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Introduction 

Germany’s growing weight on the world stage is indisputable, and its foreign 
policy stance is exceptional among powerful states.  Remarkably, as German power has 
grown, the vision guiding policy has not returned to assumptions of international anarchy 
and the use of traditional power politics that bolster short-term self interest.  Instead, that 
vision emphasizes multilateralism, integration, diplomacy, and anti-militarism.  It is a 
vision that accepts the necessity of cooperation in pursuit of its international goals, sees 
military means to secure its interests abroad as a last resort, and submits to the 
governance of international institutions in the regulation of its international affairs.  
Unlike the policies of Britain, France, or the United States, German foreign policy 
represents  a radical departure from the traditional aims and goals of power politics.  As 
Regina Karp writes: “This vision (Weltanschauung) rests on deeply held assumptions 
about the possibilities and opportunities for progress in international relations; the 
mechanisms by which peace and stability can be achieved and sustained; the 
civilizational potential of treaties, rules, and norms; and the inevitable decline of the state 
as the single most important locus of political organization.”2   

For most international relations theorists and foreign policy observers, this is 
either the vision of a weak state or a paradigm shift in the international aims of a 
powerful one. For Germany, it began as the former and has now become the latter.  
Devised as a pragmatic international strategy for a defeated state, this Weltanschauung 
has become a sincere commitment that has been stamped deeply into the decision-making 
system of every German foreign ministry since the founding of the Federal Republic.  

Not only has this vision curiously endured as German power has grown, it has 
become a fitting paradigm for international behavior in the 21st century. Post-war German 
foreign policy was forced to renounce many sovereignty claims, but at the moment 
sovereignty was regained, its usefulness in international relations was called into 
question.  The post-war Federal Republic was yoked to Western Europe by the victors of 
war, but at the moment when Germany could have loosened that yoke, the European 
Union—and Germany’s role in it—grew in strength. The post-war Federal Republic 
renounced militarism, but at the moment when a growing German military power became 
acceptable, international problems increasingly defied military solutions.  Formulated for 
pragmatic reasons in an earlier era, the vision is again pragmatic for different reasons in 
the twenty-first century.  Now, a great-power policy that was once considered “idealistic” 
has now become “realistic.”  

This essay explores the meaning of Germany’s strange twenty-year marriage 
between traditional state power and a foreign policy vision which transforms the meaning 
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of that power.  I begin with a brief discussion of the intellectual debates over continuity 
and change in German foreign policy since unification. I place my own view within the 
context of those debates and argue that German practices have historically adhered to that 
vision and deviated from it, both before and after unification. I argue that it is not the 
policy that changed after October 3, 1990, but it is the discourse about that policy that 
changed.  German power began to grow before that date and continued afterwards, and 
power turned a pragmatic vision into a radical one.   Looking at the current manifestation 
of power and vision in Germany’s foreign policy, I claim that, paradoxically, what may 
seem radical is now the most pragmatic.  Although practice and vision do not always 
coincide, Germany’s vision is ideally suited to steer policy in a world where rigid notions 
of power, sovereignty, and the “national interest” are everywhere in evidence but 
nowhere succeeding as guides to foreign policy.  
 
Beyond Continuity and Change 

During the “Bonn Republic,” German foreign policy practices were seen as largely 
consistent with the Weltanschauing of a weak, divided, and occupied state. But with 
Germany’s rise to power and achievement of sovereignty, the question of consistency 
between practice and vision became a matter of intense academic debate.3 Does continued 
alignment with its vision characterize Germany’s post-unification international practices?  
Or has German foreign policy “changed” to reflect a more narrow self-interested behavior 
that rising power would confer, both inside and out of multilateral institutions?  Do 
decision-makers’ references to Germany as a “great power,” signal this change?  Have we 
seen the weakening of anti-militarism as German power has grown?  Behind the divergent 
answers to these questions stands a larger debate about theories of international relations and 
whether those theories can guide foreign policy analysis.4 
 
