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“DIE WAFFEN NIEDER! - LAY DOWN YOUR ARMS
(1889)": THE BOOK BY NOBEL LAUREATE BERTHA
VON SUTTNER ON PEACE AND DIPLOMACY

As the Year Closes: Re ecting on Humanity, Diplomacy,
and the Pursuit of a World Without War
by Mark C. Donfried

As the year comes to a close, revisiting works that confront the human cost of con ict and the pursuit
of peace feels particularly relevant. One of the most historically signi cant German books in this vein
is Die Wa en nieder! (Lay Down Your Arms!), written in 1889 by Austrian author and peace activist
Bertha von Suttner.

The novel tells the story of a woman shaped by successive personal losses caused by war. Through her
experiences, Suttner exposes the brutality and senselessness of militarism, while offering a compelling
vision of a society guided by humane values rather than nationalistic aggression. Its narrative blends
emotional depth with ethical conviction, making it both a literary masterpiece and a political statement.

Die Waffen nieder! is widely recognized for its immense impact on the early peace movement. The book’s
popularity across Europe helped catalyze debates about disarmament and international cooperation in
the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Bertha von Suttner herself became the first woman to receive the
Nobel Peace Prize in 1905, largely due to the influence and reach of this work.

Today, more than a century later, the novel remains strikingly relevant. In a world where armed conflicts,
political polarization, and global tensions continue to dominate headlines, Suttner’s call for reason,
empathy, and diplomacy is as urgent as ever. The book encourages readers to consider the human
consequences of political decisions and to value dialogue over aggression. It reminds us that achieving
lasting peace requires commitment from individuals, communities, and nations alike. By reflecting on the
lessons of Die Waffen nieder!, we are prompted to engage with contemporary issues such as international
diplomacy, conflict resolution, and the ethical responsibilities of leadership.

For those exploring history, politics, or moral philosophy, Die Waffen nieder! offers not only a window
into the era that shaped modern peace movements but also a blueprint for thinking about peace in our
own time. Reading and discussing the book encourages reflection on ethical choices, the role of
diplomacy, and the pursuit of a world where war is no longer the default response. As the year closes,
Suttner’s enduring message inspires both contemplation and action in the quest for a more peaceful
future.

Modern editions with English translation are available for those who want to experience the novel’s
powerful message in both German and English.

B . ’ S info@berlinglobal.org

Global www.berlinglobal.org

ultural Diplomacy News from Berlin, London & Vienna


https://www.berlinglobal.org/index.php?home
https://www.berlinglobal.org/index.php?die-waffen-nieder-lay-down-your-arms-1889-the-book-by-nobel-laureate-bertha-von-suttner-on-peace-and-diplomacy-1



https://www.berlinglobal.org/index.php?home
https://www.berlinglobal.org/index.php?nonviolence-as-a-new-year-resolution-lessons-from-tolstoy-and-orwell-for-the-year-ahead-1



https://www.berlinglobal.org/index.php?home
https://www.berlinglobal.org/index.php?nonviolence-as-a-new-year-resolution-lessons-from-tolstoy-and-orwell-for-the-year-ahead-1



https://www.berlinglobal.org/index.php?home
https://www.berlinglobal.org/index.php?venezuela-from-dona-barbara-to-petrostate-paradise-only-to-see-it-return-1

Romulo Gallegos’ Century of Civilization,
Decay, and Redemption

by Mark C. Donfried

VENEZUELA: FROM DONA BARBARA TO
PETROSTATE PARADISE, ONLY TO SEE IT RETURN

Read the Original Article »
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On 3January 2026, U.S. special forces stormed the presidential residence in Caracas and arrested Nicolas
Maduro, ending a 13-year rule marked by economic collapse and international isolation. As American
administrators begin overseeing a transitional government, Venezuelans are asking whether this
dramatic intervention marks the nal defeat of the forces that have long plagued their nation, or merely
another chapter in a recurring tragedy.

Nearly a century ago, in 1929, while living in exile from the dictatorship of Juan Vicente Gémez, Romulo
Gallegos published Dofa Barbara, a novel that would become Venezuela's defining literary work and a
prophetic allegory of the nation’s political and moral struggle. Set in the untamed llanos (plains), the novel
pits Santos Luzardo an educated reformer committed to law, reason, and institutional modernization
against Dofna Barbara, a ruthless, superstitious caudilla who governs through fear, manipulation, and
violence. Their confrontation symbolizes the enduring Latin American tension between civilization and
barbarism, a theme Gallegos adapted from Domingo Faustino Sarmiento but grounded firmly in
Venezuela’s lived reality.

Gallegos did not merely write a regionalist novel; he issued a warning. Unchecked personal power, the
dominance of instinct over institutions, and the absence of education and justice would always threaten
national progress. Yet Dofa Barbara ends on a note of cautious optimism: barbarism retreats, Marisela is
“civilized,” and the land is reunified under reason. Venezuela, Gallegos suggested, could still choose the path
embodied by Santos Luzardo.

A century later, the allegory remains strikingly relevant. The mid-twentieth-century oil boom appeared to
fulfill Gallegos’ vision. Venezuela became Latin America’s richest country, a modernizing petrostate that
seemed to have subdued the chaos of the llanos. But the subsequent return of authoritarianism,
institutional erosion, and the classic “resource curse” brought Doia Barbara roaring back this time in the
form of corruption, mismanagement, and populist strongman rule.

The dramatic U.S.-led arrest of Nicolds Maduro on 3 January 2026, followed by a transitional administration
under temporary American oversight, has once again placed Gallegos’ question at the center of Venezuelan
history: will civilization finally prevail, or will barbarism reclaim the plains under a new guise?

Gunboat Diplomacy: The Venezuelan Crisis of 1902-1903 and the Foundations
of Oil-Driven Prosperity

The 1902-1903 naval blockade imposed by European powers over unpaid debts marked the moment
Venezuela’s strategic importance entered global consciousness. U.S. intervention under Theodore
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Roosevelt’s Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine resolved the crisis and opened the door to significant
American involvement in Venezuela’s emerging oil sector. By the 1920s, oil concessions had transformed
an agrarian periphery into a petrostate-in-waiting, laying the groundwork for the prosperity that would
briefly realize Santos Luzardo’s vision.

World War I: Neutrality and Early Oil Revenues (1914-1918)

Venezuela's cautious neutrality under Gémez allowed early oil exports to support Allied war efforts.
Revenues funded rudimentary infrastructure and state capacity, planting the seeds for the far greater boom
to come, even as shortages and inequality persisted for much of the population.

World War II: Oil Boom and Allied Alignment (1939-1945)

During World War ll, Venezuela became one of the world’s leading oil exporters and a critical supplier to
the Allied powers. Wartime demand accelerated economic growth and deepened ties with the United
States. Reforms increased the state’s share of oil profits, setting the stage for the post-war golden age.

The Cold War Era: Peak Prosperity and the Apparent Triumph
of “Civilization” (1945-1991)

The democratic period beginning in 1958 marked Venezuela's zenith. From the 1950s through the 1980s
peaking in the 1970s after OPEC-driven price shocks oil revenues propelled Venezuela to Latin America’s
highest GDP per capita. Caracas modernized rapidly, inequality fell to among the region’s lowest levels, and
millions of European and regional migrants arrived seeking opportunity.

For a generation, Venezuela appeared to embody the victory of Santos Luzardo: education expanded,
institutions strengthened, and the llanos of poverty and violence seemed finally tamed.

Economic Overview: The Rise and Fall of the Petrostate

For nearly three decades, Venezuela was Latin America’s undisputed economic leader. In 1950 it ranked
among the world’s top countries in GDP per capita; by the 1970s, living standards rivaled those of Western
Europe. Yet the vulnerabilities Gallegos had warned against quietly took root. “Dutch Disease” undermined
non-oil sectors, while windfall revenues encouraged rent-seeking and institutional fragility.

The oil price collapse of the 1980s exposed these weaknesses. Debt, recession, inflation, and the 1989
Caracazo riots signaled the return of social instability and political disillusionment.
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The Chavez-Maduro Era: The Return of Barbarism (1999-2026)

Hugo Chavez's election in 1999 promised social justice and redistribution but gradually dismantled

democratic checks and balances. The 2007 re-nationalization of the oil sector expelled major foreign firms.
Mismanagement, corruption, and the collapse of oil prices after 2014 triggered hyperinflation, mass
emigration, and a severe humanitarian crisis.

Under Nicolas Maduro, living standards fell by more than 70 percent. Fear, scarcity, and arbitrary power

once again defined daily life conditions eerily reminiscent of the world Gallegos had personified in Dofia
Barbara.

Maduro’s Arrest and the 2026 Crossroads

On 3 January 2026, U.S. forces carried out “Operation Absolute Resolve,” arresting Maduro and placing

Venezuela under temporary American administration. President Trump announced the return of major U.S.
oil companies and the privatization of hundreds of state enterprises, framing the intervention as a path to
recovery and institutional rebuilding.

Whether this moment represents a renewed victory of Santos Luzardo’s rational progress or merely another
cycle of dependency and domination remains an open question.

Economic and Political Lessons from a Century-Long Drama

Venezuela's trajectory illustrates the resource curse in its most extreme form: abundance without strong

institutions breeds volatility, corruption, and a persistent temptation toward authoritarianism. The nation’s
history demonstrates that relying solely on resource wealth is insufficient to secure long-term prosperity.
Economic diversification is essential, as dependence on a single commodity leaves the country vulnerable
to global price shocks and structural imbalances. Equally critical is the construction of independent
institutions and mechanisms that can stabilize the economy across boom-and-bust cycles, ensuring that
temporary windfalls do not translate into lasting inequality or systemic fragility.

