. “Gorbimania” was slow to disappear and gave way, at least in the case 

of Chancellor Schröder, to the “unadulterated democrat” Putin. Ever since cut 

gas and oil pipelines have also threatened to affect energy supplies coming to 

western Europe, there has been a more acute awareness that Russia sometimes 

flexes its muscles. The unceasing sequence of threatening gestures is finally 

having an effect on those to whom it is directed. Thus Putin’s declaration that 

Russia intended to suspend the CFE treaty on the limitation of conventional 

forces in Europe caused some concern in western Europe. Yet Moscow had 

already announced early in 1995 that it would be breaking the terms of the 

treaty in order to set up a new army in the Caucasus. At the time most west 

European newspapers did no more than to mention this in passing.

However, the altered European reactions tell us more about western naivety 

than about Russian foreign policy, which in essence has not changed over the 

last ten years. Then as now Moscow’s foreign policy hinges on a kind of do-

mestic policy which is dominated by nationalism and anti-western sentiments. 

This was already the case under Yeltsin, though people dismissed his emotional 

outbursts as the overexcited utterances of a toper. Ever since Putin has taken to 

formulating Russian demands in a subdued manner, though with a new kind 

of self-confidence and with a psychological perception of the weaknesses of his 

opponents, people have started to take such statements seriously.

What is needed is greater constancy and more perseverance on the part 

of the West. The disputes about Kosovo and Iran are not new. On the Balkans 

Russia already saw itself as the protector of Serbia at the start of the Kosovo 

conflict. President Clinton was already arguing with Yeltsin about Moscow’s 

support for the Iranian nuclear programme and Russian arms shipments to 

Tehran. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union Russia, in contrast to the West, 

has repeatedly defined its interests. The west Europeans, on the other hand, 

have allowed themselves to be driven by changing moods. The optimistic mood 

of the early 1990s was followed, after the rouble crisis, by a period of doom and 

gloom in which people believed that Russia was on the brink of disaster. People 

now tend to overestimate the strength of the country. However, on account of 

the one-sided economic focus on natural resources and development deficien-

cies in many of its regions Russia continues to be an emerging economy. On 

top of this Moscow is its own worst enemy on account of its aggressive foreign 

policy. The Kremlin has achieved none of its goals on the Balkans precisely be-

cause it was initially always prepared to pursue a policy of confrontation.

German policy on Russia moves warily between some very diverse interests. 

It would thus be a mistake to focus on individual sectors such as energy issues. 



Körber policy paper

No. 1

52 Germany in  the  Multip ol ar World

Russia continues to be of significance as a gas supplier and a nuclear state and 

hegemonic power which straddles Europe and Asia. In Russia, the Black Sea 

region and Central Asia Germany enjoys a good reputation, and it is the only 

member of the EU to have an embassy of its own in all of the states of the 

Caucasus and Central Asia. Retaining this bridge function continues to be in 

the interests of the Federal Republic. In economic, cultural and historical terms 

Germany has far more links with Russia than any of the other large western 

EU states. Almost a third of European exports to Russia come from the Federal 

Republic, followed a long way behind by Italy, with eleven percent. In 2006 

Germany was quite clearly in the lead with regard to imports.

Policy towards Russia is the area in which Berlin has to act in the most 

independent way, because relations between Russia and Germany are closer 

and more complex than those between Moscow and Paris, London or Wash-

ington. However, this also means that Berlin will have to take into account the 

historical memories of the Soviet Union in the new EU member states, and in 

particular Polish encirclement anxieties. Germany is the only country in the 

EU that belonged to both NATO and the Warsaw Pact, and east and west. Here 

again the Federal Republic possesses a bridge function, which means that it has 

a special obligation to understand the fears of the eastern members of the EU.

