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Executive Summary

While debates in Berlin regarding the “Zeitenwende”
(sea change or watershed moment) focus on budg-
ets, alliances, and strategic priorities, the reality of
life for many people - including in eastern Germa-
ny - remains disconnected from these discussions.
This alienation jeopardizes public support for for-
eign policy actions. At the same time, the AfD and
the BSW are mobilizing against this new foreign pol-
icy course, particularly in the East, by championing
a kind of “anti-Zeitenwende.” This exploratory study
examines how the Zeitenwende and the opposition
to it are perceived on the ground and explores the
scope for a foreign policy that can garner domestic
support beyond populist and national-authoritari-
an polarization. The study is based on in-depth in-
terviews as well as conversations in pubs and public
spaces across Saxony.

The analysis identifies three underlying narratives:
First, many interviewees view the Zeitenwende
against the backdrop of 36 years of structural change
since reunification. Consequently, it appears less as
a historic rupture and more as one of several polit-
ical turning points. With the end of the peace divi-
dend, foreign policy has become a matter of distribu-
tion and identity. Acceptance of rearmament appears
linked to whether its benefits are tangible, for exam-
ple, in the form of job opportunities.

Secondly, alignment with the West is not a given. Ex-
periences with the intra-German divide also shape
perspectives on international politics. “Interests be-
fore values” is increasingly replacing “interests instead
of values” as exemplified by the motto “rent before
morality” In other words: Before you intervene some-
where because of your values, the economic founda-
tions must be secured.

Thirdly, the interviewees desire a more sovereign Eu-
rope that is open to Central Europe. They are pro-Eu-
ropean but at the same time susceptible to a nation-
al-populist reinterpretation favoring a “Europe of
Fatherlands” This narrative is now being fueled not
only by Moscow but also by Washington.

East German skepticism is thus less a rejection of re-
armament than a sensitivity to how the burdens are
distributed and who has a say in the decision-making
process. In our study, Saxony serves as a seismograph
rather than an outlier: The trends recorded there also
affect other regions undergoing structural change far
beyond Germany’s borders.

For policymakers, this means that trust cannot be
built in a sprint but only in a marathon. It takes time,
repeated dialogue, and staying power. Three guiding
principles emerge from this:

First, participation must begin at the local level, with
the European and federal levels providing targeted
support to local and regional actors. In terms of pro-
cedure, the Federal Foreign Office, the Ministry of De-
fense, and the Bundeswehr should recognize East Ger-
many’s experience with transformation as a source of
expertise and close the representation gap within their
own ranks. By working together with federal states,
municipalities, and educational institutions, such as
adult education centers and vocational schools, they
can reach people in places where they already gather.

Secondly, local communities must benefit from the
economic advantages of defense investments. The
federal and state governments should promote re-
gional value creation and research and take dual-use
facilities into account when awarding contracts.
Companies, chambers of commerce, and trade unions
can help bring democracy and participation from the
kitchen table to the factory floor. The guiding princi-
ple is: “Those who help pay should also benefit”

Thirdly, a compelling and constructive European per-
spective is needed. The German federal government,
the EU, and centrist parties should position Europe as
a bulwark and problem-solver situated between Wash-
ington and Beijing. Cross-border infrastructure can an-
chor this narrative at the regional level. Furthermore, a
“Gorlitz Security Forum” could bring the eastern Ger-
man states and Central Europe into the heart of Europe.
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Introduction

Germany is in the midst of a “Zeitenwende” (sea
change or watershed moment) in foreign and security
policy. Since the Russian attack on Ukraine, German
foreign policy has undergone a fundamental shift.
While discussions in Berlin focus on budgets, allianc-
es, and strategic priorities, these debates remain dis-
connected from the daily lives of many people, in-
cluding those in eastern Germany. This disconnect
jeopardizes public support for foreign policy actions.
The foreign policy debate often lacks a connection
between the political center and the perspectives of
citizens in the periphery.

Alongside the paradigm shift in foreign policy, an-
ti-establishment movements such as the AfD and the
BSW have continued to gain support, particularly in
eastern Germany. In the upcoming state elections in
Saxony-Anhalt and Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania,
the AfD is leading the polls in many areas. Current
surveys also show the party as the strongest force
in Saxony, with around 42 percent of the vote. AfD
and BSW capitalize on the feeling of alienation re-
garding foreign policy, mobilizing - in the spirit of an
anti-Zeitenwende - against liberal democratic insti-
tutions as well as against a value-based and West-
ern-oriented foreign policy.!

At the same time, findings from across Germany show
that a large majority of Germans increasingly perceive
global political events as part of their daily lives and
feel affected by the consequences of international
politics. Yet they doubt Germany’s capacity to act on
the global stage.? The question, then, is not whether
foreign policy resonates with the public. What mat-
ters is how it resonates - and whether centrist parties
can offer a compelling and competitive agenda.

Eastern Germany is particularly well suited for exam-
ining how foreign policy resonates at the local level.
Here, foreign policy decisions directly intersect with
experiences of social and economic transformation.

https://doi.org/10.60823/DCAP-25-43014-de

https:

Structural change, deindustrialization, and gaps in
representation intersect with foreign policy measures
such as sanctions, conscription, and defense spend-
ing. At the same time, energy and living costs are ris-
ing, jobs are under pressure, and the economic future
is becoming more uncertain. The consequences of the
Zeitenwende are perceived - and often reinterpreted
- differently on the ground; in our conversations, we
encounter fatigue regarding change, narratives of so-
cial decline, and a sense of loss of control. This com-
plex dynamic highlights where rifts and communica-
tion problems arise and why parts of the population
are skeptical of German foreign policy.

This study explores two key questions:

* What is the societal resonance of the (anti-)
Zeitenwende in eastern Germany? To this end, we
first examine the background of the Zeitenwende
and its interplay with domestic political develop-
ments in Saxony.

» What scope exists for a foreign policy that can
garner the support of society even beyond popu-
list and national-authoritarian anti-establishment
mobilization? This question is the focus of the
chapters on findings and discussion. We then
describe concrete measures that would make
it easier for the public to connect with foreign

policy.

To answer these questions, we draw on in-depth in-
terviews, pub discussions, and conversations with lo-
cal stakeholders (see Methodology). The aim of the
study is to examine the connection between federal
politics and everyday life experiences in eastern Ger-
many. The focus is on societal resonance: How do el-
ements of the Zeitenwende - and the opposition to it
- connect with daily experiences, frustrations, and vi-
sions of the future beyond party-political affiliations?

www.moreincommon.de/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/251027 MIC DeutschlandsRolleinderWelt RZ.pdf.
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The Background

Chancellor Olaf Scholz coined the term Zeitenwende
(sea change or watershed moment) in his speech to
the Bundestag on February 27, 2022. He argued that
Germany, in response to Russia’s war of aggression
against Ukraine, must assume responsibility for a
rules-based international order - and be prepared
to pay the price for doing so.® This was followed by
a historic reorientation: a special fund of 100 billion
euros for the Bundeswehr, ongoing military and fi-
nancial support for Ukraine, and a departure from
principles that had been considered immutable for
decades. Germany rapidly abandoned its self-image
as a “civilian power” Under “foreign policy Chancellor”
Friedrich Merz, this process was further accelerated,
driven by stronger European coordination of policy
on Ukraine and massive investment in defense capa-
bilities. With the enactment of the Military Service
Modernization Act, this shift is now making itself felt
in the daily lives of Germans.

FROM THE ZEITENWENDE
TO AN EPOCHAL BREAK

With the start of US President Donald Trump’s sec-
ond term in January 2025, the Zeitenwende accelerat-
ed further. Trump’s meeting with Putin in Alaska and
his repeated claims to sovereignty over Greenland -
which prompted Defense Minister Boris Pistorius to
speak of an “epochal break” - illustrate the new global
threat landscape. In this context, the goal is now to
transform Germany into Europe’s strongest conven-
tional military power. The mandatory registration of
all conscripts, introduced on January 1, 2026, and the
controversial debate over the requirement for young
men to obtain permission for stays abroad, demon-
strate how this Zeitenwende is shifting from an ab-
stract policy agenda to the lived reality of the German
population.

https:

The transition from a Zeitenwende to an epochal
break unfolded at a rapid pace and without a broad
societal debate about what the realignment of Ger-
man foreign policy means for different regions, gen-
erations, and social groups. The Monday demonstra-
tions in cities such as Chemnitz and Gera since 2022
show that foreign policy has become a mobilizing is-
sue in East German communities.* The simultaneous
rise of the BSW and the continuing strength of the
AfD show that this mobilization is also having an im-
pact on the party system. Both developments are tak-
ing place against the backdrop of an anti-establish-
ment political landscape that has evolved over more
than three decades of structural change.’

