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Two very different stories are in competition for
the “grand narrative” of current German security
policy. The first could be called “look how far
we’ve come” and goes like this: Since reunifica-
tion restored the state to full sovereignty in 1990,
a thriving Germany has accepted its increasing
share of responsibility in international security
affairs. It has done so gradually—mindful of its
historic baggage—but efficiently. After the 1994
breakthrough decision by the Federal Constitu-
tional Court to allow out-of-area deployments 
of the Bundeswehr (German armed forces), the
forces have been partaking in many North
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and
 European Union (EU) missions, including the
wars in Kosovo and Afghanistan and the fight
against piracy off the coast of Somalia.2 Currently,
Germany deploys about 6,200 troops in missions
abroad; it is the third largest contributor to the

International Security Assistance Force (ISAF)  in
Afghanistan and the lead nation in the NATO-
led Kosovo Force (KFOR). Thus, contemporary
Germany has finally established itself as a “normal
nation” that contributes to international stability.
It does so—if necessary—by military means as
well, and certainly in a manner that is commen-
surate with its size and economic strength.

German Hard Power: Is There a There There? 
By Patrick Keller 

The “grand narrative” of German security policy since the end of the Cold War has oscillated between Germany’s
reluctance to use hard power and Germany’s desire to be seen as supportive of its American and European allies.
This is reflected in the varying decisions it has made during foreign military operations and in the manner in which
Germany’s military has conducted those operations. At the same time, the German military has undergone a series of
reforms designed to modernize German forces and to make them more flexible and deployable. But a stagnant 
and low level of defense expenditures has made carrying out these reforms an ongoing challenge to the German 
military and German defense ministry. Germany has a vital interest in a stable and liberal international order 
and, hence, in having a military capable of helping maintain that order. As Europe’s leading economic power and,
increasingly, as Europe’s central political actor, Germany could and should take the lead in reversing the precipitous
decline in European hard power.

This is the sixth National Security Outlook in a series about the defense capabilities of America’s allies and 
security partners.1
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Key points in this Outlook:

•  German ambivalence on the use of military
power continues to bedevil German politi-
cians and leaders. 

•  A stagnant defense budget will be a chal-
lenge to the German defense ministry’s
plan to establish a leaner, more flexible, and
more deployable German armed forces.   

•  As Europe’s economic leader and central
political actor, Germany should guide the
way in reversing the problematic decline in
European hard power.



The other story could be called “too little, too late”
and scoffs at these alleged achievements. From this per-
spective, German security policy during the last 25 years
has always oscillated between two conflicting conclusions
drawn from German history. One is to never again stand
opposed to the United States and Germany’s (major)
European neighbors; the other is to never again experi-
ence war. Hence, although Germany has made military
contributions to international missions, it has never done
so by its own initiative. Germany’s allies (mostly the
United States) and partners in the EU had to drag
 Germany into its commitments. As a consequence,
 German leaders of various political persuasions have
always tried to commit as few troops with as many
caveats (such as restricted rules of military engagement)
as possible without losing face among allies and friends.
One can debate whether this is a prudent strategy and
whether it worked well, but few would argue that it is 
a policy befitting the most prosperous, populous, and
politically influential nation-state in the EU.

Every German security policy expert puts forward a
version of one of these two stories or a combination of
both, depending on circumstance. (The politically
 savviest tell the first story to international audiences
while saving the second story for domestic consumption.)
This unresolved “grand narrative” debate betrays German
policymakers’ fundamental insecurity about their coun-
try’s role in the world and about the proper bearing for a
leading power. What is even more curious, however, is
how abstract this debate really is: very few talk seriously
about the fundamentals of German security and defense
policy—that is, about Germany’s military capabilities.
Both narratives implicitly assume that German mili-

tary capabilities exist in sufficient number and quality to
give policymakers a broad range of strategic choices, while
in fact such hard power assets are waning in Germany and
almost everywhere else in the West.3 If current trends
continue, a different pair of competing stories might 
very well emerge: “We do not fight anymore because we
cannot, as we are simply lacking the capabilities to do so,”

versus the more sophisticated, “We cannot fight anymore
because we do not want to and took all necessary steps to
prevent us from having those capabilities.” Either way, the
continuation of current trends will result in calamity—not
just for German security interests but also for the overall
stability of a liberal international system.