The Federal Republic must not allow Russia to entice it down the wrong 

tracks. At the moment there is no danger of a new Cold War, for this was based 

essentially on the struggle between two antagonistic ideologies. The Russian 

armed forces do not pose a threat to western Europe, and Moscow does not 

advocate the kind of aggressive ideology espoused by the communist Soviet 

Union. Economic and general political issues drive the daily agenda, not mili-

tary ones. With money from the rising prices for natural resources flowing into 

its coffers, Moscow would like to go on a spending spree to buy western com-

panies. This can only work on the basis of fair rules and a level playing field. 

Russia will have to open up for western investors the sectors of the economy 

which it has defined as being of strategic importance, and abandon the bad 

habit of taking economic decisions for political reasons. In the autumn of 2006 

Russia decided rather surprisingly not to liquefy gas from wells in the Barents 

Sea and ship it to the United States, and chose instead to pipe it to Europe. The 

reason for this was trade policy differences with Washington. Although the Eu-

ropeans profited from this in the short term, they should be concerned about 

the ease with which Moscow is prepared to alter agreements as it sees fit.

In relations with Russia the term “strategic partnership” is a misnomer. 

It suggests a proximity which does not actually exist, because the common 

ground with regard to fundamental questions such as democracy and freedom 

of speech is far too small. One of the central principles of any approach to 

Russia is that Moscow should not acquire the right to veto western decisions. 
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In the course of the enlargement of NATO and the EU Russia repeatedly at-

tempted to exercise an influence on the decision-making by means of protests 

and psychological pressure. Whereas in the 1990s the threat was of weakness 

(“If the West does not relent, Yeltsin will be toppled and the Communists will 

take over”), Putin has gone back to demonstrations of strength. Here there is 

a need for more western imperturbability. It has always been part of Russia’s 

tactics to emphasize its positions by building up a backdrop of threats. But in 

the final analysis Moscow has always pursued a sober self-interest policy. The 

EU and NATO partners in particular should not allow themselves to be divided, 

which Russia was very easily able to do in the dispute about the American mis-

sile shield.

The experiences of the 20th century can no longer form the basis of a new 

policy on Russia. The latter is no longer a superpower, but a difficult partner 

with huge energy reserves. For this reason it is foolish to conjure up the Cold 

War every time Putin starts banging his fist on the table. The instinctive reac-

tions of the east-west confrontation, when each and every frown in Moscow 

caused uneasiness in Bonn, must be a thing of the past. Both Russia and Ger-

many will approach this partnership with a new self-confidence. This certainly 

does not spell an end to cooperation. The exact opposite is the case. Berlin’s 

role as a moderator will become more important as dealings between western 

Europe and Russia become more difficult—or more honest.
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Why Does Germany Have an Army?

Soldiers or Aid Workers?

The re-education initiated by the western Allies after 1945 transformed the 

Prussian military state into a “peaceful power.” The Americans and the British, 

who in Afghanistan are trying in vain to persuade the German Army to fight 

in the south of the country, are struggling against the consequences of their 

own success. Germans will never again take up arms in quite the same and 

self-evident way as British, French or American soldiers. But this cannot serve 

as an excuse for the fact that there has been no debate about the role of the 

armed forces.

Since 1992 the Federal Republic has at progressively smaller intervals sent 

troops abroad to Cambodia, Somalia, Bosnia, Kosovo, Macedonia, Afghanistan, 

the Horn of Africa, the Congo and Lebanon. Despite all this members of the 

German Army are considered to be armed development aid workers and not 

soldiers. In the final analysis this is the fault of politicians who simply refuse 

to prepare society for the possible consequences of the German Army’s for-

eign missions. Instead of this politicians seek refuge in unreal debates about 

whether the reconnaissance flights of the Tornado warplanes can or cannot 

be deemed to be combat missions. This has nothing to do with the real world. 

Despite its numerous foreign missions, the German Army has not as yet had 

to fight a single battle. In the Kosovo war its role was also restricted to recon-

naissance flights, and there was little risk of being involved in combat. Not a 

single German soldier has been sent to take part in ground battles of the kind 

Canadian and Dutch troops have had to fight in the south of Afghanistan.

