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TESTING TIMES FOR WESTERN DEMOCRACY
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Rarely has the world changed
so profoundly in such a short
period of time as it has in the
just over three decades since
the pivotal events of 1989 to
1991, when the Berlin Wall
fell, the Soviet Union collapsed and a new
chapter of history began. In a 2021 essay
on the digital revolution’s effects on social
discourse, Jürgen Habermas speaks of
a ‘new structural transformation of the
political public sphere’.1 He paints a gloomy
picture, in which big internet companies
dominate the media and critical dialogue
has lost the power to educate and enlighten
that it possessed in the predigital era, when
the main forums for exchanging opposing
views were free associations, elected
parliaments, books, newspapers, magazines
and, later on, public-service radio and
television.

The concerns expressed in Habermas’s
sociological analysis of the past three
decades as a period of historic transition are
echoed in political framings of the present
as a ‘turning point in history’ (a Zeitenwende), as Chancellor Olaf Scholz put it
at a special session of the German Bundestag on 27 February 2022.2 Scholz was
referring to Putin’s invasion of Ukraine on
24 February 2022, the latest escalation of
Russia’s aggression towards its neighbour
(which began in 2014 with the annexation
of Crimea, in violation of international law,
and the hybrid war in Donbas). Putin has
shattered the foundations for peace in
Europe established by the Paris Charter of
November 1990, in which all parties to the
Conference on Security and Co-operation in
Europe (CSCE), including the Soviet Union,
mutually guaranteed the right to national
sovereignty, territorial integrity and free
choice of security arrangements, and
committed themselves to peaceful resolution of conflicts.
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rejects what it sees as the decadence of
the supposedly ‘enlightened’ West; the
revival of these old prejudices was actively
supported by the Orthodox Church. Putin
has established an authoritarian regime
in Russia in which parliament and the
judiciary no longer serve to counterbalance
the president’s power. China, the far more
powerful and increasingly totalitarian
Eastern superpower, has now become the
USA’s main global rival. America’s future,
meanwhile, is uncertain. If Donald Trump
returns to the White House in 2024 or
another isolationist ‘Trumpist’ wins the US
presidency, it would place the transatlantic
alliance under great strain.

‘RARELY HAS THE
WORLD CHANGED SO
PROFOUNDLY IN SUCH
A SHORT PERIOD
OF TIME.’
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The ‘unipolar moment’ described by
American columnist Charles Krauthammer
in 1990/913 only lasted a short time.
The USA is no longer the only global
superpower. President George W. Bush’s
response to the Islamist terror attacks in
New York and Washington on 11 September
2001, and especially the 2003 invasion
of Iraq in defiance of international law,
tarnished America’s moral standing on the
world stage. Today’s world is multipolar.
The People’s Republic of China has
become a global power, Russia under Putin
has regained its strength, Global South
countries like India and Brazil are major
players in international affairs.
Some of the processes that led to this
situation were already evident before
1989. Historians point to 1979 as a key
turning point. It was the year of the Islamic
Revolution in Iran, of Chinese reformer
Deng Xiaoping’s famous trip to America,
of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan (the
ensuing war was a key contributing factor
to the Soviet Union’s collapse) and of
John Paul II’s first papal visit to his native
Poland, which led to the founding of the
independent trade union Solidarność the
following year – an event that can be seen
as a precursor to the peaceful revolutions
in Eastern Central Europe in 1989. Also
that same year, Margaret Thatcher, one of
the pioneers of neoliberalism, was elected
prime minister of the UK and the first World
Climate Conference was held in Geneva to
discuss the drastic consequences of global
warming for the environment and humanity.4
According to the American historian
Stephen Kotkin, the Ukraine war of
2022 shows that the East–West conflict
did not, as is generally claimed, end in
1989/90 but merely assumed a new form.5
Following the dissolution of the Soviet
Union in 1991, Russia (unlike other East
European states) was unable to draw on
older constitutional traditions based on
rule of law. Even under Boris Yeltsin’s
presidency, there was a resurgence of
nineteenth-century ‘Slavophilia’, which
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For the foreseeable future, the
EU will not be able to step into
the breach if the USA does opt
for isolationism. Since 2017,
the French president Emmanuel Macron has frequently
spoken of ‘European sovereignty’. But contrary to how he’s often interpreted in Germany, Macron is not referring to a further
transfer of powers from national to European level, or even a transformation of the EU
into a ‘federal European state’ as pledged in
the current German government’s coalition
agreement in November 2021.6
He means something different. His main
concern is not with obtaining a permanent
seat for the EU on the UN Security Council,
in place of France, or having a European
nuclear defence strategy based on the
French nuclear deterrent, but with making
the EU less militarily and economically
dependent on the USA. This places
him squarely in the tradition of the Fifth
Republic’s founder, Charles de Gaulle, and
all its subsequent presidents. Germany has
a much closer relationship with the USA and
NATO than France does. But it is prudent
for Berlin to cooperate as closely with Paris
as possible on defence and military issues
and so strengthen Europe’s position in the
Western coalition.

