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ANALYSIS

Since Russia’s second invasion of Ukraine on February 24 , 2022, Germany’s foreign and security policy has come a long 
way: Berlin delivers weapons to Kyiv, heavily sanctions Russia and increases its defense budget. Yet, Chancellor Scholz 
faces criticism by international partners, German and international media and his governing coalition. The reasons for 
this criticism stem from three areas: expectation management, communication, and an unclear policy objective.

One year into the war: 
A reality check for 
Germany’s Zeitenwende Sarah Pagung 

With his Zeitenwende speech on February 27, 2022, Ger-
man Chancellor Olaf Scholz reacted to Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine. He described the deep shock that Europe woke up 
to just three days before and laid out how Germany would 
react: delivering weapons to Kyiv, substantially increasing 
Germany’s defense budget and sanctioning Moscow. He 
promised to respond swiftly and decisively, but even more, 
he raised expectations in- and outside of Germany for a fun-
damental change in Germany’s foreign and security policy. 
This holds true in particular for Ukraine, Germany’s Central 
Eastern European partners and the US, which have been 
advocating for a more muscular German security policy – 
and especially for a more muscular approach vis-à-vis Rus-
sia.

And Germany has lived up to many promises it made last 
February. It pledged military support to Ukraine worth EUR 
2.3bn, including advanced systems like the air-defense sys-
tems Iris-T, the Panzerhaubitze 2000 and the Leopard 2. 
Berlin’s overall commitments to Ukraine, including its share 
of EU assistance, amount to EUR 12.6bn, making Germany 
Kyiv’s second biggest supporter.1 Most surprisingly, Germa-
ny pledged to modernize its neglected armed forces. For 
this purpose, Berlin created a special asset of EUR 100bn 
– a step supported by 60% of the German population.2 Ger-
many has been holding a public debate on security policy. 
Germans debate the difference between an infantry-fight-

ing vehicle and a main battle tank and their efficiency for 
Ukraine’s self-defense. Given the long-held and historically 
determined wariness German politicians and citizens bear 
towards everything military, this represents a profound 
change.

As part of the EU and G7, Germany has implemented sev-
eral sanctions packages hitting the Russian economy, its 
power elites and the financial sector. Although one of the 
hardest hits to Russia’s mineral-resource-dependent econ-
omy was an involuntary step: in September 2022, Russia 
stopped gas exports to Germany after already reducing sup-
plies slowly but steadily for months. While Russia intended 
to put pressure upon Berlin, Moscow had to realize that 
it abandoned one of its most powerful leverages. Germa-
ny neither changed its policy course towards Moscow nor 
towards Kyiv. On the contrary, Germany acquired alterna-
tive gas sources and is building LNG terminals quickly and 
maintaining a high level of gas storage. In doing so, Berlin 
was able to lower gas prices after a spike in the summer of 
2022. To ease the burden on its citizens, the German gov-
ernment implemented a set of measures, including social 
assistance payments. 

All factors – weapon deliveries, broad sanctions, decreased 
economic dependence and increased defense spending – 
would have been unthinkable just a year before. And yet, 
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Chancellor Scholz held his “Zeitenwende” speech at the German Bundestag”. Pictured is Scholz during a speech at the Bundestag in 2023 (photo: Juergen Nowak / 
Shutterstock.com)

Germany’s policy since the Zeitenwende has been criti-
cized heavily and repeatedly – including for its reluctant 
leadership, hesitant approach to weapon deliveries, and 
the lack of strategy. Many in Germany sense this criticism: 
While 42% of Germans think Germany’s reputation among 
its partners is stable, 39% think it has worsened, and only 
13% think it has improved.3 So, what happened? The an-
swer to this question touches upon three aspects: expec-
tation management, communication and defining a policy 
objective.

GERMAN ZEITENWENDE: RAISING EXPECTATIONS
When Chancellor Scholz held his Zeitenwende speech at 
the German Bundestag, it was not only received in Germany 
but across Europe and the so-called West. It raised hopes 
and expectations. Ukraine, Poland, the Baltics, and the USA 
have been arguing with Berlin about its Russia policy for 
years. It was perceived not only as too compromising but 
also as detrimental to Europe’s security. And indeed, Berlin 

has failed to recognize the threat Russia was posing. Ger-
many’s approval of Nord Stream 2 in 2015 illustrates the 
unwillingness of Berlin to understand Russian intentions 
and the willingness to ignore the warnings of its partners. 
But Russia’s second invasion was a wake-up call to Germa-
ny and opened a window of opportunity to change long-held 
convictions on Russia, Ukraine, and European security. 