Although it may sound absurd, the Federal Republic has an army whose goal 

it is to stay away from genuine military tasks. In order not to be misunder-

stood, it needs to be said that a field hospital or the construction of wells and 

living quarters for the civilian population can certainly be meaningful. How-

ever, these tasks can be performed just as well and for a fraction of the cost by 

the government development aid agency GTZ (German Technical Cooperation) 

or non-governmental organizations. “We create security” used to be a German 

Army recruiting slogan. And this describes precisely the core task of the armed 

forces, which is to create security as a basis on which others can build.

The public and the politicians react with consternation when soldiers 

scratch at their civilian image or if they are guilty of minor misdemeanours 
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such as posing with skulls. Neither Minister of Defence Franz-Josef Jung nor 

Inspector General Wolfgang Schneiderhan had the courage to describe the 

true nature of these occurrences. They were simply in bad taste, but no more 

than that. Yet the political and military leadership were falling over themselves 

with announcements that there would be very serious consequences for those 

involved. It was as if they had committed a capital offence. In view of the rhe-

torical overkill, observers ask themselves with some consternation how the 

ministry would react if it discovered that individual soldiers had really commit-

ted serious offences. From the point of view of Jung and Schneiderhan the ex-

aggerated reaction made sense. The image of a peaceful army that was always 

completely in control even in the most difficult psychological situations had to 

be maintained at all costs.

Germany developed its notions of what international peace missions are 

about on the Balkans, where there were relatively favourable conditions. The 

local elites and the population cooperate to a certain extent. In Bosnia-Her-

cegovina, and even in Kosovo and Macedonia it is possible to discern signs 

that the situation is moving in a positive direction. Peace missions, and these 

are the deceptive conclusions drawn from involvement on the Balkans, are as 

much in Germany’s interests as in those of the local inhabitants. In the south 

of Afghanistan, on the other hand, the notion of humanitarian intervention 

is at least in part a convenient lie or auto-suggestion. The population is either 

disinterested or inimical to the foreign troops. And soldiers in the service of hu-

manitarian intervention remain what soldiers in other countries have always 

been: the occupying power. The interests of the population and of the foreign 

troops either no longer coincide, or do so to a lesser extent. Thus the soldiers 

are fighting primarily for the political goals of the countries from which they 

come.

The western world, which had watched indifferently in the 1990s as the 

intra - Afghan civil war progressed and the Taliban seized power, did not send 

its soldiers to Afghanistan after 11 September 2001 to build democracy and 

a civil society or to promote women’s rights and sustainable development. It 

was basically motivated by the wish to stamp out an infectious seat of interna-

tional terrorism which was making itself felt even in Europe and America. Is 

such a mission still a peace mission, or is it perhaps a classical invasion after 

all, even when it is not about a permanent annexation of foreign territory or 

economic exploitation? The American armed forces initially viewed the peace 

missions on the Balkans with some scepticism. It was not “a real war,” there 

was no clearly perceivable enemy, and no American interests seemed to be 

immediately affected. It took them some time to learn to operate in contexts 

which were halfway between development aid, nation-building and combat  

missions.
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The German public is about to experience the reverse of this. The ideal im-

age of the peaceful Blue Helmet mission that is welcomed by the native inhab-

itants, which arose in the initial euphoria after the demise of the iron curtain, 

is beginning to crumble in Afghanistan. The ISAF presence in the Hindu Kush 

area has the traits of a traditional projection of power. This is not necessarily 

wrong, for without a genuine national interest on the part of those who are 

contributing the troops a mission cannot be sustained. If there is no good rea-

son why one should stay, the most common gut reaction is to get out when 

the first difficulties make themselves felt. The abortive Blue Helmet mission in 

Somalia illustrates the fact that a mission which is based only on idealism is 

bound to be a failure.

Although or perhaps because the German public reacts with great sensitivity 

to these questions, the subject is never discussed. After all, this might muddy 

the notion that German soldiers are fighting the good fight for what is good. 