Expressions like ‘European sovereignty’
or ‘a sovereign European Union’ are misleading. In a democracy, there can be no
sovereignty that transcends the sovereignty
of the people, whose primary expression
is free, universal and equal elections held
in line with the principle ‘one person, one
vote’. Such elections only take place in
nation states, such as the member states
of the EU. The European Parliament, by
contrast, is elected based on an unequal
franchise that disproportionately favours
smaller countries (with the justifiable aim of
ensuring these countries are represented
in the parliament). Democratic legitimation
and oversight of the EU therefore requires
cooperation between the member states’
parliaments, and the more powers the union
acquires, the more cooperation will be
needed. Far greater coordination and synchronisation of European policy decisions
at national level is necessary, otherwise the
EU’s capacity to take effective action will be
diminished.
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The turning point of 1989 to
1991 marked a more profound
break for Germany than it did
for any of the other post-war
European democracies. The
two successors to the Third
Reich, the Federal Republic of Germany
in the West and the German Democratic
Republic in the East, were not nation states.
Reunified Germany is a post-classical nation
state, which exercises some of its sovereign
powers jointly with other members of the
EU and has transferred others to common
institutions like the ECB. The old West
and East German states only had limited
sovereignty. With the abolition of the
Allies’ reserved authority over Berlin and
Germany as a whole, Germany once again
became a sovereign state. That means it
needs to accept more responsibility for
military affairs than it did during the period
of division. Until 1990, the victors of 1945
had the final say on critical matters of war
and peace. That changed with reunification.
Now, the Russian invasion of Ukraine has
forced Germany to take responsibility
and defend the peace that reigned in
Europe from 1990.
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The EU can only pursue a common foreign
policy if there is a basic consensus among
its member states about the union’s
normative foundations. However, this
consensus has become weaker rather than
stronger since the big push for integration
spearheaded by the 1993 Maastricht Treaty,
which probably represented the most
pivotal moment in the process of European
unification. The EU has now grown to
twenty-seven members, and some – above
all the ‘illiberal democracies’ Hungary and
Poland – are increasingly turning away from
some of the EU’s key values, such as judicial
independence and rule of law. Hungary
has also repeatedly rejected a common EU
foreign policy position on Russia.
Theoretically, obstructive behaviour by
a handful of members could be prevented
if the EU adopted qualified majority voting
for foreign policy decisions rather than
the principle of unanimity. But the treaty
amendment to make that happen would
require the consent of all members. Since
that seems an unlikely prospect, the EU’s
liberal (in the broadest sense of the term)
democracies will have no choice but to work
more closely together. And that will mean
more Europe, not less, at intergovernmental
level. The same applies to transatlantic
relations. European democracies have a
vital interest in the USA remaining a staunch
ally, friend to Europe and democratic power
after the end of Joe Biden’s presidency. If
things don’t pan out that way, the remaining
Western democracies of Europe and North
America, alongside democratic states
throughout the rest of the world, will have to
cooperate far more closely than before.
We need to start preparing for that
eventuality today.
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During the years of division, two very
different political cultures developed in
Germany. After 1945, only the Federal
Republic was able to open itself up to the
political culture of the West and learn the
ropes of democracy for the second time in
the twentieth century. East Germany had to
wait until after the Peaceful Revolution of
1989. The Democratic Republic’s isolation
from the West meant that older Teutonic
reservations about Western democracy
endured more stubbornly than in the
Federal Republic. The effects are still
evident today in the differences in voting
patterns, in particular the greater popularity
that far-right parties like the AfD enjoy in the
former East German states.
In preunification West Germany, there
was a process of self-critical engagement
with the National Socialist period, the
darkest chapter of German history.
This process was arduous and full of
contradictions, but perhaps precisely
because of that has had a lasting impact.
Many former citizens of the ‘old’ Federal
Republic believe they have learned from
history and drawn the right conclusions.
This belief can often lead to selfrighteousness, most recently during the
immigration crisis of 2015–16. It is here that
we find the deeper reason for the Germans’
tendency to view their country as a moral
exemplar for the rest of Europe to follow,
something that often raises eyebrows
among foreign observers. This tendency
is sometimes expressed in more or less
unconditional pacifism, sometimes (and far
more often) in a sense of having a ‘postnational’ mission. But it would be mistaken
to think that just because the first German
nation state was destroyed by excessive
nationalism, other Europeans should be
willing to give up their national identity and
allow their nation state to be subsumed into
a unified Europe. And there is nothing to
suggest that is likely to happen.
In its day-to-day governance, Germany
is often far less moral and European than
its rhetoric about itself would suggest.

