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ANALYSIS

Explaining Germany’s 
role in the Western 
Alliance today

One of the key questions in the current confrontation between Russia and the West concerns the role of Germany. 
Early on, not a few people, at home and abroad, were puzzled over the exact position of the new government in Berlin. 
History can help - both to explain the initial uncertainty, and to suggest that its causes will likely reassert themselves 
in the future. On Germany's transatlantic relations, we have some seventy years of evidence, going back to the Federal 
Republic's establishment as a partner - soon to be ally - of the United States and its Canadian and European friends in 
1949. In the crisis around Ukraine, we have a recent case study, a first look at Germany's new coalition government in 
action. Combined, the two stories suggest that Germany's place in the Western alliance cannot be understood without 
taking into account the importance of the country's relationship with the great power to the East. 

We can call this the first rule of understanding Germany's 
place in the West. Already prior to 1945, German-Russian 
relations were central to questions of war and peace on the 
European continent, and they tended to oscillate between 
either close cooperation or intense hostility. But let's limit 
ourselves to the post-1945 era, since it was then that Ger-
many chose integration with Western structures, first and 
foremost NATO. 

OUTLINES
In the beginning was Adenauer. Well before what became 
the founding of the West German state, the Christian Dem-
ocrat ruled out the possibility of agreement with the Sovi-
et Union over Germany's future, seemingly resigned to the 
division of the country. He was seen, in the typically direct 
words of his counterpart, SPD leader Kurt Schumacher, as 
the "chancellor of the allies." In 1952, Adenauer rejected 
consideration of Stalin's infamous March 10 diplomatic 
note, suggesting a neutral Germany, because he greatly 
wanted his country's integration with the West. In 1955, he 
eagerly led the Federal Republic into NATO. 

But then that same year, Konrad Adenauer rather suddenly 
traveled to Moscow for meetings with the Soviet leadership 

to secure the repatriation of thousands of German prison-
ers of war, in Soviet custody since the Second World War. 
And during the remainder of his time at the head of the 
Bonn government in the late 1950s and early 1960s, the 
chancellor became critical of his American ally. He not only 
moved closer to an ever more openly anti-American French 
president, but also signaled to Soviet leader Nikita Khrush-
chev that his government was interested in exploring a res-
olution to Germany's division that took into account Sovi-
et interests. The conclusion most historians have drawn 
about Adenauer suggests Schumacher was misguided in 
his characterization. Instead of being a puppet of the allies, 
Adenauer's main purpose was to regain maximum freedom 
of action for the Federal Republic, and equal stature to that 
of Britain and France. NATO membership and friendship 
with the United States were essential (not optional), but in 
the end, they were a means to a larger end. 

Facts of life that Adenauer recognized thus were not limit-
ed to the outsized and beneficial U.S. role in the Federal 
Republic's founding, security, and economic flourishing. 
They also included legacies of Hitler's war, particularly in 
the East; the human cost and political strains of Germany's 
postwar division, and more generally the country's location 
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at the heart of Europe; and his and his country's aspira-
tions for a place among nations that befitted a major Euro-
pean power, first and foremost expressed in strong support 
for European cooperation. These facts did not fundamental-
ly change during the remainder the Cold War, nor have they 
since, although the emphasis among them has depended 
on specific conditions. The second rule of Germany's place 
in the Western alliance, then, is that the alliance is vital for 
the country and non-negotiable, but also that there is little 
automatic about the way it functions in practice; and in any 
case, Germany is far from a passive player. 

BEYOND THE COLD WAR
After Adenauer, there came the Social Democrats. Willy 
Brandt and Helmut Schmidt were very different people and 
leaders- from Adenauer, and from each other- and during 
their time in office, the human cost and political strains 
of Germany's postwar division were felt ever more acutely- 
not only in Germany itself, but also in a post-Cuban Missile 
Crisis world searching for détente. While Adenauer and his 
immediate successors had sought to cope with this chal-
lenge, they had also contributed to it, due to their hostility 
to the other German state (the German Democratic Repub-
lic, GDR) and just about every country that recognized it. 
By the time Brandt and Schmidt assumed office, both the 
situation itself and the Federal Republic's ability to pursue 
its own interests in a globalizing world called for a different 
policy. 

Ostpolitik became the mantra, and Brandt’s government fa-
mously irritated the Nixon White House in 1969 not just 
by initiating the diplomacy of détente with Moscow, but 
also by merely "informing" Washington about what it was 
doing, and not consulting before forging ahead. In other 
European capitals, Ostpolitik contributed to the urge to 
open more diplomatic channels to Moscow. Accepting the 
consequences of Hitler's war, particularly Germany's new 
Eastern borders, was an essential step for a Federal Re-
public that, during the 1960s, had begun a new reckoning 
with the war. Ostpolitik was controversial, but more for how 
some of its German practitioners may have been guided by 
wishful thinking about the possibilities for a normalization 
in relations with the Soviet Union and the GDR than for how 
it distanced the Federal Republic from the transatlantic alli-
ance. Instead, the policy contributed to a broader East-West 
détente, culminating in the 1975 Helsinki accords. NATO 
and the European Community (EC) remained the bedrock of 
Bonn's foreign relations.  

