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Germany and the use of force I:
adjusting to life after the Cold War

What does a nation do with its liberated power in the post-bipolar age
when the 40-year-old strategic threat has disappeared that previously
posed all the major questions and delivered most of the major answers? 1

The Bundeswehr has always been less a manifestation of statehood than
a means of defending against the Soviet threat. With this threat gone, the
very existence of the German military is in question.2

The ending of the Cold War gave rise to a range of pulls and pressures
both from within and from outside of Germany to respond to the
changes in the European security environment and to rethink the exist-
ing tenets of West Germany’s security policies. The statements quoted
above from Josef Joffe and Wolfgang Schlör capture the fundamental
quandaries that confronted German thinking about the use of force and
the role of the armed forces in the wake of the events of 1989–90. At
stake at this time was how the new Germany’s perspectives on the use
of military force could be re-orientated, away from the orthodoxy of
the previous forty years, to ensure Germany’s standing as a credible
and important ally equipped to deal with unprecedented risks and chal-
lenges in line with the pervading strategic culture. The steep learning
curve and incremental policy adjustment that occurred during the
1990s are examined in this chapter through the prism of the changing
role of the Bundeswehr during the period between the wars in the Gulf
and Kosovo of 1990 and 1999. In this time-frame the pace of change
was relatively swift, as German security policy exhibited an increasing
willingness to use armed force as part of a broadened repertoire of
security policy tools.

As this chapter demonstrates, the magnitude of the challenges for
German thinking about the use of force that were posed by the ending

Longhurst, Germany and the use of force.qxd  30/06/2004  16:25  Page 54

Kerry Longhurst - 9781526137401
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:11:54AM

via free access



of the Cold War surpassed the fracture that had occurred in West Ger-
many over the intermediate nuclear force debates in the late 1970s and
early 1980s, when the consensus was challenged over NATO strategy.
The dilemmas thrown up by the ending of the Cold War exposed some
fundamental issues at the core of German strategic culture, raising the
question of the relationship between Germany’s past and contempo-
rary security policy choices, while also disturbing the balance that had
existed between the expectations of and the demands on German secu-
rity policy from both inside and outside of the Federal Republic. The
events of the late 1980s and early 1990s threw into confusion and dis-
cord what had been central tenets of West German security policy: a
robust cross-party consensus, a legally defined remit for the armed
forces; the Bundeswehr as a conscript force; and the guiding principle
of deterrence above the active use of force.

Armee ohne Feindbild

As a result of the demise of the Soviet threat, the Bundeswehr became
an Armee ohne Feindbild, or armed force without a concept of an
enemy. Having been an armed force created, legitimised and organised
purely within the context of the Cold War, the Bundeswehr, more than
any other West European armed force, clearly faced a more funda-
mental set of tasks relating to re-orientation and reform. Indeed the
challenge after 1989–90 amounted to the imperative of comprehen-
sively reconceiving and recasting the Bundeswehr and its mission as an
armed force, but also its place within society and politics at large.

The acquisition of sovereignty in security matters, together with the
incorporation of numbers of the Nationale Volksarmee (NVA) 3 and the
capping of the Bundeswehr, under the proviso of the Two + Four
Treaty, from 500,000 to 370,000 provided the numerical parameters for
the task of redesigning the Bundeswehr. Further impulses derived from
the reworking of NATO into a predominantly political as opposed to
military entity and a shift from flexible response and forward defence
towards a more diversified remit. The consequences of the first Con-
ventional Forces in Europe Agreement, which removed the Soviet
Union’s ability to launch a surprise attack on Western Europe, some-
thing that had always been a basic assumption in Western security
planning and specifically in the Bundeswehr’s design and posture, pro-
vided a further structural change influencing Germany’s thinking about
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security. Concurrently with these exogenous changes, notions of a ‘mat-
uration’ of Germany in foreign and security policy terms came to the
fore, with a growing number of German and non-German elites inter-
ested to see the new Germany shouldering a greater part of the burden
in European and global security. In the midst of this, the CDU-led
Government in 1991 commissioned an expert report which, in its con-
clusions, surmised that the Bundeswehr’s role could and should be
expanded beyond national territorial defence to ‘make military contri-
butions to international security within the collective defence alliance
of NATO, the United Nations and possibly also the EC/WEU and future
Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) commit-
ments in order to preserve territorial sovereignty’.4 Such thinking was,
however, ahead of its time. The evolution of German security policy
and, as part of this, a greater willingness to use armed force emerged
over time in an incremental fashion, the journey beginning with
Germany’s (non-)involvement in the Gulf War of 1990–1.

The trajectory of change

Change was initiated by the effects the Gulf War had both on German
thinking about security and on the thinking of Germany’s allies about
Germany’s role as a security actor, the combined effects of which
brought about a reappraisal of the role of the Bundeswehr and its
geographical remit. This in turn prompted a CDU-led strategy of pro-
gressively stretching the boundaries of armed forces’ use through
increasingly bold deployments. This strategy was checked, though not
stopped, by the constitutional debates of 1994 about the legality of
‘out-of-area’ missions. Since then and as seen most vividly in the
cases of Kosovo and East Timor, a trajectory of change was initiated in
the 1990s, with existing taboos breached, old convictions revised
and the role played by military force becoming a more routine and
uncontroversial aspect of German security policy.

