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Introduction

Former secretary of state George Shultz would often describe the collision of one’s ideas 
about the world with its actuality as being “mugged by reality.”

Coming to terms with the reality of an expansionist Vladimir Putin–led Russia that has openly 
abrogated the fundamental principles of the Helsinki Final Act has been challenging for 
many in the Euro-Atlantic community who thought that they shared a vision of a “Europe 
whole, free, and at peace”—an aspiration used to constructively encourage the unification of 
Germany and the enlargement of NATO membership, as well as one used to create a coop-
erative connection between NATO and Moscow through the NATO-Russia Founding Act. 
However, Dr. Stephan Kieninger, who presents his essay as part of the Hoover Institution and 
the American Academy of Arts and Sciences’ nuclear security dialogues, argues that Germany 
stands alone in struggling with the reality of that vision’s decisive rejection by a partner who no 
longer sees its values or interests as aligned with those of the Euro-Atlantic community.

Russia continues to wage a brutal and unprovoked war on Ukraine as Europe enters the 
winter of 2022–23. The dramatic changes of the past year require that Germany must think 
about what eventually replaces its failed strategy of economic integration with Russia as a 
path toward peace, and what that means for its diplomatic and security choices today. To 
that end, it is useful to consider the changes that German politics and security strategy were 
already undergoing before Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, including 
questions about how it would meet its NATO responsibilities.

Following the September 26, 2021, Bundestag election, a new coalition comprising the Social 
Democratic Party, the Greens, and the Free Democratic Party was forming to take power in 
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Germany. At a time when few in Germany perceived a specific new threat from Russia against 
Ukraine or elsewhere in Europe, the sharp political changeover had put a number of German 
security considerations on the table. Existing positions within that coalition conflicted with 
one another, and parties that had long espoused views from a position of opposition would 
now be responsible for their positions. Nuclear weapons policy was a major piece of that 
 conflict, and among many other issues, the coalition needed to develop Berlin’s positions 
regarding nuclear sharing, the presence of US nuclear weapons in Germany, and the future 
of the German Air Force’s ability to maintain dual-capable aircraft and a nuclear delivery 
role. The coalition was also set to shape its positions regarding nuclear arms control, particu-
larly in light of the desire in Germany that Russian nonstrategic nuclear weapons be brought 
into a future negotiation.

A joint nuclear security roundtable on these questions, convened in the fall of 2021 by the 
Hoover Institution and the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, included, among others, 
Steven Pifer, William J. Perry Fellow at Stanford’s Center for International Security and 
Cooperation (CISAC); and Rose Gottemoeller, of Stanford’s CISAC and the Hoover Institution. 
The discussion looked at the history of Germany’s security and nuclear weapons policies 
in particular.

The US military has long deployed nuclear arms in Germany (and other NATO members) 
under “programs of cooperation,” in which the weapons are maintained under US  custody. 
With proper authorization, they could be turned over to be delivered by German pilots 
and aircraft, who would fly a NATO nuclear mission based on a decision by the alliance. 
In such a case, other NATO countries would undertake supporting missions, such as 
fighter escort. In other words, the mission would be an “all of NATO” one, not exclusive 
to Germany.

This practice is sometimes referred to as “nuclear sharing,” as it spreads the responsibility 
and risk for the nuclear element of NATO’s deterrence and defense posture among NATO 
members that do not have their own nuclear weapons. In the past, German governments have 
coupled their support for nuclear sharing with strong parallel support for arms-control efforts 
aimed at reducing the number and role of nuclear weapons, including nonstrategic nuclear 
arms in Europe.

Major post–Cold War drawdowns have left only US nuclear gravity bombs in Europe. In recent 
years, continuing this practice in Germany came into question as the German Air Force’s 
Tornado, the dual-capable aircraft designated for delivery of nuclear weapons, neared the 
end of its service life. A 2020 proposal to replace the Tornados with new dual-capable F/A-18s 
was blocked by the Social Democratic Party (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands, or 
SPD), the junior partner then in coalition with the Christian Democratic Union (CDU) / Christian 
Social Union (CSU).