Schmidt famously did not get along with U.S. president Jim-
my Carter, but the "global chancellor" played a pivotal role 
in the way Western countries collaborated in a new era of 
globalization and the "second Cold War." In the context of 
the Euromissile Crisis, Schmidt, as a major supporter of the 

deployment of new U.S. nuclear missiles in Europe, tried to 
remain on speaking terms with the Kremlin, no matter how 
dim the prospects for success. He, too, may have irritated a 
few people in Washington by insisting on early and serious 
negotiations with Moscow over these weapons. Following a 
line that echoes to this day, the Reagan administration for 
its part angered quite a few of the allies with its aggressive 
opposition to a pipeline project for the supply of Soviet nat-
ural gas to Western Europe.

As the Soviet Union weakened during the 1980s and even-
tually yielded its hold on Eastern and Central Europe, in-
cluding the GDR, conditions for close collaboration between 
the Federal Republic and the United States improved quick-
ly. Schmidt's successor, Helmut Kohl, made the most of 
it, most notably achieving German unification on Western 
terms with the backing of the administration of George H.W. 
Bush (and eventually also Britain and France). Cooperation 
only became more urgent in subsequent years, when the 
new Russia descended into economic and political chaos. 
Growing anxiety in newly independent and democratizing 
Central Europe about the turmoil in Russia contributed to 
the decision to expand NATO. Kohl and his U.S. counter-
part, Bill Clinton, worked closely together on bringing former 
members of the Warsaw Pact into the Atlantic alliance. A 
Russia in turmoil, and a war in the Balkans, made an exten-
sion of the one existing and only viable European security 
structure into Central Europe and beyond, if not a no-brain-
er, then certainly the most rational course of action. 

WEST-WEST AND EAST-WEST ACRIMONY IN THE 9/11 ERA 
9/11 changed the world once more, initially causing great 
transatlantic solidarity, but soon something closer to its op-
posite. This was mostly the Americans' fault, due to the 
imperious, reckless plan by the George W. Bush adminis-
tration for an invasion of Iraq, but Germany played its part. 
German public opinion did not favor the invasion plan at 
all, but the new Social Democratic - Green coalition govern-
ment, in the words of its foreign minister Joschka Fischer, 
was "not convinced" either. This was not out of some prin-
cipled rejection of the use of force in international relations, 
although the weight of the past continued, and continues, 
to limit the extent to which Germans and their governments 
believe military means can be helpful in addressing political 
challenges. 

Just a few years before the Iraq crisis, it was this Red-Green 
coalition which had broken with precedent and participat-
ed in the NATO bombing of Serbia during the Kosovo war. 
Rather, the government led by Gerhard Schröder did not 
believe, correctly as it turned out, that the alleged pres-
ence of weapons of mass destruction in Iraq justified war, 
especially since inspections had not yet been completed. 
In that stance, Germany was far from alone. The burden 
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for maintaining a healthy transatlantic alliance rests with 
all members (the third rule), and it seems clear that after 
9/11, in spite of the tremendous challenges it faced, it was 
the Bush administration that did the most to undermine 
that well-being. 

In 2005, Schröder lost his chancellorship and by the end 
of the year- as only the most prominent example of Germa-
ny's and Germans' entanglement with Russia- had signed 
up to work for Gazprom. Christian Democrat Angela Merkel 
took over. Confirming the significance of the transatlantic 
alliance for both sides, the repair work between Berlin and 
Washington had begun prior to that hand-over. However, in 
2008 the Bush administration pushed hard for NATO to in-
vite Georgia and Ukraine to join, in spite of the fact that 
neither was remotely ready to apply and also that such 
promises inevitably would anger Russia. For these reasons, 
the German and French governments, among others, did 
not want to offer a Membership Action Plan. 

In a demonstration of the compelling power of NATO's need 
for consensus (the fourth rule), in addition to, of course, 
the outsized influence of the United States in the alliance 
(the fifth rule), Berlin and Paris in the end went along with 
a formal statement that Ukraine and Georgia would one day 
join the alliance. By agreeing, Berlin naturally became part 
of that decision and has since, along with the other NATO 
allies (not to mention Georgia and Ukraine), had to deal 
with the consequences. Merkel worked together well with 
the Obama administration and did a remarkably prudent 
job of dealing with the regular assaults on her country (and 
herself personally) by Obama's successor, and she was 
more effective than most in dealing with Russia's president 
Vladimir Putin. But hers was an era of steadily worsening 
relations between a newly assertive Russia and an increas-
ingly debilitated West.