German Armed Forces in Times of Austerity

Since 1990, the Bundeswehr has been undergoing 
constant reform. Main drivers of these reforms were 
the incorporation of the East German army (German
Democratic Republic’s National People’s Army) into the
Bundeswehr, the adaptation to new tasks in a changed
security landscape after the Cold War, and the constraints
of a limited defense budget. In fact, the military and the
German ministry got so tired of the unending reform
cycles that Thomas de Maizière, current minister of
defense, prefers instead to call his reform a new orien-
tation [Neuausrichtung]. Tellingly, this latest wave of
 Bundeswehr reform did not originate with a security-
political decision by the defense minister but with a
 budget decision by the finance minister.
In response to the 2008 global financial crisis and 

the ensuing European debt crisis, German Chancellor
Angela Merkel’s government adopted a constitutional
amendment limiting new federal debt to 3.5 percent 
of gross domestic product (GDP). To comply with this 
break on debt [Schuldenbremse], in 2010, Finance 
Minister Wolfgang Schäuble prescribed every ministry 
an exact amount of money to be saved over the following
four years. In relation to its overall budget, defense had 
to cut the most: € 8.3 billion until 2014. Considering 
that the annual German defense budget is only about 
€ 30 billion, the prescribed reduction was substantial—
especially for a military establishment already existing 
on limited means.
This daunting requirement propelled then–minister of

defense Karl-Theodor zu Guttenberg to initiate the most
far-reaching reform of the Bundeswehr since its founding in
1955. In a first step, he killed one of his conservative par-
ty’s sacred cows: conscription. The practicality (and feasi-
bility) of maintaining a conscription army in a post–Cold
War security environment that required leaner and more
professional forces had been contested for years. Sold as a
cost-saving exercise in dramatic financial times by Ger-
many’s most popular minister, protests against the change
were suddenly soft. As it turned out, however, ending con-
scription did not save money but created extra cost for
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recruiting and maintaining salary levels competitive with
the private sector.
Thus, other elements of zu Guttenberg’s reform 

package—downsizing the armed forces, reducing procure-
ment of new weapons systems and platforms, trimming
resources for research and development (R&D) for future
systems, and increasing cooperation with EU partners on
military matters (“pooling and sharing”)—became even
more relevant. The actual concepts behind those general
ideas, however, remained nebulous. When zu Guttenberg
had to resign in March 2011 over allegations of plagiarism
in his dissertation, it fell to de Maizière, zu Guttenberg’s
successor, to develop a strategy that satisfied both the
 treasurers and the generals. Such a strategy, de Maizière
decided, should consider Germany’s negative demo-
graphic trend, should be derived from an analysis of
 Germany’s political and security situation, and should 
be financially sustainable.
Surprisingly, de Maizière—who is one of Angela

Merkel’s closest advisers and was, in her first term, the
chief of her chancellery—proved capable of working
under less harsh conditions than assumed: the prescribed
cuts of € 8.3 billion were taken off the table. To the con-
trary, the administration and parliament even agreed to a
slight increase in defense spending and to project more
modest reductions over the next two years. (See table 1.) 
From 1991 until 1997, German defense spending was

continually decreasing (from about € 28 billion to € 23 bil-
lion and, correspondingly, from approximately 2 percent
of GDP to 1.6 percent). With the Kosovo War, the “peace
dividend” era was over. Since 2001, defense spending has
been on a slow but steady rise, with only minor cuts in
2003 and 2010. The financial crisis, starting in 2008, did
not have a discernible effect on this trend. And, indeed,
the projected cuts for 2014 and 2015 might yet be
reversed—after all, the administration’s original projected
defense budget for 2013 was € 31.4 billion, well below the
€ 33.3 billion that was actually allocated.
At the same time, German increases in defense spend-

ing have remained modest and have not even offset the
effects of inflation over the past 20 years. In real terms,
defense spending has been decreasing. Moreover, with
defense spending at around 1.25 percent of GDP, Germany
obviously does not make defense a budget priority. (The
budget of the ministry of labor and welfare is more than
four times the size of that of the ministry of defense.) And,
needless to say, Germany does not meet the pledge made 
by the NATO allies at the 2002 Prague NATO Summit to
spend at least 2 percent of national GDP on defense.