The result of the faulty process of clarifying the role of the German Army 

abroad is that it does nothing in a rather expensive way. The presence of the 

German Army in the Hindu Kush area costs about € 500 million a year, yet it 

is not allowed to get involved in the fighting in the south where the future of 

Afgha nistan is being decided. The main base of the German contingent in the 

north of the country is in Mazar e-Sharif, where about 1,600 members of the Ger-

man armed forces are stationed. However, of this number only 20 percent ever 

leave the area of the camp in order to perform the real duties of the ISAF force.  

The other 80 percent are occupied with support tasks and administration.

Despite meaningful activities such as those of the two Provincial Reconstruc-

tion Teams (PRT), the gigantic apparatus is primarily concerned with itself. 

Thus Berlin decided that 19 German Army instructors would not be allowed to 

accompany to the south of the country the Afghan infantry battalion which it 

had been training in the north, as the unit had requested. Why should Afghan 

soldiers have any confidence in their training if they see that their German in-

structors obviously have such a low opinion of their own military abilities that 

they do not believe they can deal with the conditions in the south?

In March 2004, when a violent mob attacked the Serbian minority in Kos-

ovo and burned its churches and houses, the German contingent was initially 

unable to restore law and order. Although the Defence Ministry praised the 

conduct of the units involved, the subsequent investigations uncovered serious 

shortcomings. The soldiers did not have enough equipment, they did not have 

water-throwers and rubber bullet guns in order to keep the rampaging mob at 

a distance. But above all the commanding officers lacked the resolve to put an 

end to the horrific episode. None of the international KFOR contingents came 

out of this affair untarnished, but according to a study by the human rights 

organization Human Rights Watch, the failure of the German Army units was 
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the worst. Although the German contingent was stationed on the outskirts of 

Prizren, the commanders were said to have refused to mobilize their troops at 

the height of the riots. German UN policemen, who had in vain asked for sup-

port, accused the German Army of cowardice. The reputation of the German 

Army is bound to end up by being tarnished if people have the impression that 

on account of certain political circumstances or decisions taken by command-

ers on the ground it will always seek to avoid becoming embroiled in conflicts 

of any kind.

As an excuse and in an attempt to fend off further missions abroad all the 

German political parties now come up with the argument that the German 

Army has for a long time been overstretched as a result of the many peace 

missions in which it is participating. The principal task of the German armed 

forces was no longer said to be territorial defence against an attack from with-

out, but the prevention and management of conflicts in other countries. Here 

it needs to be pointed out that to deal with its new principal task, the German 

Army has no more than 10,000 soldiers abroad, which does not exceed four 

percent of its total strength of 250,000 men. Even if one takes into account 

the fact that in addition to the unit on the ground there are two units which 

have either just returned from a peace mission or are preparing for one, the 

proportion rises to only twelve percent. If an institution is already stretched to 

its limits if it deploys only four to twelve percent of its human resources for 

its stated principal task, then it obviously has an efficiency problem. Exclud-

ing very minor missions such as the one in Georgia, where Berlin has eleven 

military observers, the German Army (as of April 2007) currently has 7,800 sol-

diers abroad. They are deployed in five different locations, in Kosovo, Bosnia, 

Lebanon, Afghanistan and at the Horn of Africa. Thus involvement exceeds 

neither the number of mission locations nor the upper troop strength limits 

which were laid down by the Red - Green coalition and confirmed in the Grand 

Coalition’s Whitebook, i.e. five mission locations and 14,000 soldiers. With re-

gard to troop strength, the real number is in fact only slightly more than half 

of the legal limit.

