
6

The endurance of conscription

Universal conscription is an element of Germany’s security insurance and
will continue to be indispensable.1

I believe that conscription is an essential instrument for the Bundeswehr’s
integration into society. Therefore, it shall remain.2

The conscription puzzle

When considered against the expansion of the Bundeswehr’s remit dur-
ing the 1990s and the associated efforts at restructuring its armed forces,
Germany’s stalwart commitment to retaining conscription is an area of
profound stasis, an anomaly warranting further investigation. In the
face of ever-more acute strategic, economic and social challenges to the
utility of compulsory military service since the ending of the Cold War,
conscription was maintained and developed in Germany in the 1990s
by both the CDU- and the SPD-led Government to enhance its rele-
vance and thus ensure its survival. Moreover, the issue of conscription’s
future, whenever it has been debated in Germany over the past decade,
has been hampered by the overwhelming support given to the practice
by the Volksparteien, as well as the Ministry of Defence; as a conse-
quence, no serious consideration has been given to alternatives to
conscription.

This situation sets Germany apart from countries across Europe (and
beyond) where the trend has been away from the mass-armed force pre-
missed on compulsory military service and towards fully professional
smaller forces. Germany’s lack of engagement with the issue of con-
scription derives from the prevailing belief among the political and mil-
itary elite that, stripped of its compulsory military service element, the
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Bundeswehr would become irretrievably undemocratic and that unde-
sirable changes to the form and substance of Germany’s foreign and
security policy would follow. The potency of this conviction is apparent
in the discourse surrounding Bundeswehr staffing structures and, more
specifically, in the justifications levied in support of conscription
throughout the 1990s.

This significance of conscription in Germany after 1989 has been
noted by a number of commentators who have generally seen that the
endurance of the practice is best explained by socio-historical reasons,
or ideational factors, relating to ‘the weight of the past’, an entrenched
political–military culture informed by Germany’s past and culture –
features, it has been argued, that ensure the policy’s path-dependence
and obstruct the way to change.3 Even the most ardently realist prog-
noses of German security policy have acknowledged conscription’s
special status. Geoffrey van Orden, for example, commented: ‘The
debate over conscription goes to the heart of the contemporary Ger-
man dilemma over the function of the armed forces.’ 4 Others, coming
from a more constructivist perspective, have made similar observations
about the significance of the draft. John Duffield, for one, posited that
the anti-militarism innate to German political culture ‘has fostered a
strong, if not universal, attachment to conscription, despite its disad-
vantages in the circumstances of the post-Cold War era and even
though it has no longer been necessary to prevent a replay of the mil-
itaristic excesses of the past’.5 Thomas Berger came to the same
conclusion, maintaining that the reality of a specific political–military
culture within Germany is the chief reason for the perpetuation of con-
scription, expressive of the drive to weld together German society and
its military.6 Such comments about the peculiar, historically deter-
mined, inertia surrounding conscription have rarely issued in analysis
beyond this labelling of conscription as somehow ‘special’. With such
observations as a starting-point, I attempt in this chapter to explore
the puzzle of conscription and to explain why, in the face of factors
that challenge the efficacy of conscription, its practice has been per-
petuated and seems set to form a substantial part of the Bundeswehr’s
current mixed personnel composition.7

It is worth sketching out the place of conscription in the context
of West German rearmament before considering the present state of
play. As explained in chapter 2, conscription acted as a linchpin in the
rearming of West Germany, meeting a range of military, social and
political requirements prevalent at the time. Crucially, the introduction
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of conscription enabled the new Bundeswehr to build up a substantial
personnel base and augmentation strength within the context of NATO,
thus contributing to West Germany’s international rehabilitation. Fur-
thermore conscription, alongside a number of other new civil–military
mechanisms, served as a bridge-builder between the new armed forces
and a society largely opposed to the rearmament process and suspi-
cious of all things military. An upshot of this was that conscription
over time became more than just a staffing mechanism, symbolising
the new democratic ethos of the Bundeswehr and playing a signifi-

cant role in building up the Federal Republic’s political capital and
credibility as a security actor.