Political catharsis and the Gulf War

The massive international effort to halt Saddam Hussein has suddenly
confronted West Germans with all their deeply confused emotions about
the role of their country’s military.5
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The Germans were geared to show they weren’t a danger, and they then
were asked to do something very much outside of familiar patterns.6

Military participation in the Gulf was ostensibly ruled out by rather
than for the Germans. Constituting the first post-Cold War exogenous
shock to established practices and policies, the conflict brought with it
a marked intensification in the international expectations placed on
Germany.7 At the same time, the war had a cathartic effect among Ger-
man elites, unleashing a debate on the status and purpose of German
military power after the Cold War.8

German participation in the Gulf on a level akin to that of Britain
or the United States was never on the agenda. Almost like a reflex, the
legal strictures restraining Germany’s use of armed force were espoused
by the leadership, who amid managing the unification process, were
keen to demonstrate continuity in Germany’s foreign and security
policies, not least because the Soviet Union had yet to ratify the Two
+ Four Treaty. This stance was fortified by domestic reticence over and
active protest against not just German participation but the allied
campaign more broadly. The possibility of a UN-mandated military
contribution to the international effort was mooted, however, by parts
of the governing CDU. In mid-August the Government proposed the
deployment of 4–6 German minesweepers in a WEU naval force located
in the Persian Gulf, thus potentially breaching the spatial limits of the
Bundeswehr’s remit. Pressure for this commitment came most vocally
from Kohl, his advisor Horst Teltschik and Defence Minister Gerhard
Stoltenberg, who argued that Germany should consider this deploy-
ment on the grounds of alliance solidarity and as a repayment to the
US for facilitating German unification – dubbed a ‘moral and political
debt’. The key argument levied here was that the prevailing status of
the Bundeswehr was unsatisfactory, and in a changed international
environment Germany had no choice but to assume a greater degree
of responsibility, one commensurate with the country’s economic
power.9

Failing to mobilise support for a Gulf deployment, however, and hav-
ing concluded alongside its coalition partner that the Basic Law did not
permit such a contribution, Kohl presided over less sensational moves,
including the sending of mine-sweepers to the Mediterranean and Ger-
many’s assumption of the role of paymaster and provider of logistical
support.10 Even the dispatching of eighteen Bundeswehr Alpha jets
under the auspices of NATO’s Allied Mobile Force to Turkey was chal-
lenged by opposition parties and became possible only after a great deal

Adjusting to life after the Cold War 57

Longhurst, Germany and the use of force.qxd  30/06/2004  16:25  Page 57

Kerry Longhurst - 9781526137401
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:11:54AM

via free access



of internal debate and on the back of relentless Conservative petition-
ing that the jets were to act as a deterrence and the move was a necessary
duty to Turkey, which was, after all, a NATO ally. Still the SPD con-
tended that the Government’s deployment to Turkey was overtly
offensive in nature, was not in line with the Basic Law and not in accor-
dance with NATO’s collective defence mechanism. Despite this and
the overwhelming public opposition to German involvement at any
level, Kohl pushed forward the move, stressing that if Germany did not
fulfil its allied duties NATO as a whole would be endangered.

A discernible shift in both policy and the public mood emerged in
January 1991 in response to the presentation of Saddam Hussein as a
contemporary incarnation of Hitler and revelations that German firms
had been players in the arming of Iraq, which had now begun to tar-
get Israel. From that point onwards Germany showed a greater
readiness to deploy its armed forces as part of the international effort,
as seen in the sending of German minesweepers to the Persian Gulf
after the war, as well as Bundeswehr assistance in the relief mission for
Kurdish refugees between April and June 1991. Importantly, these
actions went beyond the spatial limits of the Bundeswehr’s remit, eas-
ing in a new precedent, while being justified on humanitarian grounds
and linked to notions of German ‘responsibility’.

The catharsis occasioned by the Gulf War was made up of five inter-
connected elements:

• Discord emerged between external demands and conditions within
Germany. Policy-thinking was caught between expectations and
fears at home and abroad, and sought to do justice to both. As a
result, the sanctity of existing constitutional constraints on Bun-
deswehr deployments and Germany’s eurocentrism became jaded,
with both allies and portions of the German elite showing dismay
and frustration at the invoking of strict spatial limits, lack of Ger-
man commitment and solidarity with the West, and reliance on
cheque-book diplomacy.

• Differing and often contradictory readings of Germany’s new secu-
rity environment and prescriptions as to how German security policy
and use of the Bundeswehr should best be pursued came to the fore.
What transpired in the course of the conflict was a tension, even a
dialectic, among certain foundational elements of German strategic
culture: namely, how a parochial stance of restraint was to be main-
tained if other core values, such as solidarity with the alliance or
responsibility towards Israel, could not be served this way. Also, how
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could a renewed singularity be evaded if Germany maintained a
stymied military role, potentially at odds with that of her NATO
allies?

• What emerged was a dominant CDU-led paradigm for what post-
Cold War German security should be about and how it was to be
practised. This paradigm, which was actually already in gestation in
the 1980s and was subsequently practised and promoted in the
numerous post-Gulf War deployments, actively stymied the oppo-
sition’s voice in security matters, and later effectively impelled parts
of the SPD towards the CDU’s position.

• The Gulf War made plain that between the excesses of pacifism and
militarism there was a potential option for the use of German mil-
itary force; that new security challenges could not be defined so
neatly as it had been, signifying that Germany’s response could not
formulated as a straight ‘yes’ or ‘no’.