A NEW GERMAN GOVERNMENT IN A NEW COLD WAR
And then came 2021. The United States inaugurated a new 
president preoccupied with a divided home front, a collaps-

Former Chancellor Konrad Adenauer greatly wanted his country's integration with the West. Depicted is Adenauer in May 1955 while he participates in a meeting of the North 
Atlantic Council at NATO Headquarters in Paris. On May 6, 1955, Adenauer signed the official accession of the Federal Republic of Germany to NATO (photo: Flickr / NATO 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization / CC BY-NC-ND 2.0)
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ing mission in Afghanistan, and an unceasingly self-assured 
China. In the fall, Germany got a new government, led by So-
cial Democrat Olaf Scholz. Around the same time, Russia, 
in previous years having evolved from an autocracy to a dic-
tatorship, began its most forthright challenge to the NATO 
alliance to date. It focused on independent Ukraine - not 
really a country, according to the Russian president - which 
through its pluralism and quest to become part of the West 
has threatened Putin's rule at home for the better part of 
two decades. It has led to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. 
The full consequences of this attack are, at the moment of 
writing this article,  only slowly coming into view.

In this crisis, the new German government initially acted 
with restraint in diplomacy and in action. It has not been 
a leader in Europe or transatlantic deliberations, although 
it has certainly not been passive either. Many wondered 
whether Berlin could be relied upon to withstand Russia's 
pressure, most specifically by endorsing harsh sanctions 
should it come to that, but in the meantime also through 

military aid for Ukraine. The questions stemmed partly from 
the new chancellor's reticence. Against the old facts of life 
for Germany's foreign policy - rearranged once more - the 
restraint is not impossible to explain. 

Besides, it's not as if we have seen nothing from the new 
coalition government, prior Russia's attack or since; it is 
not as if we can't be confident that Berlin remains firm-
ly within the transatlantic fold. Any doubts in that regard 
should have been put aside with Chancellor Scholz's Bun-
destag address on February 27. 

But already when the coalition agreement became public 
last fall, many observers noted how it spoke of NATO as 
the "indispensable foundation of our security." Interest-
ingly, while Berlin's commitment to European cooperation 
remains solid and the new government, like for example 
France, speaks of the need for "strategic autonomy" for 
the EU, Germany's focus is primarily on internal cohesion 
and effectiveness; unlike France, it is much less interested 

Helmut Kohl, made the most of it, most notably achieving German unification on Western terms with the backing of the administration of George H.W. Bush (and eventually 
also Britain and France). Depicted are East German Prime Minister Hans Modrow (left) and West German Chancellor Helmut Kohl (right) (photo: Flickr / World Economic 
Forum / CC BY-NC-SA 2,0)
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in an EU that acts as an autonomous power on the global 
stage. Instead, Scholz's government aims to collaborate 
with the U.S. on a whole range of issues, not least pushing 
back against rising authoritarianism in the world and rescu-
ing what's left of the old "rules-based international order."
Still, significant also are the consequences of the country's 
engagement with, and dependence on, Russia. History and 
geography, while not destiny, certainly serve up some ines-
capable realities - not just for the government, but for many 
interest groups and public opinion at large. These will not 
disappear, in spite of the country's resolve to contain the 
threat from Moscow. The first is the inescapability of hav-
ing to live as neighbors in Europe and of having to interact 
on a range of geopolitical and economic matters that are 
important to both. No matter how important European se-
curity continues to be for the United States, and vice-versa, 
this is fundamentally different for Washington. Strong also, 
until Russia’s attack on Ukraine, was the conviction that 
German arms should never be used against Russia or Rus-
sians again. Next, there is the attachment- weakened, to be 
sure, but not gone- to one of the central tenets of Brandt's 
Ostpolitik: in order to coexist peacefully, one has to accept 
that Moscow can have legitimate security interests, too. 

Not to be underestimated either are the real-life conse-

quences of Germany's engagement with the new Russia 
developed since the Cold War, particularly the economic 
ties that have been established between the two countries. 
There are many constituencies in Germany with significant 
stakes in collaboration with Russia. All of these considera-
tions and interests are represented especially in the SPD, 
the senior party in the government and the political home 
of quite a few NATO critics. Many are not emphasized to-
day, but they are likely to manifest themselves again in the 
future.

Germany will remain a main pillar of the transatlantic alli-
ance, subject, naturally, to the five rules. History can help us 
think about the context for today's challenges and provide 
crucial background information; however, as both Vladimir 
Putin and Olaf Scholz have shown, the precise course of 
events remains the purview of human agency.
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9/11 changed the world once more, initially causing great transatlantic solidarity, but soon something closer to its opposite. This was mostly the Americans' fault, due to the 
imperious, reckless plan by the George W. Bush administration for an invasion of Iraq, but Germany played its part. Depicted here are US forces guarding a burning oil well 
during the invasion in Iraq in 2003 (photo: United States Navy / Wikimedia Commons/ Public Domain)