Annually throughout the Cold War up to 200,000 young men were
inducted to the armed forces as Grundwehrdienstleistende, alongside its
regular personnel and reservists, to enable the Bundeswehr to reach its
augmented wartime strength of around 1 million personnel. During the
Cold War, as was noted in 1973 in a government report, a move away
from compulsory military service was deemed plausible only in the
instance of a ‘substantially changed security situation [that would] per-
mit a considerable reduction of standing forces’, and which could lead
to ‘an examination of the conversion of the Bundeswehr into an all-
volunteer force’.8 The enduring Cold War bipolarity and the sustained
burden of expectation on the Federal Republic to produce a land-based
large armed force naturally perpetuated conscription, the practice of
which was largely uncontested throughout this period. Consequently,
until the watershed of 1989–90, the only changes made to military serv-
ice came in the form of lengthened or shortened service time in
response to changes in the intensity of the security environment and
the projected number of young men available at given times for mili-
tary service. Between 1956 and 1961 conscripts served for a period of
12 months; after 1962 and until 1971 service time was extended to 18
months, but was subsequently shortened to 15 months after 1972. Then,
in 1984, it was decided, partly in response to the declining birth rate,
that from 1989 the length of military service woul return to eighteen
months.

The ending of superpower hostilities in 1989–90 nullified existing
plans to extend the duration of military service from 1989 onwards.
Beyond this, little else changed in Germany’s conscription policy there-
after. Indeed, in spite of the seismic geopolitical changes of 1989–90 –
and considering the ongoing unpopularity of compulsory military serv-
ice, especially among young people, as seen in consistently high levels
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of conscientious objectors which had begun to soar already in the 1970s
– in successive reform documents and efforts to reshape the Bun-
deswehr to meet new post-Cold War security challenges, continuity
rather than change characterised the policy and politics of conscrip-
tion. This static situation in Germany stands in stark contrast to change
elsewhere in Europe and sets Berlin aside from its main partners in
terms of the personnel structures of its national armed forces. The
diminishing utility of conscription has already been recognised by many
other European states, where moves have been underway since the end-
ing of the Cold War to abolish the practice in favour of fully
professional or ‘all-volunteer forces’ (AVFs). For example, France, Bel-
gium and The Netherlands had concluded already in the mid-1990s
that their security needs were better served by smaller, more mobile,
forces comprised purely of professionals. Spain, Italy, Portugal and the
Czech Republic have also followed suit and begun the process of estab-
lishing smaller AVFs, processes which have not, however, been without
difficulties and controversy in all of these countries.

The reasons why these states decided to make the switch to fully pro-
fessional force structures are clear. They relate, first and foremost, to a
proven need, which emerged over the course of the 1990s to enhance
the operational readiness and interoperability of national armed forces,
necessitating smaller, better trained, better paid and better equipped
modern armed forces – a model which tends to negate the value of the
conscript. The norm of small and efficient armed forces has emerged
and has shaped the decision by most NATO and EU member states to
go fully professional. Meanwhile, the more steadfast conscript states in
Europe have remained so due to exceptional circumstances. They are
either neutral, like Switzerland, are engaged in ongoing territorial dis-
putes, as are Turkey, Greece and Cyprus, or are not part of a security
alliance, the situation, for example, with Austria.9 Appreciated in this
context, Germany’s inability or unwillingness to commence with a full
debate on the merits of conscription is quite unique.

What characterised the issue in Germany in the 1990s was a per-
vasive ‘non-debate’ surrounding conscription. Certainly, the issue
bobbed in and out of the political commentary, the abolition of the
draft being promoted by fringe elements of the political class, as well
as by interest groups; but a measured and comprehensive appraisal of
conscription was bypassed. Conscription did acquire greater topicality
soon after 1998 when the Red–Green coalition came to power and
launched a renewed effort at Bundeswehr reform through processes
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which, as chapter 5 explained, focused on both reducing its overall size
and its modernisation for new missions. What this effort at reform
brought into focus were the inherent difficulties associated with simul-
taneously redesigning the Bundeswehr as a modern armed force and
perpetuating conscription, difficulties which would continue to under-
mine Bundeswehr efforts at reform.