With German Bundestag elections scheduled for September 2021, predictions that spring 
suggested the CDU/CSU as the likely winner and typically forecasted a CDU/CSU-Greens 
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coalition, in which the CDU/CSU would ensure the continuation of Germany’s role in nuclear 
sharing. However, the elections produced an unexpected result. The SPD won the largest 
share of votes and formed a coalition with the Greens and the Free Democratic Party, which 
had placed third and fourth.

The coalition included only one unambiguously pronuclear party, the Free Democrats. The 
SPD seemed divided about nuclear arms and had trended to the left, while the Greens, who 
had moved toward the center in recent years, had begun in the 1980s as an antinuclear party. 
Coalition negotiations in the fall showed divisions over defense, nuclear sharing, and nuclear 
disarmament.

This raised questions in autumn 2021 about how the new government would handle nuclear 
sharing, arms control, and defense spending, particularly in the unusual situation of a coali-
tion consisting of three rather than two parties. The new government would have to balance 
its ideas with the view of its NATO partners.

In late 2021, it was unclear if the new coalition would decide to approve a replacement for 
the Tornado, raising the prospect that the aging out of the Tornados might by default end 
Germany’s role in nuclear sharing (though the German security and defense bureaucracy 
appeared ready to push hard for sustaining the role). As for arms control, the coalition posed 
real questions about how Germany would approach the 2017 Treaty on the Prohibition of 
Nuclear Weapons (TPNW, which has not been joined by any nuclear-weapons or NATO state). 
Many in Germany argued for that nation to join as an observer, but the suggestion would find 
little enthusiasm among NATO allies. It was also unclear how the new government would 
handle the question of the NATO goal that each member spend at least 2 percent of its gross 
domestic product on defense and reach that target by 2024.

The December 2021 coalition agreement reaffirmed Germany’s general commitment to 
nuclear sharing but notably said nothing about the replacement of the Tornado. The agree-
ment stated that Germany would participate as an observer at the conference of the countries 
party to the TPNW. It noted the importance of NATO but made no mention of the Alliance’s 
2 percent goal, calling instead for a target of 3 percent of gross domestic product to be 
devoted to a combination of defense, diplomacy, and development.

Things changed dramatically following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022, 
which produced the biggest shock to German-Russian relations in three decades. Within 
a matter of weeks, the German government announced that it would immediately meet the 
2 percent NATO defense and would provide defense spending with a one-hundred-billion-euro 
boost. It also announced its decision to procure dual-capable F-35 fighters to replace the 
Tornados and continue Germany’s role in nuclear sharing. Russia’s war against Ukraine 
 produced policies that few would have predicted just a few short months before.

Now, fully a year past the 2021 Bundestag election and the new coalition’s assumption of 
power in Berlin, we turn to Dr. Stephan Kieninger for a German view of how Germany’s new 
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leadership has navigated its need for a new security policy in a world that has changed so 
dramatically over the course of 2022.

Amb. James E. Goodby and Amb. Steven Pifer

with Rose Gottemoeller

November 2022

• • •

STUMBLING FORWARD

Russia’s war of annihilation in Ukraine is the most scorning act of terrorism in the twenty-first 
century.1 The war has caused tectonic shifts in Germany’s foreign policy—it has turned on 
its head Germany’s long-standing policies in the realm of security, energy, and the economy. 
It has revealed the flaws of Germany’s traditional engagement policy toward Russia as well 
as its natural gas dependency—and it has shown the precarious state of Germany’s military 
after three decades of insufficient defense spending. Germany’s chancellor, Olaf Scholz, has 
started to correct the illusions of past policy.2 However, Germany struggles to adjust to the 
new era.3 Scholz is stumbling forward and has failed to become a true leader of Europe.4 He 
is hesitant to underwrite Europe’s security with Germany’s economic and political power and is 
reluctant to take the lead in sending Ukraine the German tanks and infantry fighting vehicles 
it needs to recapture and defend more of its territory.5