Slogans at the Monday demonstrations included,
among others: “Ami Go Home,” “Greens and war-
mongers to the Eastern Front,” and “Why bike paths
in Peru and no playgrounds here?”® Does that signify
“(East) Germany First?” In his “Anatomy of the An-
ti-Turning Point,” Jacob Ross shows how the AfD is
constructing an increasingly coherent foreign poli-
cy platform: interests over values, a multipolar order
rather than the collective West, and tactical Atlanti-
cism alongside continued close ties to Russia. In do-
ing so, the AfD is aligning itself with an international
post-liberal trend. Jordan Bardella, the French pres-
idential candidate for the Rassemblement National,
also advocates for a Europe more shaped by nation-
alism, a Europe that promises greater sovereignty
and aims to become more independent of a retreat-
ing United States.’

THE NEXUS BETWEEN DOMESTIC
AND FOREIGN POLICY

Foreign policy decisions cannot be viewed in isola-
tion from domestic political dynamics. Robert Put-
nam’s pioneering theoretical work on the “two-level

WWwWw.progressives-zentrum.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Studie_Mir_reichts Buerger

Montagsdemonstrationen Progressives-Zentrum.pdf

https://doi.org/10.1080/09644008.2017.1365136
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game” shows that international negotiations are al-
ways conducted at the domestic level as well: Only
those who mobilize the broadest possible domestic
support retain the capacity to act in the foreign pol-
icy arena.® Without such support, gaps in legitimacy
emerge that populist movements can exploit. This is
also evident in the rise of populist parties since the
2016 Brexit referendum. Mader and Schoen have em-
pirically demonstrated that this gap exists in Germany
as well.? In their analysis following Russia’s full-scale
invasion of Ukraine, they identify “no Zeitenwende in
public opinion” - despite the epochal break repeated-
ly proclaimed in Berlin.

Recent findings from the Universities of Leipzig and
Munich show that concerns about a military conflict
with Russia are on the rise.l Against this backdrop,
support for higher defense spending is also increas-
ing. However, the study focuses on military solutions
and does not explore more fundamental questions re-
garding the causes, effects, and underlying rationales
of threat perception. Given the growing success of
the anti-Zeitenwende parties, it seems questionable
to take these rising approval ratings as a basis for a
fundamental realignment of foreign policy. Such sup-
port remains reactive and conditional.

For the nexus between domestic and foreign policy,
this implies that empirical findings can, at best, pro-
vide indications as to whether a change of course will
meet with approval. They do not, however, answer the
question of how such a change should be shaped. Yet
it is precisely the “how” that determines the viability
of the new course within society.

With regard to other societies and other issues, too,
the tension between domestic and foreign policy be-
comes evident in the question of “how.” When it comes
to climate change, for example, the issue is often less
about the findings themselves than about how they
are addressed. The French “Yellow Vests” protests

illustrate this dynamic: Commuters and members of
the rural population frequently perceive fuel taxes -
motivated by climate policy and implemented as part
of international commitments - as a redistribution of
burdens imposed by the Parisian elite." In the Amer-
ican Midwest, free trade agreements were perceived
as a cause of deindustrialization and became politi-
cized - due to a sense of alienation that transcend-
ed the boundaries of the US two-party system and
mobilized both businesses and labor unions.”? Trump
strategically capitalized on this sense of alienation in
2016 and, during the 2024 election campaign, extend-
ed it to climate policy. With his slogan “Green New
Scam” and the withdrawal from the Paris Agreement,
he framed international climate commitments as the
embodiment of elitist politics implemented at the ex-
pense of steelworkers in Pittsburgh and employees of
the fracking industry in neighboring West Virginia.

Ikenberry draws a far-reaching conclusion from these
developments: The greatest challenge to liberal mul-
tilateralism today does not come from the outside -
that is, from revisionist powers such as China or Rus-
sia - but from within: The societal coalitions that have
sustained this order for decades are eroding.”® The
liberal world order is losing its societal foundation
because abstract alliance commitments and concrete
realities of life are increasingly drifting apart. Even the
Biden administration’s attempt to pursue a “Foreign
Policy for the Middle Class” ultimately failed because
in parts of US society, the gap between foreign policy
aspirations and the lived experiences of everyday life
had become too wide.* For this study, this means that
what we observe in Chemnitz, Gorlitz, and in con-
versations around East German kitchen tables is not
a regional anomaly. It is a local manifestation of the
domestic political erosion that is systematically dest-
abilizing liberal democracies across the world.

In the German context, the end of the peace divi-
dend is having a particularly strong impact. For more

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-020-00877-9

https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iix241



https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-020-00877-9
https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iix241

No. 11| October 2026

than 30 years, foreign policy appeared to be a posi-
tive-sum game: Free trade generated prosperity, mul-
tilateralism was viewed as cost-effective, and disar-
mament made it possible to increase social spending.
That logic has now broken down. The Zeitenwende
therefore has far-reaching implications for distribu-
tion policy. In eastern Germany, it affects a region
that has learned since 1989 that historic upheavals
distribute their costs unevenly. Mauder and his col-
leagues demonstrate a pattern that is also reflected
in the interviews conducted for this study: As soon
as abstract security promises are linked to tangible
burdens, public support for European security coop-
eration collapses - a “crumbling in the face of cost™®

The German population does not simply appear to
be divided between “pacifists” and “warmongers.
Contrary to the widespread polarization thesis, Mau,
Lux, and Westheuser show that a broad social center
shares certain fundamental convictions. Rather, the
impression of a deeply divided society arises because
the political fringes dominate public discourse, while
a de-ideologized center often fails to clearly articulate
its positions.'® This project therefore focuses on the
shades of gray between the political camps: on atti-
tudes that rarely appear in party platforms yet shape
conversations. According to Mau and colleagues, po-
litical conflicts are sparked by “trigger points” - mo-
ments of perceived unequal treatment that stir up
emotions and shape political disputes. Similarly, they
can also trigger so-called “deep stories,” which we will
explore below.

EASTERN GERMANY AS A PIONEER

Why is it worth taking a closer look at eastern Germa-
ny, even though its 16 million people account for only
about one-fifth of Germany’s population? Not because
eastern Germany is a homogenous area with specific
problems, but because certain political geographies
can be understood as laboratories: Developments that
first emerge there and in a concentrated form - such
as a loss of trust in institutions, alienation from elite

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/14651165241236777

triggerpunkte-t-9783518776766

sachsen-004-2026 erwerbstaetigkeit-2025.pdf.

https:
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foreign policy discourses, or the search for new forms
of political belonging - appear elsewhere with a time
lag.”” Weisskircher rightly warns against the “exoti-
cization of eastern Germany.” The rise of the AfD is
a transnational phenomenon, not a unique regional
problem.”® Eastern Germany is therefore not an out-
lier but an early indicator.

Saxony stands out in this regard for a variety of rea-
sons. The economic situation in East Germany is more
complex than the image of a region in perpetual cri-
sis suggests. After hitting rock bottom in the early
2000s - marked by mass unemployment, out-migra-
tion, and deindustrialization - the region had labori-
ously regained ground during the 2010s. Technolo-
gy-intensive industries set up shop, unemployment
fell, and cities like Leipzig and Dresden saw demo-
graphic growth again after decades of decline. How-
ever, this upswing rests on shaky foundations. It re-
lied, among other things, on low energy prices, stable
supply chains, and the favorable labor market condi-
tions of the post-reunification decades.

Here, the Zeitenwende is compounded by ongoing
structural vulnerabilities. According to the State Sta-
tistical Office, Saxony’s economy lost 15,000 jobs in
2025, nearly 9,000 of them in manufacturing - more
than any other federal state. Since 2019, the total
job loss has reached 23,000.° The automotive re-
gion of southwestern Saxony, home to the VW plant
in Zwickau and the Chemnitz engine plant, is facing
dual pressures: the transition to electric mobility and
geopolitically driven supply chain disruptions. At the
same time, new economic hubs are emerging, such as
semiconductor investments around Dresden and de-
fense production in Goérlitz. This shows that Saxony is
not a monolithic region in decline. Rather, economic
development is diverging between growing high-tech
clusters and shrinking industrial sites as well as be-
tween investment magnets and areas facing demo-
graphic challenges. Nineteen of the 22 oldest regions
in Europe are located in eastern Germany, and quite
a few of them are in Saxony.?

https://www.suhrkamp.de/epub,

https://www.statistik.sachsen.de/download/presse-2026/mi_statistik

www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/02/germany-spain-scramble-reverse-the-flight-youth-eastern-europe
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The political landscape reflects this fragmentation
with the AfD, BSW, Freie Sachsen, independent can-
didates, and shrinking parliamentary groups from the
Greens, FDP, and SPD. In this party landscape, the es-
tablished blocs of the old Federal Republic are barely
recognizable. Vorldnder and Herold describe Saxony
as a state with a “fragile democratic culture” - not
pathological but susceptible to resentment and pop-
ulism and marked by strong regional disparities.? Ear-
ly on, the so-called PEGIDA demonstrations revealed
the growing support for extra-parliamentary groups
that shaped public discourse for years to come. The
Zeitenwende is now further exposing this economic
and political fragility. The energy crisis, the decline
of the German export model, and geopolitically driv-
en supply chain disruptions affect the East not just
as abstract geopolitical phenomena but as concrete
threats to a hard-won economic and social stability.
This makes the question of East Germany’s analyti-
cal significance for understanding the Zeitenwende
all the more urgent.