Although Rudolf Scharping’s reform programme made some signifi-

cant changes and began to bring the Bundeswehr more in line with Ger-
many’s allies and partners, it side-stepped the endemic problem of
funding and, crucially, failed to engage fully with the issue of conscrip-
tion.10 The commitment to conscription was also bolstered at the con-
stitutional level, after the Constitutional Court in Karlsruhe confirmed
the legality of conscription in April 2002 and, moreover, found its prac-
tice to be independent of the intensity of the security environment, but
dependent on government policy.11 This decision was, unsurprisingly,
embraced by the SPD, which declared that the practice was still a suc-
cess and that Germany would stick with it in the long term, Defence
Minister Scharping adding that he hoped the court’s ruling would bring
to an end the legal discussion of the future of conscription.12 The main
opposition parties, the CDU and the CSU, also welcomed the court’s
ruling, regarding conscription as necessary both to Germany’s security
needs and in integrating the armed forces within society.13 In the sec-
ond wave of defence reforms initiated by the Red–Green coalition a
pledge was made as a bargain between the pro-conscription SPD and
the pro-reform Greens to examine the future of conscription, which was
outlined by the coalition treaty in the wake of the Federal election in
September 2002. However, rather than heralding a far-reaching discus-
sion about the merits of conscription or signalling the beginning of the
end of conscription, as some quarters believed, efforts at reforming
the Bundeswehr in the Red–Green coalition’s second term of office
stuck with the pro-conscription orthodoxy. This stance was ultimately
confirmed in the VPR of May 2003, which stressed, inter alia, the
continued vitality of conscription and its importance for German secu-
rity policy. Subsequently, in line with current plans but prior to the
fleshing out of the defence reforms articulated by Peter Struck in Janu-
ary 2004, around 107,000 conscripts served in the Bundeswehr, for a
period of nine months, indicating that around one-third of its ‘active’
personnel in 2002–3 was made up of conscripts.14

Peter Struck’s reform plans of January 2004 to reduce defence spend-
ing by around Euro 26 billion, accompanied by drastic cuts (of around
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35,000) in the overall size of the Bundeswehr have raised, perhaps for
the first time, serious questions about the viability of maintaining con-
scription; Struck was, however, quick to confirm his commitment to
the draft at least until 2006.15 Despite this commitment, it is possible
that 2004 will mark the beginning of the end of the draft in Germany.
Already, Struck’s reform programme has prompted many to conclude
that conscription will be abolished in the medium term, together with
the Zivildienst, the civilian alternative to military conscription, a
prospect with immense consequences for Germany’s social services and
health sector. These points notwithstanding, the ending of conscrip-
tion, when it comes, will certainly be a complex phenomenon,
accompanied by protracted political debate.

Conscription: under fire from all fronts

By perpetuating conscription Germany is committed to a policy at odds
with both the Bundeswehr’s de facto main role and the personnel struc-
tures of key allies and partners, a discrepancy of increasing concern
outside of Germany. Challenging the utility of compulsory military
service are a number of factors and processes, resisted by Germany,
which are now discussed.

Conscription’s diminishing strategic rationale

Fundamental changes to the intensity of Germany’s strategic environ-
ment after 1989 challenged the role, organisation and purpose of its
armed forces, presenting an opportunity, or critical juncture, for an
appraisal of its practice of conscription. Crucially, the entire range of
strategic assumptions, and with them the rationale for conscription, of
West Germany began to dissipate with the dissolution of the Warsaw
Pact and implosion of the Soviet Union. Manifesting this change, the
German Ministry of Defence declared in its first post-Cold War White
Paper, in 1994, that ‘for the foreseeable future there exists no existen-
tial threat to the territorial integrity of Germany and that of her allies’.16

The evaporation of this threat was underlined in April 1999 when
NATO was enlarged to include Poland, Hungary and the Czech Repub-
lic. From that point on, Germany has been bordered to the east by
NATO fellow-member states. The point here is that, already by the end
of the century, the territorial defence rationale for conscription was
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substantially weakened. NATO’s second eastern enlargement, in 2004,
to embrace another seven states – Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania,
Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia – erodes the territorial defence ration-
ale for conscription even further.

