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Germany & Russia: A Difficult Partnership

German-Russian Relations

Historical Background

German relations with Russia go back over a thousand years, to the era of Christianisation of Russia. For 
a time it was uncertain whether Russia would adopt Latin Christianity, propagated by evangelisers from 
the German lands, or the Orthodox Christianity which was adopted by the ruler of Kievan Rus’ and by 
the population in general eventually, as it was said, because the Russians were overwhelmingly impressed 
by the glories of Constantinople. This was a move that was to be one of the main factors distinguishing 
Russia from the West, and would lead in due course to Moscow’s declaration of itself as the Third Rome, 
after which there would be no other. This always had the potential to set it at loggerheads with the other 
Empire which proclaimed its descent from Rome, the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation.

In the Middle Ages, Germans began an eastward expansion under the banner of the Teutonic Knights, 
until halted by Aleksander Nevskii in 1242 at the battle of Peipus Lake. That did not, however, put a 
stop to German trade activity in Russia, and one of the first Western accounts of ‘Muscovy’ comes from a 
German sixteenth-century envoy to Vassily III, who took up diplomatic relations with the West.

Peter the Great was the great Russian Westerniser in the seventeenth century, and his first contacts in 
pursuit of this agenda were with the German colony in Moscow. One of his significant acts of statesmanship 
was his support in 1697 of the candidacy of August the Strong, the Prince Elector of Saxony, for the 
kingship of Poland, a move which was to lead to the partition of Poland between Russia and Prussia, the 
first of many such partitions between Russia and Prussia/Germany, and the inauguration of Russia on 
to the European geopolitical chessboard. Peter exemplified another first, in beginning the long tradition 
of Russian dynastic marriages with German noble houses – another kind of diplomatic chess-play. This 
would in due course result in a strong German component in the Tsarist bloodline, including, in Catherine 
the Great, a purely German princess, one of the greatest of the Russian Tsars.

Prussia’s relations with Russia were crucial for it during and after the Napoleonic Wars. The country’s civil 
and military leadership after the wars was recruited from personalities who had sought refuge in Russia 
and attained high office there. These included Karl von Clausewitz. The privileged relations thus brought 
into being were fatal for the intervening nations: the first fruit of the post-Napoleonic Congress of Vienna 
was the truncation of the Grand Duchy of Warsaw, with Russia receiving the largest part, Prussia getting 
Thorn and Posen, and Austria East Galicia.

Up to the middle of the nineteenth century Russia, Prussia and Austria endeavoured in the Holy Alliance 
to preserve the prerogatives of traditional autocratic polities in Europe, leading to further partitions of 
Poland after the suppression by Russia of the Polish revolt of 1863. This saw the first appearance on the 
scene of Otto von Bismarck, who, significantly enough, had in the course of his rise served as Prussian 
Ambassador to St Petersburg. Bismarck would go on during the later nineteenth century to construct a 
network of alliances pivoting on the Reinsurance Treaty with the Russian Empire aimed at saving Prussia 
from what he called le cauchemar des coalitions, a nightmare of German encirclement caused by his own 
successful policy of reuniting Germany at the expense of territorial gains from Austria, Denmark and 
France. The exercise called for such fancy footwork that Bismarck’s successor, a military man, Caprivi, let 
the Reinsurance Treaty lapse. When reproached by Bismarck at this, he replied, “A man like you can play 
with five balls at the same time, while others do well if they can manage one or two”.
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The impossibility of keeping the Bismarckian juggling act going eventually gave rise to the First World 
War which saw Russia and Germany on opposite sides. After an interlude at the end in which, thanks to 
German manipulations of the new Soviet power, there were large German territorial gains in the former 
Russian Empire, Germany was stripped of all its gains in the War and subjected to a regime of sanctions 
on any military development. It found itself, along with the Russian Socialist Federal Soviet Republic, one 
of two pariah states which emerged from the Versailles system. The discrimination against them caused 
them to make common cause in Rapallo in 1922; this saw military cooperation between the two which 
enabled a resurgent Germany to circumvent the Versailles restrictions. This cooperation crystallised into 
a conspiracy more or less tacit against Poland and eventually, thanks to a dose of Stalinist paranoia about 
the real intentions of Britain and France, into the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact of 1939, which in effect 
carved up the lands between to the benefit of the USSR and Nazi Germany.