Investments in human capital, rather than patronage networks, are vital to transform resource wealth into

durable development. Education, civic participation, and merit-based governance create a foundation for
both social mobility and resilient institutions. At the same time, democratic norms must be actively
protected. Modern forms of caudillismo whether charismatic populists or powerful economic actors can be
as destructive as the caudillos of the 1920s, eroding accountability and concentrating power in ways that
undermine national cohesion.
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As Venezuela enters 2026 under unprecedented foreign stewardship, Romulo Gallegos’ century-old
allegory remains as relevant as ever. Barbarism can be defeated, but only if civilization this time expressed
through transparent institutions, diversified economic growth, and genuine respect for the rule of law
prevails. The choices made now will determine whether Venezuela finally realizes the promise symbolized
by Santos Luzardo or repeats the cycles of mismanagement and authoritarianism that have haunted the
nation for over a century.

“Salus populi suprema lex esto” - Let the welfare of the people be the supreme law.

Cultural Lessons: Identity, Memory, and the Moral Foundations
of the State

Beyond economics and institutions, Venezuela’s century-long struggle reveals profound cultural lessons
that are central to understanding both its collapse and its prospects for recovery. Doa Barbara is not
merely a political allegory; it is a cultural diagnosis. Gallegos understood that nations do not fail only
through bad policies, but through the erosion of shared norms, civic responsibility, and moral self-restraint.

Culture shapes the limits of power. Societies that normalize personalism, patronage, and the
romanticization of strongmen create fertile ground for authoritarianism. In Venezuela, the cultural
glorification of the caudillo the savior figure who promises order and redistribution repeatedly undermined
respect for institutions. When loyalty to personalities replaces loyalty to rules, barbarism becomes socially
acceptable long before it becomes politically dominant.

Collective memory also matters. Venezuela repeatedly forgot the hard-earned lessons of earlier failures.
Each oil boom fostered the belief that prosperity was permanent, erasing historical caution. Gallegos
warned that without historical consciousness, societies mistake temporary abundance for destiny. Cultural
amnesia allowed corruption, dependency, and institutional decay to re-emerge under new banners.

Education is a cultural safeguard, not merely a policy tool. The golden decades of Venezuelan democracy
coincided with expanding access to education, civic culture, and social mobility. Their erosion under
populist rule weakened critical thinking and public trust. Civilization is sustained not by wealth alone, but
by a culture that values learning, restraint, and responsibility.

Finally, dignity and agency must replace dependency. Petrostate culture fostered expectations of state
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provision without reciprocal civic obligation. This undermined initiative, productivity, and social cohesion.
A sustainable Venezuelan recovery will require a cultural shift from entitlement to participation, from
dependence to shared responsibility. For Venezuela, as for all resource-rich societies, recovery will not come
solely from new investments or external oversight; it will depend on rebuilding a civic culture that rejects
the seductive mythology of Dofla Barbara and reclaims the quieter, more demanding virtues embodied by
Santos Luzardo: restraint, education, and respect for the rule of law.

The Enduring Lessons of Dofa Barbara

The warnings embedded in Dofa Barbara remain strikingly relevant, not only for Venezuela but for any
resource-rich society. Gallegos illustrates that progress is sustained not by strongmen or charismatic leaders,
but by strong institutions capable of enforcing law, accountability, and fairness. Education and the rule of
law emerge as the only durable safeguards against the resurgence of caudillismo, ensuring that power is
exercised responsibly rather than arbitrarily.

The novel emphasizes the dangers of unchecked authority: whether wielded by a mythical sorceress of
the llanos or a contemporary autocrat, concentrated power inevitably consumes the future and undermines
collective well-being. Yet Gallegos offers a message of cautious hope. Redemption is possible, but it requires
deliberate choice, self-restraint, and the willingness to make sacrifices for the common good. As Venezuela
faces another historic turning point in January 2026, the century-old allegory continues to illuminate the
path ahead, reminding citizens and leaders alike that civilization depends on conscious moral and
institutional effort.

Modern Parallels: Maria Corina Machado and the Ironies
of Recognition

In this context, the trajectory of Maria Corina Machado offers a striking modern parallel to Gallegos’ vision.
As one of Venezuela’s most prominent opposition figures, Machado has long championed democracy, rule
of law, and institutional reform, embodying the moral and civic virtues that Santos Luzardo represented in
Dofa Barbara. Her advocacy for accountability, transparent governance, and human rights contrasts
sharply with the entrenched authoritarianism that has dominated the country for decades.

The international recognition she has received, including the Nobel Prize in Peace, underscores the
enduring global acknowledgment of principled civic leadership. Yet an interesting contrast emerges in

Cultural Diptomacy News from

Venezuelan history: while Machado is lauded abroad for defending democracy and reason, the architects of
Maduro’s removal have not been similarly highlighted. This juxtaposition highlights a broader lesson of the
Venezuelan saga: the triumph of civilization is rarely about spectacle or external force alone; it depends on

sustained moral courage, institutional integrity, and the quiet, persistent work of citizens committed to the
rule of law.

Cultural Diplomacy: Bridging Memory, Identity, and
International Engagement

Venezuela's century-long struggle demonstrates that rebuilding a nation extends beyond economics and
institutions; it requires deliberate engagement with culture, memory, and international perception. Cultural
diplomacy can play a pivotal role in this process by projecting Venezuelan identity, history, and values to the
world while fostering dialogue and understanding. Promoting literature, art, and civic heritage as Gallegos
did through Dofa Barbara helps anchor national consciousness in shared principles of law, education, and
ethical responsibility.

By engaging with foreign audiences through cultural exchange, Venezuela can reshape its global image
from one defined by crisis and authoritarianism to a country that values civic virtue, creativity, and
democratic resilience. Such efforts reinforce domestic cohesion while inviting constructive international

partnerships, demonstrating that the path to sustainable recovery is as much cultural and moral as it is
political and economic.

]
“Historia magistra vitae est” -

History is the Teacher of Life‘ .
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WHAT THE “MILLER OF SANSSOUCI LEGEND” TEACHES
ABOUT THE GREENLAND QUESTION: POWER, LAW AND

THE LIMITS OF AMBITION

From Potsdam to Nuuk, “Are There Still Judges in Washington”? The
Rule of Law in an Age of Territorial Temptation

by Mark C. Donfried

The story illustrates the tension between sovereign power and the rule of law. We often take our

international guests to visit the historic windmill that still stands today next to the palace, a popular In his writings, Kugler recounted the miller legend as part of the broader cultural and historical
site for tourists, to highlight the enduring signi cance of the rule of law and show how historical narrative surrounding Frederick Il and Prussia. By emphasising the anecdote’s moral and symbolic
examples continue to teach lessons about justice and governance. This legend also o0 ers a lesson dimensions, Kugler transformed what may have been a local curiosity into a national myth. The story
with resonance for contemporary political and territorial disputes, including recent discussions illustrated the constraints on power, the protection of individual rights, and the respect for law as a
concerning Greenland and the ambitions of the United States under the administration of Donald J. guiding principle of governance. Kugler's work highlights the intersection of aesthetic, cultural, and
Trump. political history. The legend is not only about a windmill but also about how enlightened authority and

legal norms shape societies.
“The Legend of the Miller of Sanssouci”

From Prussia to Greenland: The Modern Parallel

The legend takes place in Potsdam at the summer palace of Frederick the Great. Frederick Il, renowned
for his military skill and enlightened administration, wished to secure unobstructed views for the
construction of Sanssouci. A windmill, operated by a local miller, stood near the palace and was believed
to disrupt the aesthetic harmony and the king’s vision for his grounds.

The Greenland episode offers a contemporary parallel to this historic story. In 2019, the United States
under the presidency of Donald J. Trump publicly explored the purchase of Greenland, an autonomous
territory of the Kingdom of Denmark. The announcement prompted immediate legal, diplomatic, and
political responses, both in Denmark and internationally. Critics highlighted that Greenland’s people

According to the story, the king summoned the miller and commanded him to sell or remove the mill. and Danish authorities hold legal sovereignty over the island. Acquisition could not be imposed by
The miller, aware of the king’s authority but also of the rights of citizens under the law, refused. When unilateral executive will.

Frederick threatened to enforce his will using royal prerogative, the miller responded: ) ) o
In this context, the “millers” of Greenland, meaning its government and people, represent the legal

“There are still judges in Berlin.” and moral constraints on territorial ambition. The legend of Sanssouci reminds us that even powerful
(“Es gibt noch Richter in Berlin.”) leaders, whether eighteenth-century monarchs or twenty-first-century presidents, face limits imposed
by law, public consent, and international norms. The question posed by the miller’s response, “Are
This statement became emblematic of the principle that even the monarch must abide by the law. The there still judges?” is as relevant to Washington and Nuuk as it was to Berlin and Potsdam centuries
windmill remained, and the legend framed Frederick the Great not merely as an absolute ruler but as a ago.
sovereign constrained by legal and moral limits. Whether historically precise or somewhat embellished,
the story served as a powerful illustration of the balance between authority and justice. The Rule of Law in an Age of Territorial Temptation
Franz Theodor Kugler and the Preservation of the Legend The enduring relevance of the miller legend lies in its symbolic demonstration of the tension
between authority and law. Kugler's preservation of the story underscores how cultural narratives
The story of the miller and the king owes much of its endurance to Franz Theodor Kugler, one of the shape our understanding of governance and justice. Frederick the Great’s desire to control the
most influential German art historians and cultural commentators of the nineteenth century. Kugler’s landscape of his palace was tempered by legal principles. In the modern era, international law,
scholarship, particularly his Handbuch der Kunstgeschichte (Handbook of Art History), was seminal in constitutions, and norms of self-determination function as the “judges in Berlin” for global powers.
systematising art history as an academic discipline. He was also deeply interested in cultural history and
national identity. The Greenland case highlights a crucial lesson. Power without legal or moral constraints risks
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undermining both legitimacy and stability. As Kugler’s historical account reminds us, even the most
formidable ruler is not absolute when society, law, and ethical norms assert themselves. Territorial
ambitions, whether in the eighteenth or twenty-first century, encounter limits that cannot be overridden
by proclamation alone.

