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Extended Abstract
Introduction

The Ukraine crisis, initiated by Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 and the
subsequent armed conflict in eastern Ukraine, represents one of the most consequential
security crises in post-Cold War Europe. Beyond a bilateral dispute between Russia and
Ukraine, the crisis exposed fundamental deficiencies in the European security order and
highlighted the persistence of geopolitical rivalry despite decades of economic
interdependence. Competing interpretations of European security, NATO enlargement,
and the strategic position of Ukraine transformed the conflict into a broader confrontation
between Russia and the Western liberal order. Within this context, Germany assumed an
increasingly prominent diplomatic role under Chancellor Angela Merkel. Rather than
pursuing coercive military measures, Merkel adopted a strategy that combined
multilateral diplomacy, institutional engagement, and calibrated economic pressure.
Germany sought simultaneously to safeguard Ukraine’s sovereignty, preserve the
cohesion of the European Union, and maintain channels of communication with Moscow.
Consequently, Berlin became the principal European mediator in the Normandy Format
negotiations and a key architect of the Minsk agreements. This article examines Merkel’s
peacebuilding strategy through the analytical lens of neoliberal institutionalism. It argues
that Germany’s response reflected the characteristics of a civilian power that relied on
institutional cooperation, complex interdependence, and geoeconomics instruments to
contain the conflict. Although this strategy contributed to preventing further military
escalation and maintaining diplomatic dialogue, it proved insufficient to overcome the
structural causes of the crisis or establish a durable peace.

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative explanatory research design based on documentary

analysis. The empirical evidence is drawn from scholarly books, peer-reviewed journal
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articles, official documents issued by the European Union, the Organization for Security
and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), the United Nations, and other international
institutions. The analysis is informed by the theoretical framework of neoliberal
institutionalism and complemented by the concepts of complex interdependence, civilian
power, and geoeconomics. Using qualitative content analysis, the study examines
Germany’s diplomatic initiatives, institutional mechanisms, and economic instruments
between 2014 and 2021 to evaluate both the effectiveness and the structural limitations
of Merkel’s peacebuilding strategy.

Results and Discussion

The findings indicate that Merkel pursued a multidimensional strategy aimed
primarily at managing rather than resolving the conflict. Her approach rested upon three
mutually reinforcing components: institutional diplomacy, European consensus-
building, and the strategic use of economic instruments.

First, Germany played a decisive role in establishing the Normandy Format as the
principal diplomatic framework for negotiations among Germany, France, Russia, and
Ukraine. This mechanism institutionalized high-level political dialogue and provided an
essential platform for crisis management despite the persistence of profound political
disagreements. The Minsk agreements, negotiated within this framework, did not
produce a comprehensive political settlement; nevertheless, they established procedural
mechanisms for ceasefire implementation, monitoring, and political dialogue that
contributed to reducing the intensity of armed confrontation during several phases of the
conflict.

Second, Merkel demonstrated considerable leadership in preserving the unity of the
European Union. Despite divergent national interests among member states, Germany
successfully maintained a common European position regarding sanctions against
Russia. This achievement reflected Berlin’s capacity to reconcile the security concerns
of Eastern European members with the economic interests of states more closely
connected to Russia through trade and energy cooperation. In this respect, German
leadership strengthened both the credibility and coherence of the European Union’s
external policy.

Third, Germany adopted a distinctly geoeconomics approach to crisis management.
Economic sanctions, financial restrictions, and technological limitations were employed
as instruments of political influence while avoiding direct military confrontation.

Merkel consistently regarded sanctions as complementary to diplomacy rather than as
substitutes for political negotiation. At the same time, Germany’s substantial
dependence on Russian natural gas imposed important constraints upon its strategic
options. The continuation of the Nord Stream 2 project illustrated the inherent tension
between geopolitical objectives and economic interdependence that characterized
Germany’s broader foreign policy.

The analysis also demonstrates that structural constraints significantly limited the
effectiveness of Merkel’s peacebuilding efforts. Deep-seated geopolitical rivalry between
Russia and the West, incompatible security perceptions, domestic political divisions
within Ukraine, and the absence of effective enforcement mechanisms for the Minsk
agreements prevented the transition from crisis management to sustainable conflict
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resolution. Consequently, Germany’s diplomacy succeeded in containing escalation but
failed to eliminate the underlying sources of confrontation.
Conclusion

This study demonstrates that Angela Merkel’s approach to the Ukraine crisis
constituted a distinctive model of institutional and geoeconomics peacebuilding.
Consistent with the assumptions of neoliberal institutionalism, Germany relied on
multilateral diplomacy, international institutions, economic leverage, and European
consensus-building to mitigate violence and preserve diplomatic engagement under
conditions of heightened geopolitical tension.

The empirical findings support the argument that Merkel’s strategy achieved
significant short-term objectives. It contributed to limiting military escalation, sustaining
dialogue between the conflicting parties, and maintaining European political cohesion
during a period of considerable strategic uncertainty. Nevertheless, these achievements
remained inherently constrained by broader structural factors, including great-power
competition, conflicting security interests, and the absence of a comprehensive and
mutually acceptable European security framework. Accordingly, Merkel’s peacebuilding
strategy should be understood neither as a complete success nor as a strategic failure.
Rather, it represents a pragmatic model of crisis management that effectively utilized
diplomatic, institutional, and geoeconomics instruments to contain conflict, while
illustrating the limitations of such instruments in resolving deeply rooted geopolitical
disputes. The Ukraine crisis therefore highlights both the enduring relevance of civilian
power and the structural constraints facing institutional approaches to contemporary
international conflict management.
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