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Through a shared history of being “mortal friends and best
enemies”¹, the German-Russian relationship has become
‘special’. However, Germany is increasingly caught in a vicious
cycle in which valuing history prescribes a special relationship to
Russia, but the values of German history require condemnation of
Russian actions. This project explores how history pulls Germany
towards a special relationship with Russia, arguing that it is due to
the emotions of guilt, gratitude and nostalgia. There are two forms
of nostalgia: 1) nostalgia for life in the former East Germany and
2) nostalgia for the foreign policy tradition of Ostpolitik.

Fieldwork in Berlin: participant observation; visiting museums,
exhibitions, and numerous ‘Ostalgic’ sites; interview; watching
German films depicting East Germany.
Researching the relationship at the State level: analysing
publicly available government documents, speeches and press
releases; reading reports by political foundations and news articles.

Guilt and gratitude provide Germany with historical ‘reminders’ to
maintain the relationship as they are tied to specific historical
moments in the German-Russian relationship. 
Guilt: within German culture, there remains guilt over the millions of
Russian lives lost in WWII. This translates into a “responsibility”² to
“show understanding” and not heavily criticise Russia³.
Gratitude: Germany feels gratitude towards Russia because Soviet
leaders, particularly Gorbachev, allowed reunification to happen
peacefully. While limited among foreign policy makers, gratitude is
strong in the general population, especially in eastern Germany⁴.

In a speech, then-Foreign Minister Steinmeier told a Russian
audience: “Together we have hitherto unimagined opportunities if we
overcome the mindsets of the Cold War”¹³. I argue it is in fact the
opposite: the opportunities and existence of a special relationship
arise because of the persistence of nostalgic Cold War mindsets.
History continues to exert a significant pull on Germans, leading to a
cycle in which German values require condemning Russia but the
historical forces of guilt, gratitude and nostalgia continuously pull
them back towards a special relationship with Russia. 

Nostalgia for the former East
Germany has been termed
Ostalgie, a portmanteau of the
German words Ost (east) and
Nostalgie (nostalgia). At its
heart, Ostalgie is an assertion
that East Germany “was not
only about Stasi files and
barbed wire”⁶.
One consequence of Ostalgie is
an affinity with Russia among
East Germans. Consequently,
they struggle to see Russia as
the enemy precisely because
they grew up in a society
“steeped” in Russian culture and
had connections with regular
Russian people⁷. However,
former East Germans have very
little impact on foreign policy
making⁸. Therefore, Ostalgie’s
impact on the relationship is
limited to public opinion. 

Ostpolitik is the “traditional
policy of cooperation vis-à-vis
Russia”⁹. Originally Ostpolitik
was created in West Germany
as a path to reunification¹⁰, but it
has remained a key foreign
policy post-reunification.
German foreign policy makers
continuously return to Ostpolitik
because the policy embodies
the German foreign policy
traditions of long-term
diplomacy and cooperation¹¹. 

I argue that Ostpolitik is
persistent because it was
successful at bringing about
reunification, and they believe
they learnt that ensuring
continued dialogue is the key to
the Russian relationship ¹².
Nostalgia for the success of
Ostpolitik encourages the
continuation of the relationship. 
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Figure 1. Timeline of key events in Soviet Union/Russia (top) and Germany (bottom)

Figure 3. Pictogram showing German attitudes on diplomacy

9 out of 10 Germans see diplomacy as the most
important method to solve international crises⁵.
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