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WESTLESSNESS – NEW PARADIGM OR UNTIMELY DIAGNOSIS? 

 

Lars Klein∗ 

 

Ironically, the end of the Soviet Union and the alleged triumph of capitalism coincided not with 

a strengthening of transatlantic relations, but with its decline and a debate over the role and 

necessity of NATO. Charles Kupchan (2008, p. 111) concluded in his chapter in The End of 

the West that “Mutual trust has eroded, institutionalized cooperation can no longer be taken for 

granted, and a shared Western identity has attenuated”.  Since then there has been no shortage 

of moments and quotes with which to underpin this “transatlantic discord” (Kupchan, 2008, p. 

111). German Chancellor Angela Merkel emphasized similar issues in her Commencement 

Speech at Harvard University in 2019, when she argued against positions pursued by the US 

President Trump: “[O]ur way of thinking and our actions have to be multilateral rather than 

unilateral, global rather than national, outward-looking rather than isolationist. In short: we 

have to work together rather than alone” (Merkel, 2019). It came it no surprise that the 2020 

Munich Security Conference did not concede yet another end of the West,1 but looked beyond 

at how a world without the West would look like – “Westlessness”.  

The question that this article starts with is simple and straightforward: How did the organizers 

and speakers of the Munich Security Conference 2020 deal with this alleged “Westlessness”? 

In order to find out, the report of the MSC as well as the twelve speeches available via the 

website of the MSC were analyzed.  

The MSC Report starts with a reference to Oswald Spengler’s “Decline of the West” and then 

jumps into the current debates to ask whether the time of the actual decay was now, or not 

(Bunde et al,. 2020, p. 6). It is neither the purpose, nor is it manageable for the article at hand 

to map the ideas of the West much further either. But in order to set the stage and contextualize 

the debate on “Westlessness”, it needs to be asked what the West is according to the scholarly 

debate, so that the approaches taken in the report and by the politicians can be evaluated. 

 

                                                 
∗ Professor at the Faculty of Theology, EMJMD “Euroculture – Society, Politics and Culture in a Global 
Context” Georg-August-University, Göttingen, Germany. 
1 For the sake of readability, “the West” is not set in dashes. It is, however, understood that the article analyses 
“the West” as an idea. 
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The idea of “the West” 

In order to distil some core features of the West and arrive at a working definition, two recent 

publications will be analyzed in particular. The main reading will be “What was and what is 

‘the West’”?: A dense lecture by the global historian Jürgen Osterhammel, which was 

published in 2017 (Osterhammel, p. 2017). The other reference will be Heinrich August 

Winkler, who has written a four-volume “History of the West” over the years (2009 to 2015); 

its concise edition entitled Werte und Mächte (Values and Powers) (Winkler, p. 2019) and 

some accompanying articles, such as Zerfällt der Westen? (Does the West fall apart? (Winkler, 

2017).2  

Osterhammel undertakes different tours through the concept of the West. The first, explorative 

tour, results in three findings: 

Firstly, that the West becomes relevant once the concept of Europe no longer suffices. For 

Osterhammel, this means to reach beyond the concept of Europe and to include, as he calls it, 

the “neo-European community” of USA (Osterhammel, 2017, p. 104) 

Secondly, Osterhammel emphasizes that the West demands an opposite. He refers to common 

binary identity constructions and asks whether it was not all too trivial to apply such an 

approach to the West, or not. His examples show that it is not. He refers to the cultural 

construction of the West via the construction of “the Orient”, by politically setting the West 

off against Russia, as well as from other hostile counter alliances (Osterhammel, 2017, p. 

104f.).  

Conceptually as well as institutionally, Europe and the United States find themselves included 

in the West. NATO as an institution exists to safeguard this West against its enemies in the 

East. Geographically, we learn again from Osterhammel, that the West is smaller than Europe, 

for it excludes Eastern Europe by way of an “internal differentiation” (Osterhammel, 2017, p. 

105).  

So thirdly, Osterhammel understands Europe and the West as related, but not synonymous. 

