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INTRODUCTION

Germany’s Eastern Challenge and the Russia–
Ukraine Crisis: A New Ostpolitik in the Making?

PATRICIA DAEHNHARDT and VLADIMÍR HANDL

Since the Russia–Ukraine crisis in 2014, Germany’s foreign policy has been
subject to international pressures to engage more actively in restoring the
peace and security order in Europe. Particularly in its eastern policy, Berlin
has had to redefine its traditional foreign policy, towards what could be termed
a ‘hybrid Ostpolitik’. The introduction sets the context of German–Russian
relations before 2014, and discusses the elements of continuity and change
regarding Germany’s role in Europe and transatlantic relations thereafter. It
then presents an overview of the contributions to the special issue which are
grouped around three themes: the question of the nature of German power and
leadership; the effects of the Ukraine crisis on the Euro-Atlantic order and its
impact on German foreign policy; and Germany’s changing bilateral relations
with the United States and its eastern neighbours in the wake of the Ukraine crisis.

The Russia–Ukraine crisis in 2014 has profoundly changed conditions under which
Germany designs and conducts its Russia policy and could potentially change the
German role in international affairs and in Europe in particular. Substantial change in
German policy came as a surprise not only for the Russian leadership but also for
many German allies: Berlin’s reaction to Russian action in the east of Ukraine rep-
resented a deviation from a long-term tradition of co-operative, inclusive and trusting
relations with Russia. The question remains how deep and sustainable is this change.
Four years on, the Ukraine–Russia crisis and the Russian annexation of Crimea tends
to be seen as a game-changer for German foreign policy in that both have contributed
to a reframing of the contours of Germany’s Russia policy and its foreign policy in the
Euro-Atlantic order – taken here to be the geographical area between North America,
Europe, Turkey and Russia. As the title of this Special Issue suggests, as Berlin
looks to its east, it is undergoing a process of redefinition of its Ostpolitik. This redefini-
tion entails a mix of policy instruments and tools resulting in what could be termed a
‘hybrid Ostpolitik’ if a coherent and sustained new policy line is the result: Germany
continues to engage with Russia, keeping all channels of communication open and
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working for co-operative political solutions to the crisis with its allies, with Ukraine and
with Russia; at the same time, Germany has begun to increase resilience, deterrence and
defence options against Russia, through a mix of civilian as well as military means and
measures vis-à-vis Russia, a country that Germany no longer perceives as a strategic
partner. Importantly, a ‘hybrid Ostpolitik’ would presuppose that Germany combines
more purposefully bilateral and multilateral levels of engagement with Russia,
seeking to develop a coherent European Ostpolitik.1

Could such a change of attitude to Russian action vis-à-vis Ukraine constitute a
breaking point in Germany’s Russia policy and in its foreign policy more generally?
Or should we expect German policy to return to its normality of a low-key, inclusive
policy and ‘leading from behind’ rather than accepting new responsibilities, as
demanded by President Gauck and others, at the Munich Security Conference, in
early 2014, shortly before the outbreak of the Russia–Ukraine crisis, adopting a new,
and more proactive, policy style?

In recent years, simultaneous crises have put German foreign policy under consider-
able pressure. Whether faced with the eurozone crisis, the unsettled Ukraine–Russia
conflict, the ongoing war in Syria or the refugee crisis, Berlin has been continually
exposed to mounting expectations from neighbouring countries and partners to adopt
a more assertive role and a leadership position in its foreign policy. Germany continues
to adapt to a changing international environment but has done so reluctantly, particu-
larly in its foreign and security policy. Against the expectations of many and the
fears of some, Germany has tried to respond affirmatively in a differentiated manner
to all of these crises.2 But to do so has not come easily and it has meant that many of
the traditional foreign policy parameters valid in German foreign policy have begun
to change or were challenged quite significantly. Whereas, for example, the crisis
over military intervention in Libya, in March 2011, highlighted Germany’s reluctance
to get militarily involved by abstaining from the vote in the UN Security Council on
North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO)’s military operation, Russian actions in
eastern Ukraine and Crimea triggered a change of heart in Berlin’s foreign policy
elite and a more assertive political role ensued.3