Chapters 3 and 4 detailed the changes in German security thinking
after 1989–90, as seen most vividly in the incremental alterations to the
role of the Bundeswehr, that gradually extended its remit to include
out-of-area crisis-management missions. Through deployments in
Cambodia, Somalia and Bosnia, and then Kosovo, Macedonia, East
Timor and Afghanistan, German security policy came to be focused
more on out-of-area missions, which became the principal role of the
Bundeswehr, a focus largely accepted across the nation’s political spec-
trum. Germany’s combat role in Kosovo in 1999, a critical juncture in
this development, considerably increased the momentum to modernise
the Bundeswehr, an objective given even greater impetus by the events
of September 11 2001 and the subsequent war on terrorism, imposing
on German security thinking a global perspective and exploding the
notion that traditional national and alliance defence remained the core
tasks of the Bundeswehr. In short, the nature of Bundeswehr deploy-
ments throughout the 1990s and beyond have demonstrated the extent
to which German armed forces have shifted from a remit based on ter-
ritorial defence, necessitating a large land-based force, towards a more
active role in out-of-area missions requiring highly trained and well-
equipped forces, deployable globally with rapidity. Certainly, much in
the Bundeswehr’s personnel structure has altered over the past decade,
with modernisation efforts proving to be moderately effective in build-
ing up a crisis-reaction capacity and reducing the ratio overall of
conscripts to professional soldiers. However, the key point here is that
as the Bundeswehr’s role extends, especially in the context of the secu-
rity challenges after 2001, as already depicted in the VPR of 2003, the
strategic rationale for conscription is irreversibly diminishing.

Who serves? Violating the universality of conscription

Alongside the diminishing strategic rationale for conscription are a
range of additional factors that cast doubt on its relevance. One issue
which, over the past decade, has become increasingly problematic is
that of Wehrgerechtigkeit, or the extent of equity in who is inducted to
perform military service and who is not. The issue promises to con-
tinue to become increasingly pertinent in the current context of the

124 Germany and the use of force

Longhurst, Germany and the use of force.qxd  30/06/2004  16:25  Page 124

Kerry Longhurst - 9781526137401
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:11:57AM

via free access



fewer young men needed for conscript service, which challenges the
constitutional claim for the universality of the practice and, ultimately,
the notion of ‘citizen in uniform’. The situation has arisen in Germany
in which only around half of an age cohort actually undergoes basic
military service; many of the rest wait to complete their conscript serv-
ice but never get drafted; others, as conscientious objectors, opt for the
Zivildienst; while a further portion are exempted on health grounds or
are ineligible for other reasons. In short, all this implies that Germany
has moved unwittingly from universal conscription to a selective prac-
tice. Consequently, the notion that conscription is the ‘legitimate child
of democracy’ and a central tenet in the democratic framework of
civil–military relations in Germany is under stress.

Financing the Bundeswehr – squaring the circle?

Further pressure on the sustainability of conscription is exerted by the
dictates of defence spending discussed in chapter 5. The crux of the
problem is how conscription, which claims a sizeable proportion of the
defence budget, can be balanced with equipping the Bundeswehr for
its new missions, which requires greater expenditure on research and
development and on the professional element of the force. This
quandary and the pressure it exerts on conscription will become only
more acute in the context of a static defence budget, coupled with sus-
tained demands on Germany to commit more readily to European
procurement projects, NATO deployments and ESDP requirements.
Not only is the German defence budget relatively small, but the way
in which it is spent presents problems for the Bundeswehr. Germany
currently spends around 1.6 per cent of its GDP on defence, compared
to 2.4 per cent in the UK and 2.6 per cent in France; moreover Berlin
spends less than half of what France and the UK currently do on
research and development. It is in this context that Germany is trying
to reconcile a commitment to conscription with enhanced Bundeswehr
deployment and crisis-management capacities. It is clear that by shed-
ding conscription this financial quandary would be at least eased,
releasing much needed funds to kick-start the modernisation process.