It would seem to be the duty of policymakers to improve “productivity” by 

means of restructuring and correct investment in modern equipment. Over 

the last decade the German Army has undergone numerous structural re-

forms, though for political reasons the authorities are loath to tackle central 

issues such as the transition to a professional army and lengthening tours of 

duty abroad. At the same time the German Army, ever since reunification, has 

served as a quarry from which to finance among other things expenditure for 

east Germany and the steadily rising welfare budget. The proportion of defence 

spending in the Federal budget declined by half from about 20 percent in the 

1980s to 10 percent in 2005. The US spends $ 1,600 per capita on the armed 
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forces and armaments, and even the United Kingdom and France still manage 

to get to $ 800 and $ 760. The Federal Republic spends $ 400 and thus just about 

half of what the other two great European powers spend. In an age of global 

peace missions expenditure on defence is an important indicator of the extent 

to which a country is prepared to become involved in what is going on beyond 

its own borders. Going by this criterion, a pro-active foreign policy is not par-

ticularly important for Germany.

However, the problem is not only a lack of money. Two years ago the Federal 

Administrative Court in Leipzig ruled that any soldier may voice doubts at any 

time about the whole point of a mission and may refuse to carry out an order. 

The fundamental right to freedom of conscience was deemed to have a high-

er status than the operability of the German Army. It was of no importance 

whether such conscientious objections were entirely comprehensible as long 

as the soldier expressed them in some sort of rational manner. The court told 

the Army that it had a duty to “provide a conscience-protective discrimination-

free alternative task” for the conscientious objectors in their uniforms, that it, 

to give them a different job. Furthermore, it was immaterial how many other 

soldiers were also seeking to exercise their basic rights. Apart from this soldiers 

had the right to voice their conscientious objections not only at the base, but 

also directly before the start of an operation. If the worst came to the worst, a 

unit which was about to be sent into combat could collectively refuse to obey 

orders. It would be an act of legal mutiny, strictly based on the letter of the 

Basic Law.

If one thinks through the consequences of the ruling to their logical conclu-

sion, this spells the end of the German Army as a fighting force and in general 

as a functioning military organization. However, in practice hitherto only two 

officers have refused to obey orders as conscientious objectors. This was not in 

Afghanistan or on the Balkans, but in the safety of their bases in Cologne and 

Munich. That not more soldiers have become involved in the areas where they 

are stationed is no doubt in part due to group pressure. No one wants to be ac-

cused of having left his comrades in the lurch. But above all the German Army 

has hitherto never had to cope with a combat situation. No one at the Defence 

Ministry is willing to predict what the numbers would look like if combat were 

part of the soldiers’ daily life. Many Germans, especially older people, say that 

in view of the brutality of the Wehrmacht in the Second World War it can 

only be a good thing if German soldiers may nowadays refuse to obey orders 

without thereby committing a crime. Even those who sympathize with such 

historical arguments will be forced to admit that on this basis the scope for 

foreign missions is limited. Politicians who send the German Army off on more 

and more missions make a large detour around this subject. It is left untouched 

because people are very unwilling to take part in a public debate on the issue.
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Only Partly Ready for Action

In the Cold War the German Army was a defensive army whose deployment 

on a battlefield seemed virtually impossible. A clash between NATO and the 

Warsaw Pact would have led to mutually assured nuclear destruction. And Ger-

man troops, in contrast to American, British or French armed forces, did not 

have to fight in regional wars. Today, on the other hand, the German Army is 

a global intervention army. It has committed itself to being able to mobilize 

contingents within a week for the NATO and German Army rapid reaction 

forces and to send them anywhere in the world. The transformation of a purely 

territorial army into a globally deployable combat force happened in a fairly 

short time. Thus in slightly more than a decade the troop strength sank from 

500,000 to 250,000. Furthermore, in accordance with their new operational 

theatres the armed forces were divided up into highly mobile intervention 

units for combat missions, stabilization units for peace missions, and support 

units for territorial defence and day-to-day domestic activities. In military and 

organizational terms the reforms were dealt with in a determined manner. If 

one takes into account the situation in which the German Army found itself, 

it would be true to say that no other western European army has managed to 

accomplish the transformation since the end of the Cold War in such a short  

time.