TABLE 1
GERMAN DEFENSE SPENDING AS A

PERCENTAGE OF GDP

Defense Spending
Year (in billions of euros) % of GDP

2006 27.87 1.2

2007 28.38 1.2

2008 29.45 1.2

2009 31.18 1.3

2010 31.11 1.3

2011 31.55 1.2

2012 31.70 1.2

2013 33.30 To Be Determined

2014 30.90 To Be Determined
(projected)

2015 30.40 To Be Determined
(projected)

SOURCES: Federal Statistical Office of Germany, “Volkswirtschaftliche
Gesamtrechnungen;” Federal Ministry of Defence, “The 2012 Defence Budget;”
and German Bundestag, Unterrichtung durch die Bundesregierung.

The budget increase of about 5 percent in 2013 seems
striking, but it is because of a significant rise in the per-
sonnel cost of federal employees and a projected rent 
hike for some buildings used by the armed forces. It is 
not a gain in substance for military planners;4 in fact, 
the budget share allocated to the investment in actual
defense-related capabilities (including not only military
procurements but also R&D) has declined in both
absolute and relative terms. In 2012, R&D and procure-
ment constituted approximately 23.1 percent (€ 7.4 bil-
lion) of the total defense budget, but was reduced to 
21.4 percent (€ 7.1 billion) for 2013. The figures for mili-
tary procurements alone also reflect this, with a reduction
from 17.2 percent to 15.4 percent (or € 5.5 billion to 
€ 5.1 billion in absolute figures).5
In an effort to ease the budgetary squeeze, de Maizière

proceeded to trim ministry structures and to downsize the
armed forces. Upon completion of his new orientation in
2017, the Bundeswehr is envisioned to consist of no more
than 185,000 active duty military and 55,000 civilian
employees (down from 250,000 and 75,000, respectively,
in 2010), with 10,000 soldiers deployable simultaneously
in two areas of operation (up from 7,000).6 In the new
personnel structure, the army, air force, and navy will 
consist of approximately 62,000 soldiers, 32,000 airmen,
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and 16,000 sailors, respectively, 
and the Joint Support Service 
and the medical service will consist
of roughly 46,000 and 19,000,
respectively.7 (The remaining 
members are distributed among
equipment, infrastructure, human
resources, and other services.)
This development is accompa-

nied by reductions in military
materiel through cuts in prospective
procurement and decommissioning
of active systems. Although the
German Navy is to remain more 
or less the same (albeit at a lower
level of personnel), these reductions
will strongly affect Germany’s army
and air force.8 (Table 2 shows some of the prospec-
tive changes.) To assess what this means for German
defense policy, one needs to consider the strategic 
context of these changes.

Strategic Backdrop and Level of Ambition

According to Minister de Maizière, the cuts described in
table 2 are not primarily dictated by budget constraints
but reflect security-political considerations. Using Ger-
many’s 2006 white book as a starting point, the minister
outlined the strategic thinking that was to guide the 
“new orientation” in a series of documents and speeches.
The most important of those are the Defense Policy
Guidelines (DPG) and and the principles [Eckpunkte]
papers, both published in May 2011.9 They provide a
rationale for the German military in the early 21st century
by explaining Germany’s vested interest in a stable liberal
international order and by analyzing current and likely
future threats to that order.10 The ministry emphasizes
that neither retrenchment nor the sole focus on tradi-
tional concepts of territorial defense are promising strate-
gies in dealing with these challenges. Hence, Germany
should take on a greater share of the burden in upholding
global order, including military contributions to UN, 
EU, or NATO missions.
Consequently, the “new orientation” seeks to develop

a sleeker force that is highly deployable and effective in
crisis management and crisis resolution missions. “The
ability to fight . . . is thus a benchmark for operational
readiness,” states the DPG.11 Because of Germany’s size
and geostrategic position, the ability to fight cannot be