While there is little doubt that Germany’s status (power ranking) in Europe and in
the wider Euro-Atlantic order has changed considerably in recent years, it is less clear
how this has impacted on German foreign policy. What does change mean – the end of
continuity of Germany’s institutionally embedded multilateralism, a mere adaptation to
external circumstances or a leadership position in tackling solutions for major inter-
national problems? And what does a changed foreign policy imply for Germany’s
role in international politics and, in consequence, for its partners? Has this change
affected Germany’s Russia policy, and if so, in what way?

Some authors identify transformations in Berlin’s foreign policy interests and iden-
tity, to become a more effective security provider commensurate with the economic and
political power and link it to a new leadership role.4 This has been reinforced by claims
that, following the election of Donald Trump as US president, and his unwillingness for
the US to retain its global leadership role, Germany could step in as the ‘new leader of
the Free World’.5 Others argue that despite the changed external environment, Berlin
has reaffirmed its traditional foreign policy role and foreign policy principles, such as
‘never again’ war, with resort to military instruments seen as the ultima ratio or
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‘never alone’ based on continued institutional multilateralism.6 As Foreign Minister
Frank-Walter Steinmeier put it in 2016, despite the multiple conflicts around the
globe that have

forc[ed] Germany to reinterpret the principles that have guided its foreign policy
for over half a century…Germany [remains] a reflective power: even as it adapts,
a belief in the importance of restraint, deliberation, and peaceful negotiation will
continue to guide its interactions with the rest of the world.7

While Germany’s foreign policy identity remains on strong normative foundations, such
as its preference for institutional multilateralism and respect for international law, the
drastic pace of the changing environment of the wider Euro-Atlantic order is exerting
additional pressure on German foreign policy. Thus it should come as no surprise that
Germany was unusually assertive in criticising Russia’s annexation of the Crimean
peninsula; what was less anticipated was the ensuing change in its stance vis-à-vis
Moscow and the implications this produced on Germany’s current Russia policy.
Could this mean that we are witnessing fundamental change in Germany policy with
medium- to long-term consequences, including the development of a new and substan-
tial German and European Ostpolitik? Alternatively, should we expect ‘Ukraine fatigue’
to take the upper hand, making Germany weary of sacrificing its relationship with Russia
and the economic advantages this entails?8 Or instead of a new Ostpolitik, should we
expect merely a combination of conflict management and pragmatic co-operation?

By focusing on continuity and change in German foreign policy, this special issue
aims to cover a triple ground, articulating key issues of power, institutional structures
and bilateral relations. One first set of questions is how the nature of German power
– its dynamic, characteristic features, domestic and foreign context – has been affected
by the Russia–Ukrainian conflict. A second set of questions deals with the implications
of change in German foreign policy for the institutional structures Germany is part of,
such as the European Union and NATO and how this impacts on the contours of the
post-cold war Euro-Atlantic order. Finally, the other half of the articles focuses on
the specificities of Germany’s bilateral relations in the wake of the Ukraine crisis.