However, the political processes have not managed to keep up with these 

developments. The German Parliament claims to have wide-ranging decision-

making powers relating to foreign missions and even decides on tactical ques-

tions such as the precise deployment of warplanes. Almost five months elapsed 

between the first NATO request for Tornado jets and the moment the planes 

were operational at Mazar e-Sharif. The parliamentary procedure is so cum-

bersome that it prevents the German Army from reacting quickly in crisis 

situations, or in fact from making an attempt to comply with its duties in 

the framework of NATO and the EU. Furthermore, the parliamentary proviso 

in its current form makes it impossible to formulate a European response to 

American military superiority. A direct comparison reveals that neither Brit-

ish, French, nor German armed forces are on a par with US forces, since these 

are far stronger than any national European army. A different picture emerges 

if one puts the capabilities of the European armed forces together and uses 

national components to form an integrated European organization. Germany, 

which does not possess any aircraft carriers, could order its submarines to par-

ticipate in a Franco -British aircraft carrier group. However, such a combination 

of resources is unthinkable so long as any deployment of German ships is pre-

ceded by a lengthy procedure lasting for months, and the command structure 

is hampered by specifically German rules of engagement.
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Even if politicians have only positive things to say about the German Army, 

it would now be the right time to admit a basic fact. In the context of foreign 

missions the German Army is only to a certain extent capable of being de-

ployed or of working with others in an alliance. Combat missions continue to 

be taboo for political reasons, especially since a mass refusal to obey orders 

by conscientious objectors cannot be ruled out. In conflict situations such as 

Kosovo the German armed forces have displayed weaknesses. How the German 

Army would fare in combat is pure speculation. Popular media terms such as 

“elite unit” for the KSK, for example, disguise the fact that the German Army, 

in contrast to the British or French Armies, has no units whose military worth 

has been tested under realistic conditions. The German Army can perform its 

alliance duties to only a limited extent, on the one hand because numerous 

provisos render effective military action in Afghanistan impossible, and on the 

other hand because the decision-making procedures are too cumbersome and 

too long-winded. In the “skull” affair the political and military leadership made 

it clear to the soldiers that in a conflict they cannot count on backing or even 

on adherence to minimum standards such as the presumption of innocence.

The Civil Power and Networked Security

The Federal Republic has always understood itself to be a “civil power” with 

a deep-seated scepticism about the projection of military power. However, the 

contrast between civil and military means in the era of foreign missions is a 

thing of the past. The two elements belong together. The question is usually 

only to what extent one deploys the one or the other. The US will tend to deploy 

armed forces more quickly than others because it has the necessary resources 

in abundance. At the same time the United States has a different self-image, 

which makes the use of armed forces seem far more normal in the context of 

foreign policy. But even in Vietnam it was already attempting to implement 

both civil and military principles. In Iraq things are now moving towards an in-

tegrated approach. The Europeans, and above all the Germans, are for histori-

cal and cultural reasons more reticent about the use of force. Yet they have not 

managed to get by without armed forces, and in the last decade, on a national 

level and in the EU, have undertaken numerous attempts to strengthen their 

intervention capabilities. The contrast postulated by Robert Kagan between 

heavily armed “Mars” (the US) and peace-loving “Venus” (Europe) is a fictitious 

alternative cooked up by a journalist in the entertainment pages.
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First, all this is based on the wrong-headed notion that a robust military 

mission and credible development cooperation are mutually exclusive. The op-

posite is the case. A minimum of security and public order is a fundamental 

requirement without which long-term reconstruction aid cannot hope to be a 

success. Humanitarian organizations which run schools and hospitals or pro-

mote sustainable economic projects need a certain basic framework for their 

activities which they themselves cannot create. As long as aid workers have to 

fear for their lives, their work is doomed to failure. The terrorists know this 

only too well, and it is the reason why they deliberately attack the staff of non-

governmental organizations. This, they hope, will force them to withdraw, and 

thus enable them to torpedo the attempt to improve living conditions. Ideally 

combating terrorism and getting rid of the social ills which contributed to its 

emergence go hand in hand. Those who play off the one against the other or 

who consider development aid to be fundamentally “better” are either being 

malicious or naïve.