These strategic, social and financial pressures on conscription have
mounted in Germany since the ending of the Cold War, and they have
increased since September 11 2001. Moreover, international interest
and concern about the pace of German defence reforms, and con-
scription in particular, has grown in recent times. While Brussels and
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Washington once stopped short of calling for Germany to abolish con-
scription, focusing rather on defence spending and the need to invest
more heavily in research and development to help the ESDP as well as
NATO modernisation goals, in more recent times criticism of con-
scription has become less ambivalent.17 The continuation of
conscription and the bottleneck it represents in the process of Bun-
deswehr modernisation have finally been acknowledged and were
among the key issues raised by the outgoing NATO Secretary-General
George Robertson during a visit to Germany in November 2003. Speak-
ing about NATO’s changing role and the need to enhance collective
capabilities by comprehensive modernisation programmes, Robertson
urged Germany to do more in the way of modernising the Bundeswehr
and referred explicitly to professionalisation as a means of increasing
effectiveness.18

In the long run, therefore, the tasks of equipping the Bundeswehr
for new missions while sustaining conscription within a horizontal
defence budget appear to be increasingly problematic. Put simply, in
the unlikely event of the defence budget rising in the near future and
given that the Bundeswehr continues to expand its crisis-management
capacities, financial considerations point to a winding down of con-
scription. However, despite these pressures and incentives to abolish
conscription, there is in Germany a resolve to maintain, indeed to
enhance, the practice of conscription. Both the CDU- and the SPD-led
Governments sought to fudge these increasingly complex issues by
declaring a commitment to establish a core capability for crisis
management while making ‘intelligent’ use of universal conscription.

The substance of the German (non-)debate

An active resistance to abandoning conscription was apparent through-
out the 1990s and continues in the current reform process. A complex
web of mutually reinforcing arguments sustains conscription, with
debates running along lines of argument similar to those levied in estab-
lishing conscription in West Germany in the 1950s.

Four interrelated categories of justification and legitimisation lodged
in support of conscription form the basis of a sturdy cross-party con-
sensus incorporating the mainstay of the SPD, the CDU–CSU and the
Ministry of Defence. Dissent from this consensus comes from the Green
Party, the PDS and the FDP, plus small elements of the SPD, especially
the Young Socialists. As ‘gatekeepers’ of the pro-conscription consensus
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the Volksparteien have guarded against its abolition since the ending
of the Cold War. Consequently, over the past decade there has been no
assumed need for a fundamental discussion on the merits of conscrip-
tion. A taboo has come to surround the issue, and conscription has
become almost sacrosanct, with any questioning of the status quo
viewed as bordering on the heretical.

When in government with the CDU–CSU until 1998, elements of
the FDP attempted to make the abolition of conscription part of the
party’s profile. A group of younger Liberals began to argue that con-
scription was no longer strategically or socially functional and should
be abolished. In a series of newspaper interviews Jürgen Koppelin and
Rainer Brüderle countered all of the pro-conscription arguments of the
CDU–CSU–SPD, but especially that a shift to AVF would inevitably
lead to the return of the ‘state within a state’ syndrome.19 Throughout,
these young Liberals’ involvement with the issue, the party leadership,
the CDU and the Ministry of Defence defended conscription by well-
worn and familiar arguments. Towards the end of the summer of 1997,
with the final decision on the Liberal Party’s stance pending, the issue
became particularly volatile, with Defence Minister Volker Rühe warn-
ing that the issue, unless satisfactorily resolved, could become a
‘coalition matter’.20 The Liberals’ decision, reached in the autumn, was
that the continuation of conscription would be party policy for the
1998 Federal election.

The taboo surrounding conscription kicked in once more in the
spring of 2000, even before Scharping had announced his programme
of defence reforms. The leaking of the recommendations of the
Weizäcker and Von Kirchbach reports for the reform of the Bun-
deswehr, commissioned by the Government, elicited a swift
condemnation from the CDU which charged that the planned reforms,
specifically the shortened duration of service for conscripts which
would allow little time for training, threatened the future of military
service, and that, in turn, would destabilise the Bundeswehr.21 The CSU
was even bolder in expressing its concerns, arguing that the plans
amounted to the abolition of conscription ‘through the back door’.22

The Green Party’s opposition to military service naturally became of
greater consequence when they formed a governing coalition with the
SPD in September 1998. The official party position was, and remains,
that conscription is obsolete, an Auslaufmodell, and should be abol-
ished in favour of a smaller AVF of some 200,000 soldiers with greater
transparency of structure and subject to enhanced parliamentary
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control, well-equipped for its main tasks – collective security, peace
support and humanitarian missions. Conscription, from the Greens’
perspective, acts as a block to the effective reform and modernisation
of the Bundeswehr and is unnecessary as a means of integrating the
armed forces within society.23