limited to a few specialized and highly qualified capabili-
ties but must encompass a full-spectrum force, the DPG
argues. Hence, a key slogan for the new orientation’s 
force structure is “breadth rather than depth” [“Breite vor
Tiefe”], meaning a preference for “a little bit of everything”
over further military specialization. This strategy incurs
deficits in sustainability and effectiveness in operations
but is said to give Germany a key political role in cooper-
ating with European partners of small and medium size.
By offering broad basic capabilities, Germany allows 
other partners to develop highly specialized forces that
can then be pooled and shared in common operations—
presumably, at times, under German leadership and with
financial benefits for all.
In assessing this strategy and its translation into 

military reform, several problems stand out. For instance,
with the end of conscription, it is yet unclear whether 
the envisioned troop strength will be sustainable, and at
what cost. To maintain a force of 185,000 troops, about
12,500 new career and longer-term service members 
need to be recruited each year.12 Given the rule of thumb
that the Bundeswehr needs four applicants to fill one job
satisfactorily, this is more of a challenge than it might
seem at first glance. Early data on recruitment under the
new system have been inconclusive.
Even if the ranks can be filled, the restructuring of 

the Bundeswehr into a rapidly deployable fighting force
still stops half way. Of 185,000 troops, the government is
only aiming to deploy a maximum of 10,000. That is a
low level of ambition, even if one takes into account 
that to deploy 10,000, an additional 20,000 will be either
in preparation and training to deploy or resting from a
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TABLE 2
CHANGE IN GERMAN DEFENSE PROCUREMENT

Current or originally New ceiling
System planned number
Combat tank Leopard 2 350 225
Armored personnel carriers Puma/Marder 410 / 70 350 / 0
Armored howitzer 2000 148 89
Multipurpose helicopter NH-90 122 80
Support helicopter Tiger 80 40
Eurofighter Typhoon 177 140
Combat aircraft Tornado 185 85
Transport aircraft C-160/A400M 80 / 60 60 / 40
Multipurpose warship (MKS 180) 8 6
Naval mine countermeasures unit 20 10

SOURCE: Federal Ministry of Defense, “Ressortbericht zum Stand der Neuausrichtung der 
Bundeswehr.”



previous deployment. The political decision to limit each
tour to just four months (instead of the more common six
to eight) adds further pressure on personnel planning.
And, finally, it should be noted that having a capability to
deploy 10,000 personnel is the defense ministry’s stated
goal; it remains unclear whether it will be achieved.

The idea of a force geared toward deployable opera-
tions abroad is not fully realized in terms of military 
hardware either. The Bundeswehr still lacks essential
capabilities in areas such as tactical and strategic airlift.
The proposed further reductions in helicopters and
planned procurement of transport aircraft (A400M) 
do not mesh with the strategic analysis set out by the 
ministry, but they are a consequence of rising prices for
new equipment and limited budgets.13

Especially in terms of capabilities, the current reform is
designed very tightly, not allowing for much wiggle room
for when a specific system runs into development prob-
lems or fails to materialize altogether. As the procurement
process is notoriously unpredictable, this can thwart
strategic planning—with serious consequences for 
German freedom of action. The most recent example 
of this is the cancellation of the unmanned aerial vehicle
Euro Hawk because of licensing problems.14 The min-
istry’s decision, which came rather late in the procure-
ment process, prompted a parliamentary investigation 
into whether money was wasted on a system that was
known to be unfit. In the midst of a federal election 
campaign, that investigation received much attention,
overshadowing the more central question of why Ger-
many needs (armed and unarmed) unmanned aerial 
vehicles and how to fill this capability gap.
Beyond these issues of manpower, hardware, and 

procurement, there are also political problems. The rather
ambitious role envisioned by the defense ministry for 
German armed forces in international security is lacking
support from the public, parliament, and even parts of
Chancellor Merkel’s coalition government. Most Bun-
deswehr missions abroad are not supported by a majority
of the German people. German support for the largest and
most well-known mission, ISAF, has been dwindling for
years, from 64 percent in 2005 to 44 percent in 2010 to