• The Gulf War also revealed the still active internal constraints on
Germany becoming a state ‘like any other’, which could use armed
force, legitimately and unproblematically, in the pursuit of national
interests. The conflict made plain that Germany’s conception of its
interests had more to do with ‘higher issues’, such as credibility in
the alliance, concern over Israel and the transparency to others of
its actions, than it had to do with more conventional notions of a
state’s interests.

An incremental approach to the use of force

In the wake of the Gulf War it was the CDU’s reading of the appro-
priate and most responsible path for Germany to pursue that was
realised, first through Bundeswehr deployments in Somalia, Cambodia
and Yugoslavia. Essentially, the CDU attempted to alter the existing
interpretation of the Basic Law through actual Bundeswehr deploy-
ments in order to set new precedents for the role of the armed forces.
Although the Bundeswehr’s missions in these countries were not of a
combative nature, they clearly set new parameters and stretched what
had been the existing interpretation of the Bundeswehr’s role.

The UNTAC mission to Cambodia in May 1992, with around 140
Bundeswehr soldiers, saw Germany participating actively in a UN peace-
keeping mission, and with the opposition’s approval. The Cambodia
deployment signified Germany’s growing willingness to shoulder part
of the security burden and was viewed by the new Defence Minister
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Volker Rühe as ‘ein Beitrag zu einem neuen Kapitel deutscher Verant-
wortung’ (a contribution to a new chapter in German responsibility).11

Under the auspices of UNOSOM II,12 in May 1993, the German
Government sanctioned the second Bundeswehr Blauhelm-Mission in
Somalia, making available armed forces consisting of 1,640 men for
transport, logistic and engineering work for an undertaking that had a
more overt peace-enforcing intent than the first. Importantly, the Ger-
man Government interpreted the Bundeswehr’s participation as purely
humanitarian, though UNOSOM II was manifestly a peace-enforcing
operation. Foreign Minister Kinkel, for example, defined the Bundes-
wehr’s deployment in Somalia as distinctly humanitarian, and as such
sanctioned and legitimised by paragraph 2 of article 87a of the Basic
Law.

Since July 1992 the Bundeswehr had been engaged in the former
Yugoslavia as part of the monitoring of the Adriatic embargo, which
was generally viewed as legitimate and certainly within the designated
NATO area/non-combatant perception of the Bundeswehr’s role.
However, the AWACS missions to control and enforce the no-fly zone
over Bosnia did not comply with existing criteria and was considered
by the FDP (Freie Demokratische Partei, Liberal Party) as an illegal
action. Domestic obstruction from the FDP not only challenged
Germany’s new commitment to her NATO allies but the NATO effort
as a whole, since around one-third of AWACS personnel were to come
from the Bundeswehr. This prompted the CDU to argue again that any
German intransigence on the matter might threaten the credibility and
coherence of the alliance as a whole.

Debating ‘out-of-area’ deployments

The so-called out-of-area debate, ostensibly about the legality of
deployments beyond NATO territory and the requisite constitutional
clarification, clearly revealed the opposing political stances on the cru-
cial issue of what Germany’s new security role should and could be. The
legalistic debate centred around articles 24 (entry to a system of collec-
tive security) and 87a (defensive purposes or for any other explicitly
outlined role only) of the Basic Law, which in the existing interpreta-
tion, as discussed in chapter 2, had codified the Bundeswehr’s role as
limited to one of defence within NATO area only or for overtly human-
itarian operations.13 The rupture of 1989–90 gave renewed political top-
icality to the issue of the spatial remit of the Bundeswehr, with some
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quarters arguing that a wider role was now both desirable and possible
within existing legal provisions. Essentially, Germany could now fulfil
its UN obligations and take part in a wider range of tasks under UN or
WEU mandates without constitutional change or amendments. Con-
versely, for many, the existing interpretation of the Bundeswehr’s role
still held and what was now needed was the setting of clear political
parameters for the Bundeswehr’s remit to avoid the unwanted extension
of its role. A further line of argument pressed for an actual change to
the constitution as a means of legally sanctioning and thus facilitating
Germany’s involvement in UN-mandated peacekeeping operations.

The Government’s response to the ending of the Cold War saw the
CDU–CSU (Christlich-Soziale Union) pushing for an enlargement of
the Bundeswehr’s remit without the prerequisite of a constitutional
clarification. Essentially, the gaining of sovereignty brought with it a
renewed responsibility, which, according to Chancellor Kohl, enabled
Germany through article 24 of the constitution to go beyond mini-
malist ‘Blue Helmet’ missions to active military support in line with the
UN charter. Within these goals both the CDU and the CSU stressed
the continuing centrality of NATO’s role. At the heart of this position
were, most notably, Kohl and his Defence Minister Rühe, whose con-
ception of the role of the Bundeswehr it was that eventually won
through.

The Conservative drive for an extended role for the Bundeswehr
served three specific aims.

• It would enhance the broader European project by strengthening a
European aptitude in security matters.14 Rühe, in particular, was very
vocal on this matter: urging Germany not to ‘think nationally in a
narrow way’, he went on to say that for Germany to renege on this
matter would hinder ‘others from developing a European capability
to act’.15

• Greater participation fulfilled the desire to evade a new German sin-
gularity in security matters. By demonstrating a greater readiness to
fulfil alliance commitments through deployments, the divergences
between countries like Britain and France and Germany would be
reduced. Rühe stressed that Germany’s credibility rested on its par-
ticipation in actions, and that Germany’s distinctiveness in security
matters was clearly undesirable.