Mau speaks of a “phantom border” in the current
German discourse: If the West is taken as the norm,
“the East is perceived primarily as a deviation rath-
er than in terms of its own distinct characteristics”*
This is a warning that should also guide this analysis.
At the same time, a different perspective can be de-
rived from this: Eastern Germany and Saxony are not
just any region. They are a kind of pioneering ter-
ritory. Developments that are only just beginning to
emerge elsewhere - alienation from the foreign-pol-
icy discourses of elites, a loss of trust in institutions,
and the search for new forms of political affiliation
- occurred earlier here, are more pronounced, and
are therefore particularly easy to observe. Anyone
wishing to understand the tensions unleashed by the
Zeitenwende in Western democracies can view East
Germany as an early warning system - and learn from
the experiences gained there.

METHODOLOGY

Methodologically, this study draws on the concept of
“deep stories” developed by Arlie Russell Hochschild in
her analysis of US regions undergoing transformation,

such as the Rust Belt. Beyond verifiable political facts,
these narratives crystallize emotionally perceived
truths about belonging, recognition, and experiences
of injustice.? This study deliberately puts its analytical
focus not on the programmatic offerings of the an-
ti-Zeitenwende but rather on the demand side: Where
do populist proposals connect with everyday experi-
ences independently of party-political loyalties, and
what societal conditions provide resonance for this?

The study follows a qualitative, triangulating design
and is based on four formats involving more than 30
conversations held between November 2025 and May
2026. Key anchor points included three public “pub
talk” evenings in Chemnitz, organized in collaboration
with the Sichsische Landeszentrale fiir politische Bil-
dung (Saxony’s State Agency for Political Education).
This format was designed to provide a low-thresh-
old, dialogue-oriented approach to the field: Experts
took seats at individual tables and, after a brief intro-
duction, engaged in conversation with participants
on global political issues. Topics ranged from figures
such as Trump and Putin to the impact of energy
policy on everyday life in Saxony. However, the focus
was on the themes that emerged from conversations
among the pub patrons.

Secondly, we conducted qualitative, semi-structured,
in-depth interviews based on an interview guideline
with predominantly young people aged 18 to 35. These
participants were recruited and interviewed in col-
laboration with the “Junge DGAP” (Young DGAP) us-
ing methods such as snowball sampling.?* The age fo-
cus was chosen deliberately: It allowed us to observe
which “deep stories,” shared around the kitchen table,
are transmitted to a generation that did not personal-
ly experience German reunification - and to see how
stable such narratives remain when they are based on
hearsay rather than personal experience. Almost all of
the interviewees came from Saxony, with a few hailing
from Saxony-Anhalt and Thuringia.

Thirdly, in-depth discussions with local intermedi-
aries - held as part of “Stadtgesprache” (city discus-
sions) in Gorlitz - complemented the data collection.
These intermediaries included local politicians as well
as representatives from sports clubs, the business
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community, and the church. As local intermediaries
with privileged access to diverse local communities,
they were able to provide insights into people’s per-
ceptions and experiences.

Fourthly, the findings were discussed in a workshop
with representatives from politics, academia, and
think tanks, and the resulting policy recommenda-
tions were reviewed.

The selection of conversation partners was aimed at
capturing the broadest possible cross-section of soci-
ety. Access to the field was gained through open pub
events, via local intermediaries who opened doors to
their respective networks, and - for the interviews
- through a snowball sampling method. All conver-
sations were analyzed anonymously; names and per-
sonal details were altered or omitted. The limitations
of the study design are clear: While the group of par-
ticipants was deliberately heterogeneous, it does not
constitute a representative sample. Furthermore, the
geographical focus on the anchor cities of Chemnitz
and Gorlitz limits how far our findings can be gener-
alized for Saxony as a whole. Consequently, no claim
is made to statistical representativeness; the findings
are exploratory in nature and serve to generate hy-
potheses. Their strength lies in bringing to light nu-
ances and emotionally charged perceptions that of-
ten get lost in polarized debates yet can be politically
decisive.

DGAP RrerPORT
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Analysis and Discussion

ANALYSIS: 36 YEARS
OF ZEITENWENDE

One of the questions explored in the following anal-
ysis is whether and to what extent “deep stories”
reinforce skepticism towards the Zeitenwende and
thereby create fertile ground for alternative visions
of foreign policy. To understand the lack of resonance
of German foreign policy in the East, this study iden-
tifies three collective narratives that lie beneath the
surface and act as filters for the perception of cur-
rent global political events.? These deep stories are
not always explicitly articulated; rather, they emerge
as recurring patterns in the respondents’ accounts.
They shape the thinking, feelings, and political judg-
ment of the interviewees and the people in their so-
cial circles. The interviewers asked about perceptions
of the Zeitenwende, about influential global actors
(“Do you trust Trump or Putin?”), and about ideas
regarding foreign policy for the present and future
(“Draw up the bridge or let it down?”). Similar guid-
ing questions shaped the conversations in pubs and
public spaces.

The responses paint a clear picture: There is a dis-
crepancy between the federal government’s officially
proclaimed policy of the Zeitenwende and the lived
realities of the respondents. Perceptions of glob-
al crises and geopolitical have a direct impact on
everyday life and reinforce a latent sense of exclu-
sion and limited agency. In the conversations, these
perceptions are shaped by experiences of system-
ic, economic, and personal transformation. The per-
spectives that emerge are ambivalent: They reflect a
weariness with transformation after 36 years of an
individually experienced Zeitenwende, a sense of dis-
tance from the “global West,” and a desire for a more
sovereign Europe.

When it comes to Russia, many interviewees draw a
distinction between the state leadership and Russian
civil society. In contrast, sentiments towards the Unit-
ed States are dominated by irritation and skepticism
- directed less at the principle of pursuing national in-
terests than at the specific form this is taking under
President Trump. “(East) Germany First” appears to be
a slogan capable of winning majority support. What it
actually means, however, remains one of those ambigu-
ities open to varying interpretations. A multipolar world
order is viewed not primarily as a threat but as an op-
portunity for realignment based on partnership. The
following three narratives range from personal expe-
riences with transformation and the resulting world-
view - which does not necessarily entail an orientation
towards the West - to a constructive political vision:
a sovereign Europe that puts more of its focus on the
East. Table 1 provides a brief comparative overview.

1. At the Kitchen Table: The Legacy of Transforma-
tion and Narratives of Relative Decline

The interviews show that it is not merely the imprint
of the GDR but above all the experiences of four dec-
ades of structural change that have shaped the world-
views of the respondents and their families. Seated at
the proverbial kitchen table, the interviewees express
a latent skepticism towards “those at the top,” towards
state institutions, established political parties, and “in-
stitutionalized” politics in general. The respondents
describe a persistent feeling of a lack of self-efficacy
that many in their social circles share and which they
also attribute to the biographical ruptures following
1989,/90. The foreign policy sentiments of many re-
spondents also seem to tie into this: There is a pre-
vailing feeling of being a “pawn of the great powers”
and unable to exert any influence. Speaking to the in-
terviewers, some respondents expressed surprise: “No
one has ever asked me about foreign policy before,” or
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Meaning for Foreign Policy
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Quotes

1. Transformation legacy and
narrative of decline

The 1989/90 system change and
36 years of structural change as a
perpetual biographical experience;
triple decline (demographic,
economic, and political); loss of
self-efficacy.

The Zeitenwende appears not as a clean
break but as one of many experiences
of profound change. With the end

of the peace dividend, foreign policy

is becoming a matter of resource
allocation. There is a perception that
rearmament means less money for
social welfare and that resources are
flowing ,outward” while domestic needs
appear to be neglected.

“A turning point? Under Scholz, |
found the term insulting. Where we
are, everything has been changing
constantly since 1989.”

“But at least KNDS brings jobs.”

2. Orientation towards the West is
not a given

Persistent disparity between
eastern and western Germany;

lack of recognition of East German
life achievements (economic loss is
seen as proof that one is not part of
“the West"); reactive East German
identity; experiences passed down
across generations.