37 percent in 2011.15 More consequential than this 
assessment of current or past missions is the deep reluc-
tance to engage in similar operations again.  
This tension is perhaps best encapsulated in foreign

minister Guido Westerwelle’s self-proclaimed doctrine,
the Culture of Military Restraint, which is at odds with de
Maizière’s plea to take on “more military responsibility.”16

It is no accident that the DPG paper issued by de Maizière
is only a ministerial one; its bold assignment of tasks to
the Bundeswehr would most likely not be approved by
Westerwelle’s foreign ministry and would therefore not
make it into a government-approved white book or 
similar statement by the German government as a 
whole. This lack of strategic consensus, of course, also
affects the reform of the armed forces. In fact, it goes a
long way in explaining the root causes of the problems
outlined earlier.
These political divisions and the general desire not to

repeat the Afghanistan experience point to a larger issue:
Germany’s political leadership is instinctively reluctant to
use hard power. The use of military means is suspected to
be rarely effective in producing desired political outcomes
and always incurs political costs at home. As a nation
deeply ashamed of the horrors of Nazi militarism and 
having been reeducated as free-riding consumers of 
security, Germany still struggles with the appropriate
approach to military means as an instrument of foreign
policy. Moreover, the average German does not feel
threatened by turmoil abroad and sees little or no 
connection between safety at home and the need to
maintain a stable liberal international order. It is little or
no surprise, then, that so much of German foreign policy
is predicated instead on trade, soft diplomacy, and on
occasion, unilateral disarmament initiatives.
This combination makes Germany an unpredictable

partner in international security affairs. There is always 
a chance that Germany’s aversion to hard power will
trump its strategic interests. Most prominently, that was
the case in Libya in 2011 when Germany abstained in 
the UN Security Council—the first time it voted with
neither France nor the United States in that body—
and subsequently refused to let its airborne surveillance
capability (AWACS) contribute to NATO’s Unified 
Protector mission.17

AWACS is a typical multinational capability, the very
embodiment of the pooled and shared arrangements of
“smart defense” that Germany keeps advocating in both
the EU and NATO councils. Given such an example, it is
not surprising that pooling and sharing arrangements are
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making little progress these days. This is not just a prob-
lem for Germany’s and the EU’s credibility as effective
actors in international security, but also for the “new ori-
entation” that is designed with a view to deeper European
defense integration. The whole concept of “breadth rather
than depth,” for instance, will prove hollow without suffi-
cient cooperation with others, especially in Europe.

Conclusion

Assessing Germany’s hard power is a treacherous undertak-
ing. There are two main reasons for this: first, in the midst
of far-reaching Bundeswehr reform, all hard facts—from
the eventual size of the force to actual capabilities—are
uncertain and in flux. Minister de Maizière aims to com-
plete his new orientation in 2017; until then, many of the
numbers discussed here are goals or data whose programs

are works in progress. While certain trends are discernible,
their extrapolation is by no means reliable. After all, the
Merkel government has undertaken several surprising
reversals on defense issues already—for example, the sud-
den suspension of conscription or the unexplained retrac-
tion of the announced €8.3 billion in defense budget cuts.
Second, the development of German hard power over

the last 10 to 20 years has been characterized by deep
ambiguity, in terms of both posture and policy. This is a
reflection of the two competing stories about the grand
narrative of Germany’s security policy. 
In describing this ambiguity, it is important to note

that the topic of German hard power does not lend itself
to a straight story of unmitigated decline. The study of
German hard power is not the opening line of a bitter
joke. It rests on a modest but solid base of steady budgets
in recent years and acquisition programs that, while 
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The German Military in Afghanistan 

German military involvement in the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan epitomizes the 

ambiguities of German security policy discussed in this Outlook. It can serve as an example for both narratives pre-

sented in the introduction: that of a strong and increasingly confident nation shouldering its share of the burden 

of upholding international stability and that of an indecisive nation pursuing a minimalist approach to its role in 

international security affairs because of its instinctive rejection of hard power means.

After 9/11, Chancellor Gerhard Schröder declared Germany’s “unlimited solidarity” with the United States, and it

was in Germany's former capital where, with the international Bonn Agreement, the foundation for ISAF was laid.