Until recently, Germany’s policy towards
Russia and China was always dictated by
hard economic interests rather than the
so enthusiastically asserted ‘primacy of
politics’. Maintaining good economic and
political relations even with countries with
authoritarian regimes is one thing. It’s quite
another to maintain that pragmatism in the
face of serious human rights violations, to a
point that undermines Germany’s credibility
and self-respect. Another lesson of German
history is that rather than following its
own special path, Germany should instead
coordinate closely with countries it feels
bound to by shared values.
For seven decades, a booming economy
and growing mass prosperity have been
key pillars of democratic stability in the
Federal Republic. There’s no guarantee it’ll
remain that way in the future. In the global
economic crisis after the 1929 crash, the
only countries that were able to preserve
and advance their democracies were
those in which the liberal order was firmly
embedded in everyday political culture
and had a broad social basis. The list of
such countries included the USA and UK,
where the Great Depression had a similarly
devastating impact to that seen in Germany.
But Germany, of course, did not make the
list. In 2022, multiple crises are combining:
the Covid crisis, the Ukraine crisis, the
energy and inflation crisis. However, there
is reason to hope that the lessons that have
been learned in the almost eight decades
since the end of the Second World War will
be enduring enough for German democracy
to emerge stronger from the testing times
of today.
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It has taken over two centuries for the
values proclaimed during that period to
finally more or less prevail in the West itself.
Much of the history of the modern West is
a history of struggles to embrace or reject
the ideas of 1776 and 1789. But it is also a
history of Western nations betraying their
own values in brutal fashion: a history of
the slave trade, slavery, racism, colonialism,
imperialism. And it has also been a history
of self-critique and self-correction – and so
a history of learning. The project has proved
itself wiser than its pioneers. Even those
who were denied some or all of the universal
human rights could appeal to them. They did
so successfully, and turned the normative
project into a normative process. Western
democracies cannot impose their values on
anyone, but they can always stand up for
them. And above all, they must practise what
they preach and be self-critical about their
own history if they wish to remain credible.
It is the West’s capacity to learn that will
determine whether the late eighteenthcentury ideas invoked by Habermas and
others can survive the historic turning point
we are currently living through.

‘THE WEST NO LONGER ENJOYS
UNRIVALLED POLITICAL AND
ECONOMIC DOMINANCE. BUT THE
WESTERN NORMATIVE PROJECT
STILL HAS GLOBAL APPEAL.’
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The period from 1989 to
1990 marked a turning
point in world history,
the start of a transition
to a new era that is still
ongoing. In today’s
multipolar world, the West no longer
enjoys unrivalled political and economic
dominance. But the Western normative
project still has global appeal in the
guise of the political ideas that emerged
from the two Atlantic revolutions of the
late eighteenth century: the American
Revolution of 1775–76 and the French
Revolution of 1789. These revolutions
were political consequences of the
Enlightenment, whose ideals were codified
in the first declarations of human rights
and the principles of rule of law, separation
of powers, popular sovereignty and
representative democracy.
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