The internal German divide is projected
onto the geopolitical state: The United
States is seen as the embodiment of
“Western imperialism,” while Russia is
viewed in a more nuanced — though not
inherently positive — light. The war in
Ukraine is being waged ,at the expense
of the East [Eastern Germany and
Central Europe].”

“The West is saturated; people
here don’t automatically feel
connected to the West.”

“In people’s perception, the
burden of the war is being borne
by East Germany.”

“Some now feel like third-class
citizens: first come the West
Germans, then the Poles, then

"

us.

3. A sovereign Europe with a focus
on the East

Assertiveness vis-a-vis Beijing

and Washington; experience of

life in a border region; pragmatic
prioritization of prosperity and jobs
over abstract principles such as
“rent before morals.”

A desire for a sovereign Europe with

a stronger focus on Central and

Eastern Europe. Yes to the EU, no to a
“collective West.” Economic strength
and diplomacy take precedence over
military power. No fundamental
opposition to rearmament — provided it
also generates economic benefits.

We need a 180-degree shift — we
must look towards the East, not
towards Brussels.”

L+Europe must be thought of as
stretching from Lisbon to
Kyiv.”

Source: : Author’s own

“Am I even allowed to say anything about that when I
don't have a clue?”

In these conversations, the Zeitenwende is perceived
with ambivalence. One group finds little meaning in
the term, associating it generally with the crises of
recent years that are seen as defining, disruptive ex-
periences, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Some
link the Zeitenwende to fears of rearmament and the
prospect of the return of the draft. Others, against the
backdrop of 36 years of structural upheaval, view the
term as downright insulting: “That certainly wasn’t
meant to refer to us” They consider former Chancel-
lor Scholz’s choice of words simply “absurd.” Since the
East German population has experienced continuous
biographical, societal, and economic transformation

since the fall of the Berlin Wall, the idea of a sudden,
unprecedented Zeitenwende seems out of touch with
reality. From this perspective, what is taking place is
not a historic rupture but the continuation of an on-
going transformation - one whose current political
interpretation fails to address people’s real concerns.

Zeitenwende? Under Scholz, | found the term
offensive. Things here have been constantly
changing since 19809. «

This transformation fatigue is inextricably linked to a
narrative of decline that unfolds on three levels: de-
mographic decline (shrinking, aging population, miss-
ing generations), economic decline (loss of industry
and economic identity) and political decline - the
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impression that Germany is becoming increasingly in-
significant on the world stage and is also failing to find
strong leadership in domestic politics. This threefold
downward trend reinforces skepticism towards a for-
eign policy that directs resources outward while the
country itself is seen as being neglected.

)) The time of Olaf Scholz — that wasn’t a
good era. He wasn’t really present at all.
And that was after Angela Merkel. Now
Friedrich Merz - we haven't really moved up;
things have tended to go downhill. «

The hopes for peace and fears of war associated with
the Zeitenwende are also fueled by historical reminis-
cences of the GDR era: state surveillance, mandatory
military service, and the experience of having security
policy imposed on the individual without any say in
shaping it. In part, these memories serve as a back-
drop against which the current debate on remilita-
rization is interpreted. The concern that Germany
could be drawn into conflicts “that are not ours” is
widespread. At the kitchen table, this concern crys-
tallizes into concrete worries about the next gener-
ation. In this context, the family does not appear as
a safe haven, but rather as another arena of tension
where politics is sometimes sidestepped. Yet family
at the same time serves as a resource through which
the respondents interpret the world. Consequent-
ly, differing perceptions of threat emerge between
generations.

)) The perception of the threat is different:
Anyone who, during the GDR era, was told
that the Soviet Union was the angel of peace
while others waged wars of expansion is not
going to believe it when Berlin tells them the
exact opposite 35 years later. «

Economic concerns permeate conversations around
the kitchen table. Rising living costs and the perceived
or actual deterioration of the situation are directly
linked to foreign policy decisions: the end of cheap
energy supplies from Russia, the consequences of
the sanctions policy, and the collapse of an economic
model built on low-cost energy and labor. The break-
ing down of this model “hits the East first and hardest”
Here, a dimension of distributional policy becomes
clear, one that runs through many conversations: With
the end of the peace dividend and the creation of var-
ious special funds, foreign policy is becoming a mat-
ter of resource allocation. The resulting discontent is
directed not abstractly at Russia or Ukraine but spe-
cifically at a federal policy that declares the additional

defense spending to be necessary without address-
ing the domestic political costs of this decision. In the
perception of many, the war comes “at the expense
of East Germany” and of economic cooperation with
Eastern Europe.

People are now afraid of falling behind the
Poles and becoming “third-class” citizens. «

Intertwined with this is the demographic reality of
eastern Germany. Some of Europe’s oldest regions
are located here. Outside of Leipzig or Dresden, an
aging population is the norm. “We are missing at least
one generation - especially the ones who have brains
and drive,” respondents say. This gives rise to a dis-
tinct “economic need for security in the form of job
stability” and considered objections to the rhetoric
of rearmament, particularly among younger people:
“With a society this old, what is there even left to de-
fend militarily?” Priorities are shifting away from glob-
al perspectives and towards preserving one’s own local
environment. It is noteworthy that the same respond-
ents make it clear that they fully intend to defend their
friends and immediate surroundings. Their rejection is
not directed against defense itself but against the ab-
stract rationale, which they perceive as being dictated
by outside forces. Where industry collapses - “Wag-
gonbau Niesky, Bombardier Gorlitz - all of that is gone
now” - views on arms production become pragmatic:
“At least KNDS brings jobs” According to those inter-
viewed, it is “the structural problems that drive people
into the arms of the AfD” - not necessarily the ideol-
ogy or the political platform.
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A SNAPSHOT FROM THE FIELD:

“I don’t see defense policy as warmongering but
as an investment in security,” says a soon-to-be
master craftsman. His relatives, by contrast,
regard it entirely “as warmongering.” The crafts-
man describes his social circle as increasingly
pessimistic and sees Germany as an actor that
“stands on the sidelines and fails to make use
of its strengths.” When asked about global
engagement, he says: “As a matter of principle,
one should only get involved in problems one
has caused oneself.” In various instances, inter-
viewees point out that it is primarily the people
around them who hold divergent opinions and
attitudes. In contrast, they see themselves as
more moderate.

Worldviews and Actors: Not Necessarily Part of the
“Global West”

The worldviews of the respondents and their families
appear to be shaped by their critical stance towards the
United States and “the West,” whereas Russia is viewed
with ambivalence. The United States is characterized
as the embodiment of “Western imperialism,” with the
Iraq War serving as an example of the West’s contro-
versial actions. In contrast, Russia’s behavior is often
put into perspective. The impression remains that it
is “the Ami” who pulls the important strings. This per-
spective has also developed historically: While Russia
was viewed with ambivalence in the GDR, “the Amer-
icans” remain today as the global superpower whose
actions are regarded critically. At the same time, Pres-
ident Trump’s “America First” policy finds support.

)) In general, the distinction between domes-
tic and foreign policy no longer exists. Many
people just want to be left alone. People
don’t want to think about Trump or Putin.
They see Trump as difficult and out of
touch — but the “our country first” message
resonates. «

This attitude is less a matter of geopolitical analysis
than a projection of intra-German experiences onto
the global political stage. The lingering sense of an
“East-West divide” - the perception that East Germans’
life achievements are not taken seriously by West Ger-
mans and that East Germans have been shortchanged
in favor of others - indirectly carries over to the in-
ternational arena. “The West is saturated. People here
don’t automatically feel connected to the West simply
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because of the fall of the Berlin Wall,” they say. And:
“The ‘Wessis’ have no understanding of what the ‘Ossis’
went through” Such statements also reveal a funda-
mental distance from “the West” and from the political
self-image that became the benchmark after the end of
the Cold War, including the “end of history” narrative.
Many East Germans view their own history as a devia-
tion from this West German standard. Those who did
not experience the political and social upheaval follow-
ing 1990 as self-evident do not seamlessly identify with
“the West” in terms of foreign policy either.

This perception is reinforced by an economic inter-
pretation: Respondents believe that the war is being
waged “at the expense of the East,” and this is seen as
further evidence that Germany’s foreign policy does
not serve the country’s own interests. That is a source
of “fundamental alienation” which re-opens questions
of identity. The search for credible representation also
shapes which political actors are perceived as credible
and as able to connect to people. When it comes to the
question of political representation, Sahra Wagenkne-
cht is mentioned as someone who is “truly symbolic of
the East German kitchen table” - a reference to signif-
icant gaps in representation elsewhere that have effec-
tively “pushed people into bubbles where they perhaps
didn’t even want to be in the first place” Tino Chrupalla
and Defense Minister Boris Pistorius are mentioned at
the national level. What is striking here is that these
are generally figures who are still relatively new to the
federal political landscape and who emphasize their
closeness to ordinary citizens: “Here’s someone who
simply tells it like it really is” Meanwhile, attitudes to-
wards Russia are more nuanced than the catchphrase
of a “pro-Russian” sentiment - sometimes suggested
by the BSW and the AfD - would imply. A distinction
is made between the state leadership and civil socie-
ty. The “sharp break” in German-Russian relations is
viewed critically because it is seen as destroying influ-
ence and any possibility of international understand-
ing. The narrative of alignment with the West finds lit-
tle resonance - not because the alternative is “Russia”
but because identifying with the “collective West” is
not inherently perceived as an expression of one’s own
identity.