The miller of Sanssouci remains a compelling figure not merely because of his defiance of a king, but
because he embodies the principle that law constrains power. Franz Theodor Kugler’s scholarship
ensured that this story endured, emphasising the moral and cultural lessons inherent in historical
narrative. In the case of Greenland, the legend provides a metaphorical lens through which to view
modern territorial politics. Executive ambition is continually tested by legal authority, sovereign rights,
and the collective will of governed peoples. From Potsdam to Nuuk, the question resonates: even in an
age of global ambition, are there still judges?

“The Miller of Sanssouci”, Menachem Begin, and the Rule of Law: Lessons for
West Bank Settlements in Israel and Palestine

The enduring lesson of the Miller of Sanssouci found a modern echo in Menachem Begin’s famous
declaration that “there are judges in Jerusalem.” While there is no direct evidence that Begin was inspired
by the Prussian legend, the parallel is striking: both express the principle that even the most powerful
leaders are constrained by law and independent judicial authority. Begin used this phrase to affirm the
independence of Israel's courts and the necessity of respecting legal decisions, reinforcing that
democratic governance relies not only on executive will but also on institutional checks and the moral
weight of the rule of law. Begin was the founder and long-time leader of the right-wing Likud Party,
which came to power in 1977 and shifted Israeli politics towards a greater emphasis on Jewish settlement
in the occupied West Bank. In the present day, Likud-led governments continue to pursue expansion of
settlements and resist judicial review of key policy decisions, leading to intense debates within Israel
about the balance between executive prerogatives, security considerations, and the authority of the
courts. In this sense, the story of a miller standing up to Frederick the Great centuries ago continues to
resonate, demonstrating how cultural memory and historical narrative can provide enduring guidance
for contemporary political and legal challenges.

Cultural Diplomacy in Practice: How Historical Memory

J IEE

Shapes Authority

The Miller of Sanssouci legend also illustrates the power of cultural diplomacy in shaping
perceptions of authority and justice. Franz Theodor Kugler preserved and interpreted the story in a
way that communicated moral and civic values, and his approach indirectly influenced Jacob
Burckhardt, the Swiss historian who expanded on Kugler’s method to integrate art, culture, and
historical narrative into broader studies of civilisation, showing how cultural memory can convey
moral and social lessons. This intellectual lineage demonstrates how historical anecdotes and cultural
memory can transcend their immediate context to teach universal lessons about law and
governance. Today, visiting the historic windmill with international guests becomes an act of cultural
diplomacy: it demonstrates how a society’s artistic heritage, physical landmarks, and historical
memory can teach enduring lessons about law, governance, and respect for sovereignty. This
approach highlights that diplomacy is not only conducted through treaties and negotiations but also
through the transmission of culture and shared values, reinforcing that the limits on power are both
legal and cultural.

In the context of Greenland, the legend reminds diplomats and leaders alike that authority is more
effective when exercised with respect for law, history, and the cultural frameworks that support
international norms.
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Berlin Global’s Sunday Article - In the late eighteenth century, the small city of Weimar in central
Germany became the stage for one of the most remarkable intellectual relationships in history: that of
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and Friedrich Schiller. Two towering gures of German literature,
philosophy and cultural thought, Goethe and Schiller initially found themselves at odds. Their
“con ict” was not personal but philosophical, rooted in deep di erences over the purpose and
practice of art. Yet over time, their rivalry evolved into a partnership that exempli ed the power of
civil constructive dialogue and it o ers lessons that resonate far beyond Weimar in the age of global
political polarisation.

The Nature of the Dispute

Goethe, older and already an established literary figure, championed aesthetic harmony, classical form
and the subtle moral power of observation. For him, literature should refine human sensibilities and
reveal the beauty of life often through quiet disciplined reflection. Schiller, by contrast, was younger,
intensely idealistic and devoted to the moral and civic purpose of art. He believed drama and poetry could
inspire virtue and educate the public, actively engaging citizens in ethical reflection and social progress.

These differences manifested in essays, critiques and sometimes public debate. Goethe occasionally
criticised works he found overly didactic or sentimental while Schiller initially regarded Goethe’s
approach as overly restrained and insufficiently engaged with moral and social purpose. Yet, importantly,
both men remained committed to reasoned argument, evidence and intellectual rigour, avoiding
personal attacks.

From Rivalry to Collaboration

By the 1790s, the Goethe-Schiller dispute transformed into one of the most famous intellectual
collaborations in European history. They exchanged letters, reviewed each other’s manuscripts and
contributed jointly to literary journals such as Die Horen. Through dialogue and mutual critique, they
synthesised their approaches: Goethe’s aesthetic discipline tempered Schiller’s idealism while Schiller’s
moral intensity enriched Goethe’s work. Together, they defined the era of Weimar Classicism, a literary
and philosophical movement emphasising balance between intellect and feeling, freedom and form,
order and justice.

This transformation illustrates a key principle: productive disagreement can evolve into shared
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achievement. When opposing perspectives are approached with respect, curiosity and attention to
principle rather than personality, conflict can yield new insights and enduring progress.

Lessons for Today'’s Political Polarisation

In contemporary democracies, societies often struggle with sharp left-right divides. Political discourse
is frequently adversarial and partisan identity can overshadow shared civic values. The Goethe-Schiller
example provides a historical framework for bridging such divides.

Goethe and Schiller disagreed on method, not on the value of literature or human flourishing. In a
similar way, political actors today can focus on shared democratic principles such as the rule of law, justice
and accountability rather than partisan labels. Their correspondence, critiques and participation in
intellectual salons show how disagreement can be expressed respectfully without hostility or personal
attacks. Fostering structured civil dialogue in public life can likewise reduce polarisation.

Rather than seeking to “win” over the other, Goethe and Schiller integrated aspects of each other’s
approach, synthesising insight into a richer collaborative vision. Modern politics can similarly benefit from
compromise and coalition-building based on evidence and principle rather than maximalist ideology.

Finally, Goethe and Schiller wrote not only for one another but for society at large, publishing journals
and essays that shaped public discourse. Contemporary efforts at depolarisation can take a page from
their example, using media, education and civic forums to cultivate a shared cultural understanding and
reinforce the bonds of civic life.

Historical Distance as a Bridge

One reason the Goethe-Schiller story works as a bridge across modern divides is historical distance.
Citizens are rarely defensive when discussing eighteenth-century literary debates yet the principles are
clearly transferable: disagreement does not have to mean disunity. The story reminds us that the goal of
conflict is not conquest but refinement and that collaboration is often the more enduring path than
unilateral assertion.

From Weimar to Today: Modern Political Applications

The Goethe-Schiller example is more than a historical curiosity. Across Europe today, institutions and
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civic initiatives are using similar principles to bridge political divides.

In the United Kingdom, parliamentary and civic organisations have experimented with cross-party
dialogue workshops. MPs from different parties meet in moderated sessions to discuss shared civic goals
such as judicial independence, social services and climate policy. Like Goethe and Schiller, participants
focus on principles rather than party labels, fostering constructive debate instead of adversarial conflict.

Germany has long promoted political education (Politische Bildung) and citizens’ councils (Burgerrate)
that bring people from different ideological backgrounds together to debate policy issues. Inspired by
cultural and historical narratives, these forums encourage participants to find common ground on

governance, law and ethics, echoing the mutual respect and synthesis Goethe and Schiller demonstrated.

The European Union has experimented with deliberative democracy platforms that convene citizens
from across member states to discuss complex issues such as migration, digital governance and climate
policy. By centring discussion on shared values and evidence rather than partisan interests, these
initiatives reflect the Weimar model of structured principle-based dialogue.

Intellectual Conflict as a Tool for Progress

The Weimar example demonstrates that even profound differences can be reconciled through
intellectual rigour, mutual respect and shared commitment to higher principles. In an age of polarisation,
where political debates are often framed as zero-sum battles, Goethe and Schiller offer a model for
productive conflict. By embracing the lessons of history, modern democracies can encourage dialogue
over division, integration over antagonism and shared civic culture over partisan fragmentation. Just as
two literary giants shaped German culture through debate and collaboration, contemporary societies can
harness conflict as a tool for progress, creating stronger, more resilient civic life.

Collaboration as Mutual Gain

The Goethe-Schiller partnership demonstrates that collaboration can produce results greater than the
sum of individual effort. When each thinker integrated elements of the other’s approach, the outcome
was richer and more influential than what either could have achieved alone. Similarly, in political and
social contexts, structured collaboration allows opposing sides to combine strengths and insights,
creating a “1+1>2" effect: shared solutions and policies can generate broader benefits for all parties and
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society at large. By contrast, when divisions persist and each side acts in isolation, the potential gains
remain limited, leaving both “1+1<2” as opportunities are squandered and conflicts deepen. This
principle underscores the practical as well as moral value of dialogue, compromise and integrated
problem-solving.

