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 “A new era after the fall of the Berlin Wall:
Challenges for Germany’s foreign policy”

by Klaus-Peter BRANDES 

Ambassador of the Federal
Republic of Germany to Malta

Annual Ambassadorial Lecture
Valletta, 17th March 2015

I am delighted to have the opportunity to meet MEDAC 
Alumni in the context of MEDAC Alumni Association an-

nual meeting, and to make some remarks about Germany’s 
foreign policy and its challenges 25 years after the fall of the 
Berlin Wall.

In this presentation I will talk about six points, namely:

1. The fall of the Berlin Wall and the window of opportunity
2. The search for a new order
3. Internal debate and external expectations
4. Germany’s new role in the world
5. Three priorities for Germany
6. A Fresh Look at Foreign Policy: Crisis, Order, Europe

   1. The fall of the Berlin Wall and the window of opportunity   

The fall of the Berlin Wall certainly is one of the most im-
portant events in Germany’s and Europe’s recent history. 

As surprising and breathtaking this day of November 9, 1989, 
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was – when history was made -, today one can say it was only 
part of major political developments, the consequences of 
which we are still dealing with in our time. In a way, it started 
with the founding of the Solidarnosc Trade Union in Poland 
in 1980. This movement was held back through oppression for 
a couple of years, but finally it was possible to hold elections 
in Poland in June 1989. The Soviet Bloc had started to crum-
ble. Also in June 1989, the Hungarian Foreign Minister Gyula 
Horn together with his Austrian colleague opened the border 
between their two countries by cutting a piece of barbed wire 
thus lifting the “Iron Curtain” which separated the two halves 
of Europe. A wave of Germans fleeing East Germany followed. 
And in November 1989: the fall of the Wall. The Soviet Un-
ion as a political structure collapsed. Kazakhstan declared its 
independence in December 1991, the last Soviet republic to 
leave the former Soviet Union. Only 2 years and the old world 
order had gone. For Germany, it was the window of opportu-
nity to realize its unity. At the same time it was the opportu-
nity for the unification of Europe – a window which was not 
to be open for a long period of time.

One thesis many political analysts are sharing is that the then 
leader of the Soviet Union, Michael Gorbatshov, was at that 
crucial moment in world politics internally strong enough to 
pursue his policy of “Glasnost”, which means transparency 
and openess and “Perestroika” which means restructuring and 
modernisation. Gorbatshov, who had taken over as Secretary-
General of the Soviet Union in 1985 continued to hold a posi-
tion strong enough within the Communist Party. However, the 
external position of the Soviet Union was already pretty weak, 
mainly because of a continued deterioration of its economic 
system. The Soviet Union had to let all these changes happen 
and the different countries gained their respective independ-
ence. East and West of Europe were unified. That is why I call 
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it the “window of opportunity”. Michael Gorbatshov received 
the Nobel Peace Prize in 1990 for his reform-oriented policy 
and for his handling of all these conflicts in an altogether rel-
atively peaceful manner.

Why look back in history for 25 years?

Because today this “window of opportunity” is closed again. 
Between then and now, the world order has changed dramat-
ically and closing the window. The events of November 9th, 
1989 made these changes more than obvious. In fact, the fall 
of the Wall marked the start of a new era for the world as a 
whole.

   2. The search for a new world order   

The world’s old bipolar order – the decades long division 
into East and West with its cynical certainties – disap-

peared on that day. The old order has been overcome! But the 
world has yet to find a new one. After the wall came down, 
some people thought the West’s unipolar moment had come 
– the “end of history” – the inexorable spread of freedom 
and democracy around the globe. Others saw the dawn of a 
multipolar age, with new players from Asia and Latin Amer-
ica all gathered around a single table on the international 
stage. But I fear the world of today is neither multipolar nor 
unipolar. It is non-polar. It is a world in search of a new order. 
And this search doesn’t resemble a calm academic debate. It 
is a struggle for influence and dominance, combined with 
ethnic and religious conflicts, which has erupted in a perilous 
number of crisis. I cannot remember in my diplomatic career 
such a barrage of international crisis, in so many different lo-
cations around the world, of so many different kinds, and all 
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at the same time. It seems as if the world is falling apart. This 
metaphor “the world is falling apart” stands, in my opinion, 
for two major trends that lie behind the individual crisis.