)) There is a certain pro-Russian sentiment
among the older generation because Rus-
sia is simply part of the picture. At the same
time, we feel a bond with Ukrainians because
they share our way of life. «

It is worth noting that many interlocutors do not view
values such as peaceful coexistence and international
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understanding as distinctly “Western” but rather ar-
ticulate them as their own or as universal values. This
suggests that the focus of criticism is not on the core
values of foreign policy but on how they are framed.
People speak of empathy for Ukrainian refugees and
recall the immense willingness to help when the war
broke out. At the same time, however, a particular
attitude persists that can be summed up by the phrase
“rent before morality” While it does not imply indif-
ference to global issues, it describes a different set of
priorities: Only once Germany’s own economic sta-
bility - jobs, infrastructure, and social security - is
secured, can the country act credibly on the inter-
national stage. This logic is contextualized pragmat-
ically, not ideologically. It also forms the foundation
upon which the constructive vision of a more sover-
eign Europe is built.

A More Sovereign Europe Between “East” and
“West”

The fundamental skepticism regarding the Zeiten-
wende does not give rise to a general refusal to en-
gage but rather to a desire to help shape policy. While
the respondents view Germany as a “pawn” rather
than an active shaper of world politics, the main crit-
icism is that the country seeks to please everyone
and holds back too much out of “fear of its own his-
tory” At the same time, there is an expectation that
Germany should assume a stronger and more inde-
pendent role, with Europe serving as a central an-
chor. Support for Europe remains robust; criticism is
directed not at European integration but at an orien-
tation perceived as being exclusively Western and not
allowing for any alternative. The desire is for a Europe
“that, as a whole, has more political and economic say
and does not make itself dependent on China and the
United States” The EU should remain, “but I would
break away from the collective West and the United
States because the East in particular seems to me to
be a better trading and treaty partner.” This vision is
made clear by specific demands:

)) We need a 180-degree shift in foreign policy.
We must look eastwards and towards
Eastern Europe, not towards Brussels. «

The intention is not a retreat but rather a kind of
remapping - a project in which the former border
regions between the “old” East and the “West” shift
from the periphery to the center. The fact that “Merz
has not visited Warsaw six times since taking office” is
cited as evidence of a “purely westward tilt” that has
characterized relations since reunification. A “Gor-
litz Security Conference” modeled on the Munich

conference is being proposed - an event “where we
can bring Central Europe together” Underlying this
is a deep cultural layer that remained unaddressed
during the reunification process, which includes the
“Silesian and Eastern European heritage” and historic
ties with the Czech Republic and Poland. It is precisely
here that the interviewees identify a risk to democ-
racy: The fact that “too little has been done to come
to terms with the past between East and West in Eu-
rope” leaves “so many voids for the AfD and PiS to fill”
Poland is not perceived as a threat in this context but
rather as a benchmark: “We get along fine with Poles
and Czechs - they aren't the problem.” Where border
security is called for, it is directed “not against Poland,
but against what comes in via Poland”

Europe must be envisioned from Lisbon to
Kyiv, from Santiago de Compostela to Lviv. «

Behind the call to look east lies a deeper question that
keeps resurfacing: “Who are we?” In the past, people
were citizens of the GDR; then they were nothing:
“The citizens of the Federal Republic were the others”
Identification with Germany was limited to fleeting
moments before people withdrew inward again. To-
day, the question of identity arises anew in the bor-
der region between Germany, Poland, and the Czech
Republic, not in the sense of a national narrative but
as a search for a Europe that views its own history -
for example, the Silesian heritage, the identity of the
“Three-Country-Triangle,” and the long-standing
neighborly relationships - not as a burden but as a
European resource.

Underlying this vision is also a deep-rooted econom-
ic history that is politically underestimated. Lusa-
tia has always been an energy region, according to
some of the participants: from the Druzhba pipeline,
which many “helped build in their youth,” to lignite.
The phase-out of coal and the imposition of sanc-
tions against Russia are perceived as “severed life-
lines” When Nord Stream 2 was blown up, “people
here really wondered where things were heading”
The German economic model, built on cheap energy
and a reasonably priced labor force, is crumbling. This
is hitting the East first, especially due to structural
conditions but also because lacks many buffers and
reserves. This fundamental economic calculation is
not an expression of indifference but a prioritization
shaped by experience. Anyone who lived through the
post-reunification period and saw that major upheav-
als distribute their costs unevenly is quicker to focus
on the price tag when faced with new projects.
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This is the context that also shapes views on foreign
policy. When weighing values against interests, re-
spondents tend to prioritize safeguarding prosperity
and jobs, since a “destroyed” or “economically ruined”
Germany would benefit no one. This logic is not de-
void of principle: There is a clear desire to distance
oneself from states that violate human rights as long
as this does not lead to economic hardship. Nor is the
stance anti-military; rather, it establishes priorities:
“Military strength goes hand in hand with economic
strength - I would prefer to focus on the economic
aspect,” and “delay military action through diplomacy
for as long as possible.”

)) The bike path in Peru — it’s a cool thing for
that country, but it doesn’t really help us
much in our day-to-day lives. Money is being
poured into aid everywhere, yet our country
isn't economically up to par. «

Overall, a picture emerges of East Germany that is
characterized by skepticism regarding current foreign
policy, a stronger focus on domestic economic and so-
cial issues, and an open search for identity and a role
within Europe. The “Zeitenwende” is not perceived
as a new beginning, but rather as a continuation of a
transformation process that has been ongoing since
reunification, accompanied by uncertainties and a
sense of being left behind. This perception does not
automatically lead to a turning away from Europe; in-
stead, it fosters a desire for a more independent Eu-
rope that charts its own course between China and
the United States, prioritizes economic stability, and
integrates Central Europe more closely.

DISCUSSION: GUIDING
QUESTIONS FOR POLITICAL
AND SOCIAL DEBATE

In our conversations, the Zeitenwende encounters a
segment of the population that has perceived change
as a constant for the past 36 years. What is framed
in Berlin’s foreign policy circles as an epochal break
appears here as yet another turning point in a se-
ries of transformative processes - from the Treuhand
Agency and the EU’s eastward expansion to the coal
phase-out - which, in the eyes of many, were imposed
from above rather than developed and embraced col-
lectively. The rearmament accompanying the Zeiten-
wende seems to fit this same pattern, particularly
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the circumvention of the debt brake and the financial
mobilization for NATO’s five-percent target. This end
of the peace dividend brings two sets of questions
to the forefront: issues of distribution and participa-
tion as well as questions of identity and representa-
tion, namely, who do we want to be in Europe, and for
whom is foreign policy made?

Against this backdrop, the deep stories presented in
the findings section coalesce into three key findings,
which are discussed in the following chapter. Each of
them gives rise to a guiding principle for further po-
litical and societal debate. The experience of trans-
formation serves as the canvas against which these
shades of gray stand out. The fact that 55 percent of
people across Germany perceive their country as a
“pawn of the great powers” also shows that the find-
ings regarding Saxony resonate well beyond eastern
Germany.?® The guiding questions developed here
lead to the recommendations for action in Chapter 6,
thereby offering concrete findings from our explora-
tory study. They identify the scope of action for a cen-
trist (foreign) policy before the political fringes seize
the initiative.

Leading Indicator, not Outlier: The Zeitenwende as
a Distributional Issue

The crucial question of the Zeitenwende seems to be
less about whether one supports defense in principle
and more about who bears the costs. With the end
of the “peace dividend,” foreign policy has become,
for many, a matter of distribution. According to one
interpretation, rearmament means less money for
social programs. The war in Ukraine, in this view, is
being fought “at the expense of the East” in economic
terms. Compounding these structural conditions is
the fact that both businesses and private households
have fewer financial buffers. Theoretically, this com-
plex constellation corresponds both to the conflicts
identified by Mau, Lux, and Westheuser within the
“top-versus-bottom” arena of socioeconomic distri-
bution conflicts and to the finding that public support
erodes as soon as abstract promises of security are
linked to tangible burdens.”’

