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Nation unbuilding

Party crashing

Europe and the US have failed in Syria

Angela Merkel’s CDU is in disarray

BY KRISTIN HELBERG

A

fter almost nine years of civil war,
the crisis in and around Syria has
not been resolved. Nonetheless,
it is clear who the winners and losers
in the conflict are. Among the winners
are the Syrian regime, Russia, Iran and
even Turkey, to a certain extent. These
countries have always known what they
wanted, have proven ready to do anything
to get what they want, and have been able
to adapt their strategies to the dynamics of the war. Among the losers are the
United States and Europe, who championed the desires of Syrians citizens for a
life of freedom and dignity but did so in
a half-hearted manner and without any
tangible plan.
As this gap between its words and deeds
grew, the West gambled away its credibility. With its system of international
agreements, moral
principles and democratically legitimized institutions,
the West proved
capable neither of
helping the Syrians nor of ending
the war. The reality
we must now face
in the case of the
Syrian conflict is
that liberal democracy has failed, and
autocracy has triumphed. This outcome is
destined to have far-reaching consequences
– for Syrians, the Middle East, Europe and
the world.
Syrian president Bashar al-Assad remains
in power and is set to regain control of the
entire country in the coming months. In
Idlib, he will do so by force of arms, and in
the northeast, he will do so by means of a
gradual takeover of Kurdish self-government. In other words, the current state
of affairs in Syria is as it always was, only
worse.
Assad’s reign hinges on loyalty to the
regime, which he secures through a system
of clientelism and enforces by means of fear.
This results in his two strongest pillars of
support coming from wealthy businessmen
and a far-reaching intelligence apparatus.
Simply put, those who support the regime
are rewarded, and those who reject it are
punished.
The country’s secret services are more
powerful than ever. Local militias are
involved in a variety of illicit activities,
which include bribery, blackmail, theft and
threatening or kidnapping citizens. In the
years before the war, Syrians were subject
to the despotism of the state alone; today,
they are at the mercy of non-state and foreign actors as well.

Syria’s pseudo-socialist, neo-capitalist
economic system has engendered a symbiosis of entrepreneurs and regime representatives. More specifically, the liberalization driven by Assad paired with the
war economy of the past few years has
created a merger of wealth and politicalpower structures. Crony capitalists loyal to
the regime benefit from the privatization of
public property, from smuggling and from
monopolies in the service sector. In other
words, power and money are bound to each
other in modern Syria. This fact should be
borne in mind when it comes to handing
out humanitarian aid and supporting reconstruction efforts there.
While entire regions of Syria remain in
ruin, the Syrian pound continues to lose
value and UN figures show more than 80
percent of Syrians living in poverty, the
Assad regime continues to focus exclusively
on its followers and supporters in an effort
to further secure its power. In the case of
Aleppo, UN funds
are not directed
toward the most
devastated residential areas in
the east of the
city, which used to
be administered
by opposition
forces; instead, the
money is flowing
to areas populated
by those loyal to
the regime. In the
south of Damascus, in an area marked by
the ruins of bombed-out middle-class and
working-class neighborhoods, the city
administration is building luxury resorts
rather than social housing. Former residents are being expropriated and/or compensated at ridiculously low costs by the
government.
This kind of activity is immune to outside
influence because the behavior itself guarantees the survival of Syria’s rulers. After
decades of being under the regime’s thumb,
society, state institutions and the private
sector form a close-knit network of interdependencies. Any real concessions – such as
depriving the secret services of power and
ushering in freedom of expression, freedom
of the press and an independent judiciary –
would result in a system failure that would
threaten the survival of the rulers in Damascus. By its very nature, the Syrian regime
itself is incapable of instituting effective
reforms.
This is an important insight for foreign
actors seeking an effective approach to
negotiations with Damascus. Since 2012,
the US and Europe have tried to achieve a
“credible political transition” in Syria that
includes a transfer of power, a transitional
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BY PETER H. KOEPF