Having backed down on the issue in 1998, the FDP made the abo-
lition of conscription part of its election manifesto for the 2002 Federal
election. The party argued that the maintenance of conscription was
not only ill-suited to Germany’s security needs, but that the very notion
of compulsory military service was out of step with patterns of con-
temporary citizenship. The Liberals’ contribution was to point to the
imperative of shedding conscription in favour of an all-professional,
well-trained and highly deployable military, equipped with modern
weaponry.24 The third anti-conscription voice is that of the former-
communist PDS. The party’s position on conscription is bound up with
its broader aims of abolishing the Bundeswehr and securing the grad-
ual demilitarisation of German foreign and security policy, as expressed
in the party’s slogan: Nein zur Wehrpflicht ist ein nein zum Krieg (‘A
“no” to conscription is a “no” to war’). On this route towards demil-
itarisation, the PDS envisages a Bundeswehr of some 100,000 soldiers,
twinned with the pursuit of non-military crisis-resolution mechanisms
in the form of the UN and the OSCE.25

In defence of conscription

Although the gatekeepers of the conscription consensus may disagree
on the length of military service and the degree of flexibility to be per-
mitted in the system, they remain united in promoting its continuation
and levy the same kinds of arguments in its support. It is this broad
consensus which has ensured that conscription remains sacrosanct.

The first line of argument in support of conscription emphasises con-
tinuities in Germany’s security requirements. The 1994 Defence White
Paper posited that national and alliance territorial defence remained
the core task of the Bundeswehr, ‘supplemented’ by German partici-
pation in multinational conflict prevention and crisis management.26

It dictated a fairly sober geopolitical analysis of Germany’s perpetual
Zentrallage, leading to a role conception ‘of defending the heart of
Europe’ and a force structure which necessitated conscription.27 The
‘continuity of role’ argument rose in prominence at the time of France’s
decision to suspend conscription in the spring of 1996 and its potency
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continued, despite Germany’s disposition to use armed forces in out-
of-area deployments in Kosovo as well as in Afghanistan. Both the
Weizäcker and Von Kirchbach reports on the future of the Bundeswehr
viewed national and collective defence of the alliance as a priority, thus
necessitating conscription. Even after the events of September 11, the
continuity of role argument was applied, Generalinspekteur Harald
Kujat arguing that among the Bundeswehr’s tasks national and alliance
defence remained a high priority.28 Similarly, in his spring 2002 paper
for the CDU on the reform of the Bundeswehr, Volker Rühe stated the
necessity of conscription on security grounds, seeing that without the
draft the armed forces would not be able to reach the numbers neces-
sary to meet its national and alliance defence commitments, as well as
its crisis management tasks.29 Even in the VPR of 2003, which in many
ways represented a dramatic shift in the fundamentals of German secu-
rity thinking by signalling a departure from the primacy of
national–alliance territorial defence, conscription was justified on the
strategic grounds of ‘operational readiness’ and ‘effectiveness’.

A second line of argument levied in support of conscription draws
directly on the lessons of German history and combines both the neg-
ative aspects of Germany’s pre-1945 military past and the positive
aspects of the Federal Republic’s experience with the Bundeswehr as
the first conscript army in the democratic German State. At the heart
of the argument is the conviction that conscription is the best means
of preventing a return to the ‘state within a state’ syndrome. This line
of reasoning finds its expression in a raft of arguments positing con-
scription’s vital function in firmly establishing the Bundeswehr and
matters of security within every sector of politics and society, thereby
guarding against alienation and acting as an effective form of societal
control over the military. Throughout the 1990s this line of argument
served as a powerful restraint on discussions over the future of con-
scription, figuring prominently in Bundestag debates over the
Bundeswehr’s structure. The balancing role played by military service
in civil–military relations continued in the context of the 2002 elec-
tions. For example, in the SPD’s manifesto it was claimed that
conscription would continue to assure that the Bundeswehr of the
future is firmly anchored in society.30 In a similar vein, the CDU’s posi-
tion on the future of the Bundeswehr and its critique of Scharping’s
reform programme depicted conscription as providing meaning to the
notion of ‘the citizen in uniform’ and as a societal anchorage for the
armed forces.31
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A third principal argument in support of conscription revolves
around the notion of Kultur der Zurückhaltung (culture of restraint),
denoting the long-term restraint and general amilitary character of Ger-
man foreign and security policy, stemming from the former Federal
Republic’s security identity. This line of argument was particularly
prominent in the 1990s’ out-of-area debates, but has subsided some-
what since the Bundeswehr’s Kosovo deployment. The argument’s
rationale was that, in the absence of conscription, defence planners
would be freed from a number of moral questions and hindrances con-
fronting decisions on Bundeswehr deployment, because, as an AVF, it
would be a readily deployable tool of foreign policy, disposed to mili-
tary adventurism.32 This argument views conscription essentially as a
force for cautious restraint in security policy, rendering policy-makers
more accountable to society and democratic politics. The Kultur der
Zurückhaltung argument was a particular favourite of Chancellor Kohl:
when speaking in 1996 of not giving up the ‘time tested system of mil-
itary service in Germany’, he was making a clear connection between
conscription and the self-restraining and checking policies of the Bonn
Republic.33