The “realist” view 

Proponents of the “change” thesis usually adhere to realist theories of international 
relations and believe that foreign policy is guided by a state’s power position and its 
“national interest” in maintaining power in an anarchic world.  Some speculate that, as its 
power has increased, Germany is indeed returning (or should return) to the practices of 
traditional power politics.5  For realists, Germany’s foreign policy practices were expected 
to conform to its new power position, and each policy decision was interpreted as an 
exercise of the kind self-interested behavior that power permits.  Realist sentiments were 
particularly prominent in the media.  For example, some cited the unilateral recognition of 
Croatia as an instance of a more powerful Germany recreating its World War II alliance 
with an independent Croatia as part of a divide-and-conquer strategy in order to assert 
power in the Balkans.6  The Bundesbank’s startling interest rate hike in 1992 that briefly 
derailed the progress toward monetary union was cited as an example of Germany’s 
effort to undermine the project of European integration: Germany was said to be flexing 
its ‘deal-breaking’ muscle, by raising interest rates at precisely the time when the French 
government faced a referendum on the Maastricht Treaty.  Germany’s breach of the 
Eurozone’s ‘Stability and Growth Pact’ accompanying EMU was interpreted as evidence 
of a weakened “European identity” and an assertion of national self-interest.  The 
American media criticized Gerhard Schroeder’s refusal to participate in the invasion of 
Iraq as a break ‘with the caution of postwar [German] policy’ and urged that ‘the focus in 
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Berlin ought not to be on Germany’s “great power”.’ Many analysts interpreted the 
growth of Germany’s military participation in the wars of the Yugoslav succession and in 
Afghanistan as a sign that Germany’s unique vision had expired.7   And some argued that 
Germany’s refusal to “bail out” its weaker neighbors to the East in the 2008-09 financial 
crisis represented blatant self-interest. 

 
The Constructivist View 

On the other side stand the “constructivists” who believe that power politics in 
international relations can be transcended.  Pointing to Germany’s deepened participation 
in the process of European integration, they argue that, incidents of deviation 
notwithstanding, united Germany has clearly engaged in practices that are, for the most 
part, consistent with the continuity of the Bonn Republic’s normative vision.8  And 
although Germany’s military force has grown, it is largely limited to missions of 
peacekeeping, crisis management, and humanitarian aid. The refusal to participate in the 
Iraq invasion is seen as a political tactic that appealed to the German populace and 
therefore as a testament to Germany’s commitment to anti-militarism. 

At its heart, these differing interpretations and choice of emphasis are more about 
the viability of competing theories of international relations than about German foreign 
policy itself.  Each side musters pieces of evidence to support its position, and opposing 
interpretations of similar evidence have kept the debate alive: Does the bid for a seat on 
the UN Security Council suggest an even greater commitment to multilateralism or does 
it show that Germany seeks recognition of its powerful national position in international 
politics and the symbolic status of a great power?  Was Germany’s refusal to participate 
in America’s Iraq war in 2002/03 evidence of a break with multilateralism or of a 
fundamental commitment to anti-militarism? Does any one breach of a multilateral 
agreement signal a fundamental break with multilateralism itself?  Is the essential 
German policy vision still alive but simply adapting to changing circumstances?   
 
A mighty vision: Regional Hegemony and Normative Power 

My thesis does not fit particularly well on either side.  It claims that Germany has 
changed the way it has pursued its original vision as its power position in Europe and in 
international politics has grown.  More importantly, it emphasizes the importance of the 
vision as a practical guide to the policy of powerful states as the 21st century advances. In 
emphasizing the importance of the original vision, I suggest that 1990 does not represent 
a significant break: continuity characterizes both vision and practice.  The vision remains, 
but practices since 1949 have both conformed to the vision and deviated from it.  The 
assertion of self-interest is not unique to the post-wall period; Germany often exhibited 
moments of self-interested behavior both early in the life of the Federal Republic and 
later, as its power grew.  Practices that either conform to or deviate from the vision are 
not easily correlated with the rise in power and achievement of sovereignty.  