I

mmediately following this year’s
Munich Security Conference, Stefan
Kornelius, a commentator for the
Süddeutsche Zeitung, reflected a growing
concern felt by observers of Germany
and many conference attendees regarding
the political situation in Germany: “Is the
anchor of Europe, the lighthouse of freedom, the savior of the West on the verge
of becoming a new Trumpistan?”
Some spoke of what they saw as Weimar-era conditions on the horizon, that
is, a further fragmentation of the party
system similar to what occurred in Germany between 1919 and 1933. Following
World War I, the country found itself
in a situation that led to a string of new
coalitions, followed by the rapid collapse of each new government alliance
and, ultimately, to the fatal hope that an
authoritarian,
nationalist government formed
by the Nazi party
would be able
to re-establish a
sense of order.
Are these fears
justified today? It
would certainly
appear that the last
remaining Volkspartei, or big-tent
party, the Christian
Democratic Union (CDU), is now heading for an implosion similar to that of the
Social Democratic Party (SPD) in the past
several years. The most recent evidence of
this came last month in Thuringia, when
CDU deputies joined with the right wingers from the Alternative for Germany
(AfD) to elect a 5-man faction from the
liberal FDP party to the office of Minister
President of that state. It was a regional
political fiasco with far-reaching consequences for the whole country.
It has become clear that a small but
potentially growing segment of the CDU
has found common ground with the AfD,
not only in the states of the former East
Germany, and is now willing to engage in
talks with their counterparts in the AfD
as to where cooperation might be possible. In line with the AfD’s parliamentary
group leader in the Bundestag, Alexander
Gauland, this small group of CDU representatives is of the opinion that it is
“completely nonsensical and unrealistic
not to want to work with the AfD in the
long run.”
In Thuringia, politicians such as the
state’s recently resigned CDU chairman
Mike Mohring have openly considered
the option of cooperating with the leftwing party, Die Linke. But the current

CDU party leadership at the federal level
remains steadfast, insisting that both
options are out of the question. In other
words, the party is sorely lacking a compass.
In the wake of this embarrassment, the
CDU’s poll numbers have gone from bad
to catastrophic. The federal party leader
had to resign and the party seems to be
breaking up into a Christian-liberal faction and a so-called conservative wing –
the latter comprising those who, just like
the AfD, reject Merkel’s liberal politics,
particularly with regard to the environment, refugees and gender policies.
Today, the number of voices insisting
that Angela Merkel should be held responsible for this misery is on the rise. Calls
for the chancellor to resign and for elections to choose a new candidate to take
over the CDU party chairmanship and the
chancellor candidacy in the next election
are getting louder and louder.
How did it come
to this?
Back in 2015,
the AfD and its
supporters were
already chanting “Merkel must
go!” At that time,
the economy was
stable, Merkel
had
stoically
steered Germany
through the financial crisis and
the CDU was polling at more than
40 percent. “Then came the refugee crisis, and with it, the beginning of
the decline of the CDU,” noted Nikolas Busse in the Frankfurter Allgemeine
Sonntagszeitung. Merkel’s successor, he
argued, “would certainly not be able to
avoid distancing themselves from Merkel
on the issue of migration policy.”
But this approach is too one-dimensional. The reasons why an apparently
growing segment of the population no
longer trusts Germany’s more established
parties are much more diverse.
Surveys have shown that roughly half
of the citizens living in eastern German
states are only “in part” satisfied with
democracy; the rest indicate that they
are much more dissatisfied than satisfied.
And the cause of this goes far beyond the
refugee policy.
Why does an increasing number of Germans refuse to trust the country’s tried
and tested political battleships? Their
answers to this question are many, varied
and have little to do with foreign policy.
First and foremost, citizens in the eastern states, that is, in the former GDR,
sense that they were hoodwinked by the
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FROM COLD WAR
Russia is benefiting from its new confrontation with the West, but murkier times may lie ahead