And Germany changed, but not to the extent and at the 
speed Warsaw, Kyiv and Washington had hoped for: Ger-
many curbed sanctions on Russian gas and oil during the 
first months of the war, and it didn’t deliver weapons as fast 
as many expected. Instead, Germany held long and exten-
sive debates on the difference between light and heavy, 
alleged offensive and defensive weapons and whether to 
deliver them. What’s more, the poor equipment of the Ger-
man Bundeswehr made supplying Kyiv even more difficult. 
Germany’s support was hampered by its own will and its 
capabilities. This applies to many European countries, but 
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Germany takes on a special role. It is Europe’s econom-
ic powerhouse, it is key to Europe’s relations with Russia 
and most importantly, it claimed a leading role. Chancellor 
Scholz and also former Minister of Defense Christine Lam-
brecht repeatedly pictured Germany as a leading power in 
Europe against the backdrop of Russia’s invasion. Certain-
ly, leading does not necessarily mean agreeing to further 
weapon deliveries. Saying no despite demands and pres-
sure can be a strong case of exercising leadership. But 
Germany too often did not stick to its refusal. Instead, it 
eventually committed to deliver many weapons systems it 
declined initially.

COMMUNICATING WEAPON DELIVERIES: TRAPPED 
IN A WEB OF RED LINES
This already points to Berlin’s second shortcoming: com-
munication. The German government repeatedly drew red 
lines just to cross these later on. Shortly before the war, 
Scholz stated that Germany wouldn’t deliver any lethal 
weapons. After the invasion started, Germany wanted to 
limit its supplies to defensive and light weapons, mainly 
air-defense and anti-tank missile systems, and excluded 
heavy weapons systems. The initial branding of delivered 
weapons as defensive or light seemed to be a good trick. 
Scholz and his government faced the challenge of convinc-
ing a German population that has been traditionally skepti-
cal towards everything military. This accounts, in particular 
for delivering weapons into active zones of conflict. Brand-
ing military supplies as defensive or light was designed to 
increase the acceptance within Germany. But as the war 
dragged on, Berlin committed to deliver heavy weapons, 
such as howitzers and tanks, bit by bit.

This uncovered three fundamental flaws in communication. 
Firstly, the public understood that Germany expanded its 
weapon deliveries quantitatively and qualitatively, even be-
fore it committed to supply the Leopard 2s. Berlin failed 
to explain this: Why did delivering Western-made main bat-
tle tanks in the summer of 2022 pose a risk of escalation 
while facilitating the delivery of Soviet-era main battle tanks 
by other countries did not? What changed this calculus in 
winter 2023? Secondly, to legitimize weapon deliveries, the 
government pointed to what it is not delivering: nonlethal 
but no lethal weapons, defensive but no offensive weap-
ons, armored fighting vehicles but no main battle tanks. 
The German government created taboos that it was too of-
ten about to break in the weeks and months following. This 
made Berlin’s reasoning less credible. Thirdly, by drawing 
red lines, the government influences public opinion. Berlin 
suggested that delivering specific weapon categories would 
increase the risk of escalation. While this holds true to a 
certain extent, it narrowed the public debate to avoiding 
risks for Germany and made it difficult to discuss what is 
strategically and militarily needed for Ukraine. This caused 

a dilemma for the government: It tried to cater its policy 
towards a public opinion influenced by its own communica-
tion and reasoning.  

The third reason for criticism towards Germany has been 
the lack of a policy objective and a resulting strategy. Like 
many other Western leaders, Scholz refuses to spell out the 
exact objective in supporting Ukraine’s self-defense. Even 
more, he refuses to state that Ukraine has to win and Rus-
sia has to lose this war. Scholz makes it difficult to spell 
out concrete measures, in particular militarily, by denying 
a clear objective. Rather, Scholz bases his policy on a line-
of-sight approach, particularly regarding German weapons 
deliveries. Berlin wants to avoid an escalatory reaction by 
Russia at all costs and opts for a cautious and progressive 
supply of weapons. This means support for Kyiv as long as it 
avoids escalation. Yet, it is unclear what escalation means 
and what triggers it: Does escalation mean a nuclear strike 
on Ukraine, a war between NATO and Russia or something 
different? Additionally, Berlin regularly changes its mind 
about what could trigger such an escalation, as the debate 
on delivering Leopard tanks illustrates. As a result, Berlin’s 
policy appears inconsistent.