Cultural Diplomacy in Action

The collaboration of Goethe and Schiller also illustrates the power of cultural diplomacy in shaping
societal understanding. Through their correspondence, joint publications and public engagement, they
extended their intellectual debate beyond personal rivalry, influencing broader cultural norms and
promoting reasoned discourse. This historical example shows that dialogue and collaboration within
culture can foster shared values and mutual respect, offering a model for modern societies where civic
education, media, and public forums act as instruments of cultural diplomacy to bridge political divides
and reduce polarization.

Further Reading

For readers wishing to explore these ideas further, Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister's Apprenticeship and
Schiller's On the Aesthetic Education of Man provide insight into the intellectual foundations of their
debate, illustrating how literature can cultivate moral reflection and civic virtue. Scholars such as Ridiger
Safranski in Goethe and Schiller: The Friendship and Leo Spitzer in Goethe and Schiller: Studies in the
History of Ideas document the evolution of their collaboration, showing how disagreement can become
constructive. Contemporary works on political and social polarisation, including Jonathan Haidt's The
Righteous Mind, demonstrate how lessons from Weimar can inform modern efforts to bridge ideological
divides and foster dialogue in democracies.
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Berlin Global’s Sunday Article - Philosophy, History and the Problem of Force - The resort to force by
states presents one of the most enduring dilemmas in political theory and international relations.
From the earliest modern formulations of international law to the present age of nuclear weapons and
global institutions, philosophers and jurists have grappled with the justi cation of war and
self-defence.

This article traces the intellectual lineage of key thinkers Hugo Grotius, Emer de Vattel, Henry Wheaton
and Lassa Oppenheim whose ideas have shaped the theoretical and legal frameworks governing the use
of force. It then considers how these deep traditions inform our understanding of the ongoing conflict
involving Iran, Israel and the United States assessing whether contemporary actions align with or depart
from long-standing philosophical tenets and legal norms.

In De Jure Belli ac Pacis (1625), Hugo Grotius laid the foundations for what would become modern
international law. Grotius sought to delimit the conditions under which war could be morally justified
emphasising that only real and imminent aggression could morally legitimise defensive violence. He
rejected wars based on fear of future capabilities alone insisting that the danger must be immediate and
unavoidable. His work marked a shift from arbitrary princely violence toward a system in which ethical
principles of necessity, proportionality and legitimate cause govern interstate conflict. This natural law
approach embedded moral reasoning deeply into the theory of just war setting a standard against purely

Emer de Vattel’s The Law of Nations (1758) built on Grotius’s groundwork but reflected the rise of
sovereign states as central actors in international relations. Vattel emphasised the equality and
independence of states and while he retained the idea that force must be necessary and proportionate,
his framing was more pragmatic addressing the realities of diplomatic and strategic competition. Vattel
recognised that states must protect their security and echoed Grotius’s caution against pre-emptive
attacks justified only by fear. For both thinkers, legitimacy in the use of force derives from clear, present
danger not from long-term strategic threats.

By the early nineteenth century, Henry Wheaton in Elements of International Law (1836) translated
philosophical principles into criteria that guided actual practice. The diplomatic articulation that
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emerged in the Caroline affair (1837) that self-defence must be “instant, overwhelming, leaving no
choice of means and no moment for deliberation” formalised the concept of imminence. This period
demonstrated the convergence of philosophical reasoning and state practice as abstract ethical norms
were translated into operational criteria that could govern international disputes.

Lassa Oppenheim’s International Law: A Treatise (1905) further narrowed acceptable justifications for
war stressing that jus ad bellum should be tightly constrained lest states undermine international order.
By this period, preventive war directed at hypothetical future threats was viewed with legal and moral
scepticism. The interplay between law and morality became more pronounced with doctrine
increasingly emphasising restraint, peace and legal consistency.

The devastating world wars of the twentieth century led to a structural shift in the international order.
The United Nations Charter codified a fundamental prohibition on the use of force permitting it only in
self-defence against an armed attack or with Security Council authorisation. This inversion from
recognising war as lawful if justified to forbidding war unless exceptions are met derives from the
cumulative philosophical movement that sought to limit violence and embed it within legal constraints.
Grotius's core criteria of necessity, proportionality and imminence remain embedded in modern law
even as legal structures now operate under precise treaty obligations.

The current Middle Eastern conflict involving Iran, Israel and the United States highlights the enduring
tension between state security concerns and the legal and moral restraints on force. On 28 February
2026, Israel and the United States launched a coordinated military offensive against targets in Iran,
codenamed Operation Lion’s Roar by Israeli authorities and Operation Epic Fury by the United States
Department of Defense. This campaign involved extensive air strikes on Iranian military infrastructure,
ballistic missile capabilities and leadership targets, and reportedly resulted in the death of Iran’s
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. The objective articulated by United States and Israeli leaders
was to neutralise perceived threats stemming from Iran’s missile programmes and its alleged pursuit of
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nuclear weapons which they characterised as imminent dangers to regional and global security.

The attacks triggered immediate and widespread retaliation from Iran with ballistic missile and drone
strikes directed at Israeli territory and United States forces in the Gulf region. The conflict has spread
beyond Iran and Israel drawing in allied militias such as Iran-aligned Hezbollah in Lebanon and affecting
multiple Gulf states diplomatically and militarily. Airspace closures and disruption of global supply routes,
particularly through the Strait of Hormuz, have added economic and geopolitical dimensions to the crisis.
Officials in Washington defended the strikes as necessary to pre-empt threats and prevent Iran from
acquiring capabilities that could be used against Israel, the United States or their allies while military
leaders framed the campaign as targeted and finite. Nonetheless critics including legal scholars and bodies
such as the International Commission of Jurists condemned the operation as a violation of international
law arguing that the charter’s strict prohibition on the use of force cannot be circumvented by claims of
anticipated future risk in the absence of an armed attack or Security Council mandate.

This episode reflects a central philosophical tension whether a profound strategic threat can legitimately
justify force in advance of actual aggression. Grotius and Vattel would likely have emphasised the necessity
of imminence rather than speculative danger echoing concerns that preventive war undermines the very
international order that law seeks to preserve. Modern doctrine shaped by Wheaton’s and Oppenheim’s
refinements and codified in the UN Charter would similarly require unmistakable evidence of an imminent
armed attack to | egitimise such actions under international law.

The intellectual tradition from Grotius through Vattel, Wheaton and Oppenheim to the UN Charter
demonstrates a long-standing effort to reconcile the security needs of states with moral and legal limits on
the use of force. These thinkers consistently emphasised that military action must meet strict conditions of
necessity, proportionality and immediacy. Grotius insisted that only an imminent and unavoidable threat
could justify defensive action. Vattel reinforced this by stressing the importance of respecting the
sovereignty of other states. Wheaton translated these ideas into concrete criteria that could guide
diplomacy and state practice. Oppenheim narrowed the legal scope of permissible force and highlighted
the risks that speculative preventive war posed to international stability.

The UN Charter codified these principles into binding law marking a profound shift from earlier eras in
which war was permissible if justified by moral reasoning or political prudence. Today, these centuries of
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philosophical and legal reflection remain relevant because they offer a framework for evaluating the
legitimacy of state action especially in crises that involve complex threats and the potential for
large-scale destruction.

The current conflict involving Iran, Israel and the United States illustrates the enduring tension
between perceived security threats and the obligations imposed by international law and moral
reasoning. Claims of pre-emptive action to neutralise a future threat must be measured against the
established principles of imminence, necessity and proportionality. If action is taken on the basis of
speculation rather than immediate danger it risks undermining the very international order that these
intellectual traditions sought to protect. This tension demonstrates that the lessons of the past are not
abstract they remain critical for assessing modern conflicts and guiding state behaviour in a way that
preserves peace, legitimacy and the rule of law.

Ultimately, the evolution of thought from Grotius to the UN Charter shows that the moral and legal
frameworks governing war are cumulative. They are built on centuries of reflection about the proper
limits of force, the duties of states and the consequences of unchecked violence. In applying these
lessons to contemporary conflicts, policymakers and scholars are called to weigh not only the immediate
tactical gains of military action but also the long-term consequences for international order, regional
stability and the moral authority of the state. The principles articulated by these thinkers provide a
rigorous lens for evaluating modern disputes and for ensuring that decisions about force are guided by
both reason and law.
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by Mark C. Donfried

perceived security threats and the obligations imposed by international law and moral reasoning. Claims of
pre-emptive action to neutralise a future threat must be measured against the established principles of
imminence, necessity and proportionality. If action is taken on the basis of speculation rather than
immediate danger it risks undermining the very international order that these intellectual traditions sought
to protect. This tension demonstrates that the lessons of the past are not abstract they remain critical for
assessing modern conflicts and guiding state behaviour in a way that preserves peace, legitimacy and the
rule of law.

Ultimately, the evolution of thought from Grotius to the UN Charter shows that the moral and legal
frameworks governing war are cumulative. They are built on centuries of reflection about the proper limits
of force, the duties of states and the consequences of unchecked violence. In applying these lessons to
contemporary conflicts, policymakers and scholars are called to weigh not only the immediate tactical
gains of military action but also the long-term consequences for international order, regional stability and
the moral authority of the state. The principles articulated by these thinkers provide a rigorous lens for
evaluating modern disputes and for ensuring that decisions about force are guided by both reason and
law.
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Berlin Global’'s Sunday Article - For much of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the French Third
Republic presented a remarkable example of how internal divisions can undermine the strategic
capacity of a democratic state. Established in 1870 after the collapse of the Second Empire, the Republic
survived decades of political turbulence, frequent changes of government and bitter ideological
rivalries.