CONTINUITY AND OPTIMISM BEFORE 2014

Several factors worked as agents of continuity of Germany’s Russia policy.9 In the
realm of security policy, for two and a half decades Germany’s Russia policy was
shaped by three assumptions: first, that European peace and security could not be guar-
anteed without Russia and even less so against it; second, that post-Soviet Russia posed
no external threat for European and transatlantic relations; and third, that Russia rep-
resented a strategic reservoir needed for Europe in order to ascertain a prominent role
in the globalised world. These security considerations had always been central to the
German–Russia bilateral relationship and its underlying historical, political, economic
and energy security aspects. Moreover, before 2014, Germany did not feel threatened
by Russia in military terms: the ‘peace dividend’ of the end of the cold war, increased
substantially by EU and NATO enlargements, made any hypothetical military move of
Russia against central Europe improbable and increased substantially the warning-time
period.10 For a brief period, between 1991 and 1996, German–Russian relations
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developed in a positive context, when the Russian leadership, under President Boris
Yelstin and Foreign Minister Andrei Kozyrev embarked on setting the country on a
‘westernisation’ course. Russia seemed to adjust to a reformist and democratic transition,
and the Russians felt German support in their programme of political and economic
reform.11 From Russia’s perspective, one of the objectives of its foreign policy after
1991 was to find an ally in the western community, which could serve as an interlocutor
for Russian interests in Europe and in its relationship with theUnited States. Germans, for
their part, believedRussia should be brought into the community of democratic nations as
Germany had been after World War II. From the German perspective, it became necess-
ary tofind amodus vivendiwith its great eastern neighbour, a new formof coexistence that
neither harassed Russia, nor at the same time required Germany to loosen its institutional
EU and NATO commitments or destabilised Germany’s evolving relations with eastern
European countries.12Germany’s attitude to eastern Europe, too,wasmuch influenced by
its Russia-first policy. After the collapse of the Soviet hegemony over the eastern bloc in
1989,Germany actively supported the ambition of central and eastern European countries
to become NATO and European Union members. Shortly after unification Germany was
one of the first NATO countries to advocate NATOmembership for Poland, Hungary and
the Czech Republic.13 At the same time, Moscow’s security concerns were taken into
account, with NATO and Russia establishing the NATO–Russia Founding Act in
1997, shortly before NATO enlarged to the three eastern European countries in 1999.
But whereas Berlin supported the countries of the former Soviet-led Warsaw Pact in
joining the transatlantic security alliance, it opposed as potential NATO candidates the
newly independent Soviet Republics, vis-à-vis which Moscow exerted influence and
saw as its ‘near abroad’. This helps explain why at the NATO Bucharest summit, in
April 2008, considering the negative implications that potential Ukraine and Georgia
NATO membership could have on the West’s relationship with Russia, Germany
opposed US President George W. Bush’s objective of full NATO membership for
these two states.14 This confirms that, in security terms, when it came to Ukraine and
Georgia, Germany implemented a ‘Russia-first policy’ until 2014.

Secondly, until 2014, continuity persisted in the realm of economic policy.
German–Russian relations were relevant but not overall significant in comparison
with Germany’s other trading partners: Russia’s role in the German economy has
been limited (in 2013, its share in German exports being comparable with that of the
Czech Republic) – Russia was not important enough to be able to exert substantial
pressure on the German economy or policy.15 Overall German exports were affected
by the sanctions the EU and the United States imposed on Russia after its annexation
of Crimea and the shooting down of Malaysia Airline MH17 over Ukraine. The trade
volume between the two countries decreased significantly between 2014 and 2016.16

Regarding the share of oil and natural gas that Germany imports from Russia, it con-
tinues to be the biggest energy-providing country for Germany. Here the decrease
has not been as significant as the overall trade with Russia.17 While abroad, growing
German dependence on Russian energy exports was viewed critically, in Germany,
the issue was often perceived as a two-way street and manifestation of interdepen-
dence.18 On the political side, Germans feared Russia’s failed transition into a
modern state due to structural weakness, which could threaten its domestic stability, pre-
dictability and rationality and could lead to internal or international conflicts.
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Third, the tradition of German–Russian historical linkages, the memory of World
War II and the issue of German guilt, the ethos of Ostpolitik and gratitude for the
Russian consent to German unification shaped Germany’s perception and attitude
towards Russia.19 A constructive relation towards Russia was thus seen as the last
logical step that should finish the process of European unification.20 During the early
2000s, Russia’s economic weight grew and ‘the Putin factor’ played a role in the
closer relations between the two countries. The SPD–Green coalition government led
by Chancellor Gerhard Schröder shared President Vladimir Putin’s frustration with
the policies of US President Bush concerning the war in Iraq in 2003, when strong oppo-
sition from France, Germany and Russia brought Germany and Russia closer together,
as with the missile defence system Bush wanted to implement in Poland and the Czech
Republic.21 In addition, the personalisation of relations played a role: following German
unification, the Kohl–Yeltsin and even more the Schröder–Putin Männerfreundschaft
added a strong personal dimension to the normative and material factors of the
German–Russian partnership.22