Change is crucial to my argument in three respects. First, at the analytic level, 
interpretations of the significance of practices that deviated from the vision have 
changed.  Before unification, most observers either ignored or tolerated deviations.  
Flexing muscles as power grew was not seen as a return to power politics.  After 
unification, however, each deviation was magnified and exaggerated as a significant 
departure from the unique vision of cooperation and antimilitarism. The interpretations 



 4 

changed because Germany’s power had grown and expectations of behavior were 
grounded in traditional paradigms of international relations and foreign policy behavior 
and in Germany’s “new” international power position. 

 Second, my own interpretation is that power has changed things, but in a 
different way than most analysts suggest. As German power has grown, the impact of 
practices based on the original vision has changed. In this argument, I have dusted off the 
old tenets of “hegemonic stability theory.”9  I argue that Germany has become a 
“regional hegemon” in Europe and one of the “great powers” on the international stage.   
Germany has asserted its power, but, for the most part, the assertion of power has been 
on behalf of the vision.  Power tied to vision has meant an assumption of leadership in 
Europe and in international diplomacy that have only strengthened the practices based on 
that vision and made them more effective. In short, vision is now backed by power.  

As this vision of multilateralism, anti-militarism, and supranationalism is married 
to an increasingly wealthy and, by traditional measures, powerful, state, Germany has 
began to successfully exercise what Ian Manners called “normative power,”10 or the 
effort to tame anarchy with civilian (as opposed to military) practices and attract others to 
join in the effort.11  Germany has used normative power backed by its material resources 
to tackle many of the new international crises that have arisen since the Cold War’s end 
and to foster and enhance international cooperation to resolve new global problems.   

Third, and perhaps most importantly, fundamental change has taken place in the 
very nature of the international system itself, a change for which Germany’s foreign 
policy vision is particularly appropriate.  It is a change in which new threats throughout 
the world undermine sovereignty and cannot be vanquished through national “power,” 
traditional practices of power politics, or even traditional international diplomacy. This 
does not mean that traditional power politics will not be exercised; far from it.  But the 
exercise of that power will become increasingly ineffective in achieving policy aims.  
The point is that Germany’s foreign policy vision seems ideally suited to steer effective 
policy in a world where rigid notions of power and sovereignty are failing as a guide to 
successful foreign policy and where traditional conceptions of the “national” interest are 
increasingly irrelevant.  Germany may have become a “normal” power after unification, 
but that by and large, it exercises “normative power” on the world stage.  

 
A Vision born in weakness but bolstered by strength 

Ironically, Germany’s foreign policy vision was born in weakness as a strategy 
for survival in its post-war world of defeat, division, and occupation.  Firmly in the grip 
of occupying powers, the Federal Republic had few policy options in defeat after the 
carnage it had left behind in the first half of the 20th century.  Until 1955, as William 
Paterson suggests, Germany could be called a “pre-sovereign” state.12  It is well known 
that the core of Adenauer’s legendary foreign policy was focused by necessity on the 
abandonment of unilateral sovereignty claims and the dissolving of German foreign 
policy into European institutions, identity, and multilateral regimes. Most striking was the 
stance on the role of military power.  In the absence of national control over military 
force, German leaders began to hold the belief that military means to solve foreign policy 
problems should be a last resort.  With no real foreign policy of its own, Germany’s 
international behavior was based on civilian practices: trade, foreign aid, peacekeeping, 
international monitoring and international law. These practices led to a view of 
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“cooperative security” that linked classic security elements to economic, environmental, 
cultural and human-rights concerns. “Cooperative security” was seen as “indivisible,” in 
the sense that Germany’s own security was seen as inseparable from that of other states 
in an interdependent world. It was “cooperative,” in the belief that security is based on 
confidence building, the peaceful resolution of disputes, and the work of mutually 
reinforcing multilateral institutions. Adenhauer’s vision was perhaps the only practical 
strategy that would allow Germany to hold on to the last shreds of “national interest” in 
the absence of traditional state power and national sovereignty.13  