Schröder put his own chancellorship on the line when he combined his decision to send German armed forces to

Afghanistan with a parliamentary vote of confidence. He won narrowly. Also, it was Schröder's defense minister, 

Peter Struck (a Social Democrat as well), who coined the enduring rationale for this mission of the Bundeswehr, 

reflecting a new reality in the age of globalized threats such as international terrorism: “Germany’s security is also 

to be defended at the Hindu Kush.”1

It is telling that such strong political backing was required for a relatively modest contribution: the initial number of

German soldiers to be deployed to Afghanistan was a mere 1,200. Today, almost 12 years later, the size of the man-

date encompasses 4,400 soldiers. These numbers indicate that Germany underestimated the difficulty of the challenge

at hand and chose a strategy of minimalist incrementalism in dealing with it. This is also evident from the fact that 

German decision makers always emphasized the nonviolent nature of the Bundeswehr’s job in the stable northern

provinces of Afghanistan: networked security [Vernetzte Sicherheit], a German version of NATO’s “comprehensive

approach,” was the key phrase, meaning that the armed forces did everything from painting schools to drilling wells,

but would refrain from engaging the enemy. In fact, one of the German caveats in the NATO plan of operations for

Afghanistan dictated that German soldiers were to shoot only in self defense in face of an attack or imminent threat—

after having yelled warnings in several languages. The German parliament’s somewhat fanciful insistence on a clear sep-

aration between Operation Enduring Freedom (understood as the bloody counterterrorism mission in which Germany

could not participate) and ISAF (understood as the civilian reconstruction mission in which German soldiers participated

as a kind of armed technical relief agency) underscored this general discomfort with hard power in action.

(continued on next page)



modest in scale, are technologically advanced. This cau-
tiously positive assessment of German hard power gains
particular traction in comparison to the developments of
other European nations, large or small. In the conven-
tional military balance among Europe’s big three, for
instance, Germany is catching up—although admittedly,
this is due in no small part to the severe defense budget
cuts in both France and the United Kingdom.18 And
while Paris and London command crucial capabilities that
Germany does not—nuclear weapons, amphibious forces,
aircraft carrier(s)—these high-value assets eat up much of

their shrinking budgets, giving Germany an edge in other
areas such as tanks (vis-à-vis the United Kingdom) and
aircraft (vis-à-vis France).
Moreover, the direction of de Maizière’s reform is sensi-

ble: focus on deployability, create leaner and more flexible
forces, push for better cooperation among EU and NATO
partners, and emphasize the need to be able to actually
fight. So when the Atlantic Council states that “German
military weakness is NATO’s most significant problem,”
one could easily think of weaker and faster declining pow-
ers within the alliance—and more significant problems,

True to its reactive nature, German policy toward Afghanistan did not change until the deteriorating security 

situation in northern Afghanistan revealed a glaring gap between rhetoric and reality. In April 2010, Defense Minister

Karl-Theodor zu Guttenberg was the first high-ranking German official who called the Bundeswehr’s mission a war.

Fearing the legal and political implications, he added “colloquially speaking.” (Officially, “non-international armed 

conflict within the parameters of international law” remained the German phrase of choice.2) Around the same time,

some of the caveats were dropped and the extreme restrictions of the rules of engagement were abandoned. As it

turned out, despite limited equipment—in tactical airlift and reconnaissance, for example—the Bundeswehr performed

admirably against the insurgents.

Between January 2002 and July 2013, 54 German soldiers lost their lives in Afghanistan. Although Germany has

never before experienced such high casualties, public reaction was muted. Arguably, this is a sign of what former 

German president Horst Köhler called the public’s “benevolent indifference” toward its armed forces rather than an

expression of general agreement with Germany’s fight alongside its allies and the Afghan government. After all, when

in September 2009 an American fighter jet responded to a German colonel’s call, striking two fuel tankers captured by

insurgents and killing more than 90 civilians in the process, Germany—eight years into it—had its first intense public

debate about military operations in ISAF. Former defense minister Franz Josef Jung; his deputy Peter Wichert; and the

highest-ranking German soldier, Inspector General Wolfgang Schneiderhan, lost their jobs over the incident.3

The debate also highlighted increasing frustration with the perceived lack of progress in Afghanistan. Given the

length and cost of the mission, Germany experienced the same kind of fatigue other allies did; strategic concern 

quickly turned to finding an honorable exit strategy. The changing face of ISAF was the main catalyst for this. The 

mission had been sold to the German public as a stabilization effort in which German forces would assist in

Afghanistan’s peaceful development toward democracy and prosperity; it was not advertised as a prolonged war

against insurgents of dubious background and motivation. 