Merkel’s chancellorship, between 2005 and 2014, was more demanding but still
within the tradition of Ostpolitik: Russia was to be supported in its transformation
and modernisation efforts, yet the effort was now more critically assessed. Even
when Vladimir Putin hardened his rhetoric at the Munich Security Conference, in
January 2007, suggesting that the West had not kept its word regarding containment
with EU and NATO enlargements towards the East, and after the sobering experience
of the Georgian–Russian five-day war in August 2008, Germany upheld the dialogue
with Moscow, with Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier arguing for a new Ost-
politik and proposing a comprehensive project of ‘Partnership for Modernisation’ – a
continued attempt of ‘westernisation’ of Russia and thus an export of norms, institutions
and procedures of the western community.23 Germany also tried to persuade Russia to
return to the agreement on Conventional Armed Forces in Europe.24 This continued
engagement with Russia was widely perceived as a German ‘Russia-first policy’, and
Germany’s answer to the growing challenges of Russia’s relations with Europe and
the United States.

In the German perception, Russia represented a strategic actor and, potentially, a
strategic partner. The precondition, however, was a shared concept of modernisation
and respect for the principles of international order. German policy towards Russia
was thus based on a strategy similar to that of Germany’s relations with the Central
and Eastern Europe countries: normalisation of relations, modernisation and demo-
cratisation by way of Europeanisation, de facto westernisation, engagement in bilat-
eral as well as multilateral contexts. German debate about pragmatic and normative
approaches to Russia proved that the strategy of Europeanisation was contested by
pragmatists who rejected normatively based approaches to Russia (and China) and
its internal development.25

RUSSIA–UKRAINE CRISIS 2014: DEALING WITH RUSSIAN REVISIONISM

Germany’s attempts to integrate Russia into a post-cold war security structure, not only
into the Partnership for Peace programme, the NATO–Russia Council, civil society
initiatives and bilateral institutionalised arrangements, however, were not seen by
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Moscow as empowering Russia to become an equal member in the Euro-Atlantic secur-
ity structure. Vladimir Putin’s goal of transforming Russia internationally into a revisio-
nist power and internally into an authoritarian regime confirmed that Moscow openly
questioned the Euro-Atlantic post-cold war order, which Germany had helped to
construct.

This trend in Russian policy coincided with the German debate on increasing
responsibility and international security. At the Munich Security Conference, in
January 2014, President Gauck called upon Germany to ‘take more resolute steps to
uphold and help shape the order based on the European Union, NATO and the
United Nations’; Germany should co-operate with others, provide more security but
‘never support purely military solutions, and explore all diplomatic options’.26 The
external as well as self-imposed demand on German foreign policy review was that
Germany had to shape the ‘international process of settlement, mediation and preven-
tion’ more actively than so far, as stated by Foreign Minister Steinmeier.27

The Russian annexation of Crimea and its ‘hybrid war’ in eastern Ukraine changed
nearly every aspect of this order: it compromised the principles of territorial integrity,
the inviolability of frontiers, non-use of force and peaceful settlement of disputes,
and development of good neighbourly relations; in other words, Russia violated the
principles of the 1975 Helsinki Final Act, the 1990 Paris Charter of the Organisation
for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), the 1994 Budapest Memorandum
and the Russian–Ukrainian treaties of 1990 and 1997. Ideologically, Russia under
Putin also made a cultural turn, rejecting the western liberal culture and declaring a
return to what has been described as conservative national orthodox values. In so
doing, Moscow destroyed the capital of mutual trust which Germany had painstakingly
been developing for decades.