The first trend is the continuation of crisis, something which 
is not going to change any time soon. Far from it. We will have 
to get used to crisis being the new normality. And I fear that 
this is not happening inspite of globalisation but because of 
globalisation. For, in an interconnected world, dangers and 
conflicts are no more bound by national borders than our im-
ports, exports and capital flows. The second trend I am think-
ing of is this: The more the world “falls apart”, the more clearly 
we get to see the existing cracks and divides. In other words, 
the more public awareness is heightened by international cri-
sis, the more we focus on the differences between states, peo-
ples and cultures.

This can be observed in almost all current crisis: the Ukraine 
conflict is reviving longforgotten differences and reflexes 
from the days of the East-West confrontation. The barbarity 
and terror spread by ISIS is an extreme manifestation of fun-
damental religious conflict.

Unfortunately, the upsurge in differences is also to be seen in 
public debates. Just take the Arab Spring, Libya and Syria for 
example – three conflicts of widely different origins. They are 
not simple black and white stories. We should know well that 
when analyzing conflicts, it is the varying shades of grey that 
dominate. That “good” and “evil” are inappropriate categories 
in most cases because they do not give the whole picture. Per-
haps, we are now sensing more clearly than before one partic-
ular consequence of globalization that we have long underes-
timated: The outside world which is coming ever closer seems 
more alien and dangerous to many people than we thought. 
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“The world is getting smaller” – for a long time that augured 
well, but it now sounds like a threat to many Germans safe at 
home.

   3. Internal debate and external expectations   

The expectation that Germany will play an active role is 
something my Government encounters every day. At the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Germany we just finished a re-
view of our foreign policy. I will make some remarks about 
it in a few moments. Now, I would just like to quote one of 
the members of a large group of international experts who 
was asked during this review to formulate their expectations 
of German foreign policy. This expert said: “Germany should 
lead Europe, should lead the world. It should Europeanize 
Russia and multilateralize the United States of America”. Not 
much to ask really! And do you know who said this? It was 
not a Frenchman or an American, it was an Indian professor.

And what is the view from the other side, from Germany it-
self? In a recent poll, the German public was asked whether 
Germany should play a more active role internationally than 
it had done to date. “Yes”, said 38%. “No, do less”, said 60%.

Such is the divide between external expectations and domes-
tic willingness with which German diplomacy is faced. To be 
honest, if I was an engineer, I would in good face not try to 
bridge such a gap. But as diplomats we have no other choice!

Germany is engaged in an in-depth and intense public de-
bate on Germany’s role in the world. This debate has started 
more or less a year ago when the German Federal President 
advocated the need to take over more responsibility on a 



8

worldwide scale. Indeed, nowadays, we seldom see far-con-
flicts which have nothing to do with us. Therefore, the crucial 
question is not whether we should engage but in fact “where” 
and “how”. Germany’s answer is: Yes to shouldering more re-
sponsibility but not arbitrarily – rather in a manner which 
is forward looking and persistent; pro-active without being 
over-confident of our possibilities and always embedded in 
Europe and the international community.

Above all, we must renounce simple black and white depic-
tions and catch-phrase responses, which sometimes make 
public declarations easier but make it harder to achieve solu-
tions. Be it state of failure, civil war, conflicts with religious 
overtones or conflicts arising from the consequences of the 
era of bloc confrontation, the array is not only very extensive 
but extremely diverse, and each matter demands a bespoke 
approach to finding a solution. It makes me sceptical if we 
only ever come up with simple or the same answers to very 
diverse and entirely complex conflicts. It sometimes reminds 
me of what Paul Watzlawick warned us about years ago: “If 
your only tool is a hammer, every problem looks like a nail.” 
However, in the sphere of foreign policy we are not only deal-
ing with nails and, thus, we require more and at times differ-
ent tools.