• Germany could execute a responsible foreign policy only were its
power to be acknowledged, and sometimes being responsible would
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necessitate a willingness to use armed force. Writing in April 1991
Karl Lamers had warned that if Germany ‘were to act obliviously to
her power this would be irresponsible and raise mistrust, and that
Germany, without forgetting history, must move to being as nor-
mal as possible’.16 Similarly, drawing his conclusions from the Gulf
War, Kohl contended that for Germany ‘there could no longer be a
niche in world politics, no flight from responsibility; we intend to
make a contribution to a world of peace, freedom and justice’.17

Until 1992 FDP thinking on security matters was dominated by the
leitmotif of Genscherism, which, guided by a more benign, civilised
vision of international politics proffered a holistic conception of secu-
rity, espousing notions of a Weltinnenpolitik (world domestic policy),
together with the nurturing of collective security and pan-European
institutional frameworks, placing great faith in a rebirth for the UN
and seeking the empowerment of the CSCE framework, incorporating
the Soviet Union as an equal partner.18 In this vision, both NATO and
the EC were to become more pan-European in their design, the ulti-
mate goal being the creation of a European Federation.19 On the role
of the Bundeswehr, the party advocated the changing of the constitu-
tion to fit new realities of the post-Cold War era, to mandate a limited
remit for the Bundeswehr that would include participation in UN sanc-
tioned missions globally, something which had to be legally defined,
clearly and decisively. In short, at this point the FDP’s standpoint was
that the Bundeswehr, once its new remit was constitutionally sanc-
tioned, should be deployed in overtly humanitarian and peacekeeping
missions, though not in a peace-enforcing role. After Genscher’s depar-
ture, which undoubtedly gave the CDU more room for manoeuvre,
Klaus Kinkel as new party leader and foreign minister wielded less
power than his predecessor in terms of both coalition politics and for-
eign and security policy. Any notion there may have been of a strong
Liberal presence in security policy was largely thwarted, since this Lib-
eral position, or reading, did not fit with or was unable to adjust to
the dominant reading prescribed and practised by the CDU–CSU.

In 1990 the SPD appeared to be pulling in a direction very differ-
ent from that of the CDU–CSU, calling for a reduction in the
Bundeswehr to a figure below 250,000,20 together with a far narrower
interpretation of the Basic Law for the Bundeswehr’s remit. At its
Bremen conference in 1991 the SPD supported, in principle, the idea
of a change in the Basic Law to make it possible for the Bundeswehr
to engage out-of-area in a non-combatant peacekeeping capacity,
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stressing the need for a new consensus to emerge in society at large
which could only then lead to a constitutional amendment. This stance
was then gently reversed, beginning at the Wiesbaden Party Confer-
ence in 1993, by which time the party had to take account of the
Government’s ongoing and increasingly bold deployments of the Bun-
deswehr in Cambodia and Somalia. Although still espousing very broad
notions of security, privileging peacekeeping and collective security,
and rejecting any moves that would re-militarise both German and
European security policies, the Wiesbaden interpretation of peace-
keeping certainly differed from that of 1991. While Gulf War-type
scenarios were rejected outright and the notion that the Bundeswehr
should ever become a freely deployable intervention force deplored,
the SPD’s conception of Bundeswehr peacekeeping did come to include
the enforcing of UN embargoes. The party’s position and voice were
also hampered by fairly hefty internal dissensus. Among those inclined
to activism, Hans-Ulrich Klose, Karsten Voigt and Rudolf Scharping
argued that Germany should go beyond peacekeeping to participate
in UN combat missions; their voices were challenged by the pacifi-

stic wing of the party, which, in pursuit of an amilitaristic German
security policy, sought to construct a party position premissed on a
non-military security profile, a more limited remit for the Bundeswehr,
together with a firm commitment to disarmament across Europe.

As the Government’s boldness grew in deploying the Bundeswehr,
the SPD was prompted to seek constitutional clarification, to set clear
legal limits and a restriction on the deployment of the Bundeswehr to
UN peacekeeping only. In an attempt to halt the CDU–CSU’s strategy,
the SPD contended that Germany’s participation in the June–July 1992
embargo was a further move towards a dangerously reflexive military
policy and that the manoeuvres in the Adriatic were not humanitar-
ian, but were rather part of the Government’s attempts to bolster the
Bundeswehr’s extended remit.

Although issues of security and peace had always been at the core of
Green ideology, Bündnis90–Die Grünen had little influence in the early
stages of the out-of-area debates, suffering from an inability to trans-
pose their principles into practical policies. On the fringes of party
politics, it was the former Communists – the Partei des Demokratis-
chen Sozialismus (PDS) – who protested against expanding the
Bundeswehr’s remit in any shape or form. In applying its anti-mili-
taristic principles, the PDS proffered moves for a grand demilitarisation
of Germany.21
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Given the prevailing dissensus among party positions premissed on
the differing readings identified above the issue became a constitu-
tional matter. The first step in the legal debate over the role of the
Bundeswehr was taken in 1993 when the FDP (which had, in fact,
supported the mission) and the SPD saw that Germany’s engagement
in the AWACS mission was outside of existing constitutional bound-
aries and that the position of the Bundestag had been infringed. In
this round of the constitutional wrangle the result served to empower
the CDU’s stance, with a majority of 5 judges to 3 seeing that the
Government was legally entitled to take the decision to allow Ger-
man troops to support the implementation of the UN resolution. The
issue of Bundeswehr deployments was then taken once more to the
Constitutional Court in 1994 when the SPD campaigned against the
Government’s decision to partake in UNOSOM II, and in NATO and
WEU naval forces in the monitoring of the UN embargo against
Yugoslavia in the Adriatic.