The crisis in Ukraine changed the German mainstream thinking about Russia and its
own role in the prospective response to Russia’s revisionist actions.28 Germany has not
given up on Russia; for the first time, however, a majority of the German class politique
and the German public perceive Russia (its hybrid warfare – a flexible combination of
conventional, irregular, cyber and information warfare) as a threat to the international
security order, and the stability of Europe as well as of Germany.29 Alternative
approaches, which perceive Russia as just reacting to NATO’s expansion to the
East,30 and/or return to a ‘romantic glorification of alleged cultural commonality’,31

remained a relevant but still a minority phenomenon in the German debate. Germany
engaged in mediation efforts in co-operation with the Weimar Triangle partners
France and Poland, later being the driving force of the Normandy format and the
Minsk agreements. No less importantly, Germany took a leading role in implementing
EU and US sanctions against Russia, it actively supported a measured military response
and reassurance of Poland and the Baltic member states, and increased to a limited level
its own defence effort: while the specific sum has remained a matter of dispute in poli-
tics, also during the coalition talks after the 2017 general elections, the need to increase
defence and a deterrence capability has been acknowledged by all mainstream parties.32

So far, Germany has accepted the challenge of a leadership role and (mainly on the sanc-
tions regime) set an example which has swayed other European countries.33 This
amounted to a hybrid Russia policy, combining traditional military and new civilian
instruments, such as cyber and information measures, designed to contain Russia.34
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At the same time, communication with the Russian leadership and dialogue with
Russian society as well as pragmatic co-operation (outside of the sanctions regime) con-
tinue, including the construction of the NordStream II pipeline project which transports
Russian gas through the Baltic Sea to Europe, with its main destination hub located in
Germany. Apart from energy supplies, the role of Russia in Germany’s economy
decreased as a result of the sanctions and Russia now ranks 16th out of the destinations
for German exports (with Poland 8th, Czech Republic 12th and Hungary 14th, for
example) and ranks 13th with regard to German imports (with Poland 6th, Czech
Republic 8th and Hungary 14th, for example).35 In case these changes in Germany’s
policies and attitudes represent a permanent shift, they will have inevitable repercus-
sions for Berlin’s relations with its partners – both large and small. This special issue
thus looks into the question of how German policy in the Russia–Ukraine crisis is to
be assessed and interpreted and how it affects relations with several relevant actors in
Europe’s east, such as Ukraine, Russia and Poland, and the United States, and ultimately
how it has affected German foreign policy itself.

OVERVIEW OF CONTRIBUTIONS

The articles in this volume cover key dimensions from differentiated perspectives, each
addressing a specific aspect of German foreign policy. The articles are grouped around
three themes: the first theme deals with the question of the nature of German power and
leadership. To what extent can it be argued that the Ukraine crisis catapulted Germany
into a new leadership position, thereby changing its power status and its understanding
of how that power should best be exercised? The second theme examines the effects of
the Ukraine crisis on the Euro-Atlantic order and how this has impacted on German
foreign policy. Given Russia’s interest in revising the established international order,
through a violation of international law, as occurred with the annexation of Crimea,
pressure was now on Germany to effectively answer, in practice, the numerous calls
for leadership and no longer evade international responsibility for actively shaping
the contours of the international order. The last theme revolves around Germany’s chan-
ging bilateral relations with the United States and some of its eastern neighbours/part-
ners in the wake of the Ukraine crisis. How have German–American relations evolved
since President George H.W. Bush first spoke of a ‘partnership in leadership’, in May
1989, up to President Barack Obama’s so-called ‘leading from behind’ foreign policy
approach? Has Germany become a centre-stage actor in the transatlantic relation with
Russia? How has the Ukraine crisis influenced German–Polish relations? How has
Ukraine itself perceived Germany’s mediating efforts in handling the crisis?