A DISCORDANT COALITION
All these contradictions have been repeatedly criticized 
by Germany’s partners, German and international media, 
the foreign policy community, and by members of its gov-
erning coalition. Germans and Germany watchers witness 
a surprisingly frank and open discussion among coalition 
politicians. In particular FDP politician and head of the par-
liamentary defense committee, Marie-Agnes Strack-Zim-
mermann, heavily criticized the government’s reluctance 
to deliver more weapons, calling Germany’s initial refusal 
to supply Leopard 2 tanks a failure.4 Green Foreign Min-
ister Annalena Baerbock repeatedly urged the Chancellery 
to commit to additional deliveries by public statements 
and playing rough with the US and UK.5 The reason for this 
seems to be a lack of influence inside the government. The 
Federal Chancellery, which has been drawing foreign poli-
cy competencies to itself for years, leaves only a shrinking 
role to the Foreign Ministry and the parliament. According 
to media reports, the Foreign Ministry only learned from the 
Chancellery’s press statement that Scholz had decided to 
deliver Leopard tanks, let alone being involved in the deci-
sion.6 The communications shortcomings visible to the pub-
lic and Berlin’s partners also seem to be a problem within 
the governing coalition. 

But the differences are not only rooted in communication 
but also in substance. In particular, the rift between the 
Greens and SPD is widening. While the Greens have tra-
ditionally opposed military might, its politicians, members 
and voters are the most decisive regarding Germany’s poli-
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cy towards Ukraine. 86% of Green supporters favored send-
ing Leopard tanks to Ukraine, making them their strongest 
proponents. Vice Chancellor and Minister of Economy Rob-
ert Habeck already demanded German weapon deliveries 
to Ukraine in 2021, more than half a year before Russia’s 
invasion, causing an outcry in the German public. Foreign 
Minister Baerbock was the first high-ranking German pol-
itician to visit Ukraine after the invasion. In contrast, the 
SPD’s support appears less decisive. SPD politicians re-
peatedly demand caution in delivering weapons and warn 
of being dragged into the war. Instead, the head of the SPD 
Bundestag fraction Rolf Mützenich demands more diplo-
matic negotiation efforts. 

This rift is caused by a differing perception of the war and 
its favored outcome. The Greens side with many Central 

European countries and favor a clear Russian defeat: If 
Russia wins this war, its successful breach of international 
law will destroy the European security architecture leaving 
only deterrence as a security guarantor. Moreover, Russia 
motivated by its victory and striving for imperial glory could 
increase its threats against Europe by military and non-mil-
itary means, leaving the continent in constant condition of 
danger. The SPD, on the contrary, fears Russia losing. This 
is viewed as a potential risk for nuclear and non-nuclear 
escalation and Germany becoming not only a supporter of 
Ukraine but a military target of Russia. Given these two per-
ceptions, the Greens and SPD draw different conclusions 
and policy options: Supporting Ukraine as much as possible 
to make it win or supporting Ukraine as much as needed to 
prevent it from losing. This fundamental difference is here 
to stay as it is rooted in a different perception of Russia 

Germany pledged support to Ukraine worth EUR 2.3bn, including advanced systems like the air defense systems Iris-T, the Panzerhaubitze 2000 and the Leopard 2. Pictured 
is the Panzerhaubitze 2000 during the Day of the Bundeswehr in Feldkirchen, Germany, in 2018 (photo: Filmbildfabrik / Shutterstock.com)
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itself. It will shape German foreign and security policy to-
wards Ukraine and Russia in the upcoming year of the war 
as it did in the previous. 

Risks ahead: Challenges to Europe’s support for Ukraine
Germany sticks to its proven and tested way of foreign pol-
icy making: Wait, evaluate and never go further than nec-
essary. To some, this indicates a responsible, anticipatory 
and risk-minimizing policy style that has guided Germany 
and Europe through many previous crises. To others, this 
policy style is characterized by hesitation, a lack of strat-
egy and courage that risks Europe’s security and unity. 
But whatever viewpoint one chooses, Germany stays key 
to maintaining European consensus and the ability to act. 
And this ability will certainly be tested. The percentage of 
US citizens perceiving support for Ukraine as too much has 
grown from 7% in March 2022 to 26% in January 2023.7 
Simultaneously, costs for supporting Ukraine are piling up 
in Europe as well: financial and military assistance, hosting 
refugees and modernizing the European military itself. This 
raises several questions for Europe: Can Europe maintain 
its level of support for Ukraine? Is Europe capable of up-
holding its consensus without the US leading? Is European 
support strong enough to uphold Ukrainian self-defense if 
US supplies diminish? This presents the actual litmus test 
for Europe’s and Germany’s foreign and security policy. 
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Germany acquired alternative gas sources and is building LNG terminals quickly and maintaining a high level of gas storage. In doing so, Berlin was able to lower gas prices 
after a spike in the summer of 2022. Pictured is LNG ship Höegh Esperanza moored at the LNG terminal in Wilhelmshaven, Germany, in December 2022 (photo: Heide 
Pinkall / Shutterstock.com) 
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