BY IAN BREMMER

I

n the nearly three decades
since the collapse of the
Soviet Union, Russia’s relationship with the West has
undergone a dramatic transformation – from establishing economic ties the 1990s to being
partners in the wake of 9/11 to
once again being adversaries in
the post-Bush era. There’s plenty
of blame to go around, not least
the absence of even considering
true reconstruction of the former
Soviet states after collapse. But
many of these shifts have to do
with the political trajectory of
one Vladimir Putin, who has
gone from relative unknown to
the longest-serving leader of
Russia since Joseph Stalin. And
with Putin’s announcement
earlier this year of forthcoming
constitutional changes, he has
signaled that he has no intention
of relinquishing power when
his term ends in 2024, even if he
does give up the presidency.
With all that in mind, here are
five key trends likely to shape the
“hot peace” between Russia and
the West in the coming years.

1. Russia will continue to seek
tactical wins it can score internationally, enabled by a US pullback from global leadership and
inevitable foreign policy missteps
taken by the West more generally.
Putin has been quick to take
advantage of the US pullback
from areas where it once played
a dominant role. It has also taken
advantage of those cases in which
Western powers have not fully
committed themselves (e.g., Syria
and Libya). This also includes
Ukraine, though there the cost
to Russia has been higher in lives
lost, budget outlays and in terms
of sanctions (more on this below).
More generally, Putin has sought
opportunities to improve Russia’s
position in key regions, at limited
financial or military costs. In so
doing, he has succeeded in raising Russia’s profile in the Middle
East as a diplomatic broker, and
as an intermediary of the war in

Syria. Similar moves are being
made in parts of sub-Saharan
Africa, and with Russian support
for Nicolás Maduro in Venezuela. These have increased Russia’s
clout on the international stage
– not to the level of the United
States or China, but to a notable
degree nonetheless. This feat is
made more impressive by the fact
that while the US and China are
the two largest economies in the
world, Russia ranks 11th, behind
countries like Brazil and Canada.
Russia will continue looking for
such low-risk, high-reward opportunities for intervention. Putin is
also primed to take advantage of
the continued souring of US–EU
relations during the Trump era.
Which brings us to…

2. Europe increasingly desires
a return to some sense of normalcy. That will be difficult given
just how much division there currently is within the EU, Germany’s weakening leadership of the
EU and, of course, Trump. All of
which plays into Russia’s hands.
Since 2014, Europe has been
rigorously debating the proper
response to Russian actions in
Ukraine and other malign activities in Europe (election interference, targeted or attempted killings of émigrés). There are many
states (Hungary, Italy and, most
recently, France) that want to
forge closer ties with Moscow,
while Poland, the Baltic States
and the UK have been far more
hostile toward a rapprochement.
Germany has shown signs of
both arguments – German Chancellor Angela Merkel was instrumental in maintaining sanctions
against Russia after its land grab
in Ukraine, but Germany has also
been the lead advocate for the
Nord Stream 2 pipeline.
Ultimately, European unity will
stick to sanctions, largely because
they are tied so closely to the
specific goal of ending the war
in Eastern Ukraine. Thawing tensions between the EU and Russia
will necessarily be a slow process,
even if the current momentum
is aimed at normalizing relations
with Moscow.