THE NATURE OF GERMAN POWER AND LEADERSHIP

Hanns W. Maull argues that there is nothing unusual about German power but that
German power is ‘normal’ in its own specific way. He discusses alternative notions
of power attributed to Germany in the current literature on international relations –

the ‘reflective’, ‘shaping’ and ‘geo-economic power’ – and dismisses the thesis that
Germany has no strategy, arguing that strategy should not be narrowed down to strategic
autonomy in action. He perceives Germany in principle as a ‘civilian power 2.0’:
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Germany has not engaged in a unilateral Machtpolitik, political considerations play a
primary role, Germany has moderately increased its defence spending and has proved
readiness to uphold the international order. At the same time German power (and
Germany as a power) has become fragile and its impact unpredictable. Maull perceives
Germany as an ‘autistic power’ (a notion which he sees more generally as a key feature
of the post-cold war world). As such, German foreign policy has been increasingly over-
taken by domestic concerns and influences, not ready to spend on foreign policy
resources adequate to the new international challenges. German foreign policy could
under such circumstance atrophy and its civilian power practice would be open to revi-
sion whenever required by specific domestic constellation and interests.

Nicholas Wright explores Germany’s response to the Ukraine crisis and argues that
the crisis offers a useful lens through which to examine claims around how German
foreign policy has changed in the years since unification, and particularly whether its
commitment to multilateralism, for so long the foundation of its post-war foreign
policy, has weakened. He suggests that by looking at how Germany engages with the
EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy – particularly in the context of the
Ukraine crisis – one finds not only a strengthened commitment to multilateralism,
notably at the EU level, but that this has been the basis for how Germany has then
used other multilateral institutions such as the OSCE, as well as more ad hoc mini-
lateral settings, such as the ‘Normandy Format’. In short, multilateralism based on
the EU remains fundamental to how Germany pursues its foreign policy aims.
Wright concludes that the Ukraine crisis also underscores the importance and centrality
of Germany to EU (and European) foreign and security policy-making. Having for so
long exhibited a ‘leadership avoidance reflex’, it is now becoming a foreign policy
leader – as indispensable to this as it is to economic policy-making.

THE EURO-ATLANTIC ORDER AND GERMAN FOREIGN POLICY

Liana Fix explores the notion of ‘Germanification’ of European policy towards Russia
in the Ukraine crisis. Germany’s power and influence within the EU has not been
limited to the application of classical neo-realist instruments of power (for instance
sanctions, i.e. ‘compulsory’ power) or to constructivist instruments of power. Instead,
by combining and applying different ‘shades’ of power in a mix of instruments,
Germany has become the central axis of policy-making between the EU and Russia
during the Ukraine conflict, decisively shaping discourse and content of EU policy
towards Russia. The character of the EU response mirrors the character of German
foreign policy during the conflict. In sum, Germany’s approach represents a much
more complex and nuanced ‘Machtpolitik’ which represents different conceptual
types of power. Fix concludes that German leadership and power exertion within the
European Union during the Ukraine conflict was closely linked to the notion of ‘respon-
sibility’, an implicit normative dimension of the concept of power: responsibility to
assume leadership in a situation of vacuum by stressing the importance of international
law and European unity, and guided by expectations of responsible leadership from
other actors.36

Patricia Daehnhardt examines how the growing disorder in the Euro-Atlantic area
and the potential erosion of the liberal international order by revisionist powers has
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increased the pressure on Berlin to become a more effective foreign and security policy
actor, in particular since the Russia–Ukraine crisis. Germany’s main difficulty is conti-
nuing to be what it would most like to remain as: a status quo power, with a commen-
surately low-profile foreign and security policy. She makes the argument that Germany
faces the paradox of wanting to preserve the status quo of the European order, of which
it has been the greatest beneficiary since unification, while realising that to continue
thriving in this order, it needs to change its approach and assert its position as
Europe’s new ordering power. It can resort to three forms of leadership: unilateral lea-
dership, a revitalised co-leadership with France or a collaborative strategic leadership
through intensified coalition-building. Daehnhardt concludes that Germany’s foreign
and security policy is undergoing a more substantial change than ever before since
the end of the cold war, and that a collaborative strategic leadership would best
enable it to align strategies across the increasingly complex institutional structures of
the Euro-Atlantic order.