All this reveals that policy makers in Berlin were not prepared for a return of geopolitics and 
the use of force in international relations. In Germany, there was a widespread notion that the 
end of the Cold War did indeed mark the end of history. The younger generation grew up with 
a romantic notion of international affairs. Germany made an enormous bet on the success of 
globalization, interdependence, and the sustainability of its “strategic partnership” with Russia. 
As Constanze Stelzenmüller reiterated, “It outsourced its security to the U.S., its export-led 
growth to China, and its energy needs to Russia. It is now finding itself excruciatingly vulnerable 
in an early 21st century characterized by great power competition and an increasing weapon-
ization of interdependence by allies and adversaries alike.”6 How can Germany become a more 
resilient country with a robust foreign policy and a clear national security strategy? How can 
Germany make a more meaningful contribution when it comes to the protection of the liberal 
order and Europe’s security?

THE SEARCH FOR A NEW SECURITY POLICY

Russia’s war in Ukraine has caused a fundamental turn in Germany’s foreign and defense 
policy.7 Recently, Federal President Frank-Walter Steinmeier pointed out that “Russia’s 
brutal war of aggression in Ukraine has reduced the European security order to ashes. . . .  It 
plunged us here in Germany, too, into a different time, into an uncertainty that we thought we 
had left behind us, a time marked by war, violence and displacement, by concerns that the 
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war would spread across Europe like wildfire.”8 In February 2022, Chancellor Scholz called 
this a Zeitenwende, or a historical turning point. Scholz has come a long way: On the eve of 
the war, his government offered Ukraine only five thousand helmets and a field hospital. On 
February 27, 2022, three days after the start of Russia’s invasion, Scholz gave a cutting-edge 
parliamentary address and announced the establishment of an unprecedented onetime 
one-hundred-billion-euro ($113 billion US) fund for the German military—and Scholz commit-
ted Germany henceforth to spend 2 percent of GDP on defense.9 The government in Berlin 
joined its NATO allies in delivering anti-tank systems and antiaircraft weapons to Ukraine. 
Scholz’s address was a promise that Germany would increasingly accept the world as it is. It 
was an acknowledgement that courage and defense capabilities are essential to live in free-
dom and peace. It is a question of “whether we have it in us to keep warmongers like Putin in 
check,” Scholz said. “That requires strength of our own,”10 he added. Meanwhile, Germany 
has supplied Ukraine with military assistance worth over seven hundred million euros, including 
multiple rocket launchers, modern artillery, and recently the modern air defense system IRIS-T.11

However, on a per capita basis, Germany is providing less assistance to Ukraine than are 
smaller countries with weaker economies.12 A debate over tanks illuminates Germany’s halt-
ing navigation of this turning point. Germany has hundreds of modern tanks it could deliver to 
Ukraine, but it doesn’t. Some argue that Germany—haunted by its Nazi past—must not go it 
alone when it comes to supplying Ukraine with Leopard tanks and Marder infantry fighting vehi-
cles, which have been repeatedly requested by Ukrainian officials. One solution for Germany 
could therefore be to create a consortium of all the countries that own German tanks and to 
deliver them jointly with Poland, the Netherlands, Finland, Spain, and Greece. In late October 
of 2022, a group of Green and liberal parliamentarians called for German leadership in such 
a coordinated scheme, yet to no avail.13 As of writing, two weeks later, Scholz had not yet 
decided to act. As Anne Applebaum wrote, “For the moment Scholz isn’t moving because 
this isn’t really an argument about tanks; it’s an argument about Germany. And that argument 
is not yet resolved.”14

That same group of Green and liberal parliamentarians now argues that Germany has a special 
responsibility to help restore peace in Europe. As the historical reference in their declaration 
says: “As a country responsible for the worst human rights crimes in Europe—especially in 
Poland and the countries of the former Soviet Union—we have a special obligation to restore 
and secure peace.”15 In other words, the lessons of history compel Germany to expand its 
military assistance for Ukraine in order to prevent another genocide in Europe. Scholz and his 
supporters, meanwhile, appear to have drawn the opposite lesson: Germany should prevent 
military conflict and must not engage itself in wars, especially in Europe.