Accordingly, NATO’s decision to redeploy by 2014 was met with an audible sigh of relief in Berlin and in most other

member states. As of yet, it is uncertain how many Western troops will remain in Afghanistan after that date—not as 

a fighting force, but as advisers in training the Afghan security forces. It is a testament to Germany’s complicated 

relationship with its hard power that it was the first NATO state to specify an “after 2014” contingent of about 

800 soldiers. While most observers applaud this bold commitment to alliance solidarity and Afghan stability, German

officials keep their fingers crossed that this training mission does not evolve into a war-fighting operation once again.

Notes
1. Steffen Heberstreit, “Peter Struck ist tot” [Peter Struck Is Dead], Frankfurter Rundschau, December 19, 2012, www.fr-online.de/politik

/ex-verteidigungsminister--peter-struck-ist-tot,1472596,21150806.html.
2. “Tabu-Bruch: Guttenberg spricht von Krieg in Afghanistan” [Breaking Taboo: Guttenberg Speaks on War in Afghanistan], Der Spiegel,

April 4, 2010, www.spiegel.de/politik/ausland/tabu-bruch-guttenberg-spricht-von-krieg-in-afghanistan-a-687235.html.
3. For a succinct analysis of Germany's changing Afghanistan policy—and the political fallout of the Kunduz incident in particular—see

Timo Noetzel, “The German Politics of War: Kunduz and the War in Afghanistan,” International Affairs 87, no. 2 (March 2011): 397–417.
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too, such as diverging threat perceptions among most
members.19

Still, there is something to the charge brought forth by
the council and others. The numbers—stable as they may
be—are not impressive for a state of Germany’s size, loca-
tion, wealth, and political power. They are, of course,
even less impressive in comparison to the increases in the
defense budgets of rising powers such as China, Brazil, and
India. If Germany will one day be able to send 10,000 sol-
diers into combat abroad, equipped with some of the
remaining Leopard 2 tanks, or to deploy abroad a dozen
brand-new Eurofighter Typhoons (a nonstealthy aircraft of
disputed competitiveness), will it make much of a differ-
ence? 
One of NATO’s lessons from the 2011 war in Libya is

that without US support, the European allies, led by
Britain and France, could not mount a sustainable cam-
paign for lack of ammunition and planes, among other
things.20 Germany did not participate in that operation
against one of the world’s weakest militaries, but in terms
of more effective air-defense suppression and close-air sup-
port, it would hardly have improved Europe’s performance
in any case.
That Germany did not even try to make a difference

in this UN-mandated NATO mission makes matters
worse. It is indicative of a disconnect between the coun-
try’s strategic interests and its political will to use force.
For every step forward toward a normalization of German
security policy (Kosovo and Afghanistan), there is a step
backward (utterly restrictive rules of engagement and
Libya). When German armed forces are sent into interna-
tional missions, it is usually first and foremost explained to
the public as a necessary act of solidarity with Germany’s
allies. Although this is a good argument, it should never
be a substitute for a lucid formulation of German interests
and a clear-eyed analysis of the threat to be countered.
One emerging threat is the increasing weakness of the

European states when it comes to their hard power capa-
bilities and thus their ability to secure their own periph-
ery, let alone their global strategic interests. Germany, as
the undisputed economic powerhouse and central politi-
cal actor in Europe, would be well advised to lead the
charge in reversing this dangerous trend. This, however,
would require much stronger leadership on German secu-
rity policy than the country has enjoyed over most of the
last two decades.

The opinions expressed in this Outlook should be attributed to the
author alone. The author thanks his research assistant, Aylin
Matlé, for her support.
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