Both historians understand the West to have gained political relevance only in 1942. Winkler 

emphasizes the Atlantic Charta and subsequent founding of the United Nations, but his 

“History of the West” does not start here. He even reaches back before Christ, although he 

                                                 
2 The texts by Osterhammel and Winkler that are quoted here were published in German. All titles and quotes 
are translated by the author. 
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understands the “basic constellations” and “basic structure” of the West in the “separation of 

the royal and corporative power” to have been established with the Magna Charta of 1215. It 

was, he continues, the precondition for all further separations of power, for pluralism, 

individualism, civil society and the “specific occidental rationality” as analyzed by Max Weber 

(Winkler, 2015, p. 582f.). It was, however, not until the developments of late 18th century that 

Winkler would see the “normative project of the West” to be established, after the Declarations 

of Human Rights and Civil Liberties in France and the United States and the subsequent 

revolutions of 1776 and 1789. Winkler now adds the elements human and civil rights, rule of 

law, representative democracy and sovereignty of the people to the elements of the normative 

project, in which separation of powers now means a separation between the three branches of 

government, including an independent judiciary (Winkler, 2015, p. 585). Winkler considers 

the West as a “normative project”, because it functions as a corrective to political practices. 

Before 1942, however, the “transatlantic West” had never constituted a “political union” and 

was never an “acting subject” (Winkler, 2015, p. 599). 

It is the normative dimension that leads to the notion of the West as “being civilized” and 

defines relations between “the West and the Rest” (Osterhammel, 2017, p. 104) Osterhammel 

is implicitly referencing the postcolonial discourse, including Stuart Hall’s famous essay “The 

West and the Rest”, in which Hall unfolded discourses of “othering”, such as “Orientalism” 

(Hall, in Hall 2019). Osterhammel describes this imbalance as an “asymmetric antonym”; a 

concept he borrows from Reinhart Koselleck. Koselleck understands “asymmetric antonyms” 

to be coined in order to prevent mutual recognition, to constitute a form of heteronomy, which 

constitutes a deprivation (Koselleck, 2017, p. 22f) The non-West, writes Osterhammel, was 

always considered inferior. The West thus always was an expression of arrogance. This 

asymmetry alone can explain why Osterhammel assumed that the West was something 

valuable, something that needed to be defended (Osterhammel, 2017, p. 104f.) 

The implications of the concept of “the West” puts those who are considered to be a part of it 

into a special position. Therefore, the Europeans have used this concept to substantiate their 

position. In the “Declaration on European Identity”, which was published in 1973, the West as 

entity was to comprise Europe, North America and Japan (European Community, 1973). The 

Declaration was written as a reaction to the demands from the United States to take a stronger 

position in the transatlantic alliance. In his speech on the “Year of Europe”, the US Secretary 

of State, Henry Kissinger, had put forward demands for more burden sharing. He also called 

on the European countries to stand with the United States (Kissinger, 1973). This call came in 
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as a reaction to the decline of the project of the West that was already mentioned above, and as 

a reaction to the attempts by Germany, for example, to decouple the German question from the 

Cold War context and to pursue its own “Ostpolitik”. The “Declaration on European Identity” 

was the first time that the European Community tried to formulate an identity for itself. 

Historian Bo Strath has emphasized that this was not only to be seen in the context of 

transatlantic relations, but also in the context of economic crises and the end of the Bretton 

Woods System, wars in Vietnam and the Middle East and a turn to foreign policy in the face 

of domestic legitimacy crises. The EC used the concept of the West in order to define and 

contextualize its own position (Strath, 2002), and indeed as an entity that was smaller than the 

West.      

Despite the crises of 1970s, Charles Kupchan has identified the period from 1941 to 2001 as 

one of cooperative security in a security alliance, based on common interests and a shared 

identity (Kupchan, 2008, p. 111). This period ended with the war in Iraq in 2003, when for the 

first time there was an open dissent between the countries of the West, with Germany and 

France voting against the USA in the UN Security Council, together with Russia. It was the 

last blow to what Nolan has called “America’s mid-century hegemony”, which had crumbled 

with the American war in Vietnam and the social movements throughout 1960s and 1970s. 

This hegemony, she writes, had rested on five pillars: (1) economic prowess; (2) military might; 

(3) Cold War domestic consensus on both sides of the Atlantic; (4) the widespread Western 

European sympathy and admiration for America’s political values, global presence, and 

popular culture and finally (5) Western Europe’s willingness to be the junior partner in an 

American empire built largely by invitation in Western Europe, but supplemented by the 

American pressure, threats, and covert intervention when necessary (Nolan, 2012, p. 3). 