The fourth argument is that the participation of conscripts is the
best means of assuring the professionalism and high performance
standards of the Bundeswehr, and that conscription is a source of
continuous regeneration. Policy-makers do not accept that the pro-
fessionalism of the Bundeswehr is determined by the preponderance
of voluntary career soldiers in its composition, preferring to see its
professionalism as shaped by the societal influences brought into the
military by young conscripts, whose participation engenders a more
‘intelligent armed force’. This message has been strongly reinforced
by the Bundeswehr itself, Harald Kujat arguing that conscription is
necessary for the rejuvenation of the armed forces from ‘the bottom
up’.34

The broad pro-conscription body mobilised these four arguments
successfully, ensuring that the future of conscription was secure and
seemingly untouchable. Such lines of justification, however, became
increasingly untenable over the course of the 1990s, so that by 2003
the perpetuation of conscription had come to be at odds with the Bun-
deswehr’s role, effectiveness and credibility. To begin with, the strategic
rationale for conscription, Germany’s Zentrallage, has largely evapo-
rated. As noted earlier, NATO’s enlargement in 1999 created a new
strategic reality for Germany by eliminating its frontline status. The
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inclusion of Poland, the Czech Republic and Hungary within the
alliance provided a fundamentally new context to Germany’s eastern
border. Moreover, the notion that Russia is a military threat is now
arguably redundant, with relations between NATO and Moscow firmly
framed in the ‘19 + 1’ mechanism. Moreover, the pro-conscription
lobby’s notion that the practice remains essential for assuring Berlin’s
Bündnistreue (alliance commitment) and Bündnisfähigkeit (effective
capacity within the alliance) is questionable. Again, changed strategic
realities since 1989–90 are such that Germany’s standing within the
alliance is now arguably best promoted by a military capacity that is
readily deployable, rather than by maintaining a large land-based force
geared to deterrence. George Robertson’s comments, in Berlin in late
2003, calling for swifter and more comprehensive reforms in Germany,
underline this argument.

The Kultur der Zurückhaltung argument is also inconsistent with
post-1990 realities, especially given that the remit of the Bundeswehr
was extended during the 1990s to include out-of-area and combat mis-
sions, previously deemed unconstitutional, despite the maintenance of
conscription. The civil–military relations argument also is rather weak:
conscription is important in ensuring contact and exchange between
society and the armed forces, though in doing so it is just one element
of an elaborate framework of civil–military relations aligned with a
range of parliamentary organs that ensure democratic control over the
armed forces and security policy-making in general. Viewed from this
perspective, the argument that in the absence of conscription demo-
cratic oversight of the Bundeswehr would be lost, resulting in an
isolated and undemocratic military force, is difficult to sustain.

Two final considerations provide strong incentives to switch to an
AVF. First, a scaled-down professional force would bring about savings
in personnel costs. The French experience provides a positive example
here: since suspending conscription, personnel costs in the French
armed forces have been cut by around one-sixth, allowing resources to
be redirected to modernisation projects. Second, that conscription
serves to maintain the professional standards of the Bundeswehr is con-
tested by the view, generally held outside of official circles, that
conscription, far from infusing the armed forces with quality, is a source
of lowly educated, unmotivated, young men who ‘end up’ undergoing
military service.35
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Breaking the conscription taboo?