BILATERAL RELATIONS: UNITED STATES, RUSSIA, EASTERN EUROPE AND UKRAINE

Stephen Szabo looks into the US–German relationship at the end of the Obama presi-
dency and assesses the level of closeness and differences in the Russia–Ukraine crisis
as well as in a broader agenda. Describing Obama as a ‘liberal realist’, he argues that
Obama criticised the free-riding of American power and expected Europe to take the
lead in responding to Russian action vis-à-vis Ukraine. When Angela Merkel took
the leadership role, this solidified the Obama–Merkel relationship and the US–
German co-ordination efforts regarding the conflict manifested as a bilateral ‘partner-
ship in leadership’. While Germany is perceived as a rising geo-economic power,
German and American defence policies were nonetheless moving closer to a division
of labour under the pressure of Russian aggression: Germany became America’s
most important partner in Europe when dealing with Russia. Given the divergence on
economic issues, Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership, the eurozone,
‘digital and intelligence divide’, the partnership remained, however, limited in its
scope. Szabo therefore concludes his analysis with the question whether the relations
have deeper structural foundations that could survive the change in the White House.

Jennifer A. Yoder examines how, for historical and geopolitical reasons, the German–
Polish relationship cannot be separated from the German–Russian one: whereas Germany
sought to cultivate a special relationship with Russia, Poland saw a need to Europeanise
relations with Russia. This produced different reactions vis-à-vis Russia following the
annexation of Ukraine and differing German and Polish publics’ and media interpretations
regarding Russia’s intentions in Ukraine. While Chancellor Merkel led the diplomatic
effort over Ukraine and was instrumental in building support for sanctions (and their
renewal) against Russia, she has not gone as far as her Polish partners would wish by
offering Ukraine military aid or the promise of EU membership. One way to re-energise
the German–Polish partnership is through a more active German role in strengthening the
EU’s foreign and security policies. Yoder concludes that for Germany, the Ukraine crisis
illustrated how its Ostpolitik toward Russia may come into conflict with its foreign policy
towards Poland and other eastern European allies. However, Germany’s support for sanc-
tions against Russia and, more recently, its support for NATO’s ‘double strategy’ of
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deterrence and diplomacy on its eastern border suggest that it is slowly coming to terms
with the ‘new normal’ in Russian–European relations and, importantly, with the obli-
gations of leadership.

Andrei Zagorski shows that the Russian perception of German policy in the context
of the Russia–Ukraine crisis has not been shaped by referring to the civilian power or to
geo-economic power principles. The realpolitik and primarily its geopolitical strand are
closest to the mainstream of Russian political thinking of the political class and the pro-
fessional community. Implicitly, Russian thinking follows the logic of the concept of
full and genuine sovereignty, which views as sovereign actors only such states that
do not depend on or share their decisions with other states/institutions. The German
rejection of the Russian action in Crimea and Ukraine surprised and disappointed the
Russian political and professional class. At the same time, the USA is seen as the
culprit; according to this view the US provoked the Ukrainian crisis in order to
prevent an emancipation of Germany and of the EU from their hegemony. From the
Russian point of view, the Russian–German strategic partnership has not ended even
during the Russia–Ukraine crisis: Russia expects its further development as soon as
Germany establishes itself as a ‘sovereign nation’.

Finally, Alyona Getmanchuk and Sergiy Solodkyy analyse the Ukrainian perception
of the German role in dealing with the Russia–Ukraine crisis. The authors show that while
Ukrainian political representatives perceived Germany mostly positively as a crisis man-
agement actor, the public and the media have been more critical and suspicious. German
economic interests, the tradition of Ostpolitik and strong ties with Russia as well as a low
level of interest in Ukraine are among the main factors which caused such scepticism. At
the same time, with the decisive action of Germany during the adoption and extension of
the sanctions, trust in Germany has grown. While theoretical issues are not very relevant
in the Ukrainian discourse about Germany, two main approaches to the German role can
be detected: the liberal approach which perceives German policy as primarily norm-based
and following mostly the policy line of a civilian power. Secondly, the realist school
approach perceives Germany as acting mainly in accordance with its economic interest
(or a ‘Schröderisation’ of German policy).