In any case it is often difficult to make a distinction between military and 

civil tasks, for in foreign missions the armed forces can also dig wells and 

build houses for the local inhabitants. In this kind of civil -military coopera-

tion Germany believes it is a model to be emulated with regard to financing 

and human resources. However, the realities are rather different. The Germans 

have given up trying to complete the task of training middle -rank and higher 

officers of the Afghan police force. With 42 German policemen, most of whom 

were stationed in Kabul in any case, it was impossible to arrange a comprehen-

sive training schedule. And in financial terms German involvement is not very 

impressive. Hitherto Berlin has earmarked a total of $ 90 million for police 

training programmes, whereas Washington is providing just on $ 900 million. 

It is possible to argue at length about how one ought to compare these sums 

and the training concepts involved, but one thing is certain. The assertion glee-

fully bandied about in Germany that other countries are not contributing to 

civil-military cooperation or not to the same extent as the Federal Republic is 

simply not true.

A joint EU effort in Afghanistan is now trying to attain what Germany did 

not manage to achieve. The European Union has taken over the training of the 

police and is providing 180 instructors. By comparison, in Kosovo, which has 

an area of 11,000 square kilometres and is 60 times smaller than Afghanistan, 

the EU has a police corps consisting of 1,600 officers. The police mission shows 

that Germany and the other countries involved are also offending against the 

most important basic principle of civil-military cooperation, which is to pro-

vide sufficient manpower.

Since Germany has a problem with sending its soldiers on combat missions, 

it would make sense if it were in fact possible to point to the availability of 
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special skills in the context of civil-military cooperation and international po-

lice missions. However, the recent reorganization of the Federal Police (Bun-

despolizei) completely ignored the international dimension. On the contrary, 

the various reforms since the end of the Cold War have successively relin-

quished the paramilitary capabilities of the former Federal Border Protection 

Force (Bundesgrenzschutz). Even today, more than a decade after the start of 

the Balkans missions, the Federal government and the German states find it 

difficult to coordinate police missions abroad. In October 2006 a tally by the 

Berlin Centre for International Peace Missions (ZIF) showed that no more than 

281 German policemen had been seconded to an international contingent.

Although a police force is the classical tool with which it is possible to guar-

antee internal order, German police officers in Afghanistan have the task of 

protecting a German Army operation. The Basic Law still makes a precise dis-

tinction between a military assault from without and a domestic threat, which 

is to be dealt with using the resources available to the police and the civil 

and catastrophe response units. In practical terms it is no longer possible to 

maintain this distinction. There is no longer such a thing as a geographically 

definable area of operations, and threats have to be dealt with where they 

arise. Conflicts are very rarely being conducted as conventional wars, and now 

include a wide spectrum of violence. It ranges from acts of terrorism via expul-

sions to civil wars between rival militias and the collapse of a state, which is 

capable of destabilizing a whole region. Instead of the Third World War, the 

all-embracing nuclear Armageddon, there is now a threat picture of “small 

wars.” The strict separation of internal and external security was not first ren-

dered obsolete by the advent of international terrorism after 2001. The real 

caesura was the demise of the Soviet Union and the end of bloc confrontation. 

In Europe, Africa and Asia these processes led to the collapse of a number of 

countries and triggered large streams of refugees.

An example of this is provided by the states which succeeded the former 

Yugoslavia. They constitute one of the most important transport routes to west-

ern Europe for drugs, weapons, illegal migrants and female sex slaves. If the 

security situation on the Balkans can be improved by stationing western police 

units and training local police forces, it will also be of benefit to the internal 

security of the Federal Republic. Since the end of the east-west confrontation 

there is increasing evidence to suggest that the denationalization of war has 

led to new forms of conflict and fluid boundaries between war and criminality. 