The debate over the distribution of resources has long
since reached the level of state politics. When the
Minister-Presidents met at Schloss Ettersburg in Sep-
tember 2025 - following consultations with Chancel-
lor Merz and Defense Minister Pistorius - the heads
of government from the eastern states insisted that
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the East must benefit more from the billions of euros
spent on defense. They resolved to advocate for the
increased establishment of production and mainte-
nance facilities in eastern Germany. This same per-
spective is reflected in our conversations: KNDS'’s
acquisition of the Gorlitz railcar plant is welcomed
as a source of jobs. Other conversations also reveal a
concept of security that often begins with job secu-
rity and regards defense spending as an opportunity
for employment. Thus, the question of distribution
is increasingly becoming a defining axis in East Ger-
man state politics. Structurally, however, it must be
noted that 90 percent of German defense companies
are located in western federal states. Saxony-Anhalt’s
Minister-President Sven Schulze is not the only one
who finds this troubling: “I will not accept a situa-
tion where East Germany - or Saxony-Anhalt - serves
merely as a recruiting ground for soldiers.”

Developments in the spring of 2026 illustrate just how
difficult it is to address the issue of distribution. On
the one hand, Rheinmetall announced in May that
it would expand its operations in eastern Germany.
While until now, 90 percent of the German defense
industry is located in West Germany, the company
stated that this would change “in the wake of the
Zeitenwende.” A study commissioned by the Thurin-
gia's automotive association and presented in March
2026 identified opportunities in defense technolo-
gy - such as optics, photonics, and specialized vehi-
cle manufacturing - for struggling automotive sup-
pliers in Saxony and Thuringia. On the other hand,
experts are tempering expectations. The defense sec-
tor is “not a catch-all solution, but at best a bridge
for employment,” according to the IG Metall union.”
Only a fraction of the workers made redundant in the
struggling automotive industry could make a one-
to-one transition. Furthermore, the IWH expects
that the bulk of defense investments will continue to
flow to western Germany, while the eastern German
economy faces the additional burden of demographic
decline.*® Demands for participation thus clash with
structural realities. It is the outcome of that clash that
will decide whether concerns regarding distribution
continue to intensify.

Skepticism in eastern Germany should therefore be
interpreted less as a refusal to rearm and more as an
expression of sensitivity regarding the distribution of
associated burdens - a finding that ties in with re-
search on the “geography of discontent” and “places
that don't matter.” It is in regions that feel left behind
that discontent with transformation agendas first co-
alesces politically.®! Perceptions of threat also play a
role here: Those who do not share the rationale be-
hind these political agendas view the billions spent
on them with greater skepticism. This is where the
real tension of the key question lies. Eastern Germa-
ny is not an outlier but rather an early indicator. The
end of the peace dividend confronts various societies
with the question of how collective security and the
welfare state can both be financed. In the East, the
Zeitenwende can hardly be presented as a break with
the past, yet it amplifies the uncertainties that many
people experience daily. It can only be convincingly
communicated if the associated burdens are linked to
visible and tangible regional participation.

Participation and Representation - The Political
Center Must Become Better at Connecting

The nuanced positions that emerge from our conver-
sations - on Russia, the issue of wealth distribution,
and Europe - indicate a selective receptiveness to the
policy agenda of the (anti-) Zeitenwende. This recep-
tiveness is selective because there are both points of
convergence and points of divergence: Ross’s outline
of an AfD foreign policy partially aligns with skepti-
cism towards the idea of a Western orientation and
the perception that increasing multipolarity pre-
sents an opportunity. Points of convergence are evi-
dent across a spectrum ranging from the concept of
multipolarity to tactical Atlanticism, provided that
foreign policy serves the national interest. Converse-
ly, other aspects of the agenda fail to resonate: The
AfD’s portrayal of Russia and the United States on-
ly partially reflects the attitudes of our interviewees.
Russia is not viewed as a partner, while the United
States is associated with negative connotations. The
respondents do not share a post-liberal anti-univer-
salism; instead, they tend to endorse fundamental
democratic and human rights values. The notion of
“interests over values” is replaced by “interests before
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values” - a matter of sequencing, then, not an “ei-
ther-or” choice.

The political center is credited with little credibility
or ability to connect with the public. It struggles to
articulate its views and cedes space for public reso-
nance - a space that is by no means lost but is fiercely
contested. It is telling to see who is most readily ac-
corded credibility in this arena: figures perceived as
“anti-establishment,” such as Wagenknecht (who sym-
bolizes the “East German kitchen table”) and Chrupal-
la. The fact that a government minister like Pistorius
is also cited reveals the limits of this logic: Credibility
stems not merely from opposition rhetoric but from
a perceived willingness to take East German concerns
seriously. This is precisely where a countertrend is
emerging: East German state premiers are taking an
increasingly assertive stance on foreign and defense
policy, attempting to occupy that space of public res-
onance from within. Whether the public perceives
this as credible representation of their interests or
merely as another maneuver by a distant political es-
tablishment remains to be seen.

The skepticism towards ties to the West described in
the findings section stems less from a lack of informa-
tion than from issues of belonging and representation.
The lingering sense that East Germans’ life achieve-
ments have been devalued (“Federal citizens - that’s
what the others were and are”) carries over to the ge-
opolitical level. Those who never experienced them-
selves as an integral part of the West German project
do not identify seamlessly with “the West” in foreign
policy matters either. Hochschild’s concept of deep
stories and Mitzen'’s concept of ontological security
explain® why the mere communication of facts fails
to address this attitude: Threats that destabilize a fa-
miliar narrative of the self are perceived to be just
as dangerous as material risks. The Zeitenwende taps
precisely into this dynamic. Material experience and
questions of identity reinforce one another, gener-
ating a skepticism that cannot be dispelled by better
communication or economic compensation alone. At
stake here are emotional truths that cannot be ad-
dressed by facts alone.
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This dynamic is also relevant to security policy. In
early June, at an event in Dresden, the president of
Saxony’s Office for the Protection of the Constitu-
tion described how hybrid influence operations spe-
cifically target gaps in trust and feelings of alienation:
through the dissemination of narratives of social de-
cline and scenarios of deindustrialization, driven by
foreign actors ranging from Russia to J.D. Vance, as
well as through disinformation campaigns on social
media.*® Domestic political alienation thus translates
into foreign policy vulnerability. Representation and
participation are not only essential for democracy but
also serve as a safeguard against undue external influ-
ence. The question of belonging also has a structural
dimension that can be quantified. The Elite Monitor,
a joint project of the Universities of Leipzig and Jena
and the Zittau/Gorlitz University of Applied Scienc-
es, shows that the proportion of East Germans in top
positions rose by only one percentage point to twelve
percent between 2018 and 2024. Meanwhile, in the
business sector, that figure fell to four percent.>* 85
percent of East Germans consider this level of rep-
resentation to be unfair. The study’s authors state that
this representation gap reinforces the feeling of being
“second-class citizens” - a structural counterpart to
the kitchen-table sentiment that, compared to Cen-
tral European neighbors, East Germans are becoming
“third-class citizens.

“Participation and representation” must therefore
mean two things: the descriptive representation of
East Germans within the elites and the participa-
tory involvement of citizens in foreign policy deci-
sions. The expression coined by Elisabeth Kaiser,
the Federal Government Commissioner for the New
Federal States - “representation creates accept-
ance” - expresses the idea that both aspects could
also strengthen resonance regarding foreign policy.
It remains to be seen, however, to what extent in-
stitutional mistrust may already be too deep-seat-
ed to be overcome through improved representation
alone.® This raises another key question: How can
the democratic center reach these spaces of reso-
nance? Support for foreign policy cannot simply be
“better communicated” while the issue of participa-
tion and representation is left out of the equation.
Several interviewees remarked that “no one has ever”

www.yerfassungsschutz.sachsen.de/download/Saechsischer Verfassungsschutzbericht 2025.pdf

https:

www. ostbeauftragte.de/ostb/Content/DE/Artikel/Aktuelles/News/2025/2025-09-19-ergebnisse-elitenmonitor.html
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approached them regarding foreign policy. Accord-
ingly, participatory formats that provide space for
such issues are not merely political folklore but rath-
er a prerequisite for ensuring that foreign policy ar-
guments are heard and, at the same time, can connect
with people’s personal stories. Here, it seems that in-
ternational, national, and local actors alike are called
upon to create spaces of resonance.

A More Sovereign Europe: Opportunity or
Gateway?