The general attitude of the German public reflects in a way 
the comfortable experience Germans made in the period after 
World War II and until the fall of the Wall, especially in the 
West of Germany. After having gained full sovereignty only 
in 1991, with the ratification of the 2+4 negotiation results, it 
took a while until Germany had accepted its new role. Now, 
Germany is back in demand when it comes to foreign policy.



9

“A new era after the fall of the Berlin Wall:
Challenges for Germany’s foreign policy”

Ambassador Brandes highlighting the German MFA publication referred to in the text, 
section 6: ‘A Fresh Look at Foreign Policy: Crisis, Order, Europe’. 

MAA Ambassadorial lecture 2015 delivered by H.E. Amb. Klaus-Peter Brandes,  
Ambassador of Germany to Malta (centre). Dr. Omar Grech, Co-ordinator of the  
Human Dimension Programme and Lecturer in International Law, and Ms. Suzanne Gili,  

President of MEDAC Alumni Association moderated the session.
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“A new era after the fall of the Berlin Wall:
Challenges for Germany’s foreign policy”

Amb. Klaus-Peter Brandes (third from left) with MEDAC students.

H.E. Amb. Klaus-Peter Brandes, Ambassador of Germany to Malta 
delivering MAA Ambassadorial lecture 2015.
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   4. Germany’s new role in the world   

On the other hand, I wonder if it is really a good sign for 
the state of the world, when foreign policy, not specifi-

cally Germany’s foreign policy, is in high demand. The state 
of world affairs is indeed concerning. Syria, Iraq, Iran, Libya, 
Islamist Terrorism, Ukraine, East-Congo, Gaza, Ebola, Central 
African Republic, hybrid warfare – these are the key prob-
lems we are dealing with these days. The question of war and 
peace has returned to the European continent, too. Under 
such circumstances, states which have the capacity to help 
cannot hold back or watch from the sidelines, when solutions 
are urgently sought after.

For decades, until that fateful day of November 1989, Germa-
ny was on the frontlines of the Cold War. West Germany lived 
in the shadow of the Wall under the protective mantle of the 
western alliance, in particular the United States of America. 
We were a partner with equal rights but without equal duties. 
Then, the Wall fell, and we have since become a new country: 
reunified, economically strong, firmly anchored in Europe, 
peaceful and respected in the world. This story is a success 
story. We are allowed to revel in it, but we must also see what 
made it possible: The free, peaceful, rule–based world order. 
And because of that, a country like Germany which has bene-
fitted more than most from this international order must also 
contribute more than most to safeguarding it.

Germany is more interconnected in and with the world than 
almost any other country, according to a study conducted by 
the McKinsey Global Institute. Connected not just by flows of 
goods and capital and services, but also in terms of data flows 
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online and through human migration. Few people are aware 
that the percentage of Germany’s population born abroad is 
already higher than the equivalent figure in the United States 
of America, the immigration country par excellence.

And once you have accepted that, you have to take the next 
step: As the most interconnected country in the world, we are 
reliant on the existence of a peaceful, rule-based international 
order and have to work to insure it is maintained! Not just in 
Europe, but worldwide – for example through reform of the 
United Nations. Germany’s security and prosperity depend 
on predictable circumstances far beyond our borders. That is 
why Germany takes part in crisis management, actively raises 
its voice and brings its influence to bear to insure respect for 
and the renewal of the world order.

   5. Three priorities for Germany   

I would like to note just three concrete priorities:

Firstly, Germany will help to strengthen multilateral institu-
tions. First and foremost within the framework of the Europe-
an Union, and then, within the Transatlantic Alliance – at the 
last NATO summit in Wales in September 2014, we demon-
strated that we can respond in a united manner. Investing in 
international order also entails shouldering more responsibil-
ity within and for the United Nations, which for all its imper-
fections remains a valuable and indispensable organisation.

Secondly, Germany will further develop its engagement and 
toolbox for overcoming crisis and conflicts. This applies to the 
entire crisis cycle – from prevention to mediation and crisis 
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management to post-conflict recovery. We are also review-
ing how we can expand our engagement for peacekeeping 
within the framework of United Nations.