Conscription as it is practised in Germany is imbued with distinctive
qualities, making it as argued earlier an issue of more than just man-
power. It is regarded as a key factor in sustaining aspects of the former
Federal Republic’s security policy, especially its restraint and in infl-

uencing democratic civil–military relations. In terms of the broader
transformation of the Bundeswehr and its mission, attempts to deal
with conscription have been characterised by inertia.

The evidence presented in this chapter, in particular the manifest
mis-match between Germany’s changed strategic environment and the
raft of arguments raised in support of conscription signifies that a
‘taboo’ surrounds the practice. Clearly, elites are cognisant of the highly
complex issues surrounding conscription – the fragile public consen-
sus that upholds conscription and the range of auxiliary tasks
conscription serves, most notably the benefits of the Zivildienst. They
are also attentive to the need to present German security policy to both
the domestic audience and neighbours and allies as continuous with
the old Federal Republic’s restrained and self-monitoring security poli-
cies. Such concerns were evident in the governmental management of
the conscription debate throughout the 1990s, particularly at critical
junctures, including the French decision to move to an AVF as well as
the FDP’s intra-party activity on the future of conscription. These
episodes were witness to the swift condemnation of any questioning of
or dissension from the pro-conscription consensus and the invocation
of well-defined and familiar lines of justification. This pursuit was by
and large supported by the main opposition of the time, the SPD, which
came to confirm its position in support of conscription, defending its
perpetuation along the same lines as the governing CDU–CSU. Cru-
cially, this level of governmental support for conscription continued
after the change of government in 1998.

That conclusion notwithstanding, the prospects for change in the
context of the ongoing modernisation of the Bundeswehr are not to be
ruled out. Developments during 2004 may mark the beginning of a
national debate about the future of conscription. An opportunity has
long been available for Germany to reappraise its conscription prac-
tice, though conditions thus far have been insufficiently permissive to
bring about innovation and change. However, to bring about change,
not only do the political conditions have to be right, but the change
process itself has to be initiated and managed by sets of individuals.
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Peter Struck’s tenure since 2002 as SPD defence minister has coincided
with permissive international and domestic conditions which are
increasingly taken to undermine the value and purpose of conscrip-
tion. Indeed, ever since Germany’s engagement in Kosovo in 1999
conscription has been a thorn in the side of the Bundeswehr’s mod-
ernisation endeavours. Moreover, the SPD’s coalition partner, the
Green Party, has long given well-reasoned and firm support to the
change to an AVF and has thus been able to exert pressure on the SPD.
Moreover, the burden of international expectation on Germany to shed
conscription has become far more marked in recent times.

Indications of the likely shape of debate in Germany over con-
scription will become clearer in the first half of 2004 as the ramifications
of Struck’s latest plans become apparant. What is already evident is
that opposition parties are gearing up for a confrontation over the
issue, with the CDU and the CSU condemning Struck’s plans for
focusing on purely financial matters to the detriment of strategic con-
cerns. Of even greater consequence, and illustrative of the
interconnectedness of conscription with other policy sectors, has been
the response of the Federal ministry dealing with the alternative Zivil-
dienst. With around 90,000 young men each year undertaking a
ten-month duty of alternative service in the social sector, the possi-
bility of conscription’s abolition has prompted planners already to
consider how they might deal with Germany’s growing demand for
social and health provision in the absence of the ‘Zivi’. An idea already
mooted has been the introduction of a voluntary ‘social year’ for both
males and females.36

Struck’s ever bolder resolve to reshape the Bundeswehr, to better
equip it for its new missions and to lessen defence spending, demon-
strates that he is already what Hyde-Price and Jeffery call an
‘entrepreneur of change’,37 able to head up sizeable reform initiatives
in line with broader national reform goals. Will Struck extend his entre-
preneurial skills to tackle conscription? Will Struck be the German
defence minister to preside over its abolition? Whether the demise of
conscription is forseeable or not yet on the horizon, its abolition will
be a protracted process, characterised by complexity, political emotion
and financial wrangling.
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