While the topics dealt with in this Special Issue range over the Ukraine crisis, trans-
formations in Germany’s foreign policy more generally, change in Germany’s bilateral
relations, and Germany’s impact on changes of the western order, all articles address the
dynamics of change and/or continuity in foreign policy and they all take as a starting
point that the Ukraine crisis and hybrid war has had an indisputable impact on the sub-
jects these articles touch upon. Taken together, these individual articles all highlight
how none of the involved countries under scrutiny here were left unaffected by
Russia’s Ukraine policy, least of all Germany.

What are the takeaways of the Special Issue? The individual contributions present a
multifaceted picture of Germany as a conflict manager in the context of the Russia–
Ukraine crisis. The authors agree that, four years into the conflict, we have so far wit-
nessed an active Germany, which – having departed from the traditional Russia-first
policy – has influenced the dynamic of the conflict considerably, with the aim to
reinstate the European security order. The Ukraine crisis itself may play just a minor
role in some of the articles of this special issue. But one of the lessons that emerged
and that most authors would agree on is that the crisis in Kiev, the ongoing fighting
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in eastern Ukraine and ultimately Russia’s annexation of Crimea combined represent a
catalyst for change in Germany’s policy vis-à-vis Russia, if not foreign policy change
more generally. Change was underway in any case, as the Munich Security Conference
speeches, in 2014, suggest; but the Ukraine crisis functioned as an impetus for this
change to set in more swiftly and to catapult Germany to a leadership position it
might otherwise not have taken on so early.

From the German perspective, after March 2014 the new context produced a new
foreign policy approach towards Russia, a new ‘hybrid Ostpolitik’ in the making. Both
main parties of the grand coalition have maintained a somewhat coherent and equally
strong position critical of Russia, and quite unexpectedly so, taking on most of the
German industry. The new grand coalition, in 2018, led by Angela Merkel, Berlin is
likely to continue pursuing a strategy of sanctions, dialogue and deterrence and
defence, which allows it to keep most options open. But this is not equal to suggesting
that the relationship will return to normal and that there is no new Ostpolitik at all: some-
thing more fundamental seems to have changed in Germany’s relationship vis-à-vis
Moscow, and this seems embedded in the EU’s and NATO’s more general distrust of
Russia’s policies and its desire to revise the western international order. Thus Germany’s
new Ostpolitik – at least in its Russian dimension – and its growing engagement in pre-
serving that order, contested by Russia, has stopped being a merely bilateral affair and
become one of the defining elements of the present (dis)order in the Euro-Atlantic area.

Whether this means a sustainable change on the level of German polity, politics and
policy is far less clear, though. There are even indications that German foreign policy
has become increasingly fragile, given the financial and domestic constraints. Similarly,
we see diverging interpretations of the policy performance of Germany and its multilat-
eral context ranging from Europeanisation of German foreign policy to Germanification
of European foreign policy. Also, the perspectives of individual countries regarding
German policy on the Russia–Ukraine crisis as analysed by our contributors differ sub-
stantially, reflecting the shifts in German policy itself (for example the American and
Polish attitudes) or ones’ own wishes and preferences (Russian projections regarding
Germany’s role). One lesson learned therefore is that while there is a broad consensus
as regards the acknowledgement of a new type of German activism in international poli-
tics due to the geographically nearby crisis, the interpretation of the nature of change in
German foreign policy has not been less differentiated than before the Russia–Ukraine
crisis. While this is not a new phenomenon, the international context faces a looming
‘synchronised collapse’ of the international order where the choices of German and
European policy aimed at maintaining the order have become narrower.37 If sustained,
backed up by resources and domestic political consensus, German policy in the Russia–
Ukraine conflict may represent a step in this direction, whatever label we may use as a
descriptor.
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