As William Fortescue observes in The Third Republic in France, 1870-1940 (2000), “The incessant rotation of
governments, often lasting only a few months, rendered long-term policy nearly impossible and left France
vulnerable to indecision” (Fortescue, 2000). Emile Faguet similarly noted in Politique et Morale (1901), “Les
gouvernements changent sans cesse, chacun cherchant a plaire aux factions ou a la majorité du moment,
et la patrie en souffre” (“Governments change constantly, each seeking to please factions or the majority of
the moment, and the nation suffers”) (Faguet, 1901).

While France maintained the outward forms of democracy, its internal fragmentation often impeded
coherent foreign policy, military planning, and responses to emerging challenges.

The Third Republic was characterised by short-lived governments and a highly fractured parliament.
Coalition politics required constant negotiation between radical republicans, moderate liberals, socialists,
and conservative monarchists. Cabinets frequently fell, sometimes within months, making long-term
planning difficult.

Alistair Horne writes in The French Third Republic (1965) that “Political divisions were so acute that no
government could implement consistent strategy, and even the most urgent matters were subject to
endless parliamentary debate” (Horne, 1965).

This instability affected France's ability to maintain continuity in military preparedness, diplomatic strategy,
and economic reforms. Robert J. Young notes in France and the Origins of the First World War (1997), “The
lack of coherent leadership and frequent cabinet collapses hindered France’s ability to respond effectively
to German military developments” (Young, 1997). William L. Shirer similarly observes in The Rise and Fall of
the Third Reich (1960), “Democratic indecision and fragmented politics can allow challenges to emerge
more readily than when leadership is cohesive” (Shirer, 1960).
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Maurice Duverger highlighted the same pattern in Les Partis Politiques (1951), “La compétition électorale
sans cesse renouvelée pousse les gouvernants a se soumettre aux urgences du moment, au détriment
d’une politique d’ensemble” (“Continuous electoral competition pushes rulers to submit to immediate
urgencies, at the expense of a comprehensive policy”) (Duverger, 1951). The pattern resembles
vulnerabilities of modern democracies constrained by short electoral cycles and partisan polarisation.

Political fragmentation was mirrored in French society. Tensions between urban and rural populations,
secular and religious factions, and competing labour and business interests amplified governance
challenges. Horne emphasises that “French society itself was riven with competing loyalties and ideologies,
leaving the Republic exposed to both internal and external pressures” (Horne, 1965).

External actors, including neighbouring states, could observe these divisions, knowing that France’s ability
to respond cohesively to strategic challenges was constrained by domestic political and social discord.
Alexis de Tocqueville wrote in Democracy in America (1835/2003), “In democratic societies the multiplicity
of opinions and the openness of debate, while a strength, can delay decision and weaken collective action
in times of peril” (Tocqueville, 1835/2003).

Raymond Aron also analysed the Third Republic’s vulnerabilities in Paix et Guerre entre les Nations (1962),
“La démocratie est vulnérable non par ses principes, mais par l'incapacité de ses dirigeants a coordonner les
efforts dans le temps et face a des défis déterminés” (“Democracy is vulnerable not because of its principles,
but because its leaders are unable to coordinate efforts over time and against determined challenges”)
(Aron, 1962).

The consequences of domestic division were significant. On multiple occasions, France hesitated in
confronting German military developments and diplomatic manoeuvres prior to the First World War.
Strategic initiatives were delayed or diluted due to parliamentary debates and shifting coalitions. Military
reforms and alliances were negotiated with caution, often compromised by internal dissent. Barbara W.
Tuchman illustrates this point in The Guns of August (1962), “A failure to anticipate and act decisively,
rooted in fragmented political judgement, contributed to the disaster of 1914” (Tuchman, 1962).

Shirer also underscores the danger of indecision: “Democracies are rarely defeated by force alone; they are
undone when their institutions, accustomed to debate and compromise, allow time for external challenges
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to advance” (Shirer, 1960).

While the Third Republic ultimately survived two world wars, the lessons are clear: democracies that fail to
maintain internal cohesion risk strategic paralysis, leaving openings for challenges that exploit delays,
indecision, or internal conflict.

The experience of the French Third Republic demonstrates that external challenges do not operate in isolation.
Observers may adjust their strategies in response to visible internal divisions within democratic societies.
Domestic polarisation, a fragmented media landscape, and short-term political priorities can constrain a
democracy’s ability to respond effectively.

Historical experience shows how internal divisions shape strategic responses. Disagreements over the legality,
scope, and cost of action can emerge within parliaments and among the electorate, complicating coordinated
decision-making. Sustained commitment often requires bridging divides between cautious members of the
public and those advocating more assertive measures, highlighting the risk that short-term domestic politics
could undermine long-term objectives.

Several lessons arise from this experience. Democracies must uphold core principles, ensuring that key boundaries
such as respect for institutions, adherence to the rule of law, and protection of national security are not
compromised. Constructive dialogue across political divides is essential to maintain coherent decision-making
even amid disagreement, while long-term strategic planning should be institutionalised to prevent policy drift
beyond electoral cycles. Building societal resilience through education, media literacy, and civic engagement
helps reduce the influence of polarising rhetoric and external pressures. Agreement on shared national objectives
ensures that domestic disagreements do not impede effective responses and provides a stable foundation for
continuity in policy.

These lessons underline a central point: democracies can navigate sustained challenges effectively only when they
maintain internal cohesion and broad consensus on national priorities. Persistent polarisation and fragmented
political discourse make it harder to sustain unity in policy, creating vulnerabilities that external observers may
detect.

Democracy is not inherently weakened by debate; its strength lies in the capacity to reconcile differing
perspectives without allowing division to become obstructive. The experience of the French Third Republic
demonstrates that the absence of structured, continuous dialogue can exacerbate the effects of political
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fragmentation, delaying decisions and reducing the effectiveness of state action in times of strategic challenge.

Maintaining effective dialogue among political actors requires more than simple consultation. It entails the
establishment of clear institutional frameworks that delineate the boundaries of policy debate, particularly in
areas of critical national interest such as security obligations, international commitments, and the management of
strategic resources. By defining these parameters, democratic systems can prevent short-term partisan
disagreements from undermining coherent decision-making.

Equally important are mechanisms for resolving disputes before they escalate into broader institutional paralysis.
Structured negotiation processes, mediation channels, and procedural safeguards enable differences to be
addressed systematically rather than reactively, ensuring that internal contention does not compromise the
state’s capacity to respond to sustained or emergent challenges.

Cross-party coordination is a further essential component. Formal and informal councils, working groups, or joint
committees can provide continuity across electoral cycles, allowing states to formulate long-term strategies that
are resilient to changes in government or shifts in public opinion. Such arrangements also preserve institutional
memory, enabling lessons from past experience to inform present policy without being lost amid routine political
turnover.

Ultimately, well-maintained dialogue fosters more than political cohesion; it reinforces societal confidence in
democratic governance. Citizens are more likely to support coherent and consistent policy when they perceive
those decision-making processes are transparent, deliberative, and capable of balancing competing interests
responsibly. In the contemporary strategic environment, where actors may operate patiently over extended
timeframes, the ability of a democracy to sustain constructive internal discourse becomes a decisive element of its
resilience and influence.

Historical experience demonstrates that democracies cannot rely solely on military or economic power to manage
external challenges. Cultural diplomacy encompassing education, the arts, media, and exchange programmes
serves as a critical instrument for reinforcing both societal cohesion and international influence. Beyond
showcasing values, it creates networks of understanding and trust that underpin broader strategic objectives.

During the Cold War, Western democracies invested systematically in cultural initiatives to communicate their
principles and counter competing narratives. Academic exchanges, literature, visual and performing arts, and
international tours were deployed not simply as instruments of persuasion, but as mechanisms to demonstrate
the operational vitality of open societies and the freedoms they protect. Alexis de Tocqueville emphasised that
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civic engagement and openness are inherent strengths of democratic systems, but these qualities require
deliberate cultivation to retain their effectiveness under pressure.

In contemporary contexts, cultural diplomacy continues to serve multiple, interconnected functions. By
promoting shared values, civic education, and informed public discourse, it strengthens internal cohesion,
mitigating the destabilising effects of polarising rhetoric and rapid information flows. Internationally, cultural
engagement reinforces partnerships and projects democratic norms and standards, creating durable forms of
influence that complement formal diplomatic and economic efforts. It also contributes to societal resilience:
populations that are engaged, informed, and culturally literate are less susceptible to manipulation,
disinformation, or external interference.

Applied strategically, cultural diplomacy enhances a democracy’s capacity to maintain clarity of purpose and
operational consistency, even when facing complex challenges that extend beyond traditional security
frameworks. When integrated with coherent dialogue among political actors, it forms part of a comprehensive
approach in which societal cohesion, public legitimacy, and international credibility are mutually reinforcing,
thereby strengthening the overall resilience and influence of the democratic state.

The internal divisions of the French Third Republic also shaped the Republic’s strategic posture before both
World Wars. Deep ideological rifts among political factions often subordinated long-term strategic
planning to immediate domestic struggles.

The aftermath of the Dreyfus Affair illustrates how polarised French society became, with public debates
over national identity and the legitimacy of institutions dominating discourse for years. Consequently,
questions of national defence and military reform were often entangled in ideological disputes rather than
resolved through strategic consensus.