The court’s ultimate decision

In mapping the trajectory of change in Germany’s post-Cold War secu-
rity policy, the Constitutional Court’s decision of 12 July 1994 is of
central significance. This decision essentially ratified the CDU–CSU
strategy of incrementally extending the Bundeswehr’s remit, without
recourse to constitutional amendments. The decision gave a clear
green light to further Bundeswehr deployments by dismissing SPD and
FDP objections to the Bundeswehr’s involvement in Somalia and
Yugoslavia. Importantly, the decision made no distinction between
peace-enforcement and peacekeeping deployments, and it sanctioned
the Bundeswehr’s use in NATO and WEU missions to carry out UN
Security Council decisions or actions under direct UN authority. The
court’s decision, based on article 24, paragraph 2, article 59, paragraph
2 (first sentence) and article 87a of the Basic Law,22 decreed that
Bundeswehr participation in UNOSOM II, in NATO and WEU naval
forces in the Adriatic in UN-mandated monitoring of the embargo
against the Federation of the Republics of Yugoslavia and the AWACS
mission imposing the UN no-fly zone over Bosnia were verfas-
sungskonform (conformed to the constitution). This meant that, at least
in theory and according to the Basic Law, the Bundeswehr could be
deployed in a whole range of missions, including future Gulf War-type
scenarios, provided that the Government sought Bundestag approval.23
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An important upshot of the constitutional resolution of the out-of-
area issue was that the debate about Bundeswehr deployments lost its
legalistic character, though it remained intensely party-political and
highly contentious. Subsequently, the Constitutional Court’s findings
did not initiate an end to Germany’s restrained style of security pol-
icy, nor did it signal an abrupt and irreversible change to established
perspectives on the use of force at both elite and public levels. Straight
after the Karlsruhe decision Defence Minister Rühe declared that
deployments would be judged on a case-by-case basis and that Ger-
many would continue say ‘no’ more than ‘yes’; Foreign Minister Klaus
Kinkel also stressed that the substance of German foreign policy would
remain ‘non-military’.24

From IFOR to SFOR: Germany gets to grips with the use of force

German security policy post-Karlsruhe reflected a sustained restraint,
as seen in November 1994 when the Government showed great reserve
when asked to supply Tornadoes to help NATO protect the withdrawal
of peacekeepers (UNPROFOR) from the former Yugoslavia. When
pressed in December, the Government did oblige, justifying the move
on grounds of alliance solidarity, but stated also that no German
ground troops would be committed.

In Spring 1995, Germany felt a greater compulsion to act and impor-
tantly made the switch from purely financial assistance to the
deployment of fourteen jets to a NATO base in northern Italy. Although
this move was significant in demonstrating a willingness to use force,
the deployment was painstakingly defined to avoid embroilment in
actual combat and restricted to ‘protecting and assisting’. The Bun-
destag supported this move on 30 June 1995, with 386 Abgeordnete
(members of Parliament) in favour and significant numbers of the
opposition – SPD and the Greens – supporting the deployment. The
deployment was framed by its proponents as intimately tied to ‘broader
and higher issues’, namely the creation of a common European foreign
and security policy, and the credibility and perception of Germany
around the world.

The success of the Government’s strategy of gradually but decisively
extending the Bundeswehr’s remit appeared to be further consolidated
with enhanced parliamentary support for IFOR in November 1995.
This time the majority in the Bundestag in support of deploying the
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Bundeswehr had grown to 543. As in previous deployments, the Bun-
deswehr was not to take part in a combat mission between warring
sides, but was rather to act as part of NATO’s back-up support, sta-
tioned outside Bosnia as a ‘junior partner’. Again broader and higher
issues were clearly at stake guiding the deployment, with Defence
Minister Rühe claiming that it was ‘immoral not to be involved’.

Rühe drew confidence from the broad parliamentary acquiescence
in respect of IFOR: ‘In a few years a new consensus has formed with
regard to the core tasks of German security policy and to the job and
the role of the German armed forces. I both welcome and I am thank-
ful for this development.’ 25 This consensus appeared to be validated
once more when on 13 December 1996 the Bundestag sanctioned Ger-
many’s participation in SFOR, which replaced IFOR, with 499 members
of Parliament supporting the motion. Again support came from large
numbers of SPD and Green parliamentarians who voted with the
Government. Significantly, in SFOR the Bundeswehr was actually
deployed inside Bosnia as an ‘equal partner’.26 Again, Rühe drew
weighty conclusions from the Bundestag’s decision, declaring that on
the

13 December 1996 the deputies in the Bundestag quietly liquidated the
remainder of Germany’s political and military special role (Sonderrolle)
which Germany had played for half a century due to its history; the lat-
ter also serving as pretext for a policy after unification which neither
matched the realities of world politics, nor Germany’s new position and
increased weight.27

