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THE END OF STRATEGIC AMBIGUITY?
GERMANY’S NEW ROLE IN EUROPEAN
SECURITY

Dr Oleksiy Kandyuk
University of Konstanz, Germany

This article examines Germany’s pivotal role in reshaping European security
following the 2022 Zeitenwende, amid the evolving transatlantic landscape of
2025. With the war in Ukraine ongoing and US commitment increasingly uncertain,
Europe faces urgent pressure to take greater responsibility for its own defence.
The study investigates whether Germany can credibly lead a more autonomous
and resilient European security architecture, and what strategic, institutional,
and political reforms are essential for this transformation. Despite notable policy
shifts - such as lifting defence spending limits and deepening cooperation with
France and Poland - Germany'’s transition from a cautious civilian power to a

decisive strategic actor remains a work in progress.

In 2025, the European Union faces a rapidly
evolving strategic landscape, marked by
growing transatlantic uncertainty and the
protracted war in Ukraine. The return of
Donald Trump to the US presidency has
renewed doubts about the reliability of
US security commitments and signalled a
broader shift towards a transactional foreign
policy. This has placed additional pressure
on Europe to take greater responsibility for
its own defence, and to reduce structural
dependencies that have long defined the
transatlantic alliance. As a result, security
has moved to the core of the EU’s efforts to
strengthen its strategic autonomy - not only
as a normative objective, but as a practical
necessity.

Germany’s position is pivotal. As Europe’s
largest economy and a key political
actor, it is increasingly expected to help
shape a more effective and coordinated
European security order. While Germany
has historically maintained a cautious
approach to military engagement, recent

shifts in the geopolitical environment have
forced a reassessment of this posture. The
credibility of European strategic autonomy
now depends in part on Berlin’s ability to
move beyond declaratory commitments
and contribute to the operational capacity
and institutional coherence of European
defence. Whether Germany can meet these
expectations remains a defining question for
the continent’s future security architecture.

The Demise of the Transatlantic
Order

The transatlantic partnership, long regarded
as the cornerstone of European security, is
undergoing an unprecedented crisis. The
Trump administration has demonstrated
a marked departure from the United
States’ traditional policy of supporting
its European allies, thereby introducing
fundamental challenges to Europe’s security
architecture. The American president has
regularly voiced scepticism regarding the
importance of NATO to US interests, and
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has explicitly demanded that European
states substantially increase their defence
budgets, casting doubt on the reliability of
American security assurances. This rhetoric
is accompanied by concrete actions that
signal a reorientation of US foreign policy
priorities, and raises questions about the
durability of the democratic alliance.

Statements by Trump about a possible
withdrawal from NATO reflect a profound
shift in US foreign policy, which is
increasingly characterised by a preference
for bilateral agreements and a transactional
approach to international relations. Actual
de-facto retreat of the United States from
its role as a guarantor of European security
creates a strategic vacuum that the European
Union is compelled to fill autonomously.
As French President Emmanuel Macron
has aptly noted, “Europe can no longer
rely solely on the United States”'. That
sentiment underscores the necessity for
the development of independent security
mechanisms. This perspective is gaining
traction among European leaders, who
recognise that the era of unconditional
American protection is drawing to a close.

‘ Central to this moment is the
question of whether Germany,

as Europe’s largest economy and
most influential political power, is
capable of assuming leadership in the
establishment of a renewed and more
resilient European security order

The transformation of transatlantic relations
is especially conspicuous in the context of the
war in Ukraine. The Trump administration’s
apparent waning support for Ukraine stands
in stark contrast to previous US policy.

Calls for the normalisation of relations
with Russia, and pressure on Ukraine to
make territorial concessions indicate a
fundamental reconsideration of US interests
in the region. This creates an atmosphere
of unpredictability and concern in Kyiv,
where US support has traditionally been
regarded as a crucial deterrent against
Russian aggression. Under these conditions,
European support becomes indispensable
for the preservation of Ukrainian statehood
and territorial integrity.