Despite these developments, however, Winkler emphasized in 2009 that the “normative 

project” was still working and necessary as a corrective (Winkler 2015, p. 587) It is obvious 

why Winkler has been more worried by the state of transatlantic relations in recent years. The 

West can hardly be understood as a political subject anymore. More importantly, the norms he 

had emphasized throughout as constitutive are abandoned not only by President Trump, but 

also by the European populists. 

To conclude the background part of the chapter, it can now be held that (a) the West is not 

merely a geographical concept, but (b) has a normative dimension that (c) is under attack. What 

is lost if the concept of the West is abandoned? Can it really be helpful if it is a dividing, 
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asymmetric concept anyway? Or does a swan song for the West mean to abandon not only a 

concept, but a political project that is still needed in international relations?  

 

What does the Report say? 

The report of the Munich Security Conference 2020 is 102 pages long altogether. The first 23 

pages are devoted to the overall topic of the conference and the remaining parts deal with the 

main actors, regions and issues of relevance in this context. Next to a short history of ideas of 

the term, the report analyses the political discourse. It centers on the problems in the 

transatlantic cooperation and contrasts with Angela Merkel’s and Mike Pence’s positions as 

expressed at the conference in 2019. It was as if “the small and crowded ballroom of the 

Bayerischer Hof was home to two different worlds” (Bunde et al., 2020., p. 6). 

The report is very skilfully crafted, pays tribute to the main protagonists of the West, contrasts 

the opponents on both sides of the Atlantic as well as the different understandings of liberalism 

and its relevance for the West. In his preface, Chairman Wolfgang Ischinger highlights the 

“relative rise of the non-Western world and a mounting number of global challenges and crises 

that would require a concerted Western response”, and concedes that their absence was due to 

“us” having “lost a common understanding of what it means to be part of the West”. His aim 

for the conference was thus not only to discuss international affairs, but also to revisit “the 

Western project in particular” (Bunde et al,. 2020., p. 5). 

The MSC used to be the “family reunion” of the West, now it is considered the “requiem for 

the West”, the report continues (Bunde et al. 2020., p. 6). A real definition of this West, 

however, is only included in a footnote.3 It is conceded that there never was a commonly shared 

definition of the West, although the report includes elements of the “normative project” that 

Winkler has listed, namely “human rights, democracy, and the rule of law” (Bunde et al. 2020, 

p. 8). Any further definition, for example, an understanding of the West as “a commitment to 

liberal democracy and human rights, to a market-based economy, and to international 

                                                 
3 It is taken from the political scientist Günter Hellmann: “In everyday political language ‘the West’ is usually 
understood to refer to a grouping of states and societies in Europe and North America, which share a few 
characteristics, are tightly connected among each other, and have amassed the overwhelming bulk of military 
capabilities, economic power, and cultural attraction. Defying geographical common sense, however, Australia, 
New Zealand, and possibly even Japan are widely considered to be ‘Western’ outliers in the Pacific. While the 
idea of ‘the West’ as well as the array of images, practices, and institutions associated with it did originate in 
Western Europe, today the imaginary dimension of ‘the West’ has taken on a life of its own.” Bunde et al. 
(2020), p. 78. 



 

18 
 

cooperation in international institutions”, is said to be contested again (Bunde et al., 2020, p. 

6). The authors of the report reference Angela Merkel’s talk of a “rivalry of systems” (Bunde 

et al., 2020, p. 7) between liberal and illiberal democracy. Hungary’s Prime Minister Viktor 

Orbán is accredited for coming up with a definition of “illiberal”, which not illegitimate or 

authoritarian, but simply a competing model, which suggests that the representatives of the 

“illiberal” camp are the true heirs and defenders of important values, such as family values, 

Christianity, and national sovereignty (Bunde et al., 2020, p. 10). The authors of the report take 

a clear position against such a position and even accuse Orbán of using “racist tropes” (Bunde 

et al., 2020, p. 8). 