It is not necessary to detail developments since 1945, other than to recall that, under Adenauer, Germany 
resisted the temptation of an offer by Stalin to reunite the country on the basis of its neutralisation. 
Germany was the pioneer of Ostpolitik, the initiative of Willy Brandt masterminded by Egon Bahr which 
aimed at Wandel durch Annäherung, or change in the East Bloc through rapprochement aimed primarily 
at easing relations between the two Germanies. This, proceeded with against American scepticism – or 
worse, especially under Ronald Reagan – eventually resulted in the CSCE, a live-and-let-live agreement 
for the European continent which in due course contributed to the collapse of the Soviet system.  It also 
resulted in the giving of some life to economic relations between Western Europe and the Soviet bloc – 
here again, in the face of American scepticism or worse, importantly in the field of energy. Germany, in 
the shape of the pre-1991 Federal Republic, opted firmly for being bound into the West in the shape of 
NATO and the EU, and brought it about that the country would be reunited on this same basis. In the 
course of this Germany, thanks to its economic preponderance on the continent, has taken on again some, 
but by no means all, of the colouring of a decisive continental European power. Gorbachev, in his efforts 
to promote perestroika resorted to using his leverage with Germany to get sorely needed aid and more 
general support internationally. His main Western champion was Helmut Kohl.

After Reunification

Wandel durch Annäherung was pursued after reunification, a period which has been strongly marked 
both by gratitude to Russia for its facilitation of the achievement of unity and guilt for the pain, loss and 
injury inflicted on Russia and Russians by the Nazi regime. It was also, however, marked by a certain 
ambivalence, at least as perceived by Moscow, in the German attitude to the post-Cold War security 
arrangements in Europe. On the one hand, when it came to extension of NATO into Eastern Germany, 
Kohl and Genscher were of the view that a united Germany could not be split into two security zones, and 
eventually negotiated an arrangement whereby the former GDR would indeed be included in NATO, but 
on the understanding that there would be no deployment of non-German forces on the territory. In the 
negotiation process, however, attention was not given to what would happen the other former Warsaw 
Pact members in this regard. The German Defence Minister under Kohl, Volker Rühe, was one of the 
leading proponents of NATO extension into these countries on the basis of ‘exporting stability’ This has 
been one of the principal bones of contention in the subsequent Russian alienation from the West.

At the same time, there has been a large German consensus, still applying today, on the thesis that peace 
and stability in Europe can be maintained only with Russia, not in opposition to it, The slogan Wandel 
durch Annäherung had in the meantime been replaced by Wandel durch Verflechtung, or change by 
means of greater involvement. Even if the Russian market did not figure among the most important for 
Germany, it nevertheless was an important destination for German exports. Many German companies 
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were well-placed to benefit from, and understandably enthusiastic about, a prospective market of 140 
million consumers. On the other side, Germany was Russia’s third biggest trade partner, after China and 
the Netherlands. Russian companies are Germany’s most important energy suppliers, providing 38% 
of Germany’s oil and nearly 36% of its gas. (This energy interdependence has had some impact on EU 
energy policy. For a long time, Germany was reluctant to sign on to a policy at EU level which would 
oblige Russian energy companies to comply with EU competition provisions. There seems to have been 
a change here too as a consequence of the Ukraine crisis, and Germany has become a fuller participant 
in the Third Energy Package.) There has been a symbiosis between politics and trade, symbolised by the 
seemingly seamless transfer of Gerhard Schröder from the Chancellorship to the Chairmanship of the 
board of Nord Stream AG. Another manifestation of this is the Partnership for Modernisation, set up in 
2008 in the context of the Strategic Partnership between Germany and Russia.

The tone of this began to change when Angela Merkel became Chancellor in a new CDU/FDP coalition 
in 2009. Merkel tried to signal support for an apparently modernising President Medvedev, but it became 
increasingly apparent that Vladimir Putin continued to pull all the important strings. During this coalition 
the labels ‘special’ and ‘strategic partnership’ were dropped. Instead, the coalition agreement mentioned 
Russia as “an important partner for overcoming regional and global challenges”. Nonetheless, for a time 
the change was more one of tone rather than substance, and the development of trade relations proceeded 
apace. German companies and the Foreign Office co-operated closely in creating and implementing the 
Partnership for Modernisation and within this framework the Auswärtiges Amt and representatives of 
business, most prominently the Ost-Auschuss and the German-Russian Chamber of Commerce, worked 
to organise events with Russian officials and experts. One of the key platforms for this was the Petersburger 
Dialog, a pet project of Gerhard Schröder and Vladimir Putin.