Scholz’s reluctance has caused enormous strains in his own government—and as of the fall 
of 2022 was fueling concern that Germany might still seek premature negotiations with Russia 
at a point when Ukraine is making advances in its efforts to oust the Russians.16 Recently, 
Ukrainian foreign minister Dmytro Kuleba tweeted that there was “not a single rational argument 
on why these weapons cannot be supplied, only abstract fears and excuses. What is Berlin 
afraid of that Kyiv is not?”17 One explanation that has been offered domestically is that Scholz 
cannot imagine Ukraine’s victory. So far, he has not shared his views on how the war would 
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end. Neither has he elaborated on the need for a robust international peace force to protect 
Ukraine after the end of the war. Scholz’s public formulation has been more modest: “Russia 
must not win.”18 Eight months after the start of the war, the German government has not yet 
established a sustainable course for Europe’s future.

So while Chancellor Scholz’s landmark address of February 27 raised high hopes, Germany 
has arguably failed to live up to its self-proclaimed commitments. It took several months to 
approve the supply of heavy weapons—and then only against the threat that this issue would 
be put to a vote in parliament. As of June 2022, Germany had only delivered approximately 
35 percent of the promised military materials.19 In July, it has supplied Ukraine with seven self-
propelled howitzers (Panzerhaubitze 2000) and five of thirty promised Cheetah antiaircraft 
armored fighting vehicles—three months late.20 This is in contrast with Poland, for example, 
which has supplied billions of euros worth of weapons to Ukraine, including more than 
240 modernized T-72 tanks and, more recently, additional PT-91 Twardy tanks.21

Moreover, Germany’s tank ring exchange policy is not working properly. As of July 2022, the 
Scholz government had yet to supply Poland with Leopard battle tanks to make up for the 
ones that Warsaw had sent ahead to Kyiv. The Czech Republic and Greece were also wait-
ing for similar swap deals. In addition, Germany’s communication policy has been tangled at 
best—there is little transparency over the way decisions on weapons deployments are actu-
ally taken. To quote Agence France-Presse, “The German Ukraine policy has been shrouded 
in the last weeks by a huge fog of big announcements, logistical problems, tactical withdraw-
als and a verbal lack of clarity.”22

What are the reasons for the delays in German weapons deliveries? Why did Scholz not go ear-
lier, like opposition leader Friedrich Merz, who visited Kyiv in early May 2022? Marina Henke, 
director of the Hertie School’s Centre for International Security, argues that the problem was 
persistent confusion among Scholz and his advisers over how to approach Russia. “There is no 
clear sense of direction. Here in Germany, there is the idea that Russia is a massive country 
on our doorstep and in all these actions, we need to think about how we can live with Russia 
in the long term.”23 Marcel Dirsus of the Institute for Security Policy at Kiel University noted 
that “the German government appears quite content to take a middle of the road approach 
where they’re doing enough to avoid the most severe criticism, but they’re not really taking 
any initiative to go beyond that. It’s almost a deliberate attempt to do as little as they can get 
away with.”24

Another important factor is Scholz’s own reading of history and his concern that German tank 
deliveries for Ukraine could cause an escalation of the war. In public, Scholz invoked German 
fears of war when he argued that he was keen to avoid the example of Emperor Wilhelm II, 
who stumbled and “sleepwalked” into World War I.25 But Scholz’s historical analogy is mis-
leading. In contrast to 1914, we are not witnessing a general military mobilization in Europe. 
Time and again, NATO has made it clear that the West was not willing to go to war with Russia 
over Ukraine. Poland, the Czech Republic, and Slovenia had already supplied Ukraine with 
heavy weapons without causing an escalation of the situation.
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Nevertheless, Scholz and his advisers fear a potential scenario in which German tanks (under 
Ukrainian control) could perhaps unintentionally hit targets on Russian soil and could thus 
revoke recollections of Nazi war crimes committed in Russia. Scholz’s mantra is that “we will 
do nothing that could make NATO a party to the conflict.”26 Escalation of Russia’s hybrid war 
against Germany and the recent attacks on the Nord Stream pipelines and critical rail and 
energy infrastructure has not apparently changed his willingness to deliver to Ukraine these 
Marder and Leopard tanks.27