That strategy of maintaining the national interest by abandoning it and giving up 
the forces that propped it up, was accompanied and bolstered by a stunning 
transformation of both society and political culture within Germany.  German society 
changed from one that was complicit with the barbarism and inhumanity of the 
concentration camps to a one that became deeply imbued with a commitment to liberal 
democracy, collective security, human rights, and anti-militarism—values that utterly 
reshaped German political identity.14  

Even after 1955, when the Federal Republic of Germany attained partial 
sovereignty, this culture was bolstered by a political structure which Peter Katzenstein 
described as “semi-sovereign,” a structure in which the state was unable to act 
autonomously from the many social and institutional networks that attempt to influence 
political outcomes.  Clogged with competing interests in a decentralized federal system, 
decision-making was slow and incremental, making any policy change—including 
change in foreign policy-- difficult. It would also be difficult for any one social or 
political group to capture the state to change the direction of German foreign policy. 
Unlike Britain or the United States, West German policy was unlikely to be subject to 
wide policy swings, even as sovereignty was restored.15 This important aspect of semi-
sovereignty supported the FRG’s unique foreign policy vision and protected the West 
German state from counterproductive delusions of grandeur still held by other states. 

The fact that West German leaders chose that particular strategy is unsurprising. 
The strength of a nation’s commitment to international law and organizations, collective 
security, and international norms has usually been inversely proportional to its power. 
The weaker and more vulnerable a state, the more important are international institutions 
that protect its rights.  Conversely as a country grows in power, the more foreign policy 
options it has, the less it must conform to the views of its partners in international 
organizations and the more it can afford to ignore them if it sees fit. Thus the view that 
Germany’s foreign policy vision was only appropriate for a weak state and the 
speculation that Germany would revert to the practice of traditional power politics as it 
grew more powerful. 
+ 
Power and practice before 1990 

1990 was clearly a watershed, but West German power had grown throughout the 
postwar period, and the policies based on the vision of “civilian power” and the 
submergence of national power in international institutions were increasingly backed by 
growth in the traditional measures of national power.  No one will deny the significance 
of the post-war West German Wirtschaftswunder that permitted the FRG grew to become 
the third largest economy in the world and the largest economy in Europe.16 And few 
observers will contest the fact that the economic gap between West Germany and its 
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neighbors began to grow before unification.  Germany has long and successfully 
defended its title as one of the world’s leading exporters.  

By the 1980s, West Germany, together with France, exercised power in shaping 
the European integration process.  The Single European Act of 1985—the first major 
revision of the Treaty of Rome-- largely reflected French and German preferences. The 
Deutschmark was the backbone of the successful European Monetary System, the 
precursor to European Monetary Union.17 French officials declared that they considered 
the Federal Republic of Germany to be the West’s industrial leader, and despite US 
military preeminence, the French government would therefore follow West German 
policies on export control. And West Germany was becoming Europe’s “patron.” In the 
1980s  it contributed the most to the EC budget of any member state, almost 1/3 more 
than France, the second largest contributor, and its receipts were lower than any other 
state. 

But even in the absence of power conferred by sovereignty and unity, Bonn was 
assertive in pursuit of its policy vision, even when that assertiveness was often risky and 
against the grain of traditional power politics.  During the Cold War, the FRG could have 
remained passive in the shadow of its occupiers, but instead often rose to the occasion in 
times of crisis by acting as an “honest broker” in conflicts and disputes among partners 
and between partners and adversaries.   

Successive post-war West German governments played the honest broker in 
transatlantic quarrels, in Cold War disputes between the US and Russia, and in rancorous 
Middle East conflicts.  They followed Bismarck, allying with old friends in the west and 
building bridges to new ones in the east, developing better relations with each of them 
than they had with each other.18  But this time, the aim was not to simply keep conflicting 
parties apart as Bismark had done, but rather to bring them closer together in cooperative 
arrangements.   
 Ostpolitik was a bold policy initiative that would prove to be the most risky of 
West Germany’s post-war honest broker policies: an assertive act not entirely consistent 
with its power position.  Certainly, during the cold war years, commitment to Atlanticism 
always trumped any policy that would reach out to the East.  But at the very height of the 
Cold War, West German leaders single-handedly laid down the foundations for 
rapprochement with the Eastern bloc.  And when the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan, 
the German government, while condemning the offensive, emphasized—to the 
displeasure of the United States-- that conflict management in the East-West relationship 
demanded continuing the dialogue across the Iron Curtain rather than reducing the ties 
that had been so carefully built throughout the decade.  