Security without Certainty

In 2025, Europe finds itself at a historic
crossroads. The continuation of Russia’s
war against Ukraine, the erosion of US
security guarantees under the second Trump
presidency, and an increasingly volatile global
security environment have exposed profound
vulnerabilities within Europe’s security
architecture. As these trends converge, the
demand for enhanced European defence
capabilities and more autonomous leadership
is growing. Central to this moment is the
question of whether Germany, as Europe’s
largest economy and most influential political
power, is capable of assuming leadership in
the establishment of a renewed and more
resilient European security order.

Until recently, Germany has been reluctant
to embrace such a role. Anchored in its
post-World War II identity as a ‘Zivilmacht’
(civilian power), Berlin has traditionally
avoided assertive military strategies, relying
instead on diplomacy, trade, and multilateral
institutions. This strategic culture, rooted in
the logic of ‘Wandel durch Handel’ (change
through trade), was underpinned by the
implicit assumption that the United States
would indefinitely underwrite Europe’s
security. And that assumption is no longer
valid.

1 Macron, E. Europe can no longer rely on US for security. The Guardian, 27.08.2018, https://www.theguardian.com/
world/2018/aug/27 /europe-can-no-longer-rely-on-us-for-security-says-emmanuel-macron
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The current context needs a fundamental re-
evaluation of Germany’s defence posture and
foreign policy doctrine. The ‘Zeitenwende’?,
first articulated by Chancellor Olaf Scholz
in 20223, marked a rhetorical turning point
by acknowledging the need for substantial
defence investment and a more assertive role
within NATO and EU frameworks. However,
despite its ambitions, the implementation of
the Zeitenwende has thus far been uneven,
hindered by budgetary politics, institutional
inertia, and public hesitancy.

This  ambiguity has had tangible
consequences. In the absence of a more
consistent approach from  Germany,
Europe’s response to mounting security
challenges has often been fragmented and
reactive. Germany’s refusal to supply Taurus
long-range missile systems to Ukraine in
2023-24*, despite mounting pressure from
its allies, contributed to divergent military
aid strategies within NATO and the EU.
Similarly, Germany’s delays in defence
procurement’ - such as the slow deployment
of its 100-billion-euro special fund, and
hesitations regarding F-35 acquisitions® -
have impeded progress on joint European
defence capabilities and planning. In non-
military policy areas, such as energy security,
Germany’s initial reluctance to support a full

embargo on Russian gas imports delayed EU
consensus and forced other member states
to pursue divergent national solutions’.

What the continent now requires is greater
strategic clarity, credible deterrence, and
improved policy coordination. Germany’s
forthcoming decisions will be instrumental
in shaping these efforts.

Reckoning with Realpolitik:
Germany’s Forced Strategic Evolution

Under the emerging leadership of
Chancellor Friedrich Merz and the CDU-
led coalition, Germany is signalling a more
pronounced strategic shift. Merz has openly
called for a ‘total rebuilding’ of the country’s
security apparatus. He acknowledged
the uncomfortable reality: “The absolute
priority must now be to strengthen
Europe quickly so that we can step by step
become independent of the United States”®.
This sentiment, which would have been
unthinkable in mainstream German politics
a decade ago, reflects both the gravity
of current threats and the diminishing
reliability of transatlantic guarantees. It also
signals a deeper recognition that Germany’s
traditional low-profile approach is no longer
sufficient.

2 Zeitenwende, a German term meaning ‘turning point’ or ‘epochal shift, was popularised by Chancellor Olaf Scholz
in the aftermath of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. In a landmark speech to the Bundestag,
Scholz declared that Germany was undergoing a Zeitenwende - a profound transformation in its foreign and

security policy.

3 Scholz, O. Policy statement by Olaf Scholz, Chancellor of the Federal Republic of Germany, Bundesregierung.de,

27.02.2022, https://bitly/3VXoVXe

4 Scholz defends refusal to send Taurus missiles to Ukraine. Deutsche Welle, March 2024,
https://www.dw.com/en/scholz-defends-refusal-to-send-taurus-missiles-to-ukraine/a-68380516

5 Rombach P. Zeitenwende reloaded: Cash is good, but can Germany reform its procurement processes? Breaking

Defense, April 2025, https://bitly/469wTTI

6 Germany’s F-35 deal under fire amid fears of US kill switch capabilities. Defence Security Asia, 11.03.2025,
https://defencesecurityasia.com/en/germanys-f-35-deal-under-fire-amid-fears-of-u-s-kill-switch-capabilities /