A child of the Cold War, Scholz is also perhaps more driven by visceral nuclear concerns 
compared to younger Germans. “I am doing everything I can to prevent an escalation that 
would lead to a third world war. There cannot be a nuclear war,” said Scholz.28 The goal is 
to help Ukraine win and to ensure that Ukraine’s victory does not lead to World War III. At 
the same time, Scholz’s rhetoric indicates that he might be personally influenced by Putin’s 
nuclear brinkmanship at a time when Ukraine has made remarkable military advances in 
September and October 2022.29 This stands somewhat in contrast to NATO’s contemporane-
ous choice to continue with its annual nuclear “Steadfast Noon” exercise to train aircrews 
from European allies in using US nonstrategic nuclear weapons amid these same escalations 
of tensions.30

Germany’s stumbling toward a new security policy plays out as the West more broadly grap-
ples with what it stands for over this Zeitenwende. In the past, the West repeatedly failed to 
respond to Russian transgression of its values. In 2013, President Obama did not respond 
when Syria’s Russia-backed ruler Bashar al-Assad used chemical weapons. And in 2014, the 
West looked on when Russia annexed Crimea and the Donbass region in violation of interna-
tional law. As Russia expert Fiona Hill articulated in the New Yorker, suggesting that we are 
in fact already fighting the Third World War, “We’ve been in this for a long time, and we’ve 
failed to recognize it.”31 We are as if repairing an airplane in flight.

THE SEARCH FOR A NEW ENERGY POLICY

During the last fifty years, successive German governments have increased the country’s 
reliance on Russian gas, ignoring warnings that its dependence would give Moscow leverage 
over German policy.32 During the Cold War and after, the expansion of natural gas trade with 
Russia reflected the belief in change through trade and rapprochement through economic 
interdependence and confidence building.33 Unified Germany’s strategic partnership with 
Russia was based on the assumption that intensified trade relations would help Russia in its 
trajectory toward adopting European norms and values. During the Cold War, Soviet gas com-
panies were allowed to sell gas only up to the flange of the German border. The distribution 
was a matter of Ruhrgas, Germany’s major gas supplier. Moreover, the German government 
made sure that the share of Soviet gas would not exceed a ceiling of 30 percent of Germany’s 
overall gas consumption.34

That context began to change after Germany’s unification and during the Soviet Union’s 
demise. In 1990, Gazprom and BASF/Wintershall launched a “gas war” by building their own 



8  STEPHAN KIENINGER U STUMBLING FORWARD

gas network within Germany. The motive for BASF was to become more independent from its 
supplier, Ruhrgas, and negotiate purchases directly with Gazprom without interference from 
any other energy companies. The newly emerging pipeline network offered Gazprom direct 
access to the German gas market—that is, transporting, trading, and marketing mainly to busi-
ness customers. In return, German companies gained access to gas exploration and produc-
tion in Russia. The energy market was no longer protected, and natural gas simply became a 
commodity. Over time, BASF and Gazprom intensified their partnership, trading gas storage 
facilities for drilling rights in Siberia.35 Business interests dominated—and German policy 
makers looked away from Putin’s wars abroad and the setbacks of political reform in Russia.36

Germany has also long underestimated Putin’s efforts to use natural gas trade and the con-
struction of the Nord Stream pipeline as political weapons against Ukraine. Time and again, 
the Nord Stream projects were portrayed as purely commercial projects in Germany—which 
they were not, at least for Russia. From Putin’s vantage point, they were designed to weaken 
Ukraine, to avoid gas transit over its territory, to undermine the EU’s energy policy, and to 
play its member states off against one another by trading with Germany over the heads of the 
Central and East European countries.37 Moreover, Putin used the Nord Stream projects to enlist 
German politicians, business leaders, and lawyers to ensure German dependence on Russian 
gas.38 In 2006, former Polish foreign and defense minister Radek Sikorski compared Nord 
Stream 1 to the 1939 Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. “Poland has a particular sensitivity to corridors 
and deals above our head. That was the Locarno tradition, that was the Molotov-Ribbentrop 
tradition. That was the 20th century. We don’t want any repetition of that,” Sikorski said.39