Before the First World War, this fragmentation complicated coherent responses to Germany’s rapid military
expansion. Similar dynamics emerged in the interwar period, when governments struggled to achieve
consistent political backing for security policy. These divisions affected France’s response to the growing
threat posed by Nazi Germany during the 1930s, with strategic debates often influenced by domestic
political calculations.

The lesson is not that democratic debate weakens a nation. Rather, when political polarisation prevents
strategic consensus, democracies risk delaying decisions that external actors may observe and react to.

Internal fragmentation in France also influenced how Germany assessed the European balance of power
in the 1930s. Political instability, frequent cabinet changes, and ideological divisions created the
perception abroad that France might hesitate to act decisively in crisis situations.

Between 1932 and 1940, France experienced a succession of short-lived governments. Coalition politics
and social tensions often relegated long-term strategic planning to a secondary concern. German leaders
monitored these developments closely. William L. Shirer writes in The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich
(1960) that Hitler believed France’s internal divisions could limit its response to challenges to the
post-war order.

The remilitarisation of the Rhineland in 1936 illustrates this dynamic. Germany tested the limits of the
European settlement, calculating that France would hesitate without broad domestic political consensus
and support from Britain.

Political divisions also shaped internal debates within France, with competing priorities slowing
consensus on rearmament and foreign policy. The consequence was not a lack of military capability, but
difficulty translating that power into clear political resolve. As Raymond Aron later observed,
democracies are often vulnerable not due to a lack of strength but because internal divisions delay
decisive action.

In this sense, political fragmentation did not cause the Second World War, which was driven by Nazi
Germany’s expansionist ambitions. Yet internal division weakened deterrence during critical years, and
even the perception of democratic hesitation could influence the calculations of other states.
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How Tolkien's Lessons in Hope, Courage,
and Responsibility Can Shape Our Future

Berlin Global’s Sunday Article - When J. R. R. Tolkien wrote The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings, he
was not drafting a manual for diplomats or policymakers. He was telling a story of courage,
community, moral choice and the struggle against corruption and tyranny. Yet today, as international
crises test global institutions and public trust, Tolkien’s philosophical legacy o ers surprisingly
concrete insights for international relations and responsible leadership. Nowhere is this con uence
starker than in the long-running confrontation with the Islamic Republic of Iran.

Tolkien’s works are not merely escapist fantasy; they engage with themes of power, corruption, sacrifice
and hope that resonate with political dynamics nearly a century after they were written. Tolkien himself
was sceptical of centralised power, warning that even well-intentioned authority can corrupt. He
described his own political views as leaning towards an anarchic scepticism of control, believing that
power is corrupting and that humility and equality are spiritual principles rather than merely political
mechanisms. As he wrote, “Even the smallest person can change the course of the future”, a principle that
emphasises the importance of ordinary actors in shaping outcomes on both a local and global scale.

Hope and Resilience in Ukraine

The war in Ukraine illustrates one of Tolkien’s central themes: the importance of resilience in the face of
overwhelming odds. In The Lord of the Rings, the inhabitants of Middle-earth continue resisting a
seemingly inevitable doom not because defeat is impossible but because giving up is unacceptable. Even
small acts, akin to the Hobbits' relentless journey to Mordor, can cumulatively shape outcomes.

In Ukraine’s defence of its sovereignty and democratic order, that same ethos of endurance and collective
effort is visible. International support, military, humanitarian and economic, does not guarantee instant
victory but it allows hope to persist in the face of a larger, better-equipped adversary. As Tolkien reminds
us, “There is some good in this world, and it's worth fighting for”, a lesson reflected in the courage and
commitment of civil society, grassroots volunteers and everyday citizens resisting aggression.

Understanding Power and Corruption: Iran and Global Leverage

Tolkien’s portrayal of the One Ring, a seemingly irresistible source of power that inexorably corrupts its
bearer, remains one of his most enduring metaphors for unchecked authority. In his fiction, even those
who intend to use the Ring for good risk becoming tyrants.

This cautionary lesson is relevant to the Iran nuclear crisis and global diplomacy. As states negotiate
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influence and pursue strategic capabilities, the temptation to leverage power without adequate checks,
whether through nuclear development, regional coercion or hardline domestic control, leads to
destabilising outcomes. Iranians seeking reform from within face a dual struggle, resisting both external
pressure and internal forces that consolidate power and limit civic freedom. As Tolkien observed, “It is not
our part to master all the tides of the world, but to do what is in us for the succour of those years wherein
we are set, uprooting the evil in the fields that we know”, underlining the need for ethical responsibility
even amid complex geopolitical pressures.

Divided Democracies and the Fellowship Model

Across Europe and the United States, democracies are grappling with internal polarisation, loss of trust and
fragmented public narratives. Tolkien’s tales emphasise the strength that comes from diverse groups
uniting against common threats. The Fellowship of the Ring itself, comprising Hobbits, Men, an Elf, a Dwarf
and Wizards, symbolises cooperation across cultural differences. Despite mistrust and historical
grievances, they recognise that only through unity can they confront shared peril.

This has direct parallels to contemporary democratic challenges. Political polarisation weakens
institutional resilience and creates vulnerabilities to external interference. Re-establishing a kind of
fellowship among citizens and across political divides, rooted not in uniformity of opinion but in a shared
commitment to democratic norms and mutual respect, could be seen as a contemporary analogue to
Tolkien'’s alliance of free peoples. As he wrote, “Faithless is he that says farewell when the road darkens”,
reminding leaders and citizens alike that commitment must endure through adversity.

Cultural Diplomacy: Patience, Dialogue and Long-Term Relations

Tolkien’s philosophy also offers guidance for cultural diplomacy, which remains essential in international
relations. Just as Middle-earth’s heroes had to listen, understand and sometimes compromise with others
who were different, modern diplomacy requires patience, dialogue, understanding, and acceptance.

Effective cultural diplomacy is not about winning arguments or immediate results. It is about building
long-term relationships, cultivating mutual respect and finding common ground even when histories,
identities or interests conflict. Tolkien’s stories repeatedly emphasise the value of calm, inner peace and
measured action: characters succeed not through force alone but through empathy, perseverance and
moral clarity.
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In practice, this approach encourages diplomats and global leaders to engage in patient dialogue, listening
to the perspectives of others without rushing to judgement, to accept cultural and ideological differences

while seeking areas of cooperation, to prioritise long-term trust-building over short-term victories and to E > N FROM MI DDLE- EARTH TO : ‘ e
maintain calm and inner composure in tense situations, recognising that reactionary measures often T e : 3 - ~ g
worsen conflict. As Tolkien wrote, “Courage is found in unlikely places”, which in diplomacy may mean the | Mo D E RN T I M E S °
courage to compromise, to forgive, or to continue a difficult conversation when the outcome is uncertain. A I b s - f
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Tolkien’s philosophy has a unique resonance for young people, who are increasingly shaping the world : ’ How Tolkien's Lessons in Hope, Courage,
through activism, innovation and civic engagement. In a time of political unrest, climate crises and global | and Responsibility Can Shape Our Future
uncertainty, the youth embody the very qualities Tolkien celebrated in his characters: courage, resilience
and the ability to act despite feeling small or powerless.

Young people can draw inspiration from “Even the smallest person can change the course of the future”,
recognising that individual initiatives, community projects and grassroots movements can have lasting
global impact. Engaging with cultural diplomacy, they can practice dialogue, understanding and patience
across borders, building bridges between communities and fostering long-term relationships grounded in
empathy and shared purpose.

Tolkien’s emphasis on inner peace and moral clarity also offers guidance for young leaders in managing
the pressures of activism and public life. By cultivating calm, reflection and ethical courage, they can
navigate complex challenges without resorting to reactive or short-term measures. In this way, youth are
not just inheritors of the world but active agents who, like the Hobbits, can change its course through
deliberate, principled action.
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In the twenty- rst century, great power rivalry increasingly operates not only on battle elds and in
diplomatic chambers but also deep inside democratic societies. Contemporary adversaries, notably
Russia, China and Iran, have developed sophisticated strategies to exploit political polarisation,
fragmented media environments and public distrust in institutions. These e orts are not accidental
by-products of geopolitical competition. They are deliberately designed to weaken democratic resolve,
divide allies and tilt strategic outcomes in favour of authoritarian interests.

At the heart of this dynamic is a fundamental asymmetry. Democracies’ openness, pluralism, and respect
for free expression create spaces for broad public debate and diverse perspectives. In contrast,
authoritarian systems can coordinate messaging more tightly, facing fewer internal constraints. These
differences are not abstract; they are evident across multiple arenas, shaping domestic debates,
international policy, and even migration management.

Historical precedents underscore the importance of unity in democratic governance. Heinrich von
Treitschke observed in Politik (1892): “A parliament divided against itself can paralyse the will of the state;
indecision invites both internal decay and foreign intervention.” Max Weber similarly warned in Politik als
Beruf (1919): “Politics demands the capacity to act in the long term; a democracy divided by short-term
interests risks surrendering its power and independence.” Otto von Bismarck, reflecting on German
governance in Letters and Speeches (1862-1890), noted: “The weakness of governments in the face of
constant quarrels and partisan strife emboldens external challengers and imperils the state.” These
observations remain relevant today, illustrating how internal divisions can complicate coherent
decision-making.