If the West has marked an “internal differentiation” between the Eastern and Western parts of 

Europe, as we learned from Osterhammel, this “internal differentiation” now also marks the 

West itself. The report speaks of an “open”, but normative definition of the West with a 

globalist outlook. Against that stands the “closed”, nationalistic definition of the West.  

When it comes to international security, the report strives for a balance between the different 

positions. The picture they are drawing is the following: The United States are withdrawing 

from conflicts that they cannot win militarily. While Trump’s rhetoric (“Great nations do not 

fight endless wars” (Bunde et al., 2020, p. 12) indeed claims to resurrect the national pride and 

seemingly aims for employing the American forces where they can make a concrete and visible 

contribution, Trump’s policy in reality constitutes an inward-turn and withdrawal from 

international affairs.  “Westlessness” thus means the absence of the West from international 

conflicts, we read in the report. These conflicts, however, will not disappear: “they may become 

bloodier – and also more consequential for the West itself” (Bunde et al., 2020, p. 13). It is 

implied that the West’s absence leaves a void.  

Do we have to conclude that it indeed needs a strong (military) power in world order politics? 

In International Relations theories, such an idea of world politics has been replaced by much 

more nuanced and innovative ideas of international security. In practice, however, we can read 

further on in the report that great power politics has made a comeback. Competing in it was 

“disproportionately more complex” for the European Union, “in part because it was created to 

overcome great-power competition” (Bunde et al., 2020, p. 22). 

In the report as well as in actual politics, it is left to the French president Emmanuel Macron to 

concede that the West is weak (Bunde et al., 2020, p. 13). Criticism of the US may be cheap, 
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we can read, but suggestions of a no-fly-zone would be more valuable for internal debates as 

they would be for resolving the conflict itself (Bunde et al., 2020, p. 14).4  

With the US withdrawing, it could be the moment for the European Union to assume an 

important role in world politics. Macron has pointed out at such a direction, but eventually he 

was left to concede that Europe lacked “political inspiration”, and famously called NATO as 

“braindead”; a formulation that the report quotes (Bunde et al., 2020, p. 14).  

The report is not ending on that note, but with a prep-talk. It calls for an end of debates like the 

one about the 2% benchmark of financial contributions to NATO, which were risking the very 

existence of the organization, but not by contributing to any substantial discussion of a future 

strategy. If NATO or the EU would dissolve, these kinds of debates would “be seen as petty 

and short-sighted” (Bunde et al., 2020, p. 17). 

The authors foresee a co-existence of competing models and suggest a “’dual-track strategy’ 

for the new era of great-power competition”, calling for “cooperating with autocratic states 

where it is in its best interests but at the same time strengthening Western cohesion for an even 

more competitive environment” (Bunde et al. 2020, p. 22). With regard to the concept of the 

West, we can read that it is meant to be revitalized, so that the “West may then continue to 

‘decline’ successfully, allowing the next generation of Spenglerians to reexamine the future of 

the West in the 22nd century” (Bunde et al. 2020, p. 23).  

 

What do the Speeches say? 

Most politicians are not provoked by the report. This might be due to the speechwriters not 

having read the report, but at least having taken a note of the overall topic. Many take a 

defensive position by either defending the West (Kramp-Karrenbauer) or simply reminding the 

audience that the West has won (Pompeo). Pompeo mentions the overall topic in passing; 

Italian Foreign Minister Di Maio acknowledges the report in very general terms. Stoltenberg 

confirms that neither has the West lost its way, nor have “our values […] lost their value” 

(Stoltenberg, 2020). 

 

                                                 
4 The report does not mention her explicitly here, but implicitly refers to a suggestion made by the German 
Minister of Defense, Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer in October 2019 (Stöber, 2019). 
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Criticism: No direction 

German Federal President Frank-Walter Steinmeier, (2020) largely echoes tone and general 

direction of the report. He opens the conference by sharply criticizing the United States, “our 

closest ally”. He understands the current US-American politics as a rejection of the “very 

concept of an international community”, as if “let everyone tend his own garden” constituted 

the global policy already. Steinmeier (2020) confirms this position by utilizing a proverb that 

is often used as rather childish joke, namely “as if everyone thinking of himself meant that 

everyone was being considered”. He understands this policy of self-interest as coming at the 

cost of neighbors and partners, and stresses that international law is only an option for the big 

countries, but that it is meant to safeguard the small. Steinmeier (2020) refers back to 

Thucydides to explain current politics and understands this applicability of a concept that is 

two thousand years old not only as problematic because it is outdated, but because it very 

fundamentally forestalls the search for common solutions to contemporary problems. 