3. Trump really does want to
work with Putin, though the US
Congress will continue to stymie
such efforts on most counts.
Trump’s presidency has not produced the direct benefits Russian
leaders had obviously hoped for,
though Moscow has still managed
to capitalize on Trump’s foreign
policy – cementing its role as
intermediary in Syria being the
most obvious example. Also noteworthy is the fact that US-China
tensions have pushed Moscow
and Beijing closer together. Deeprooted antipathy toward the Russian government remains bipartisan in Congress, and US lawmakers have built up ways to constrain
Trump’s ability to unilaterally
change US policy toward Russia,
as demonstrated by the 2017
Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions legislation.
Trump can talk about improving
the relationship all he wants, but
it is hard for him to actually translate that into policy. Take NATO
as another example. Both Putin
and Trump have reservations
about the organization – albeit for
much different reasons – but Congress has already made attempts
through legislation to limit what
Trump can do to undermine the
security alliance even further.
Both Trump and Putin have
learned the hard way that having
strong leader-to-leader relations
is far from enough when at least
one of those leaders hails from
a robust and still-functioning
democracy.
4. Russia is struggling with
growing challenges at home, but
Putin’s foreign policy victories are
not helping.
Polling in 2019 has shown that
the Russian public wants Putin
to focus more on domestic issues,
including an economy that is
producing growth of only 1 to 2
percent a year. In general, there
is limited domestic support for
foreign adventures. Signs from
the Kremlin suggest it has become
more cautious regarding foreign
engagements, both in terms of
committing formal troops and
getting involved in tit-for-tats that

do further damage to the investment climate as the US ads more
sanctions.
Still, there are limits to the
impact of domestic pressures
on Russian foreign policy. First,
growth is sluggish, but there is
macroeconomic stability – the
budget has been running surpluses,
currency reserves have been
replenished in recent years and
stand at over $550 billion, inflation
has been under control, and the
currency has been fairly stable. In
other words, the government does
not face an economic emergency,
and it is in a better position than
in the past to deal with an external shock. Longer term, there are
legitimate concerns about stagnant
growth, low foreign direct investment and demographic challenges.
But the short-term state of affairs
is stable enough that Putin feels he
can avoid undertaking any major
reforms.
Second, public opinion is not
the key driver of foreign policy
decisions. Putin has prioritized
geopolitics over economics, at
least when it comes to what he
identifies as core interests, and he
is not going to change course in
response to polls. There are also
some foreign policy priorities that
will remain important enough for
Putin to risk Western punishment,
such as maintaining Russian influence in Ukraine and Belarus.
Going forward, the key question will be how Putin transitions his power post-2024. He is
establishing a system in which
he can remain highly influential
even after he (presumably) leaves
the presidency that year. How
and indeed if he disperses power
remains unanswered by the recent
changes. But foreign policy and
security questions may be among
the very last things he is willing to
surrender.

5. Russia must increasingly
worry about being dominated
by China – a reminder that while
Putin is playing the short-term
game capably, he’s not playing the
long-term game nearly as well.
The Russian government does
not have an answer for how to

fully address the China relationship over the long term. Russia’s
hopes for China are especially
high at the moment – with Western economic links frayed, China
is of growing importance as an
export market for energy and as
an investor in a range of Russian
sectors, particularly oil and gas.
But the power dynamic is even
starker since the days when Putin
first steered Russia toward a revisionist foreign policy. The imbalance will grow even stronger as
China continues its geopolitical
ascent. Russia’s approach at present is to accommodate China’s
growing influence in Central Asia
and even in countries like Ukraine
and Belarus. China, for its part, is
happy to avoid stepping on Russia’s toes, even as it becomes more
influential in what Russia views
as its historic sphere of influence.
Over time, that Chinese presence
will create tensions with Moscow,
and there’s only so much Russia
will be able to do about that.
In short, Russia will remain an
opportunist on the international
stage despite the risks of blowback from citizens at home and
the West more generally. But a
European continent looking
to stabilize itself and its greater
surroundings will offer Moscow
an opportunity to improve relations with a significant part of the
West, even as relations between
the US and Russia remain chilly.
And while the current standoff
between the US and China has
pushed Moscow and Beijing
closer together, Russia should be
concerned about the long-term
trajectory of that relationship
– if Russia isn’t careful, its biggest challenger in this era of “hot
peace” will be coming from the
East rather than the West in just a
few short years.