States and other actors use information campaigns to shape debates within democracies. These efforts
often aim to influence both decision makers and the public, sometimes amplifying existing social or political
divisions. Since 2022, the conflict in Ukraine has coincided with information campaigns on multiple media
platforms. These campaigns, originating from different countries, have sought to shape narratives about
foreign policy, military support, and democratic institutions. Misleading or selectively framed information
can create confusion, mistrust, and fatigue among audiences long before policy outcomes are decided.

Efforts sometimes involve mimicking familiar news sources or producing content aligned with specific
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audiences’ values and concerns. The aim is not only to inform but also to resonate with local debates and
social dynamics, amplifying existing differences and testing public perceptions. Generative platforms and
algorithmic systems have increased the scale and reach of such messaging. Automated tools can distribute
content targeted to demographic groups, often emphasising emotional narratives. While these
technological capabilities can be misused, they also highlight the need for democracies to strengthen
media literacy, fact-checking, and transparent communication.

Features that define democracy plurality of media, electoral competition, and open debate also create
opportunities for exploitation. Fragmented media environments can make consensus harder, and
polarized electorates may delay decision-making on issues that require national agreement. Open
societies are naturally constrained by accountability, oversight, and legal frameworks, which can slow
responses to influence operations.

By contrast, centralized systems can implement consistent messaging and strategy without independent
scrutiny. Democracies, while resilient in many ways, must balance transparency and freedom with
measures that strengthen institutional coherence and societal trust.

Migration, a vital and sensitive policy area, illustrates this tension. Open migration policies, once well
planned are important for humanitarian and economic reasons, yet public anxieties can be influenced by
polarised debate once the borders are open. Democracies face the challenge of maintaining openness
while supporting informed, balanced public discussion.

Contemporary competition extends beyond information campaigns. Cyberattacks, economic pressures,
proxy support, and selective intervention in political processes are among tactics that test democratic
resilience. Operating below the threshold of conventional conflict, these approaches can erode trust,
strain institutions, and complicate decision-making. Democracies must respond through preparation,
cross-party coordination and international cooperation.

Recognising the risks of polarisation is only the first step. Democracies can strengthen their resilience while
upholding fundamental freedoms by developing long-term strategies that are insulated from short-term

info@berlinglobal.org

Cultural Diplomacy News from 1don & Vienna

www.berlinglobal.org


https://www.berlinglobal.org/index.php?home
https://www.berlinglobal.org/index.php?when-rivals-study-democracies-divisions-how-polarised-societies-face-strategic-challenges

WHEN RIVALS STUDY DEMOCRACIES’ DIVISIONS: HOW
MODERN ADVERSARIES EXPLOIT POLARISED DEMOCRACIES

From Ukraine to Iran: Strategic Competition in an Era Where
Domestic Discord Becomes a Geopolitical Vulnerability

by Mark C. Donfried

Read the Original Article »

political pressures. One approach is to establish independent cross-party councils or permanent strategy
offices that provide continuous guidance on issues such as foreign policy, national security, and migration
planning. These bodies can ensure that decisions are informed by expertise and historical perspective,
enabling governments to respond consistently across electoral cycles.

Equally important is fostering connections between citizens across ideological divides. Civic education
programmes, community forums, and national service initiatives can help build a sense of shared purpose
and reinforce the social cohesion necessary for effective governance. By engaging citizens in dialogue and
collaboration, democracies make it more difficult for external actors to exploit societal divisions and
ensure that public debates remain constructive rather than polarised.

Media literacy, transparency, and rapid fact-checking are critical tools in countering misleading or
manipulative narratives. Encouraging the public to evaluate information critically and ensuring that
credible sources are widely accessible help maintain trust in institutions and reduce the impact of false or
exaggerated claims. At the same time, international collaboration on intelligence sharing, coordinated
messaging, and crisis response enhances a democracy’s capacity to respond effectively to complex
challenges and ensures that policy decisions are informed by a comprehensive understanding of global
developments.

Legislators play a central role in safeguarding strategic continuity. By reaching agreement on core issues
such as defence commitments, intelligence-sharing, critical infrastructure, and international obligations,
political parties can maintain coherence without limiting debate in other areas. Scenario-based exercises
and partnerships with civil society organisations further strengthen preparedness, helping lawmakers
anticipate potential challenges and respond collaboratively. These measures do not restrict democratic
freedoms; rather, they create structures that allow open debate to flourish while ensuring that essential
decisions are made with clarity, consistency, and foresight.

Cultural diplomacy, including education, arts, media, and international exchanges, reinforces democratic
values and societal cohesion. It projects shared principles abroad while supporting internal resilience.
Dialogue, patience, compromise, and mutual respect are central to this approach, allowing democracies to
manage differences constructively rather than letting disputes weaken governance.
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Historical examples show the power of compromise:

1 The French Third Republic achieved reforms through negotiation across factions.
2 The Treaty of Locarno (1925) illustrates cross-party collaboration to stabilise borders and enhance

security.
3 The United States’ Civil Rights Act (1964) required extensive negotiation and compromise to enact

landmark social change.

These cases highlight how dialogue, compromise, and shared responsibility strengthen institutions and
society alike.

Internal divisions in democracies are not only domestic concerns; they influence international
effectiveness. By agreeing on core red-line issues, fostering dialogue, managing migration thoughtfully,
and leveraging cultural diplomacy, democracies can enhance resilience while maintaining openness.

Cohesive decision-making is itself a form of national defence. As Alexis de Tocqueville observed, “In
democratic societies the multiplicity of opinions and the openness of debate, while a strength, can delay
decision and weaken collective action in times of peril.” Legislators who prioritise reason, dialogue, and
compromise strengthen not only their institutions but the long-term resilience of democracy itself.

The survival of democracy depends not only on military capabilities but also on the wisdom and
collaboration of those governing within its chambers.
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Berlin Global’s Sunday Article - When J. R. R. Tolkien wrote The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings, he
was not drafting a manual for diplomats or policymakers. He was telling a story of courage,
community, moral choice and the struggle against corruption and tyranny. Yet today, as international
crises test global institutions and public trust, Tolkien’s philosophical legacy o ers surprisingly
concrete insights for international relations and responsible leadership. Nowhere is this con uence
starker than in the long-running confrontation with the Islamic Republic of Iran.

The Logic of Potsdam - Power Shapes Order

At Potsdam, Harry S. Truman, Joseph Stalin, and Winston Churchill later replaced by Clement Attlee faced
a question as old as diplomacy itself: how is power to be organised after the collapse of an international
order? Their answer was neither purely legal nor overtly ideological. It was, rather, grounded in the realities
of force, security, and strategic necessity.

Germany was divided into zones of occupation; Eastern Europe fell, in practice, within the Soviet sphere of
influence. These arrangements were not always codified in formal language, yet they were widely
understood. As John Lewis Gaddis observed in The Cold War, “the post-war settlement rested less on
agreed principles than on the realities of power.” In a similar vein, Anne Applebaum has written in Iron
Curtain that “the division of Europe was not only imposed by force, but negotiated, anticipated, and in
some cases accepted.” Potsdam thus emerges not merely as a diplomatic conference, but as an exercise in
delineating influence, establishing limits, and, where necessary, acknowledging them. The essential lesson
is that power, not law alone, often dictates outcomes in international relations.

Spheres of Influence: Then and Now - Power Remains Central

For a time, the language of spheres of influence receded from diplomatic discourse, replaced by the
vocabulary of international law and institutional order. Yet such concepts were never entirely abandoned.
They remained embedded beneath the surface of international relations, re-emerging whenever the
balance of power shifted or the authority of institutions weakened. Even in a rules-based system, great
powers continue to carve out zones of influence, showing that spheres of influence are not merely
historical, but a recurring feature of global politics.

In the present day, this re-emergence is particularly evident in the Indo-Pacific. The evolving relationship
between the United States and China reflects not only a contest of economic and military capabilities but
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also a deeper question concerning the structure of regional order. Issues such as Taiwan, maritime claims
in the South China Sea, and the formation of strategic alliances point towards a pattern that would not
have been unfamiliar to the architects of 1945.

Graham Allison, in Destined for War, cautions that “when a rising power threatens to displace a ruling one,
the most dangerous outcome is not conflict alone, but miscalculation about intentions and limits.” The
observation underscores the enduring difficulty of managing transitions in power, particularly when the
boundaries of influence are neither clearly defined nor mutually accepted.

The Position of Smaller States - Inclusion Without Influence

What distinguishes the present moment from that of 1945 is not the absence of smaller states, but the
ambiguity of their position. At Potsdam, their exclusion was explicit; decisions affecting millions were
taken without their direct participation. Today, smaller states are formally present within international
institutions and regional frameworks, yet their capacity to shape outcomes remains uneven. While smaller
states today participate formally in institutions, their real power is constrained by economic dependence
and strategic pressures, echoing the marginalisation of smaller European states at Potsdam.

Economic dependence, security arrangements, and political alignment all serve to constrain as much as
they enable. Reflecting on the earlier period, Tony Judt remarked in Postwar that “for many Europeans, the
end of the war did not mean freedom to choose, but the necessity of accepting choices made elsewhere.”
The continuity of this dynamic, albeit in altered form, remains a defining feature of contemporary
geopolitics.

Law, Order, and the Return of Power Politics — Rules Matter,

But Only If Respected

The post-war international system sought to move beyond the logic of Potsdam by embedding power
within legal and institutional frameworks. The establishment of the United Nations and the development

of international law represented an effort to constrain unilateral action and to provide smaller states with
a degree of protection against the arbitrary exercise of power.