7 Verhels, K. et al. Germany blocks first-ever sanctions on Russian gas. Politico Europe, 14.06.2024,
https://www.politico.eu/article/germany-blocks-first-ever-sanctions-russian-gas/

8 Ross, T, Nostlinger, N. Friedrich Merz takes aim at Biden and Trump over NATO. Politico Europe, 23.02.2025,
https://www.politico.eu/article/friedrich-merz-germany-election-united-states-donald-trump-nato/
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Already, tangible changes are underway.
In early 2025, Germany enacted a historic
constitutional amendment, eliminating
debt limits on defence spending®. This move
expands and deepens the Zeitenwende,
moving Germany away from its long-
standing role as a civilian power.

Germany is actively seeking a more assertive
role in European security initiatives,
especially in response to the uncertainties
surrounding US commitments under the
Trump administration. While initiatives
such as the proposed EU-led Coalition
of the Willing for Ukraine are primarily
driven by the UK and France, Germany
is making significant contributions, to
strengthen its position within multilateral
defence frameworks. In December 2024,
Friedrich Merz proposed the creation of a
new European contact group comprising
Germany, France, Poland, and the UK. This
group aims to coordinate arms deliveries
to Ukraine independently of the US-led
Ramstein format. Germany is also initiating
dialogues with France and the UK regarding
shared nuclear deterrence!?. Chancellor
Merz has emphasised the need for Europe to
collectively strengthenitsnuclear deterrence
capabilities, viewing such collaboration as
a complement to the existing US nuclear
umbrella.

In October 2024, Germany and the UK
signed the Trinity House Agreement!!,

aimed at deepening bilateral defence
cooperation across all domains. Germany
leads the European Sky Shield Initiative'?,
launched in October 2022, which involves
joint procurement of air defence systems
among 15 European nations.

Germany is actively seeking a

more assertive role in European

security initiatives, especially
in response to the uncertainties
surrounding US commitments
under the Trump administration

However, obstacles remain. Despite growing
public support for increased defence
spending (66% of the population as of
March 2025)13, Berlin’s strategic culture has
not fully adapted. Public debate continues
to be shaped by ambivalence regarding
the use of force, and institutional inertia
persists in delaying military procurement
and deployment. Additionally, Germany’s
cautious stance on supplying advanced
offensive weapons to Ukraine - such as
the ongoing refusal, despite signals from
Friedrich Merz, to deliver Taurus long-range
missile systems'# - highlights the limits of
its current strategic shift. In many respects,
Germany remains in transition: rhetorically
committed to change, yet structurally
struggling to deliver.

9 Rahn, W. Germany’s upper house signs off on landmark debt reform plan. Deutsche Welle, 21.03.2025,
https://www.dw.com/en/germany-upper-house-signs-off-on-landmark-debt-reform-plan/a-71992709

10 Viner, K. Germany to reach out to France and UK over sharing of nuclear weapons. The Guardian, 9.03.2025,
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/mar/09/germany-to-reach-out-to-france-and-uk-over-sharing-of-

nuclear-weapons

11 UK-Germany Trinity House Agreement on Defence. Gov.uk, 23.10.2024,
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications /uk-germany-trinity-house-agreement-on-defence

12 Melville, A. Germany forges path to leadership through the European Sky Shield Initiative. Forecast International,
January 2024, https://dsm.forecastinternational.com/2024/01/19/germany-forges-path-to-leadership-through-

the-european-sky-shield-initiative/

13 ARD-Deutschlandtrend Mérz 2025. Infratest dimap. https://www.infratest-dimap.de/umfragen-analysen/

bundesweit/ard-deutschlandtrend /2025 /maerz/

14 Germany is open to sending Taurus missiles to Ukraine, says Merz. Euronews, 14.04.2025, https://bit.ly/3lou73r
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To meet the challenges of this new geopolitical
era - what the new chancellor has termed
an ‘Epochenbruch’ (historic turning point) -
Germany must transform its current trajectory
into a sustainable strategy of European
leadership. This transformation is likely to
unfold across several strategic fronts.