Indeed, the FRG was often assertive before unification—and not always in the 
service of its policy vision.  Even in a state of “semi-sovereignty” before 1990, the 
Federal Republic sometimes exhibited behavior that can be interpreted as narrowly self-
interested.  As part of the strategy to increase exports, for example, Germany—in its role 
as a “trading state”-- sold dual-use goods and technology abroad—even to unstable 
countries.19 In 1989, a West German firm, Imhausen-Chemie, had provided Libya with the 
goods and technology to produce poison gas in significant and dangerous quantities. In the 
thick of the Cold War, the FRG broke with the United States when it chose to assist the 
Soviet Union in building a pipeline to transport natural gas to Europe.20  And from the 
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1970s until the creation of EMU, West Germany riled its European partners by raising 
interest rates to counter domestic inflation.   

But for the most part, Bonn adhered to the old vision. The fact that German 
leaders chose that particular strategy is unsurprising. The strength of a nation’s 
commitment to its allies, international law and organizations, collective security, and 
international norms has usually been inversely proportional to its power. The weaker and 
more vulnerable a state, the more important are the allies for security and the 
international institutions for the protection of its rights.  Conversely as a country grows in 
power, the more foreign policy options it has, the less reliant it is on those same allies and 
international organizations and the more it can afford to ignore them if it sees fit.  These 
assumptions gave rise to the view that Germany’s foreign policy vision was only 
appropriate for a weak state and to the speculation that Germany would revert to the 
practice of traditional power politics after it achieved full sovereignty. 

  
Power and Practice since Unification 

Clearly, the Soviet Union’s collapse and America’s declining European presence 
enhanced Germany’s relative political weight in Europe and in the world.  Germany’s 
economy grew to become the largest in Europe, and the gap between German economic 
strength and that of its neighbors remains large. The EU is dependent on German goods, 
and Germany maintains a competitive advantage in the production of the most highly 
valued goods in Europe.  In 2008, Germany retained its position as the world’s number-
one exporter, even against a far more rapidly growing China, despite having fewer than a 
tenth as many inhabitants.  And since unification, Germany has grown in the traditional 
indicators of military power.  Despite declining defense spending, Germany’s army is the 
largest in Europe and it has the 6th largest defense budget in the world 21 It has stationed 
more troops abroad than any country except the US. 

This strength has affected policy in two ways.  First, Germany has been able to 
become a regional hegemon, providing stability to an increasingly integrated Europe.  
Although they would not use the term “hegemon,” most observers would accept Bulmer, 
Jeffrey, and Paterson’s claim that Germany exercises ‘institutional power’22 in the EU, 
and through that form of power, steers the course of European integration. In exercising 
leadership to deepen European integration, Germany has relinquished important aspects 
of national sovereignty and independence. My argument goes further.  True to its foreign 
policy vision and backed by growing power, Germany has taken on a disproportionate 
share of the regional burden of European integration.  A few examples suffice to 
illustrate: Germany is the largest net contributor to the EU budget, consistently paying in 
almost twice as much as it has received; in contrast, France and the UK have managed to 
maintain relative parity between payments and receipts.  In the realm of non-proliferation 
policy and export control, Germany continues to be the leader in cooperative efforts to 
stem the tide of weapons proliferation. Within the EU, Germany took the lead in creating 
a regime to curb the spread of technology that can be used to create WMD.  And as noted 
above, German leadership ushered in European Monetary Union, an unprecedented step 
in European integration.  The German economy now stabilizes the euro and is the driving 
force behind the euro’s strength.23  In short, Germany took the lead in creating European 
institutions, provided these institutions with stability, and paid a price to maintain 
cooperation. As Adam Posen writes, Germany has played the role of the ‘nice guy who 
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picks up the check and turns a blind eye to others’ free-riding on him…’ 24 Ironically, itt 
is the very fact that Germany is seen as Europe’s patron that permits acts that deviate 
from that role to be magnified out of proportion and interpreted as a return to self-
interested behavior. 