In the conversations we held, the skepticism sur-
rounding the Zeitenwende did not lead to an uncon-
ditional embrace of the nation-state but rather to a
desire for a more sovereign Europe which would be
economically robust and open to the East. This stance
crystallizes into a call for a “180-degree shift.” The fo-
cus, our interlocutors argued, must turn “to the East,
not to Brussels,” and Europe must be envisioned as ex-
tending “from Lisbon to Kyiv.” Support for Europe re-
mains strong. Skepticism is directed not against Euro-
pean integration itself but against an orientation that
is perceived as exclusively Western, without giving
room for any alternative. From this perspective, Sax-
ony’s location on the border to Poland and the Czech
Republic represents a foreign-policy asset that has so
far been underutilized: On the Polish side, trains run
faster and the line is electrified, whereas the connect-
ing train on the German side takes significantly longer
and is still powered by diesel because for decades,
the last 600 meters of electrification have remained
incomplete. “These are not ‘equivalent living condi-
tions,” one interlocutor laconically sums up, pointing
to specific infrastructure deficits.

Underlying this perspective is a question of identity
that goes beyond infrastructure. A recurring theme
in these conversations is that the Federal Republic’s
Central European heritage receives too little recogni-
tion - as if the old Federal Republic’s alignment with
the West had, with reunification, buried this part of
German history. For younger generations, who know
the GDR only through kitchen-stable stories, this ex-
perience does not automatically translate into an in-
tra-German East-West narrative. Instead, it evolves
into a question of what place they occupy in the world
today. Increasingly, they define themselves not in op-
position to “Wessis” but as standing outside the “glob-
al West” as a whole, with the United States repre-
senting a counter-image. There are calls for a more
sovereign Europe, not only to achieve greater political

and economic independence but also to foster a
stronger sense of belonging: not just in the sense of
a geopolitical agenda but also as a source of identity.

The tension lies in the ambiguity of this vision. The
call for a sovereign Europe can be seen as a construc-
tive, pro-European guiding principle. But it can al-
so become a gateway to the “Europe of Fatherlands”
that the European far right advocates. Following the
2024 European elections, the AfD, along with smaller
parties, founded the “Europe of Sovereign Nations”
group, while the broader right-wing camp has rallied
under the banner of “Patriots for Europe.” In political
science, the “Europe of Fatherlands” is regarded as a
battle cry that demands national autonomy while si-
multaneously invoking Europe in its rhetoric.** How-
ever, a Europe fragmenting along national interests
weakens the very capacity for global action that the
respondents desire.

This appropriation is facilitated by a void in the polit-
ical center. The democratic center’s debates on Eu-
ropean policy are often overly simplistic and amount
to little more than “Brussels-bashing” or criticism
of bureaucracy. Thereby, however, the center cedes
the space to the fringes to attribute, for example, a
stronger protective role to Europe. The question of
Europe is thus a contested one, seized upon by vari-
ous sides as a central issue. The Trump administration
has also been mobilizing against the current EU and
its supranational orientation at least since the publi-
cation of the new US National Security Strategy, an-
nouncing its intention to encourage resistance within
EU member states. At the same time, it openly favors
“patriotic European parties.” As a result, the narrative
of a “Europe of Fatherlands” is being fueled not only
by Moscow but also by Washington.

However, a sovereign Europe that “looks to the East”
should not be misunderstood as endorsing a break
away from the West. From a security policy perspec-
tive, it would be disastrous to play the EU and NA-
TO off against each other. Their complementarity
is crucial, with NATO serving as the framework for
collective defense - at least until a viable alterna-
tive is found with the United Kingdom and the Unit-
ed States. Becoming “more sovereign” can also mean
considering new alliances in the form of minilateral
formats, such as Weimar Plus, E3, or E5, with which
Saxony as a tri-border region can directly align. The
same applies to foreign trade and economic policy.
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Such policy must take the dimension of identity in-
to account and engage regions that are experiencing
structural change as a permanent condition. When
European economic policy is perceived as a means
of representing interests - whether to the outside
through trade protection measures or to the inside
through industrial policy measures - rather than as a
regulatory project driven by Brussels, it lays the foun-
dation for public support for foreign policy.

The crux of the matter, which will determine which
interpretation of Europe prevails, is the phrase “(East)
Germany first, which has been voiced on multiple oc-
casions. On the one hand, it can be understood as an
assertive demand for a share in shaping the future, on
the other hand it can be seen as a form of resigned,
national-authoritarian isolationism. Which meaning it
takes on depends not on East Germany alone, but on
whether the democratic center proactively champi-
ons the image of a sovereign Europe open to the East
before the fringes do so, for example, through formats
that visibly place Central Europe at the center. This is
not a matter of “interests over values”™ Values certain-
ly play a role, but only if they are appropriately framed
and communicated in the right order. First, interests
must be pursued successfully and credibly. Only that
will create the foundation for values to be considered
- and not to appear as a pretext for policies pursued
at the expense of others.
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Recommendations and

Outlook

The starting point for this study was to ask what kind
of societal resonances the (anti-)Zeitenwende en-
counters, and what scope exists for a foreign policy
capable of garnering broader support, beyond the dy-
namics of anti-establishment mobilization. The issue
seems to be less about the “whether” of transforma-
tion and more about the “how”: about the distribution
of burdens and opportunities, about participation, and
about the narrative framing of foreign policy. Saxony
serves as a seismograph: The tremors recorded here -
the intertwining of distributional and identity issues,
the feeling of being a mere “pawn of the great powers,’
and the stress of transformation - will sooner or later
also play a role in other regions of Western democ-
racies undergoing transformation, from the Saarland
to the Rust Belt. The following recommendations are
deliberately addressed not only to policy makers and
government agencies - from the Federal Foreign Of-
fice to the European level and down to the states and
municipalities - but also at businesses, chambers of
commerce, labor unions, and civil society interme-
diaries. Political fringes capitalize on long-standing
resentment and mistrust. Rebuilding trust and res-
onance therefore requires a shift in mindset: from a
sprint to a marathon, from a one-time message to a
sustained presence. Success requires not merely bet-
ter communication but concrete changes in three ar-
eas: procedural, distributional, and programmatic.

PROCEDURAL: REACHING
OUTTO PEOPLE

“Procedural” means reaching out to the people - be-
cause support for foreign policy cannot simply be
“communicated better” as long as the issues of par-
ticipation and representation are left out of the equa-
tion. Participatory formats - ranging from citizens’
assemblies on foreign and security policy issues to
low-threshold regional dialogue forums - are not
mere political folklore but a prerequisite for foreign
policy arguments to be heard in the first place. The
fact that, when it comes to foreign policy, “no one has
ever” approached our respondents shows just how
much room for improvement there is. A “bottom-up”

approach means two things in this context: starting
where people already come together - at the pub, in
clubs, at work, and in vocational schools — and revers-
ing the direction in which knowledge flows. It is not
just about explaining foreign policy in the region but
also about feeding regional experiences back to the
relevant government departments. This includes local
facilitators, peer exchanges among people with simi-
lar experiences across regional and national borders,
and continuity rather than one-off visits - all with the
understanding that success depends on the support
of regional stakeholders.

1 Recognizing Transformation Competence,
e Ensure Participation

The University of Leipzig’s Elite Monitor estimates
that East Germans account for about 12 percent of
top positions (compared to roughly 20 percent of the
population). In military leadership roles, the figure is
virtually zero. Anyone seeking to generate resonance
for foreign policy matters should treat both qualita-
tive and descriptive representation seriously and take
concrete measures to underpin their commitment.
These include targeted recruitment and career paths
within the Foreign Office, the Ministry of Defense,
and the Bundeswehr; lateral entry and secondments
from East German federal states; visible appoint-
ments to security policy committees and delegations;
and selection processes that view biographies shaped
by the post-1990 transformation not as a liability but
as a qualification. Constructive application is key:
Transformation competence is a resource a country
needs in times of upheaval in security and economic
policy. Berlin stands to benefit from such expertise.
Practitioners from Lusatia, Zwickau, or central Ger-
many can bring their experience to the places where
transformation is currently being planned: govern-
ment ministries, strategic planning staffs, and se-
curity policy academies. The formula coined by the
Commissioner for Eastern Germany - “representa-
tion fosters acceptance” - remains a hypothesis for
now. However, given the current findings, it is one
that the state, the business sector, and society alike
should put to the test
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.2. Broad-based Participation - Global-Local and
Back Again

To firmly anchor debates on foreign and security
policy in eastern Germany’s semi-peripheral regions
and to strengthen deliberative structures, the Federal
Foreign Office, the Federal Ministry of Defense, state
and local authorities, and think tanks should establish
decentralized participatory formats on the ground.
Instead of relying on centralized, large-scale events
in major cities that yield few lasting results, efforts
should systematically build upon existing, familiar,
everyday structures. Adult education centers and vo-
cational schools offer venues for developing practical
formats in collaboration with instructors; the same
applies to trade unions, skilled trades associations,
and chambers of commerce and industry structures.
Akey to achieving scale and acceptance lies in engag-
ing local “bridge-builders” - for instance, works coun-
cil members, local officials, clergy, and business rep-
resentatives - who, as credible multipliers, can carry
the dialogue forward in their communities, associ-
ations, and workplaces. These formats can be com-
plemented by informal pub gatherings where listen-
ing takes precedence over promoting or explaining.
Moreover, communication should rely as little as pos-
sible on frontal presentations or panel discussions;
instead, the approach tested in this study should be
adopted: Experts are needed at the pub tables to act
as points of contact and listeners. The discussion it-
self, meanwhile, should be led by the participants.
Cross-border peer-to-peer formats offer a comple-
mentary approach, bringing together people facing
similar challenges in regions undergoing structural
change for a mutual exchange of ideas. Miners from
West Virginia and Lusatia can discuss energy security;
Ford works council members from Michigan can talk
to Renault staff from Mulhouse and VW employees
in Zwickau about the transformation of the automo-
tive industry; and people from the Rhineland, Lusatia,
Lower Silesia, and Usti can discuss structural change.