Armed conflicts are no longer conducted solely by nation-states, but also by mi-

litias, warlords and gangs. Here again the Balkans have given west Europeans a 

taste of the shape of things to come. In Kosovo political, military and criminal 

activities go hand in hand. This interaction gives a very powerful boost to the 

world of crime.
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Another example is the rate of demographic change. Whereas Europe had 

four times more inhabitants than Africa in 1945, the forecasts say that the re-

lationship will have been reversed by the middle of the century. The migratory 

pressure on Europe continues to grow, and at the same time there is a need 

in southern Europe for very cheap labour in the construction industry, in ag-

riculture and in tourism. Shutting the gate cannot solve the problem, since it 

is inhuman and ineffective to boot. For this reason the EU has recently begun 

to engage in new forms of cooperation with countries of origin because it is 

slowly becoming obvious that Europeans must pro - actively influence develop-

ments which they are powerless to prevent. The Federal Republic is also on the 

learning curve. In the past it categorically rejected a common EU immigration 

policy, but in the meantime it has given up its opposition to the idea. The for-

eign policy significance of migration and demographics tends to be underesti-

mated because such topics are usually deemed to be aspects of domestic policy. 

However, the traditional distinction between foreign, economic and domestic 

policy is becoming blurred. Properly understood, foreign policy means combin-

ing these discrete areas into a single strategy.

A kind of pigeonhole thinking in which every phenomenon is neatly as-

signed its appointed place still predominates. However, security policy can only 

be effective if it is the type of networked security which transcends the bound-

aries between military defence against a threat from without and police work 

against internal threats. The new security architecture is considerably more 

complex than at the time of the east-west confrontation. Civil and military 

components now have to interlock. Civil organizations such as the Technisches 

Hilfswerk (Federal Agency for Technical Relief ) can operate in a military con-

text, whereas the German Army sometimes performs civilian tasks. The secu-

rity architecture must be flexible enough to enable it to respond to new chal-

lenges. However, years of bickering between the Federal government and the 

German states about the introduction of a joint terrorism database compiled 

by the police and the intelligence services suggest that this lesson has not as 

yet been learnt. Bureaucratic inertia and an inflexible organizational culture do 

not only impede the fight against terror.

A clear sign of the changed threat situation is the new role of the intel-

ligence services. Most of what is known about Islamist terrorism comes from 

intelligence service sources, and often from friendly foreign intelligence serv-

ices and the inmates of Guantánamo or other prisons. Whereas the Federal 

Crime Department (Bundeskriminalamt) and the Federal Intelligence Service 

(Bundesnachrichtendienst) make use of this information, the German public 

condemns the methods with which it was obtained, for example, by cooperat-

ing with regimes which condone the use of torture. This is also part of the pre-

vailing hypocrisy in foreign and security policy. The German debate about how 
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to deal with terrorism oscillates between two poles. When, as in the case of 

the Lebanese suitcase bombers in the summer of 2006, a terrorist attack can be 

prevented, it triggers an at times hysterical discussion about the threats facing 

the Federal Republic. If the situation is stable people talk in a no less excited 

way about possible excesses in the fight against terrorism. Within the space 

of a few years the public assessment criteria have changed. In the immediate 

aftermath of “9/11” the only thing that mattered was security. Now the only 

thing that interests people is the mistakes which might perhaps be made in the 

attempting to stave off terrorism.

As a result of the historical experience of the Gestapo and the Stasi, virtually 

no other nation views its intelligence services as critically as the Germans do. 

The Federal Intelligence Service (BND) has never prepared for coups d’état like 

the CIA, has not blown up a Greenpeace ship like the French foreign espio-

nage service, and has not been guilty of illegal killings as in case of the British 

services in Northern Ireland. By international standards the BND is an intel-

ligence service which does nothing of a highly controversial kind and adheres 

very strictly to the orders it receives from the German government. And yet 

the public views it with great suspicion. Thus it may well be true that the Fed-

eral Republic possesses armed forces and intelligence services. However, when 

they are deployed, they quickly lose the support of both politicians and public 

opinion. The public expects internal and external security, but is unwilling to 

put up with the things that go with it, such as the interrogation of inmates 

at Guantánamo. A stable and reliable foreign policy cannot be built on such 

rickety foundations.
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