Of course Germany was not alone in these accomplishments, but European 
integration and multilateralism have long been pillars of German foreign policy, and as 
its economic power grew, Germany was able to take a leadership role in cementing that 
cooperation. As a counterfactual exercise, it would be difficult to imagine the creation 
and enlargement of the European Union, the deepening of European integration, and 
Europe’s exercise of “normative power” on the international stage in the absence of 
German power and leadership.  German practices in comparison with those of its 
strongest European partners seem to bear out Katzenstein’s claim that Germany’s identity 
has become ‘European,’ and that its European identity is more pronounced than that of its 
neighbors.25 

Secondly, Germany has has exercised normative power to the international stage, 
and it has underwritten its policy aims with material support.  It has taken responsibility 
for the largest proportion of the EU obligation to reduce greenhouse emissions under the 
Kyoto Treaty and is the third largest contributor to the UN budget (with a larger 
contribution than 4 of the 5 permanent members of the Security Council). In absolute 
terms, it is the third largest contributor to international development assistance.  

There has been much debate about the role of the German military since unification 
and full sovereignty.26 By most traditional measures, the German military has become 
powerful since unification. And since the beginning of this century, Germany has taken 
over the command of multilateral military operations in Afghanistan, Kosovo, and 
Bosnia, as well as the naval deployment to Lebanon.  Nonetheless, in the years after 
unification, German defense spending fell by roughly 15 per cent, and Germany cut its 
armed forces from 670,000 troops to 340,000.27 Twenty years after unification, the German 
military remains the least “deployable” of NATO’s armies. Its structure is still not geared 
toward power projection but rather on territorial defense.28  One third of all potential 
conscripts are conscientious objectors.  Although the German military is involved in eight 
peacekeeping and crisis management operations around the world, and all of Germany’s 
army units are assigned to multinational units, the rules of engagement for German troops 
limit their use of force far more than the rules for other NATO troops.29   

And Germany has continued in its role of the “honest broker,” a role that has 
become increasingly important as international crises have changed and multiplied in the 
past twenty years. Eerily, the Balkans proved again to be the testing ground. This time it 
was the wars of Yugoslav secession. The great powers picked sides in the Bosnian war: 
Russia (and France) supported Serbia, and the US supported Bosnia and Croatia.  Despite 
its support for Croatia’s independence, Germany quickly became the mediator between 
Russia and the West, knowing that the former Yugoslavia could not be stabilized without 
Russian participation. German negotiators crafted a compromise between opposing sides 
in the war in order to prevent an escalation of global tensions.30  

In the Middle East, Chancellor Schroeder and Foreign Minister Fischer became 
“bridge-builders” between the West and the Arab world.  Declaring Germany’s intention 
to forestall a “clash of civilizations” between the West and Islam while continuing to 
support Israel, Schroeder intensified relations with leading Muslim nations. In particular, 
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Germany played an important role in negotiations to end Iran’s nuclear threat.  The 
United States had excluded itself from negotiations early on; its position was that the 
West should isolate Iran and threaten war if Iran continued along the nuclear path.  
Germany took the lead in the successful effort to bring the US on board.31  When the case 
was taken to the UN Security Council where Russia and China joined the negotiations, 
making Germany the only party to the negotiations who was not a permanent member.   