Continued party-political discord: the basis of a fragile consensus

It is evident that the CDU-led Government’s incremental approach of
enacting more and more Bundeswehr deployments in the 1990s suc-
ceeded in forging a new reality. This had the effect of marginalising
those voices that had previously called for the continuation of a more
limited role for the armed forces. What in effect happened was that
elements of the SPD and the Greens moved more in line with the CDU’s
reading of how best German ‘responsibility’ in the security field could
be met and what role the Bundeswehr should play. Greater Red–Green
approval and support for the governing coalition’s position as seen in
IFOR and SFOR, and in Kosovo in 1999, flowed from the Constitu-
tional Court’s endorsement of the Government’s interpretation of the
Basic Law, as well as the skilful handling of the policy adaptation by
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Defence Minister Volker Rühe. Above all it was the ongoing bloody
war in the former Yugoslavia, in which all non-military measures to
stop ethnic cleansing had proved ineffectual, that prompted the shift
in perspectives to support the CDU–CSU’s programme. However,
despite this, an all-inclusive enduring consensus on the Bundeswehr’s
new role remained elusive at this time, suggesting that the CDU’s
proclamations of a new consensus in security policy were somewhat
premature. Certainly, German security policy had developed consider-
ably through the 1990s, though there remained in Germany factions
strongly in favour of restraint, presenting barriers to a fuller normali-
sation of security policy. In other words, the notion prevailed that the
use of the German armed forces would continue to be governed on a
case-by-case basis and that the main role of the Bundeswehr would
remain that of national and alliance defence. Echoing such sentiments,
Rühe himself maintained in 1997: ‘Eine darüber hinausgehende Inter-
ventionsfähigkeit wollen wir nicht’ (‘We do not want a total outright
intervention capacity’).28

The party-political scene continued to be marked by contrasting con-
ceptions of the remit of the Bundeswehr and its place in Germany’s
security policy. Although part of the governing coalition, the FDP
differed in its security concept from its coalition partners, perhaps not
so much in terms of ends as in institutional means. Liberal security
thinking remained preoccupied with notions of German responsibility
and duty, and of the need to play a more active role in assuring global
security. After the Constitutional Court’s decision in 1994, Foreign
Minister Kinkel, for example, argued that because of its past Germany
has a moral duty to preserve peace and participate in collective actions,
often with force:29 non-participation was viewed by the Liberals as an
irresponsible policy, a dangerous Sonderweg. Where the Liberal posi-
tion departed from that of the CDU–CSU was in the its vision of the
role that the Bundeswehr should play, globally, in support of missions
mandated by the UN and the Organisation for Security and Coopera-
tion in Europe (OSCE).

The declarations of the SPD’s Foreign Policy Congress of June 1997
revealed just how far the SPD had been forced to deal with the CDU’s
strategy. The party had come a long way from ‘humanitarian support
operations’ and ‘peacekeepers only’ under UN command to a more
‘calculable, reliable and Euro-compatible stance, which would allow
for ‘Bosnia-style peacekeeping operations’ 30 within the framework of
the UN or OSCE. The party’s Hannover congress of December 1997
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confirmed this shift, with the party declaring that the Bundeswehr
should be available for all kinds of military operations that have the
blessing of the UN, thus erasing the former delineation made by the
SPD between ‘yes’ to peacekeeping and ‘no’ to peace-enforcement. This
shift notwithstanding, the SPD continued to proffer a far more pro-
grammatic stance on the role of the Bundeswehr, with the aim of tightly
controlling the extended use of the armed forces. Even after the Karl-
sruhe decision and the party’s strong support for SFOR and IFOR, the
SPD remained critical of what it saw as the Government’s open-ended
approach which could lead to a security policy in which the Bun-
deswehr was all too readily deployed. In addition, a sizeable grouping
within the party still clung to more pacifistic arguments, rallying against
the more realist segment of the party that ‘not all of today’s risks can
be solved with military means’.31

As with the SPD, the Green’s position on the role of the Bundeswehr
was defined by opposition to the dominance of the CDU–CSU para-
digm, the celerity of events, especially in the former Yugoslavia, together
with its desire to become Regierungsfähig (fit to govern), all of which
prompted a sizeable turnabout in the Green’s position on the use of
force. The first manifestation of this was in 1993 when the Green’s
Regional Council voted for both German participation in UN missions
in cases of outright aggression and genocide and for UN military inter-
vention in Bosnia. Since that time, sizeable portions of the party voted
alongside the Government and the SPD in support of Bundeswehr
deployments in both IFOR and SFOR. Its ‘realist’ party leader, Joschka
Fischer, later to become Federal Foreign Minister, assisted the Greens’
move away from a stance based on rigid abstention to the use of force
and disengaged pacifism. In a policy paper in which he called ‘for a
redefinition of the Greens’ foreign policy principles’, Fischer pleaded
for the party’s principle of non-violence to be adjusted in the light
of massacres in Bosnia.32 The party’s apparent turnabout in support of
Bundeswehr deployments was a transient phenomenon however.
Fischer had his aims thwarted, with the official party programme on the
use of force remaining uncompromising.33 Once more, and with a view
to the Federal elections in September 1998, the leadership attempted to
redefine the Greens’ foreign policy principles at the party’s congress in
Magdeburg in March 1998. However, once again the leadership’s aims
were thwarted when the congress voted against the motion. Just as in
the first draft of the Green’s election programme ‘Green Is the Change’,
the 1998 version still aimed at abolishing both NATO and the
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Bundeswehr.34 The Greens’ position was that only in cases of genocide,
and then only with a UN mandate, should the Bundeswehr be used.