Shifting Strategic Culture

A pivotal direction in Germany’s evolving
approach to security and defence lies in
the gradual transformation of its strategic
culture and institutional architecture. The
Zeitenwende, initially declared in 2022 as a
rhetorical watershed, is increasingly being
translated into tangible structural shifts.
Germany is moving beyond its post-Cold
War paradigm of military restraint toward
a more proactive and integrated national
security posture.

declared in 2022 as a

rhetorical watershed, is
increasingly being translated
into tangible structural shifts

‘ The Zeitenwende, initially

At the core of this shift is the recognition
that institutional inertia and fragmented
decision-making have undermined
Germany’s capacity to act swiftly and
decisively. The need to streamline military
procurement, accelerate defence spending,
and establish clear operational mandates for
Bundeswehr deployments should become a
key focus of internal reform. These efforts
will signal a departure from Germany’s
traditionally cautious and consensus-driven
approach to security policy.

One particularly notable development is the
growing political momentum behind theidea
of creating a permanent National Security
Council. Such a body would bring together
foreign, defence, and economic policy under
a single strategic umbrella, enabling greater
coordination, consistency, and foresight
in national decision-making. Chancellor
Merz has voiced strong support for this
initiative, portraying it as a cornerstone of
a new, more agile, and responsive national
security architecture. His assertion that “the
world will not wait for us”'®> underscores
the sense of urgency driving these reforms.
The broader implication is that Germany
is beginning to institutionalise a shift from
reactive crisis management to anticipatory
strategic governance.

From Reluctant Participant to
Proactive Leader in European
Defence

Another defining direction in Germany’s
transformation is its emerging ambition
to assume a more active and leadership-
oriented role within the European defence
landscape. For decades, Germany operated
as a cautious stakeholder - largely reactive
and reluctant to lead. Today, this posture is
being reassessed. The geopolitical pressures
generated by the Russian-Ukrainian war,
growing transatlantic uncertainty, and calls
from European partners have together
fostered a sense that Berlin must take
on greater responsibility in shaping the
continent’s collective security architecture.

This is evident in Germany’s support for
new mechanisms of defence coordination
at the European level. Proposals to establish
a permanent EU defence planning and
coordination body - possibly under the
umbrella of the European External Action

15 Urbancik, J. Friedrich Merz will Neuausrichtung der AufRenpolitik. Deutsche Welle, 24.01.2025,
https://www.dw.com/de/friedrich-merz-will-neuausrichtung-der-auf3enpolitik /a-71395099
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Service - are gaining traction. Such an
institution would allow ‘coalitions of the
willing’ to respond swiftly to security crises
without being paralysed by the unanimity
principle that characterises EU decision-
making in foreign policy.

Germany’s increasing involvement in
multilateral platforms like the Ukraine
Defence Contact Group (Ramstein format),
alongside its support for developing EU-wide
capabilities in cyber defence, intelligence
sharing, and logistical interoperability,
marks a turning point in its strategic
orientation. These efforts suggest a broader
transformation: from being primarily
a financial contributor to becoming a
coordinating actor capable of shaping
joint responses. In this way, Berlin is not
only reinforcing the credibility of the EU’s
strategic autonomy but also contributing to
the emergence of a more cohesive European
security identity.

Coordinated, Not Fragmented
Leadership

Although the European Commission has taken
on a more prominent role in shaping security
and defence policy - through instruments
such as the European Defence Fund
(EDF)6, Permanent Structured Cooperation
(PESC0)'7, the Military Mobility Action
Plan'®, and strategic proposals like the White
Paper for European Defence!® - Readiness
2030 - its institutional competences remain
constrained. These initiatives have helped
foster greater coordination in capability
development, improved the logistical
mobility of armed forces across borders,
and stimulated collaborative research and

innovation among member states. Yet,
despite these important contributions, the
Commission still lacks the legal mandate
to shape national defence strategies or to
command collective military operations.