This view is also confirmed by the German Foreign Minister Heiko Maas in his speech. The 

emerging world order could hardly be understood as “liberal” or “rules based”. And that, he 

continues, was neither due to the continuing rise of China, nor to the shrinking importance of 

Europe after the Cold War. The real “game changer” for him was the end of “the era of the 

omnipresent American world policeman” – a position, however, that the EU Security Strategy 

2016 had already deemed “unnecessary” (Council of the European Union, 2019). Maas refers 

to the void the US leaves, which “countries like Russia, Turkey or Iran” are now trying to fill, 

while pursuing “distinctly different values, interests and understandings of international order”. 

Europeans had long turned a blind eye on these developments, Maas concedes, “but even with 

eyes wide open one would hardly have been able to foresee how sudden the tide would be 

turning on American diplomacy and politics” (Maas, 2020). 

Steinmeier (2020) argues that the European Union would not be able to guarantee the security 

of its member states on its own for the foreseeable future. The EU will need the United States, 

but it will also need cooperation among the member states themselves. Here, Steinmeier sees 

clear deficits within the EU, and he explicitly addresses the Germany. The raison d' état 

according to the German Basic Law, Steinmeier reiterates, is to serve peace “as an equal partner 

of a united Europe”. It is here that he connects actual politics to its underpinnings and the very 

idea of the West. The unified Europe had to be understood as the “most concrete repository” 

of German responsibility after the two world wars it caused. If the European project fails, 
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Steinmeier (2020) concludes, the lessons learned of German, maybe even European history 

would be at stake. He thus considers the competing narratives of Germany, according to which 

the country can do without a common Europe, as the biggest of all dangers.  

 

The idea of the West strengthened by all, but in different understandings 

The then relatively new Slovakian president Zuzana Čaputová comes closest to the definition 

of the West as a “normative project”. She picks up on the idea of “Westlessness” and asks how 

the West can be defined. She portrays it as a community of values, and mentions the “rule of 

law, which in its turn, requires strong institutions and active citizens” and calls on the political 

leaders to “abide by the rule of law themselves and protect it”. She thus includes both the rule 

of law and the “spirit of the law” that need to be followed by politicians in order for the idea 

of the West to remain credible (Čaputová 2020). Čaputová’s was an activist and a lawyer before 

being elected as president following the murder of journalist Ján Kuciak and his fiancée 

Martina Kušnírová. We can therefore understand Čaputová’s contribution as a symbolic tribute 

to the Visegrad countries, whose most vocal representative, Victor Orbán, has been criticized 

heavily in the MSC report and was not among the participants.  

The speaker that goes furthest in his rejection of the conference’s theme is US Secretary of 

State, Mike Pompeo. He starts his speech by remembering his military service as a soldier at 

the borders of West Germany and recalls the year 1989, “when freedom won”. He reassures 

his audience that the “death of the transatlantic alliance is grossly over-exaggerated. The West 

is winning. We are collectively winning. We’re doing it together” (Pompeo 2020). Pompeo not 

only confirms Donald Trump’s talk of American, and that is Western “greatness”, but also 

picks up on his superlatives. “Free nations are simply more successful than any other model 

that’s been tried in the history of civilization”, he states. As a consequence, Pompeo calls for 

safeguarding the borders of the countries of the West in order to allow for safety, the practice 

of religion and work (Pompeo 2020). These markers of the West are neither the values that 

Winkler understands to be the “normative project”, nor the ones that Steinmeier and 

Stoltenberg confirm in their speeches. His perspective on the joint project is more delimited 

and influenced by current events. 

Pompeo delivers a definition of the West that is not meant to be based on geography, a space 

or state. Instead, he locates it in “any nation that adopts a model of respect for individual 
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freedom, free enterprise, national sovereignty” and thus subscribes to the idea of the West 

(Pompeo 2020). The German Minister of Defense, Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer (2020), 

similarly frames the West as more than a compass direction, but an idea that comprised 

countries on all continents. If any nation can represent the West, we might conclude, this idea 

of “Western-ness” can be followed by each nation individually and does not require 

cooperation in a unity of fate or other community. 