Of perhaps less consequence at this stage of developments was the
perspective of the former Communist Party on the use of force: the PDS’s
stance resulted in the most uncompromising policy of any of those in
the German political spectrum, one that was, in some ways, similar to
the fundamentalist Green position which had prevailed during the Cold
War. The PDS advocated the active demilitarisation of international
politics, the abandoning of the Bundeswehr being a first step in this pur-
suit. Apparently unaffected by the progress of the CDU–CSU-led
enlargement of the Bundeswehr’s remit in the 1990s, the PDS rejected
the idea of combat missions under the UN or ‘any other flag’; instead,
the OSCE, as a regional organisation of the UN, should be developed to
become the central structure of a European Peace Order.

The politics surrounding the purpose and role of the Bundeswehr in
the 1990s is quite revealing. While on the surface German security pol-
icy had undergone a revolutionary change, domestic perspectives on
the use of force remained splintered in nature, despite the decision of
the Constitutional Court in 1994 and the significant levels of support
gathered by the Government for Bundeswehr deployments in the for-
mer Yugoslavia. Clearly, a full-fledged robust consensus, similar to that
which had previously governed the use of (West) German armed forces
prior to 1989, had not by 1998 transpired. The new German perspec-
tive towards the use of force was characterised by a greater disposition
to consider using the Bundeswehr in a wider range of missions. Con-
sensus and agreement to actually deploy armed forces, though, would
be governed by strict criteria, which would include the presence of a
UN mandate, a multilateral framework, a clear mission statement, as
well as an unambiguous humanitarian dimension. Events of the fol-
lowing year which eventually led to the war in Kosovo, signified a
further critical juncture in the transformation of German security pol-
icy, challenging the existing criteria which had evolved over the
previous nine years about the use of force and compelling Germany to
breach a further taboo in the use of the Bundeswehr.

Germany and Kosovo: a Rubicon crossed?

Germany’s engagement in Kosovo was the Bundeswehr’s first combat
mission since its inception, speaking volumes for the evolution in
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German perspectives on the use of force that had transpired since
1989–90. But the significance of Kosovo as part of the trajectory of
change also derives from the fact that it was a Red–Green Government,
having come to power in 1998, that sanctioned the Bundeswehr’s
deployment. The positions taken by the new SPD Chancellor Gerhard
Schröder and his Green Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer were radi-
cally different from the lines pursued by both the SPD and the Green
Party at earlier points in the decade. This seeming qualitative change
in the role of the German armed forces was heralded as a ‘defining
moment in the politics of the new Germany’,35 a Zaesur (rupture) in
German foreign policy 36 and a move that would lead Germany to arrive
at NATO’s fiftieth anniversary celebrations as ‘a full partner with a new
attitude’.37 Germany’s involvement in Kosovo certainly was qualitatively
different to any other previous deployment, principally because this
time the Bundeswehr was engaged in an offensive military operation
against a sovereign state without a clear mandate from the UN.38 Given
the importance of the war in Kosovo to the transformation of Ger-
many’s security policy, the next section goes into some detail about the
context and evolution of the conflict and Germany’s involvement.

Germany’s commitment to the Kosovo region had become apparent
back in 1997 when, as part of the Contact Group, both Paris and Bonn
pushed for greater diplomatic efforts to help ease growing tensions
between Albanian Kosovans and Serbians who considered Kosovo to
be a full part of Greater Serbia. With a view to ameliorating these ten-
sions, Germany and France promoted the idea that Milosevic might
reduce the Serb military presence in the region if sanctions were relaxed
on Belgrade. Belgrade’s intransigence on the matter, however, led
NATO to issue warnings of military action should Milosevic maintain
his position in Kosovo. However, at this stage of events the alliance
appeared to lack the mettle to carry through these threats, and so
embarked on a protracted negotiation with Milosevic, continuing to
warn that if Serbia’s posture in the region remained unchanged then
NATO would strike. The only concession won by NATO at this point
was Milosevic’s agreement to allow an OSCE unarmed observer force
into Kosovo, under the protection of armed forces, which included a
small Bundeswehr contingent, stationed in Macedonia.

Despite the alliance’s continued predilection for a diplomatic solu-
tion, NATO began to muster support among members in the event
that bombing should become a necessity. When Germany was asked if
it would be prepared in principle to make a contribution to a NATO
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operation against the Serbs, which would be devoid of a UN sanction,
the outgoing CDU–CSU–FDP Government responded positively. This
unequivocal ‘yes’ was reaffirmed by the new Red–Green coalition,
once in office in October 1998, and also gained the full support of the
Bundestag.39