The Grand Coalition which took office in 2013 brought the SPD back into power. More interestingly 
in this context, it brought Frank-Walter Steinmeier back into the Foreign Office, an office he already 
held under the previous 2005 Grand Coalition. More importantly, he was considered close to Gerhard 
Schröder, having risen with him in Lower Saxony and having been his Head of Chancellery when he 
was Chancellor. The text of the Coalition Agreement as far as Russia is concerned is accordingly strongly 
marked by an apparent Steinmeier input. It says:

Germany and Russia are linked closely by a changeful history. Russia is the largest and most 
important neighbour of the European Union. A modern, economically strong and democratic 
Russia is in German as well as European interest. We want to extend the Modernisation 
Partnership to other areas in order to arrive at social, economic and political progress. To 
that end, we will speak openly to the Russian leadership about our different perceptions of a 
Modernisation Partnership.

We welcome and support the many efforts to widen and deepen the relations at state level 
and at that of civil society. We aim at the wider development of the Petersburg Dialogue. 
Further, we want to create new forms of civil dialogue with Russia and to intensify bilateral 
contacts with representatives of the new Russian middle class and of civil society. We call on 
Russia to observe the democratic and rule-of-law standards to which Russia has committed 
itself, also internationally. This applies also to observance of its WTO obligations.

…
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We will engage ourselves in the EU for more coherence in policy regarding Russia. We 
will also continue to pursue a new Partnership Agreement between Russia and the EU, the 
development of Baltic Sea Cooperation and reinforcement of cooperation in Foreign and 
Security Policy. In this regard, the deepening of the trilateral dialogue between Germany, 
Poland and Russia has a key rôle. In the formation of our relations with Russia we want to 
take account of the legitimate interests of our common neighbours.

Security in and for Europe can be obtained only with and not against Russia. In this regard, 
we want above all to settle the conflict in our common neighbourhood jointly with Russia, 
and expect especially progress regarding Transdnistria.

If this extract from the Coalition Agreement of November 2013 is quoted at such length, it is not only 
to document the thrust of the approach to Russia of the new – and old - Foreign Minister. It is also to 
demonstrate how much has changed in the meantime. The events in the Ukraine have put much of the 
ambitions of the Agreement in this area in the deep freeze. Not only the Foreign Minister is disillusioned. 
Russia’s annexation of the Crimea in March 2014 and its more overt than covert support of separatists 
in the Donbas have caused a shock to the German system. Angela Merkel, as much as Frank-Walter 
Steinmeier and most of the German establishment, had counted on the post-Cold War European order 
continuing to be based on the CSCE Final Act of  1975, providing for border changes in Europe only 
by peaceful means and by agreement, and on the end of ideological confrontation on the continent. The 
fact that Russia has blatantly trampled on these principles has caused Berlin to re-evaluate its position on 
Russia to a significant extent. Much has been made of Merkel’s reported statement that Vladimir Putin 
existed on a different planet: it is a fair bet that what she had in mind was the extent to which he had 
departed from the consensus which has regulated the European order since the end of the Cold War. 
While there was still some hope in Berlin during early 2014 that a satisfactory negotiated end to the 
conflict might be found, by November 2014, when Merkel met Putin in Brisbane, this relative optimism 
had given way to resignation that we were faced with a long-term conflict. Steinmeier publicly said as 
much on 30 November last. He has also given up on his hopes for the Modernisation Partnership. The 
Petersburg Dialogue ended in April 2014. Added to German irritation is the development in which 
Russia is openly courting anti-European populists of left and right, and thus directly interfering in EU 
affairs. Merkel’s sense that, not only are we in this for the long haul, but – and this is a very strong point 
with her – that there is no military solution to the problem, is encapsulated in her comparison of the 
situation to that of the GDR, where she grew up: in other words, time, much time, would be needed to 
resolve it, and a military intervention, of whatever kind, risked sparking off a disastrous wider conflict.

The view in Berlin on Washington’s rôle in the conflict is that politically and above all economically the 
US has much less at stake and that the US, accordingly is much less constrained in the kind of posture 
it adopts. President Obama seems to have been content so far to let Germany take the lead. There is 
confidence in Berlin in Secretary of State Kerry’s understanding of its handling of the matter. By contrast, 
reports from Berlin indicate that there is concern with the approach of some other American actors 
– in the Congress, of course, but also elsewhere. The names of Joe Biden, the Vice President, and of 
Susan Rice, the National Security Adviser, are mentioned in this connection. There is also some irritation 
expressed at bellicose statements by Victoria Nuland, the Assistant Secretary of State for European and 
Eurasian Affairs in the State Department, and especially at what are seen as tactless statements at crucial 
junctures in the Ukraine negotiations by General Philip Breedlove, the NATO Commander in Europe.