These business interests—and perhaps this naivety—have arguably long underlaid the lack 
of firmness in Germany’s Russia policy. Former German chancellor Gerhard Schröder is the 
poster child of this. Long a personal friend of Putin, he has still not distanced himself and has 
only recently been stripped of some of his privileges for not cutting ties with Russia.40 For 
Germany, Schröder has become a national disgrace. To echo Hill, Putin has always been at 
war—and the West has underestimated and misjudged him for twenty years. It is clear that 
Germany was wrong to assume that strengthening trade relations with Russia could help tie 
Putin to a multilateral, rules-based international system.41

While not guilty of Schröder’s personal failings, former chancellor Angela Merkel’s approach 
toward Putin also failed. Aware that Putin is a gambler and an aggressor, she nonetheless 
thought he could be restrained through patient diplomacy.42 In 2015, Merkel managed to 
broker a cease-fire between Russia and Ukraine. Her mediating efforts froze the war, but they 
did not deter Putin. Under Merkel’s watch, Germany’s energy dependence increased Putin’s 
leverage for blackmail and economic warfare and financed his military buildup.43 Even after 
Moscow’s first invasion of Ukraine in 2014, Germany did not make any moves to reduce its 
energy dependence on Russia. Quite to the contrary, Germany policy makers endorsed 
the launch of Nord Stream 2 in 2015 and largely ignored the geopolitical risks and warnings 
from its allies.44 In contrast to Lithuania’s 2014 decision to build a floating regasification facil-
ity in the Baltic Sea to offer the option of supply diversity, German business representatives 
denounced ideas for the establishment of liquid natural gas (LNG) import terminals as a way 
to reduce the scope of Russian supplies. Against that pressure, in 2019, Minister for Economic 
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Affairs and Energy Peter Altmaier was unable to make the case domestically for the diversifica-
tion of Germany’s gas supplies and the establishment of (more expensive) LNG imports from 
the United States.45

Since her departure as chancellor, Merkel has not shown regret for her Russia policy in 
public statements. “You always act in the time in which you find yourself,” she told report-
ers in Lisbon in an interview in October 2022.46 In June 2022, she used her first interview 
since leaving office to defend her legacy, saying that “diplomacy isn’t wrong just because 
it hasn’t worked.” In her defense, Merkel continued that she never believed Putin could 
be won over by trade promises, offering that “military deterrence is the only language he 
understands.”47

Unfortunately, Germany and the rest of Europe are now paying the price of that strategy. As 
a result of Russian cutbacks in gas deliveries, Germany is facing physical shortage and a dif-
ficult winter. Meanwhile, the Scholz government has decided to replace all Russian energy 
imports—most notably natural gas—by as soon as mid-2024. In February 2022, two days 
before the start of the war, the German government took a landmark step when it decided to 
halt the Nord Stream 2 Baltic Sea gas pipeline project after Russia formally recognized the 
two breakaway regions in Eastern Ukraine.48 Gas prices began to rise instantly. “Germany has 
relied for too long and too one-sidedly on energy deliveries from Russia,”49 Scholz  admitted. 
Cheap Russian gas was envisaged as a bridge to manage the exit from coal and nuclear 
power plants during the transition toward renewables. And compared to its peers, Germany 
became particularly dependent on Russian energy imports, which in 2021 accounted for 
55 percent of its gas supply, 35 percent of its oil, and 45 percent of its coal, compared to 
17  percent, 9 percent, and 26 percent, respectively, for France in 2020.50