One could argue that the roles of honest broker and member of a negotiating team 
are the only roles fitting for Germany’s position on the international stage; by the lights 
of traditional power politics, Germany does not have the capability to threaten Iran.  
Germany is only one of the European negotiating team (EU 3).  Nonetheless, as the 
strongest country in Europe, Germany is in a position to lead the team: Germany’s 
language in all of the negotiating packages offered to Iran has prevailed.  Furthermore, 
the other two members of the EU-3 have been weakened: Britain’s role in the Iraq war 
has undermined its credibility in the Arab world, and France’s ties to Algeria, Syria, and 
Lebanon raise suspicions in both Israel and the United States about its objectivity. 
Indeed, Germany is in a material position to influence Iran; not only is it Iran’s largest 
trade partner, but 75% of Iran's small and medium industries rely on imported goods and 
technology from Germany.  Germany is also Syria’s most important trade partner.  And 
while far from breaking ranks with the United States, Chancellor Merkel has made it 
clear that military action against Iran is "not an option."  

Despite its sustained role in European integration, its constructive role in 
international diplomacy, and its shaping of the military for the primary purpose of 
peacekeeping, there are instances in which Germany has also deviated from its radical 
vision, just as it did many times before unification. For example, the recognition of 
Croatia in 1991 broke an agreement with European partners to act in concert with regard 
to the wars of the Yugoslav secession. The brief abrogation of the Eurozone’s stability 
and growth pact violated the agreement on European Monetary Union. Perhaps most 
troubling—and most damaging to my argument-- the growth of German arms exports 
both before and after unification violates and trivializes the norms of anti-militarism and 
cooperative security.  

Nonetheless in a larger sense, Germany has adhered to its foreign policy vision as 
its power grew. Why? A thorough answer would require another essay and a closer look 
at Germany’s domestic political system.  Germany’s internal political “semi-sovereignty” 
may have been compromised in several ways after unification, but incrementalism has 
continued to characterize the making of foreign policy, and political structure still 
prevents rapid change. 32  Sometimes domestic forces and culture have shaped Germany’s 
preferences in opposition to the policy vision and in ways that are narrowly self-
interested.  But what is crucial is that German leaders did not abandon their commitment 
to multilateralism and anti-militarism as their country began again to exhibit the 
traditional markers of state power. And they did not abandon that commitment when full 
sovereignty was restored to a united Germany.  And German society did not revert to the 
nationalism and militarism that was its signature in the first half of the 20th century.    

 
Power and Vision in the face of new challenges  
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The abrupt and astonishing fall of the Berlin Wall on November 9, 1989 ironically 
heralded the beginning of a painful process of global transformation.  International 
politics, long dominated by stable bipolar confrontation and governed by well-defined 
rules and hierarchies of power, unraveled over night.  Until November 8, 1989, while the 
world continued to focus on the behavior of states and their rulers, social, technological, 
economic, and political forces were at work below the radar. When the Berlin Wall was 
cracked open, analysts were caught completely off guard; the focus on the East German 
“state” and Soviet domination, the belief that powerful international actors would keep 
Germany divided, and the conviction that power politics would always determine 
outcomes, acted as blinders. Old paradigms blinded statesmen and analysts alike to the 
reality of the East German state’s “wizard of Oz” character, the importance of non-state 
actors and the power of non-violent citizen action. And primary focus on the state 
continued.  Symbolically true to the old paradigm, October 3was chosen as the day to 
celebrate this transformation, in the continued belief that a unified and sovereign state 
was the most significant outcome of these revolutionary changes.  

Joyful events in Germany were followed by sudden death of Yugoslavia and then 
the death of one of the world’s two “superpowers”—other Wizard of Oz states unmasked.   
Breathtaking ethnic and sectarian violence erupted across the globe, leaving gross human 
rights violations and millions of refugees in its wake. Nimble and lethal non-state 
challengers emerged in force; exclusive and well-armed “isms” grew, and states 
continued to respond with more militarization, Nuclear weapons have proliferated both 
horizontally and vertically, and even if they were to be abolished, there are huge 
stockpiles of conventional arms around the world, some so devastating as to be 
comparable to them.  