For, despite their profound disillusion with Putin’s Russia, Berlin has not given up its objective of bringing 
that country into the tent. There are strong currents in German public opinion opposed to a belligerent 
approach to Russia. In November last, Horst Teltschik, the foreign policy adviser to Helmut Kohl, and a 
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prominent participant in his crucial negotiations with Gorbachev on German unity, and Antje Vollmer, 
a former Vice President of the Bundestag, organised a statement headed “War again in Europe? Not in 
our Name”. The statement was signed by some very prominent Germans, including Dr Roman Herzog, a 
former President of the Republic as well as Gerhard Schröder and a number of former ministers at federal 
and Land level. It was based essentially on an understanding of what had made Russia feel driven into 
a corner, and said “We must not force Russia out of Europe”. As late as mid-November last, Steinmeier 
noted that there was agreement among the EU Foreign Ministers that in the long run European security 
could be achieved only with, not against, Russia, and that we needed talks for that reason, and fora such as 
the Baltic Council, or exchanges between the EU and Putin’s Eurasian Economic Union “and, of course, 
the OSCE”. The motif figured once again at a four-hour long meeting on 5 February between Merkel 
and Hollande and Putin in Moscow. (It is notable that by this stage the interlocutors on the European 
side no longer include Poland. There has, of course been a change in the Polish Government last year. The 
suspicion must be, however, that Moscow no longer accepts Poland as a mediator.) Here, significantly 
enough, Merkel and Hollande made clear to Putin that there would be no transatlantic breach on the 
Ukraine question, even if there were American arms deliveries, which the two continued to oppose. 
Putin should therefore consider whether an agreement with the Ukraine under European mediation 
would not be the better outcome for him. Secondly, while the long-standing offer to aim at a common 
free-trade area between the EU and the Eurasian Economic Area in the long term remained, it should 
not be misunderstood as indicating equidistance in the EU as between the US and Russia: in the case of 
conflict the US and the Europeans would stand together; this applied also to sanctions. On 5 February, 
Steinmeier said at the Munich Security Conference that, “despite all that had happened, we were not 
relieved of the responsibility of organising a European security order”. Russia would have to say what it 
would contribute to this, if, indeed, it wanted it. (There can be little doubt but that Russia does want 
it – it is a long-standing Russian demand, aimed at the supererogation of NATO, often proposed by way 
of enlarging the OSCE’s mandate in this area. Equally often, however, it is rejected by the US and the 
UK as trespassing on the prerogatives of NATO.) At the – so far – decisive meeting on 12 February in 
Minsk between Merkel, Hollande, Poroshenko and Putin, the four declared that “the Heads of State and 
Government committed themselves as hitherto to the vision of a common humanitarian and economic 
space from the Atlantic to the Pacific on the basis of the unconditional respect of international law and 
the principles of the OSCE” and a contact group under the aegis of the OSCE, consisting of Germany, 
Russia, France and Ukraine, under the chairmanship of Wolfgang Ischinger, a former State Secretary in 
the German Foreign Ministry, has been set up. 

All depends, of course, on whether the Minsk agreement will be faithfully observed: the precedents do 
not make for optimism. Chancellor Merkel spoke plain text in this regard during her visit to Moscow on 
10 May. After pointing out that German-Russian relations had received a serious setback because of the 
“criminal” annexation of the Crimea, which was “against international law”, she said she was disappointed 
that the ceasefire provided for in the agreement had not been delivered, and said the Russian President 
could do something about this. Nevertheless she agreed with Putin that some progress had been made, 
and emphasised again that the problem could only be resolved through negotiation. Significantly, she 
added that she wanted to demonstrate with her visit “that we are working with Russia, not against it”. 
There was apparently also agreement to provide the contact group with some infrastructure in the shape 
of working groups.

 Beyond that, there will certainly be the question of what non-Minsk participants in the OSCE make of 
the common space between the Atlantic and the Pacific. In the view of Wolfgang Ischinger, the former 
State Secretary in the Foreign Ministry, point man for Berlin in the search for a Ukraine solution and 
present coordinator of the Munich Security Conference, it should involve getting started again on the 
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Common European House, Gorbachev’s objective at the end of the eighties and, to some, shorthand for 
a Russian vision of overall European security architecture. What can be said with certainty is that, in the 
past year, Germany has entered the world stage again, this time, because of its relations with Russia, and 
that once again these relations are crucial for Europe as a whole.

Pádraig Murphy

14 May 2015
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