The US Secretary of Defense, Mark Esper, who does not mention the words “West”, “values” 

or even “NATO” in his speech, turns out to be very much devoted to the ideas of the West. His 

reference to the West goes back to the end of World War II, which is in line with what we 

heard in the earlier section. Esper understands global politics as an ideological battle:  

“In the meantime, though, we ARE asking our friends to clearly choose a global system 

that supports democracy, protects human rights, and safeguards our greatest 

asymmetric advantages: our values, our shared interests, and our unmatched network 

of alliances and partnerships.” (Esper, 2020) 

 “Freedom, democracy and the rule of law”, Stoltenberg emphasizes as well, “remain a beacon 

of hope for people around the world”. He calls NATO as being “the ultimate expression of the 

‘West’” and mentions Hong Kong and Teheran as places where people stand up for their right 

to live in freedom following this example” (Stoltenberg, 2020). Stoltenberg argues in the 

tradition of a missionary West, in which the West has already achieved what others still long 

for, and NATO can help others in achieving. Such a teleological model can also be found in 

the speech by Kramp-Karrenbauer. She says that the “idea of the West enforces itself”, and she 

finishes with the recommendation to give the “idea” the room it needs to “unfold itself” 

(Kramp-Karrenbauer, 2020) – as if she not only wants to pay tribute to the overall topic of the 

conference, but also to Hegel in the year of his 250th birthday. 

The speaker that goes farthest in his rejection of this model is Steinmeier. Foreign policy has 

to be built on the assumption that neither Germany, nor the West can model the world after 

their own visions. He sees two main conclusions: (1) Only a European foreign- and security 

policy that is able to act can make a credible contribution to international order and stability, 

while military means are neither the first nor the most promising means. (2) He clearly rejects, 

at different points of his speech, any idea of a missionary, teleological project of the West 

understood as “westernization”. And still, he confirms the normative project of the world – not 
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the West – to make human dignity the corner stone of state action and recalls the Charta of the 

United Nations as a guiding principle (Steinmeier, 2020). 

Common enemy 

The idea of the West, however, together with its underlying values, were being challenged by 

enemies that are “brutal and reckless”, Kramp-Karrenbauer says. She mentions the annexation 

of the Crimea, international terrorism, the Indo-Pacific and Syria as conflict areas, as well as 

the conflict between the US and China (Kramp-Karrenbauer, 2020). Similar to her colleague, 

Heiko Maas, she does not go into further detail and is cautious not to take sides explicitly, in 

particular not against Russia. The American speakers are less cautious here. It is China that 

Esper sees as the main opponent in a conflict of values, which appears in the form of an 

ideological battle (Esper, 2020). 

 

Alternate system – or reconstruction of the old system? 

A Different West 

We find two different approaches in the speeches: One is to confirm the established order, 

while suggesting the employment of new means. The other is to say that the old system does 

not fit new challenges. The United Nations do not seem to play a special role in either of the 

two approaches. That does not say, however, that multilateralism does not play a role. 

A representative of the first approach is the Italian Foreign Minister Di Maio. His speech is 

very straight-forward. While he starts praising moderator Natalie Tocchi for her contributions 

to the EU’s Global Strategy “Shared Vision, Common Action: A Stronger Europe” of 2016, he 

outlines a simplified idea of that common policy. He calls for a threefold approach of “building 

our capacity to act strategically”, “enhancing our will to do so, by thinking of Europe as a 

key international player and speaking with a single voice” and “increasing the effectiveness 

of the Institutions of the European Union” (Di Maio, 2020).5 

This effectiveness, according to a more cautious Heiko Maas, cannot be measured by military 

spending. Europe will have to make use of its strengths, and these are not military means to 

start with, but “regulatory models”. He calls for a joint work on a security architecture for 

                                                 
5 Emphasis in original. 
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Europe that rests on international law. Multilateral organizations need to be adapted to the “new 

reality of global politics”. He mentions NATO as well as the European Union and a strategy 

that builds on de-escalation instead of maximum pressure – a strategy that aims to foster new 

transatlantic dynamics (Maas, 2020). 