DISTRIBUTIVE: CREATING
ECONOMIC BENEFITS

In terms of distribution, it is essential to establish vis-
ible participation, as the Zeitenwende cannot be ex-
plained away in the East as a mere rupture. Treating it
solely as a communication issue falls short. Politicians
should strive to ensure that foreign policy is tangible
and visible on the ground. Establishing production
and maintenance capacities, making commitments
regarding regional value creation and procurement,
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and integrating defense policy with active structur-
al and industrial policies can create bridges to em-
ployment. However, these are not a panacea. Issues of
distribution and identity must be addressed together,
because material concerns and questions of belong-
ing reinforce one another. This also means openly
addressing problems, solutions, and costs in equal
measure. Foreign policy will only gain traction in the
region when people do not only bear the burdens but
also see potential benefits.

Anchoring Defense Investments in Regional
e Economic Growth

Defense spending in the coming years - already
amounting to some 108 billion euros in 2026 - rep-
resents one of the largest industrial policy programs
since reunification. A robust infrastructure is the
foundation: Investments in rail, road, energy, and
digitalization need to be expanded and rapidly im-
plemented, as without them, neither business relo-
cation nor regional value creation can be achieved.
The “Ettersburg Principle” - that those who contrib-
ute should also benefit - needs to be translated in-
to concrete procurement practices: through regional
value-creation and business attraction targets in pro-
curement and maintenance, supported by a social co-
hesion component within European defense and re-
silience programs. Particular attention should be paid
to dual-use technologies, ranging from optics and
photonics to sensor technology and microelectron-
ics, whose benefits extend beyond the defense sector.
It is crucial to attract not only production but also re-
search and development to the region. Since the East
German economic structure suffers from limited R&D
capacity and the legacy of serving as “extended work-
benches,” the establishment of high-value-added de-
velopment capacities will determine whether short-
term contracts evolve into lasting regional economic
strength. Long-term thinking is required here. The
limits of industrial conversion must be communicated
openly, and policymakers must not present defense
spending as a substitute for structural policy.

Corporate Democratic
e Responsibility
The discussions that form the basis of this report can
be extended to the workplace. Companies - acting as
hosts rather than political advocates - should collab-
orate with vocational schools and think tanks to facili-
tate forums that link global affairs with the workplace.
What do export markets, supply chains, sanctions,
and the Zeitenwende mean for their own location and
individual jobs? These formats can reach people dur-
ing their working hours rather than requiring them to
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attend additional evening events. They bring foreign
policy to the very places where its consequences are
felt firsthand. Companies that benefit from defense
investments and relocation incentives, in particular,
have a responsibility in this context. Such engage-
ment is not an imposition from the outside; rather,
in the spirit of “Corporate Democratic Responsibil-
ity, serves the company’s own interest in resilience.
Any business that depends on stable framework con-
ditions, skilled labor, and open markets invests, by
strengthening local democratic culture, in the very
conditions that sustain its operations. A location with
a stable democratic foundation thus becomes an as-
set in terms of both the economy and security policy.

POLICY AGENDA: EUROPE
BETWEEN EAST AND WEST

In terms of policy agenda, the desire for a more sov-
ereign Europe positioned between East and West
should be addressed politically. Contested narratives,
such as the idea of a sovereign Europe, must not be
left to the political fringes but should be proactively
framed in positive terms and anchored at the regional
level. Border regions such as Saxony can be viewed as
core European regions and serve as hubs that foster
connections across wider areas, for instance, through
minilateral formats and high-profile Central European
forums. In doing so, the EU can fulfill its role as a pro-
tective shield and problem-solver: acting as a frame-
work that creates and secures jobs,consolidating ne-
gotiating power vis-a-vis Washington and Beijing, and
buildng upon a shared history.

Protective Shield and

5 e Problem-Solver

Ever since the narrative of a “Europe of fatherlands”
has been fueled not only by Moscow, Budapest, or
Schnellroda® but also by Washington, the power to in-
terpret the concept of sovereignty has become a mat-
ter of direct security relevance. The democratic center
should proactively and positively frame this concept,
presenting Europe not as an imposition or a regulatory
project but as a protective shield and problem-solver
for a society that must hold its own against authori-
tarian forces. Europe provides the framework within
which Germany and its neighbors are large enough
to avoid being mere “pawns of the great powers.” This
narrative addresses a concern voiced by respondents

https:

themselves: that Germany alone is too small to hold
its own. It takes concrete form in minilateral formats,
to which Saxony as a tri-border region can directly
contribute. It is crucial that this narrative remains tan-
gible at the regional level - and this is where it gains
material significance: cross-border infrastructure
for everyday life is European policy in action. Where
the connection to a Polish partner city fails due to a
600-meter gap in electrification, the European com-
parison shifts from a promise to a source of resent-
ment. The fear of becoming a “third-class citizen” has
a concrete and measurable infrastructure dimension.
A prioritized program of cross-border projects - cov-
ering rail, energy, emergency services, and workforce
mobility - co-financed by the EU and featuring visi-
ble milestones could answer the “European question”
right where it arises: in everyday life. For a border
town, European sovereignty begins with an electri-
fied rail link, not with a strategy paper.

A Gorlitz Security Forum: Placing Central
e Europe at the Center

The vision of a Europe that is open to the East must
not remain mere lip service; it must become tangi-
ble. Therefore, European, federal, and state authori-
ties, in cooperation with local partners, foundations,
and think tanks should establish a regular, high-level
security forum in Gorlitz modeled on the Munich Se-
curity Conference. Such a forum should place Central
Europe at the center and involve Polish, Czech, Scan-
dinavian, and Baltic partners. Alongside governments
and experts, it should engage the region itself to turn
foreign policy into something that can be experienced
and discussed firsthand. This is not a grandiose con-
cept dictated by politicians but an idea originating
from our interlocutors - an initiative from the region,
for the region. Such a forum would elevate the re-
gion’s border location from a rhetorical selling point
to a genuine institutional function. In this context,
eastern Germany and Central Europe would not be
the periphery of the West, but the heart of a Europe
growing closer together. A Gorlitz Security Forum
would thus represent the constructive translation
of the “180-degree shift” called for in the discussion,
translating it into a policy that is firmly committed to
alliances, complementary to the EU, and deeply root-
ed in the local community.

www.bpb.de/themen/rechtsextremismus/ dossier-rechtsextremismus/500828/institut-fuer-staatspolitik-ifs
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CONCLUSION: FROM
SPRINT TO MARATHON

These recommendations offer a practical list of ways
to address the disillusionment with foreign policy and
the political center’s lack of resonance in eastern Ger-
many. They draw attention to a previously underesti-
mated domestic dimension of the Zeitenwende. What
is needed now is a shift from a sprint to a marathon.
While the Zeitenwende was launched at breakneck
speed, building societal trust operates on a different
timescale, particularly in regions undergoing trans-
formation. Future actions by local political and social
actors will require time, iteration, and staying power
- as well as formats that return regularly instead of
making just a one-time stop in the region. Ideas such
as a Gorlitz Security Forum or exchange programs
within companies that bridge the gap between global
affairs and the shop floor offer concrete approaches
that can achieve precisely that.

This is not just about occupying a space of resonance
before the political fringes do. It is also about a re-
source that has barely been utilized so far: the ex-
perience of transformation shared by East German
citizens, along with their competence in navigating
upheaval, uncertainty, and new beginnings. If the
democratic center embraces this experience not as a
deficit but as a source of competence and identity, it
does more than just occupy contested ground. It lays
the foundation for shared experiences to give rise to
a shared sense of belonging. This is precisely what
will determine whether the Zeitenwende remains a
Berlin-based project or becomes a society-wide en-
deavor built on participation and cohesion. The end of
the peace dividend poses far more questions for Ger-
man society than rearmament alone can answer. It is
about the distribution of burdens and about hearing
the voices of those who bear them. Rearmament may
strengthen external security - but internal security
can only be ensured when people see themselves as
part of a greater whole.
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