‘ Germany’s increasing
involvement in multilateral
platforms like the Ukraine

Defence Contact Group (Ramstein
format), alongside its support for
developing EU-wide capabilities in
cyber defence, intelligence sharing,
and logistical interoperability,
marks a turning point

Against this backdrop, Germany’s ambition
to assume a leadership role in European
security must involve sustained engagement
with both intra- and extra-EU mechanisms.
Instead of taking a selective or nationally
fragmented approach, Berlin should
promote a defence strategy grounded in a
truly European rationale - one that bridges
institutional divides and reflects a coherent
vision for integrated security governance
across the continent.

Revitalising the Weimar Triangle

France has consistently advocated for
enhanced European strategic autonomy,
calling for greater joint investments in
defence technologies, more cohesive rapid
reaction forces, and the establishment
of a European Security Council. These
initiatives aim to reduce dependence on
the United States, and make the European

16 European Defence Fund - Official webpage. European Commission, 2025. https://bit.ly/47NUWs6

17 Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO). PESCO.europa.eu, 2025, https://www.pesco.europa.eu/

18 Action Plan on Military Mobility 2.0. European Commission, November 2022, https://defence-industry-space.
ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-11/Action%20plan%200n%20military%20mobility%202.0.pdf

19 Introducing the White Paper on European Defence and the “Rearm Europe” Plan. European Commission,

12.03.2025. https://bitly/3VhPUNS

UA: Ukraine Analytica - 2 (37), 2025


https://www.pesco.europa.eu/
https://defence-industry-space.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-11/Action%20plan%20on%20military%20mobility%202.0.pdf
https://defence-industry-space.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-11/Action%20plan%20on%20military%20mobility%202.0.pdf

voice in global affairs more unified. Poland,
on the other hand, has emphasised a
more robust defence posture towards
the eastern flank, including a permanent
NATO presence, deeper cooperation with
Ukraine, and stronger infrastructure for
forward deployment. Warsaw is also a vocal
proponent of increased defence spending
and operational readiness among EU states.

‘ Revitalising the Weimar Triangle
as a strategic platform for
European defence and security
dialogue could provide the necessary
political and geographic balance

Revitalising the Weimar Triangle as a
strategic platform for European defence
and security dialogue could provide the
necessary political and geographic balance.
Joint  Franco-German-Polish  proposals,
especially regarding defence procurement,
training, and border security, are likely to find
traction across the EU. Recent developments
indicate arenewed commitment to enhanced
trilateral cooperation in this region.
Poland will host the Weimar Triangle’s
first joint military exercises in 20252,
focusing on interoperability and hybrid
threat response. France has joined Poland’s
existing mobility pact with Germany and the
Netherlands, enhancing logistics for rapid
troop deployments across Europe. Weimar
Triangle defence ministers have agreed to
align support for Ukraine?!, including joint
equipment donations and backing Kyiv's
EU/NATO aspirations.

2

o

During his first official trip abroad in May
2025, Chancellor Merz met with Polish
Prime Minister Tusk and French President
Macron - underscoring the prioritisation
of trilateral cooperation. Shortly thereafter,
Germany and France announced the
establishment of a joint Defence and
Security Council®? during Merz's state visit
to Paris - a formal institutional echo of the
Weimar dynamic. A symbolic Franco-Polish
friendship treaty was also signed on May
923, further solidifying the renewed strategic
alignment.

Embrace Political Responsibility

But above all, Germany must shed its
reluctance to lead. As the European Union’s
largest economy and political centre of
gravity, Germany holds not only the capacity
but also the obligation to translate its
weight into strategic agency. This capacity
to act decisively should not be gauged
through declarations or funding pledges
alone. It must be measured through a
multidimensional lens: the ability to initiate
and sustain high-risk diplomatic initiatives
in contested regions; the willingness to
shape and underwrite common European
defence structures, including procurement,
force posture, and deterrence strategies;
the readiness to operationalise the
Zeitenwende in terms of military planning,
not just budgetary ambition. A decisive
Germany would proactively engage in
crisis management beyond its borders,
lead in formulating coherent EU responses
to systemic threats, and take principled
stances even when these may be politically
costly. Germany’s transformation from a

Intensifying Weimar Triangle cooperation. Ministry of National Defence, Poland, 2025.