Since the turning point of the invasion, Germany managed to quickly reduce Russia’s share 
in gas supply, from around 55 percent in February to around 26 percent in June 2022. Of 
course, Germany could not reduce its reliance on Russian gas to zero overnight, and during 
the first two months of Russia’s war in Ukraine, Germany was estimated to have paid over 
eight  billion euros for Russian energy supplies.51 German fears were playing into Putin’s 
hands: As security analyst Ulrich Speck tweeted, “If Germany would have stopped to buy gas 
from Russia in Feb[ruary]—or used the threat as a stick in negotiations—Berlin would have 
used energy interdependence to advance its own geopolitical goals. Yet by doing nothing, 
Berlin has decided to leave the energy weapon in Putin’s hand.”52 By July 2022, Russian gas 
flows through Nord Stream 1 dropped to only 20 percent of the pipeline’s capacity.53

The steep increase in energy prices, ensuing industrial disruption, and a mounting stream of 
refugees from Ukraine bring new challenges to Germany’s cohesion and its resolve in the future. 
To that end, German president Frank-Walter Steinmeier’s address of October 2022 intended to 
hold together Scholz’s political constituency. “Despite all of our concerns,” Steinmeier said, 
“we must not forget, now in particular, that we have a strong economy, stronger than many 
others. We have good research, strong businesses and a capable state. We have a broad and 
strong centre-ground in our society. But alongside the strengths that have helped us to date, 
we need something more: we must become capable of handling conflict, both internal and 
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external. We need the will to assert ourselves, and we need the strength to make sacrifices. 
We do not need a war mentality—but we do need resilience and a spirit of resistance.”54

To manage this energy disruption, Germany is attempting a variety of market interventions. An 
initial plan to compensate gas suppliers for the increased import costs through a surcharge to 
be paid by customers—that is, exposing true prices to end consumers—was scrapped amid 
public opposition to high utility bills. Instead, the government now plans to insulate consum-
ers through a gas price cap—funded by a two-hundred-billion-euro government fund that 
itself required special dispensation from German fiscal rules to establish.55 Under the new 
scheme, the state will set a limit for gas prices and pay the difference between that cap and 
what gas importers pay on the world market. Meanwhile, Chancellor Scholz has broached 
what has been seen as a third rail of German domestic politics by pushing for a short-term 
extension of three nuclear plants, until mid-April 2023, to compensate for the collapse in 
energy supplies from Russia.56

A NEW GERMANY?

In Vladimir Putin’s prompting of Germany’s simultaneous search for a new security policy and 
a new energy policy, the government now asks anew what a sustainable Germany of the future 
looks like. What sort of Germany would be able to take on more responsibility for itself?57

In March 2022, shortly after the invasion, Foreign Minister Annalena Baerbock pointed out 
that the process of crafting such a strategy will require “a clear stance, a strengthened capa-
bility to act, and enhanced foreign and security policy instruments.”58 It also requires a new 
orientation and efforts to overcome the identity crisis posed by the war. Germans must ask, 
Who are we? In what kind of a Europe do we want to live? How can we help Ukraine win? How 
can we contain Russia? How can we protect our liberal order?

Importantly, despite past miscalculations, and suffering to come, Germans are not shying from 
this task. In fact, in Putin’s invasion, they are emboldened. In June 2022, Minister for Economic 
Affairs and Climate Action Robert Habeck, from the Green Party, summarized this feeling of a 
grappling but purpose-filled nation when he emphasized

a life in freedom and security—that is no longer self-evident. As such, I see a great determina-

tion to not allow Putin to get away with this war, even if it comes at a cost. . . .  Putin is reducing 

the amount of gas deliveries step-by-step and is keeping prices high by cutting supply. In so 

doing, he wants to ratchet up the pressure on the population to fuel uncertainty and fear—the 

perfect breeding ground for a populism that he hopes will destroy our liberal democracy from 

within. That is his strategy. And we cannot allow it to be successful.

Habeck continued, “Putin wants our country to tear itself apart. But we are not tearing our-
selves apart.”59

Leadership stumbles through its new reality. After fifty years of Ostpolitik, or new eastern 
policy, winter looms. And the German people are reinventing their future.
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