Predictable practices of power politics—still entrenched in the foreign policy 
bureaucracies of powerful and weaker states alike—continue but are maladapted to this 
new unpredictable environment. And analysts have failed to understand new challenges 
because they are locked in a brittle 19th century vision of the world that is long out of 
date. Both analysts and policy-makers are baffled by a world where overwhelming 
modern force cannot defeat tribal combatants living in caves, where computer hackers 
can potentially shut down a nation, where threats to the “national interest,” can come 
from the earth’s atmosphere, where a global financial crisis, like the fall of the Berlin 
wall,  can happen over night—, and where, as Konrad Jarusch has written, “havoc created 
by global capitalism. . .is beginning to rival the suffering caused by the nation state.”32  
Experts and politicians will continue to be blind to a host of other problems lurk that were 
once unthinkable, but now inevitable, unless the paradigm changes.   

The German foreign policy vision was freed from the old paradigm when it was 
forced to abandon the practice of traditional power politics after May 8, 1945. Of course, 
in the face of many current problems, Germany’s foreign policy vision is still limited. But 
among all the great powers in the 21st century, Germany is equipped with a 
transformative foreign policy Weltanschauung  that can give birth to practices which can 
meet the challenges of a transformed world. These practices may represent the beginning 
of a new form of power that is not based on the use of raw material force to compel 
others into compliance. Rather, it is based on the ability to attract them as partners in 
solving big problems often obscured by outdated assumptions of what constitutes interest 
and power in the international system. 
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Conclusion 
 

The debate over continuity and change in German foreign policy emerged 
because of Germany’s rise in the traditional sources of power that caught the world’s 
attention when Germany’s unity and full sovereignty were restored. This particular 
debate emerged because the paradigm of power politics is still dominant in both analytic 
and policy circles. In the early years of the Federal Republic the foreign policy vision 
described here was the only choice in the face of defeat and widespread experience of the 
havoc that Germany had wrecked on the first half of the twentieth century. But as noted 
above, the more power a state amasses, the more options it has in its foreign policy 
choices. For powerful states the options chosen reveal the relationship between vision 
and practice. After 1990, Germany could have taken a more self-interested path—as 
Britain did—with regard to European integration. But German leaders chose to integrate 
more deeply into Europe and to underwrite the integration process. Of course Germany 
does not always agree with the means its partners have chosen to solve collective 
problems, and will attempt to steer collective decision-making in directions that its 
leaders prefer. But disagreement on means does not mean rejection of cooperative ends. 
Claims to the contrary neglect the larger picture. After 1989 Germany had the option to 
shed the role of the honest broker and assert unilateral self-interest as it had had done in 
the beginning of the 20th century. But German leaders from Kohl to Merkel have taken 
the path consistent with its vision of diplomacy, and provided leadership in international 
negotiations. Allies and critics have called on Germany to drop its restrictive rules of 
combat in Afghanistan, but Germany has refused to do so.  

There is no question that Germany could revert to traditional practices of power 
politics in many issue areas. But the assumptions that guide those practices are likely to 
render them increasingly useless in the face of the revolutionary changes of the 21st 
century. So far, the vision of cooperation, integration, and anti-militarism has largely 
prevailed in practice, and Germany’s normative power has continued to grow.  
The 21st century international environment presents a clear challenge to the cooperative 
vision guiding German foreign policy, and it challenges Germany’s power to back that 
vision. Germany’s vision is still focused on international, not “global” issues. I have 
suggested, however, that on the positive side, Germany’s normative power is still 
amplified by material power, and there are many 21st century problems that Germany has 
successfully confronted. Even then, however, thorny questions remain: Can the exercise 
of normative power alone reduce human rights abuses and manage ethnic and sectarian 
conflict?  Can Germany maintain its status as a “civilian power” and its commitment to 
anti-militarism when it has grown to become the third largest arms exporter in the world? 
Can Germany’s vision of cooperation lead to the construction of new international 
governance structures that include new actors and are fashioned to meet the challenges of 
a new century? Let us revisit these questions in another twenty years’ time, on a future 
anniversary of change in Germany. 
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