IAN BREMMER
is president and founder of
Eurasia Group and GZERO
Media. In 2018, he published
Us vs. Them: The Failure of
Globalism.
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Cold War winners in the West
and continue to feel patronized
to this day.
Second, the working population has a sense that the burdens
and jointly produced earnings in
their economies are no longer
being fairly divided in a globalized
society that they see as beholden
solely to the laws of business and
competition.
Third, every fourth worker is
at risk of poverty and a quarter
of pensioners are barely making
ends meet.
Fourth, a significant number
of Germans have the impression
that their worries and fears are
brushed aside and that the realms
of media and politics are dominated by issues they consider to
be of secondary importance.
Fifth, they have the feeling that
when they disagree with prevailing narratives, they are labeled
right-wing extremists and relegated to the corner of the classroom like a scolded pupil.
Sixth, when using terms such as
“homeland” or “patriotism,” they
are also suspected of being rightwing nationalists.

Seventh, they see their elected
representatives as more interested in fighting over status
and positions than focusing on
content. These leaders project
a preoccupation with securing
their own privileges and digging
moats around their own posts,
preferring to hide behind rhetoric rather than to speak plainly.
Eighth, they are frustrated
when promising and committed
young professionals who dare to
raise their voice to speak their
minds and defend their ideals
are degraded by the establishment.
People who harbor such feelings are turning their backs on
the established parties. But is all
of this really true? And if so, how
can the established parties win
back all of these disappointed
and disaffected voters?
The two historical big-tent
popular parties, the SPD and
the CDU, have become soulless
vessels. The CDU has misplaced
its traditional beliefs and forgotten its conservative, bourgeois
raison d’être. The Christian
conservatives have surrendered

to the Zeitgeist, abandoned old
principles and set out in search
of the so-called center. As a
result, the very thing that controversial and far-sighted politicians from the last century,
such as Franz Joseph Strauss,
had warned of has come to pass:
a party in Germany has emerged
to fill the gap left open on the
right. And this phenomenon is
only partly a consequence of the
refugee crisis.
On the other side of the
center, the past several years
have made it clear that the SPD
no longer knows where it stands
and to whom it owes allegiance.
The people it should be speaking to are those voters who
actually keep Germany’s social
democracy functioning with
their hard work: the manual
and clerical workers and their
families, the people who pay
their rent but can hardly make a
living despite working full-time.
Instead, the SPD has been serving merely to help fill the pockets of those individuals the party
used to disparage as “capitalists.” Their attempts to imitate

the Greens on climate policy
and gender issues have simply
not gained purchase. Today’s
voters have turned to the original source of those issues, the
Greens, who are already harboring hopes of having a voice in
the next coalition government,
in 2021 at the latest, and perhaps
even the top spot in the country.
The SPD is moored at 15 percent in the polls. If the CDU
wishes to avoid this fate, it will
have to make a directional decision: Who will lead the party
and who will vie to be chancellor?
The focus is on three candidates. Friedrich Merz, a man
with close ties to the business
world, has challenged Merkel on
several occasions in the past 20
years. He is said to have a significant fan base and could win
back voters from the AfD with
his right-wing conservatism.
Also in the running is the downto-earth Armin Laschet, the current minister president of North
Rhine-Westphalia and someone
considered to be both a moderate and a moderator. In the past,

Laschet has dared to entertain
the idea of the Greens as potential coalition partners and has
always endorsed Merkel’s refugee policy. And finally, Norbert
Röttgen has entered the race.
The boyish-looking 55-year old
hails from the liberal wing of
the party and was once one of
Merkel’s first lieutenants. He then
fell out of favor and remade himself as a foreign policy expert. Just
like Laschet, Röttgen is expected
to welcome working together
with the Greens.
Still, at the 2020 Munich Security Conference, even Laschet
dared attack the chancellor for
her hesitant stance regarding
Macron’s plan for a common
European security policy, noting
that “in the era of Helmut Kohl,
the major European initiatives
came from Germany.”
Weimar or Trumpistan? The
CDU faces a crucial test.

PETER H. KOEPF
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