Stoltenberg and Maas disagree about the means to reach that aim. Stoltenberg stresses how 

strong cooperation actually is, albeit all the talk about the 2% aim in security expenditure, 

which he does not mention explicitly in his speech. He also confirms the success of the joint 

efforts, for example in Syria or Afghanistan (Stoltenberg, 2020). Maas calls for a larger share 

of Europeans in order to make the US live up to its responsibility (Maas, 2020). Instead of 

discussing the 2%-aim, he suggests to discuss those regions in which “Westlessness” was most 

visible: Iraq, Syria, Libya, Ukraine and the Sahel-region. 

Canadian Prime Minister Trudeau is the one who calls for a new approach most explicitly. It 

was “not enough to apply old solutions to new problems”, like climate change. He 

acknowledges that Canada is influential, but too small to deal with issues like that alone. 

Countries would “have to look beyond existing frameworks to deliver real results for citizens”. 

Just as the report suggests, Trudeau aims to include “old friends, new partners”, but he also 

goes beyond the state sector and includes “the private sector, and civil society” (Trudeau, 

2020). 

 

Beyond the East-West Divide – Towards Eurasia  

Since the West demands its opposite, as Osterhammel has explained, it is interesting to see 

what speakers say of the East. Chinese Foreign Minister Wang is the only speaker who refers 

to the East explicitly, stressed by the very title of his speech alone: “Bringing the East and West 

together in shared commitment to Multilateralism”. He sees China as a country that gets more 

powerful and does so without copying “the Western model”. He speaks of “socialism with 

Chinese characteristics” and a path of “peaceful development of our own country and mutually 

beneficial cooperation with the world”. In that regard, multilateralism is the concept that Wang 

Yi focusses on. His speech is outlining four principles that need to be fostered to “uphold 

multilateralism”: pursuit of “shared development”; the “good example” set by “major 

countries”; upholding of international norms; seeing “the world as one community”. The aim 

of multilateralism as outlined by Chinese President Xi Jinping was “to safeguard peace and 
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development for all”, to “uphold fairness, justice and mutual benefit”, and, for that matter, he 

understands multilateralism to be “grounded on international law and widely recognized norms 

of international relations” (Wang Yi, 2020).  

Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov is also formally confirming the current system. He 

presents Russia as a savior of the international order and stability in Syria and Libya, where 

NATO is understood as having destroyed the “country’s statehood”. When in the next instance, 

China is praised for its “open and responsible approach to international cooperation in 

combating the spread of the coronavirus” (Lavrov, 2020), it can be assumed that this praise 

does go beyond the fight against the virus. China and Russia are safeguarding the principles of 

non-interference in domestic issues as well as the need to take decisions unanimously to give 

(their) countries the leverage they need to pursue their foreign policy aims. These are 

safeguarded by the UN system as it is now. 

The threats Lavrov sees for stability are below the state level, such as “international terrorism, 

illegal migration, human trafficking and other cross-border challenges”, which then “create a 

favorable environment for the peoples of the countries of that region to resolve their problems 

through inclusive national dialogue without any outside interference” (Lavrov, 2020).  

Lavrov renounced the talk about the “Russian threat” as “phantom” and in turn accuses NATO 

of escalating tensions, and thus providing for a return to the Cold War mentality. We can 

understand his call for the “principle of equal and indivisible security” as the “starting point of 

such a dialogue” (Lavrov, 2020). For that matter, Lavrov evokes the concepts of a “Euro-

Atlantic stability” (Lavrov, 2020) and “Eurasia”, which was once applied to global politics by 

Zbigniev Breszinski (Brzezinski, 2016), who was one of the most important foreign policy 

strategists of the US Democratic Party for a long time. Lavrov confirms principles not only of 

the post-war order. In the light of the anniversaries of the end of World War II, he recalls the 

“ability of the states to unite and fight the common threat regardless of ideological differences”, 

an ability he understands to be lacking today. Lavrov condemns the destruction of the non-

proliferation treaty system and violation of international law “through military interference in 

affairs of sovereign states, illegal sanctions and harsh protectionist measures that undermine 

global markets and the system of trade” (Lavrov, 2020). It is clear that the main target of these 

statements are the United States.   

The Chinese Foreign Minister goes farthest in sketching an alternative international system. 