In the meantime, an armistice was brokered in October 1998 between
Milosevic and US Special Envoy to the Balkans Richard Holbrooke,
thus bringing renewed optimism for a diplomatic solution to the confl-

ict. However, this interregnum was brutally interrupted by the
discovery, on 15 January, that there had been a massacre of Albanian
peasants in the village of Racak, carried out by Serb forces. This event
was a critical juncture in the run-up to the war and was decisive in
shifting the mood in the West towards finding a solution, and with it
came fresh threats of bombing from the alliance. This renewed dedi-
cation to resolve the crisis, but with a strong preference to avert a
military engagement, was also fuelled by NATO’s forthcoming fiftieth
anniversary, which would have been somewhat overshadowed had not
the alliance been seen to be doing something credible. The subsequent
Rambouillet talks thus illustrated that no one was yet ready to press
the button and that the threat of force was better than the use of force.
The talks held during 6–23 February and then in Paris in mid-March
brought the Albanian Kosovans and the Serbs to the negotiating table
with the aim of hammering out an agreement on an autonomous
Kosovo, coupled with the withdrawal of Serb troops. After some delib-
eration, the Albanian Kosovans signed the agreement, thereby acceding
to the notion of an autonomous rather than a fully independent
Kosovo, whereas their Serb counterparts were not prepared to sign such
an accord. Crucially, Belgrade was resistant to the removal of its troops
from Kosovo. The ultimate failure of all political efforts to resolve the
crisis led NATO to fulfil its earlier threats of military action, and an
air offensive was launched on 24 March 1999. Germany’s contribution
to the air-strikes came in the form of four Tornado aircraft stationed
in Placenza,40 which although relatively small did represent a new
form of deployment, differing substantially from previous Bundeswehr
missions.

When commenting on why Germany should commit to the NATO
operation Chancellor Gerhard Schröder stated that Germany had a
‘moral obligation’ 41 to be fully involved and that ‘there was no other
option open but to end the murdering in Kosovo’.42 Schröder argued
that the principle of ‘never again war’ inherent in German security
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policy had to be superceded by a ‘higher principle’, namely that of stop-
ping the killings and deportations of Albanian Kosovans.43 Defence
Minister Rudolf Scharping made similar comments when explaining
the rationale behind Germany’s involvement. Scharping saw that just
as the massacre in Srebrinica in 1995 had forced a turnabout in German
thinking on the use of force in Bosnia, so the nature of the conflict in
Kosovo made Germans see things differently, and that it was Germany’s
responsibility to use force to end the war.44

A key characteristic of German policy over Kosovo was the ongoing
emphasis on diplomacy. Given that at the time Germany had possession
of the EU and WEU presidencies, the new Government played a defin-
ing role in the diplomatic activity to resolve the conflict without
recourse to military action. In this sense the Government pursued a
‘dual-track’ approach, combining a firm commitment to NATO’s aer-
ial bombardment, together with intensive diplomatic efforts aimed at
averting military action. Inherent in Germany’s diplomatic behaviour
were strong traits of multilateralism through the use of international
institutions and bodies (i.e. G8, the EU, Quint) as means towards a solu-
tion. Through the special Kosovo summit in April in Cologne
particularly, Germany, as president of the EU, took forward the idea of
a broad stability pact for South-East Europe, promoting the importance
of bringing the countries of the region into closer forms of co-opera-
tion with the EU. Germany was also active within the Quint grouping
and, later, the G8 through the Bonn summit in June by forging a set of
conditions, and garnering international support for them, for the ces-
sation of the war.45 Additionally, Germany sought to forge cooperative
standpoints and consensus, thereby legitimising and legalising sanctions
and conditions. This was evident especially in Germany’s success in
bringing the UN into the equation by inviting General Secretary Annan
to the EU special summit on Kosovo in Cologne. Lastly, Germany pur-
sued an inclusivist strategy of seeking to involve both China and Russia
in the process towards the resolution of the conflict. A peace plan pro-
posed by Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer in early April, though not
accepted by Germany’s partners, encapsulated Germany’s whole
approach to the conflict. The plan proposed a twenty-four-hour break
in NATO bombing on the condition that Milosevic began the with-
drawal of Serb troops from Kosovo. It also promoted a co-operative
approach to conflict resolution, in that it sought to incorporate both
China and Russia in to the decision-making process with the aim of
internationally isolating Serbia. Inherent to the plan was a desire to
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garner international legitimacy for the alliance’s mission and to stabilise
the region as a whole through substantial socio-economic measures.

Conclusion

The mapping of developments in German security policy after 1989–90
reveals a clear trajectory of change in perspectives on the use of armed
force, seen most clearly in the increasingly bold Bundeswehr deploy-
ments of the 1990s, both within and outside of the European theatre.
Germany’s involvement, first in Kosovo and then East Timor, under
the auspices of the UN’s INTERFRET mission, seemed to draw a
firm line under the process of change – by the end of the decade the
re-orientation of the German armed forces seemed both complete and
successful.

Much had indeed changed, though this chapter has sought to
demonstrate that, on further inspection and through a more nuanced
reading of the politics surrounding the use of the Bundeswehr, far from
residual constraints relating to the use of force remain in place within
Germany and that, crucially, these forces and factors continue to infl-

uence the deployment of its armed forces. Determining the use of the
Bundeswehr is the rather complex and incomplete consensus which
underpinned the various deployments in the 1990s. Cross-party agree-
ment was forged in the case of Bundeswehr deployments in Bosnia,
Kosovo, East Timor, and so on, because of the close fit of the exigen-
cies of such crises with existing ways of thinking about the use of force
in Germany, and which, crucially, were in line with the postulates of
German strategic culture. Future conflict scenarios and security chal-
lenges may not, however, gel quite so well with German thinking.

With a focus on German responses to September 11 2001 and the
‘War on Terror’, chapter 4 aims to substantiate this claim by showing
the limitations to the trajectory of change in German security policy and
the power of strategic culture in shaping perspectives on the use of force.
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