[https://www.gov.pl/web/national-defence/intensifying-weimar-triangle-cooperation]

21 Weimar Triangle consultation meeting. German Federal Foreign Office, 2025.
https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/en/newsroom/news/weimar-triangle-2690460

22 Khatsenkova, S. Germany and France to set up joint defence and security council. Euronews, 7.05.2025,

https://bit.ly/4nyJxRB

23 Poland and France sign groundbreaking treaty including mutual security guarantees. Notes from Poland, 9.05.2025,

https://bit.ly/4n6Sqlp
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civilian power to a strategic actor remains
incomplete - but the yardstick must be its
capacity to align vision with action, and
power with responsibility. In a world where
normative frameworks are eroding and
geopolitical pressure is intensifying, Europe
can no longer afford a strategically absent
Berlin. It needs a Germany that leads.

Ukraine as the Cornerstone of
European Geopolitical Relevance

Transformation of the European Union into
a global geopolitical actor is impossible
without the full integration of Ukraine.
Ukraine is not merely a country in need
of support - it is a critical link in Europe’s
ambition to emerge as a credible power,
capable of shaping the regional order.
Without a coherent framework that anchors
Ukraine both institutionally and in terms
of security, the EU’s geopolitical project
will remain incomplete, raising persistent
questions about its unity, resilience, and
strategic resolve.

‘ By anchoring Ukraine within

the European framework,
Germany not only helps

safeguard the continent’s eastern

flank but also affirms its readiness

to lead in building a resilient

and outward-looking Europe

In many respects, Ukraine represents the
geopolitical frontier of Europe. Its successful
resistance to Russian aggression has already
demonstrated its strategic value and its
alignment with European democratic
norms. But beyond symbolic solidarity,
Ukraine offers tangible benefits for the EU’s
global standing. Geographically, it serves as a
crucial bridge to the Black Sea, the Caucasus,
and Central Asia - regions of growing
importance amid global competition.
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Economically, Ukraine has the potential to
become a key partner in critical areas such
as agriculture, metallurgy, IT, and green
transition technologies.

By integrating Ukraine, the EU not
only secures its eastern flank but also
demonstrates its capacity to expand the
European model of security and prosperity.
Without Ukraine, any future European
security architecture will remain incomplete
and vulnerable to revisionist threats.
Moreover, a failure to provide Ukraine with
a viable path to full membership would
severely damage the EU’s credibility as a
normative and strategic power.

From a broader strategic autonomy
perspective, Ukraine is not a peripheral
issue - it is the litmus test. The EU’s ability
to actindependently of the United States will
be judged mostly by its capacity to guarantee
security and foster integration in its
immediate neighbourhood. If Europe cannot
lead on Ukraine, its claim to autonomy will
remain rhetorical.

Thus, supporting Ukraine’s integration is
not an act of charity or solidarity alone; it is
a central pillar of Europe’s own geopolitical
project. Ukraine’s membership of the EU
must be seen not as a burden, but as a
necessary investment in Europe’s strategic
depth, economic vitality, and normative
leadership.

Berlin’s role in championing Ukraine’s
integration should be understood as an
extension of its own transformation. By
anchoring Ukraine within the European
framework, Germany not only helps
safeguard the continent’s eastern flank but
also affirms its readiness to lead in building
a resilient and outward-looking Europe.
Ukraine’s future within the EU is inseparable
from Germany’s credibility as a strategic
actor and from the very viability of its lasting
political and institutional reorientation.



In conclusion, Germany’s evolving role in
European security will be defined not only
by its defence budgets or military posture,
but by its willingness to shape the strategic
direction of the continent in moments of
historic consequence. The Zeitenwende must
be more than a rhetorical turning point - It
must become a sustained commitment to a
more assertive, cohesive, and strategically
minded Europe. Nowhere is this more urgent
or more consequential than in the case of
Ukraine. By assuming a leading position within
the European political and security order,
Germany affirms its own transformation from
areluctant power to a responsible stakeholder
in the future of Europe. The credibility of both
the EU’s geopolitical ambitions and Germany’s
strategic reorientation ultimately rests on
the same foundation: the capacity to act, to
lead, and to integrate at times when history
demands nothing less.
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