He stresses that China has no intention to change the established international order, but merely 
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to pursue its aims under the umbrella of the United Nations. It has long been criticized that not 

only China, but all veto powers in the United Nations Security Council block a revision of its 

statutes, to model it in a way that allows for the inclusion of important powers of today’s world, 

and thus to be organized in a multilateral manner. It is thus very handy to confirm an 

international order of which one’s own country profits. 

 

What can we conclude? 

The crisis of transatlantic relations correlates to a crisis in the United States, historian Jill 

Lepore has diagnosed. In her much-acclaimed book “These Truths” she concludes that the 

United States has “lost its way in a cloud of smoke” between 9/11 and the election of Donald 

Trump (Lepore, 2019, p. 727). Trump certainly is not a president that wants to get America 

back on track again, but a president that builds on these divisions, on insecurity in combination 

with what seems to be the 2.0-version of a Madman Theory.  

There are overlaps between Lepore’s diagnosis the crisis of contemporary America and 

Winkler’s. He argues that although the crisis of liberalism and the rise of populism started in 

USA earlier than they did in Europe, it is now relevant for both (Winkler 2017, p. 404). The 

famous Böckenförde dilemma reminded us that “the liberal secularized state lives by 

prerequisites which it cannot guarantee itself”. Winkler concludes that the crisis of Western 

democracies has to do with the fact that many of their representatives are no longer aware of 

these prerequisites and are thus not in the position to defend them domestically and in foreign 

affairs (Winkler, 2017, p. 407).  

Neither the isolationist turn of the United States, nor their reliance on military means and a 

simultaneous turn away from diplomacy and peaceful conflict settlement is new. Ronan Farrow 

reminds us that Clinton’s turn towards domestic issues came with a cut of 30% for foreign 

policy (Farrow, 2018). This climate in which NATO’s intervention in Kosovo happened, is 

compellingly accounted for by Dana Priest in her book “The Mission” (Priest, 2004). For those 

who witnessed the end of the transatlantic century with the Iraq War of 2003, it might be 

surprising to read Farrow’s praise for George W. Bush as a rational president who understood 

at the end of his term that his reliance on the military had failed, which led him to strengthen 

resources in diplomacy and development aid (Farrow, 2018). The reliance on retired generals 

as advisors during the Obama Presidency (Farrow, 2018, p. xxvii) was further fostered under 
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Trump. Farrow diagnoses a destruction of “old institutions of traditional diplomacy” (Farrow 

2018, p. xxxii). So we can see a major reason of lacking interest in the West and conceptual 

approach also here.  

The MSC report unfolds the crisis of the West in a compelling way. It shows that the divisions 

are not only among Europeans and USA-Americans, but among different understandings of 

politics and different ideas of global order. They center around ideology, values, nationalism 

and sovereignty as well as different understandings of democracy. The speeches confirm these 

findings. Pleas for a constructive, engaged role of the United States in world politics are met 

by confirmations of the nationalistic, isolationistic positions outlined by President Trump. 

While the German Minister of Defense aims to bridge between Europe and the US, she supports 

teleological, triumphal ideas of the West, which can be defined as “asymmetric”. On the side 

of those who look for new approaches, the Italian Foreign Minister concludes that Europeans 

need to leave their struggles behind and strengthen their own position. The German Foreign 

Minister instead reaches beyond discussions of the 2%-aim and other transatlantic debates and 

aims for strategies to solve eminent crises.  

A new approach, however, which the Canadian Prime Minister has called for, is not offered. 

The approaches laid out by the Chinese or the Russian Foreign Minister confirm the existing 

order that deepens the existing problems and benefit their own countries. The divisions, as 

Steinmeier has rightly held, come at the cost of small countries, not the Veto-Powers of the 

Security Council or the Europeans, whose only way to safeguard their own position and 

security is seen in mutual cooperation as part of a multilateral world order. A deepening conflict 

between USA and China, which is addressed in almost all speeches, would only harm the EU’s 

position and add to the tensions among its member states. 

We do not have to worry about an eventual end of the West conceptually. As much as the idea 

of the West as “normative project” can be criticized, it provides for a corrective also in foreign 

policy, and it does not look like there will be a substitute any time soon. Whether it is being 

applied or not, however, is another matter. 
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