Thirdly, Germany has a particular responsibility for Europe’s 
security. That means that we must think beyond the current 
conflict in eastern Ukraine. What I mean is that if we are able 
to de-escalate and resolve these critical conflicts, how do we 
then want to re-incorporate Russia into an European secu-
rity architecture after trust has been lost. Germany is con-
vinced that only a de-escalation of the Ukraine conflict and 
the avoidance of fresh antagonism of East and West will help 
strengthen the international order. It is only by overcoming 
this conflict that the United Nations will once again be bol-
stered and fully capable of carrying out its key task of secur-
ing peace in all parts of the world, as well as of restoring the 
Security Council’s ability to act and take decisions. That is the 
wider context behind why we must neither resign ourselves 
to, nor willingly accept, the logic of confrontation and oppo-
sition.

Shouldering foreign policy responsibility does not mean tak-
ing the same action everywhere. What is right when dealing 
with conflicts in the Middle East can be wrong elsewhere. 
Thus, yes, in dealing with IS diplomacy is of no use, we must 
fight back against them. Germany will continue to tackle is-
sues like this face-on! However, we will also continue to as-
sess what the effects and the answers will be on concrete con-
flicts: Whether they bring us closer to or take us further from 
solutions. Indeed, a one-size-fits-all-approach does not work 
in foreign policy.
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   6. A Fresh Look at Foreign Policy: Crisis, Order, Europe   

About a year ago, after the now German Foreign Minister 
Steinmeier had taken over his position – for a second time 

in his career – a process was launched called “Review 2014 – A 
fresh look at foreign policy” by posing two deliberately pro-
vocative questions to experts in Germany and abroad: What, 
if anything, is wrong with German foreign policy? What needs 
to be changed?

I shall not try to summarize the 50 pages strong document, 
but just name the main three results. These are the topics Cri-
sis, Order, Europe. The findings of this review process have 
already led to changes in the structural set-up of the Ministry 
for Foreign Affairs.

In our subjective perception, crisis is becoming a permanent 
condition. Crisis is not an exception to the rule within globali-
sation: it is a permanent epiphenomenon, sometimes even 
a product of globalisation. Defusing crises early enough and 
countering them through a balancing of interests, mediation 
and prevention before the only option left for us is damage 
control, needs to be one of the key interests and concerns of 
German foreign policy.

This is why a new Directorate was created in the Ministry for 
Foreign Affairs entitled “Crisis-Prevention, Stabilization and 
Post-Conflict-Rehabilitation”. The second new Directorate will 
deal with the international order, United Nations and disar-
mament. As foreign policy cannot look only to crises it must 
also look at the long-term and face the more arduous tasks. I 
have talked about the connectivity of Germany and the need 
for a rule-based order.
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Working on behalf of a just and peaceful international or-
der that is lasting and resilient even in the face of dynamic 
changes, and that can offer responses to the great issues of the 
future, from climate change to eradicating poverty, is in the 
ultimate interest of German foreign policy.

And finally, Europe: European integration remains the foun-
dation of all German foreign policy. Yet here too the challeng-
es have changed, and we must translate our old certainties 
into new answers. We must enable Europe to benefit from 
our strength, for we benefit from Europe’s strength. Germany 
as the strongest country must invest in this Europe, for we 
are only strong through Europe. A positive and productive 
role for Germany in international politics exists only in and 
through Europe.

In conclusion: 
German Foreign Policy wants to orient its structures and 
processes more consistently towards the major challenges 
of crisis, order and Europe. If the reader is interested in this 
review process, its methods, the interaction with the public, 
the participation of experts and of course involvement of the 
members of the German Foreign Office abroad and at home 
and finally in this process click on:
 
http://www.valletta.diplo.de/publication 

and you will find a comprehensive publication about the re-
sults of the Review 2014.
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It is in English, and maybe food for thought for your own re-
spective Foreign Services. Some of it might be useful, others 
not. According to Watzlawick there are more tools than just 
one. It does not need to be a “German hammer”.

WVW
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