
Introduction: the past as prologue

This book is inspired by the often puzzling array of continuities and
changes that has characterised German security policy since unification
in 1990. Change has been manifest most profoundly in the lifting of
the legal and political barriers which had formerly curtailed the use of
the West German armed forces, a transformation which arguably
reached its zenith in Germany’s military contribution to the war in
Kosovo in 1999. Since then, German perspectives on the use of force
became, especially in the context of the expansion of the US-led war
against terrorism in 2003, more reminiscent of the restrictive, amili-
taristic, foreign policy style of the pre-1990 Bonn Republic. This
mixture of change and continuity also pervades the structure of the
Federal armed forces and the pace of defence sector reforms. While the
Bundeswehr, Germany’s armed force, has become better equipped for
modern out-of-area missions, its post-1989 process of transformation
and modernisation remains limited and largely inadequate due to the
continuation of conscription, coupled with a static defence budget.

On a conceptual level, inspiration for this book derives from the
body of literature in the field of security studies on strategic culture.
Broadly speaking, strategic culture focuses on the domestic sources of
security policy and attempts to identify how the past impacts and shapes
contemporary policy behaviour. In contrast to some of the more tra-
ditional approaches in security studies, the strategic culture approach
is interested in the subjective, nationally specific, aspects of security
and defence policy and the ways in which collective historical experi-
ences, channelled through pervading values and norms, play a role in
defining interests and thus shaping policy choices.

Reflecting on the critical junctures and ruptures that characterise
German history over the course of the past 100 years, the aptness of
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strategic culture to a consideration of contemporary security policy is
clear. The deleterious relationship that obtained between the military
and politics in all former incarnations of the German State, the pro-
found rupture brought by the Second World War, followed by the
Western-sponsored rearmament of West Germany point to a highly
fractured backdrop to current security policy. This book argues that in
the protracted phase of West German rearmament, which stretched
from 1949 to 1956, a fresh strategic culture was actively constructed.
This strategic culture emerged out of the intense collective physical and
moral trauma in West Germany, manifest in the notion of Stunde Null,
or ‘zero hour’, combined with the expectations and demands which
emanated from the Western powers in the context of the emerging
Cold War. Aspects of this new strategic culture included the legally
restricted role of the new West German armed forces; the full democ-
ratisation of civil–military relations; the reintroduction of conscription;
and the Federal Republic’s tight integration with multilateral security
institutions. Permeating all this was the widespread conviction that
West Germany should maintain a low profile in security matters above
and beyond the immediate task of defence of national and alliance ter-
ritory, and that the ‘lessons of the past’ and ‘responsibility’ should be
at the forefront of West German security policy thinking.

Bringing the discussion up to date, the idea of German strategic
culture remains pertinent. The ending of the Cold War and German
unification represented a further break in Germany’s fractured history.
The events of 1989–90 propelled the new Germany from being a net
beneficiary to a net producer of security in Europe as a radically new
security environment emerged. This revolutionary change, the book
argues, served to challenge many of the central tenets of (West) German
strategic culture, as seen in the debates on the legality of Bundeswehr
out-of-area deployments in the early 1990s, the intra-German debate
over Iraq in 2002–3 and also in the emerging controversy over the
relevance of conscription.

Policy-makers in Germany appear to be acutely aware of their strate-
gic culture, regarding themselves as subject to some form of cultural
boundedness which determines their choices and predisposes them to
certain options. Evidence of this can be found in the language of
defence white papers, speeches and debates, which are imbued with
convictions of the ‘weight of the past’, ‘the lessons of German history’,
‘the defence culture of our country’, and so on.

It is surely indisputable that the past has a strong bearing on the
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changes and continuities that have characterised Germany’s changing
perspectives on the use of force since 1989. The nature of that com-
plex relationship is, however, not easy to ascertain. By mobilising the
concept of German strategic culture this book attempts to capture the
link between the past and contemporary security policy. To do this,
three distinct, yet interrelated, questions guide the course of the study.
The first relates to identification: what is German strategic culture; what
are its constituent parts, contours and substance? The second question
refers to the notion of change: to what extent and in what form has
change in the external security environment after 1989 impacted on
German strategic culture? The third question is associated with the
theme of behaviour: in what ways does strategic culture affect behav-
iour and shape policy choices in both constraining and facilitating
actions?

In order to address these questions, the book is organised in the fol-
lowing way. Chapter 1 introduces and develops the theme of strategic
culture as an approach in security studies. Utilising a number of exist-
ing studies and conceptions of strategic culture, the chapter formulates
a definition of strategic culture and designs a conceptual framework
adapted to the case of Germany. Chapter 2 places some empirical
matter onto this conceptual frame by focusing on the construction of
West German strategic culture through a consideration of aspects of
the process of rearmament in the 1950s. By extrapolating and exam-
ining both internal and external factors in the rearmament of West
Germany, the book identifies the antecedents of West German strate-
gic culture and draws out its composite elements and characteristics.
Chapters 3 and 4 address the implications for strategic culture of the
events of 1989–90 through an examination of German perspectives on
the use of force: chapter 3 takes as a case study the period up to 1999,
which saw the playing out of the legal–political out-of-area debate, the
transformation of the Bundeswehr and Germany’s engagement in a full
combat mission in Kosovo; chapter 4 continues the chronological
sequence and brings analysis up to date to include a discussion of
German perspectives on the events of September 11 2001, Afghanistan
and the Iraq War of 2003. By thus tracking the post-Cold War trans-
formation of the Bundeswehr’s role in the 1990s it is possible to assess
both the extent and the nature of change in German strategic culture
and also how strategic culture affects policy behaviour.

Further evidence regarding the questions of change and the impact
of strategic culture on policy behaviour is considered in chapters 5 and 6.
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Chapter 5 takes as its focal point a case study of the reform of the Ger-
man armed forces. By appraising the numerous attempts during the
1990s to transform the Bundeswehr from its Cold War configuration
into a modern military, equipped for a wider array of missions, the
chapter highlights the internal and external impulses for defence reform
and discusses the various factors that have slowed the momentum of
policy change. Chapter 6 reflects on a contrasting aspect of security
policy thus far characterised by non-change, namely the practice of con-
scription. This case study provides a vivid illustration of the power of
strategic culture to actively obviate or hinder policy change. The con-
tinuation of compulsory military service in Germany, despite the
enlargement of the Bundeswehr’s mission, constitutes an interesting
case study, especially when considered against the pattern of change
across Europe, where conscription seems to be in terminal decline. The
concluding chapter considers the issues and debates presented in the
preceding chapters through the prism of the book’s key questions and
concerns.
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