Yet these frameworks depend fundamentally upon the willingness of powerful states to uphold them. As
Henry Kissinger observed in World Order, “no truly global ‘world order” has ever existed... what passes for
order is the reflection of a balance of power.” In the Indo-Pacific, legal norms coexist with strategic realities
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that frequently override them, as military presence, economic leverage, and diplomatic alignment
continue to shape outcomes. The lesson is clear: institutions and law can moderate great power action, but
only if the powerful choose to respect them.

From Potsdam to the Indo-Pacific - History Repeats with Variation

The comparison between Potsdam and the present is not exact, yet it is instructive. The contemporary
international system is more interconnected and institutionally developed than that of 1945.
Nevertheless, the structural question remains strikingly similar: how are competing centres of power to
coexist, and on what terms?

The legacy of the Potsdam Conference lies not only in the arrangements it produced, but in the method it
exemplified. Order constructed primarily through the accommodation of great powers may achieve
stability, but it does so at the risk of marginalising those not present at the table. Such arrangements
require continual adjustment if they are to retain legitimacy. The contemporary lesson is that history can
guide us in balancing influence with fairness, but only if we recognise its patterns.

Cultural Diplomacy and the Memory of Order -
Learning from the Past

The historical memory of Potsdam extends beyond diplomatic archives into the realm of cultural
diplomacy. The site itself, preserved and interpreted, serves as a reminder that international order is
shaped in particular places by identifiable actors confronting immediate pressures. Engaging international
audiences with this history underscores how past decisions continue to influence present realities.

Such encounters highlight that diplomacy is not conducted solely through negotiations and treaties, but
also through the transmission of historical experience and shared reflection. The legacy of Potsdam
illustrates how cultural memory can illuminate enduring questions concerning authority, legitimacy, and
the limits of power. Understanding history can caution great powers and encourage restraint in the
exercise of influence.
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Spheres of Influence: Then and Now - Power Remains Central

The Potsdam Conference reminds us that international order has often been shaped by a small number of
powerful actors making decisions with global consequences. As great power competition intensifies,
elements of that model appear to be returning, albeit in more complex and less formalised forms.

The central question for the present is therefore not only how power is distributed, but how it is
constrained. If Potsdam represents the logic of power, the challenge of the contemporary international
system lies in reconciling that logic with the principles of sovereignty, law, and inclusion.

From Potsdam to the Indo-Pacific, the issue endures with undiminished relevance: in an age of
renewed great power diplomacy, who, in practice, has a seat at the table and who does not?
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The Oxford Union serves as a premier global forum for free speech, providing a student-led chamber
where controversial ideas are rigorously challenged through reasoned debate. Founded in 1823, it has
acted as a "nursery" for the British political class, training countless future leaders in the art of
persuasion. My own invitation to debate there nearly 20 years ago left me with a strong impression of
the chamber’s unique intensity and intellectual weight. By hosting a diverse array of gures from
Albert Einstein to Malcolm X the Union remains a vital institution for fostering the analytical skills and
intellectual courage necessary for democratic life.

The Shock of 1933 - The King and Country Debate

In February 1933, the Oxford Union captured global attention when its members passed the motion, “That
this House will in no circumstances fight for its King and country.” Europe was still reeling from the First
World War, which had left millions dead and a generation traumatised. Young people at Oxford were
deeply sceptical about war, questioned the value of blind loyalty to national leaders, and were uncertain
about the moral justifications for armed conflict. At the time, few could fully anticipate the threat posed by
Hitler's rise in Germany. The vote reflected not support for aggression but a desire to avoid another
catastrophic conflict and to question the moral cost of unquestioning loyalty to national leaders.

The motion passed by a significant majority, 275 to 153, provoking shock and controversy. British
newspapers criticised the result as evidence of moral decline, while others recognised it as an expression
of ethical reflection and pacifist sentiment. Many of the students who supported the motion would later
serve in the Second World War, demonstrating that the vote was more about caution and moral
questioning than cowardice. This distinction is important in understanding how individuals and societies
weigh conscience against duty in times of uncertainty.

Reassessing Duty in 1983

Fifty years later, in 1983, the Oxford Union revisited the question, phrased as, “That this House would not
fight for Queen and Country.” The world had changed. Memories of the Second World War were vivid, and
the ongoing Cold War heightened awareness of strategic threats. The debate reflected a generation with
a more developed understanding of the responsibilities associated with defending democratic institutions
and national security.

The motion was decisively defeated, 416 to 187. By this time, the majority recognised that defending one’s
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country could be both a moral and practical obligation. Whereas in 1933 students acted out of caution and
uncertainty, the 1983 debate reflected pragmatism and an appreciation that abstention in the face of
aggression could have severe consequences. Historical experience had reshaped ethical judgement,
demonstrating that context and knowledge fundamentally influence decisions about duty and defence.

Revisiting the Question in 2023

In 2023, ninety years after the original vote, the Oxford Union again revisited the question, in a world
witnessing clear authoritarian aggression, including Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and the use of hybrid
tactics to destabilise democratic societies. The motion was rejected by a clear majority, 212 votes to 88,
showing that contemporary students are informed by history and current events. They understand the
tangible consequences of inaction when democratic institutions are under threat and recognise that
absolute pacifism may not always be compatible with ethical or strategic responsibility.

The 2023 debate demonstrates that generations with greater historical knowledge and situational
awareness adopt a more pragmatic approach to duty. While the 1933 vote was shaped by trauma and
uncertainty, the 2023 decision reflects a combination of ethical principle, historical understanding, and
acute awareness of contemporary geopolitical risks.

Lessons Across Nine Decades

The debates spanning ninety years reveal enduring truths about the interplay of morality, perception, and
strategic judgement. Decisions about war are rarely abstract; they are shaped by experience, the
information available, and the perceived threat. The phrase “fight for King and Country” carried very
different meanings in 1933, 1983, and 2023. Historical hindsight can make the 1933 vote appear shocking,
but understanding the context explains why students acted as they did.

Pacifism and caution are not necessarily signs of weakness. The 1933 vote reflected ethical caution in the
wake of trauma. Later generations, with the benefit of historical experience and knowledge of
contemporary threats, adopted more pragmatic stances. Moral courage must therefore be coupled with
situational awareness, foresight, and a realistic assessment of consequences.

Democratic Debate and Strategic Responsibility

The Oxford Union demonstrates the enduring value of open debate. Societies benefit from spaces in
which difficult questions can be explored, discussed, and tested. Debate cultivates critical thinking and
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ethical reflection, but it also shows that principle alone is insufficient. Societies must know when
discussion must give way to decisive action, particularly in matters of national survival.

Modern democracies face challenges that are far more complex than those considered in the early
twentieth century. Influence campaigns, cyberattacks, disinformation operations, and hybrid strategies
are designed to exploit political divisions and erode public trust. Just as students in 1933 wrestled with
uncertainty, contemporary societies must balance ethical reflection with strategic awareness. Open
debate and pluralism remain strengths, but they must be accompanied by resilience, preparedness, and
the capacity to respond effectively to threats.

The Ethical Dimension of Modern Conflict

One of the most important lessons of the “King and Country” debates is the relationship between ethical
reflection and practical responsibility. Moral courage is valuable, but it is insufficient without
understanding the consequences of inaction. Democracies today face threats in which hesitation or
indecision can have profound consequences for the stability of institutions, the protection of citizens, and
the preservation of international norms. Ethical deliberation must therefore be informed by historical
awareness and an understanding of contemporary risks.

Building Resilient Democracies

The history of these debates also underscores the importance of institutional resilience. Democracies can
protect themselves from external influence and internal division by fostering civic education, media
literacy, and public awareness. Institutions that promote cross-party dialogue and strategic foresight can
ensure that critical decisions are made with clarity and consistency. Scenario planning, partnerships with
civil society, and engagement with allied states are all tools that enhance resilience and reinforce
democratic integrity.

Conclusion

The “King and Country” debates offer enduring lessons for policymakers, students, and citizens alike.
Ethical judgement, strategic awareness, and historical context are inseparable. From pacifism in 1933 to
pragmatic defence in 1983 and 2023, these debates illustrate that conscience must be balanced with
foresight. Democracies must cultivate both moral reflection and strategic preparedness to remain resilient
in the face of threats. By learning from history and understanding the changing context of duty, societies
can ensure that principle and prudence guide decisions in times of conflict, safeguarding national security
and the integrity of democratic institutions.

& |5

The debates also remind us that the challenges of ethical decision-making in times of conflict are timeless.
They show that historical knowledge, strategic awareness, and ethical reflection are essential to the
resilience of democratic societies. By balancing principle with foresight, democracies can remain capable
of defending themselves while upholding the values that distinguish them from the threats they face.
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Public Space, Shared Symbols and the Dynamics of Social Renewal 4

Berlin Global’s Sunday Article — At the outset, it is important to note that the “Easter Walk” refers to a
scene in Faust: Part One by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, immediately following Faust’s winter
despair. In this passage, Faust leaves his study and joins a festive crowd outside the city gates on Easter
Sunday. The scene marks a shift from isolation to communal life, as townspeople celebrate spring and
the holiday together.

In the study of cultural diplomacy, literary texts are rarely treated as analytical frameworks in their own
right. Yet the “Easter Walk” in Faust by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe offers a compelling lens through
which the social foundations of cultural diplomacy may be reconsidered. The scene presents a moment in
which individuals re-enter public life, participate in shared cultural practices and temporarily transcend
social divisions.

Goethe captures the human and social energy of spring in the lines: “Vom Eise befreit sind Strom und

Bache, Durch des Friihlings holden, belebenden Blick”
(From ice released are river and stream, through the gracious and enlivening glance of spring)

This phrase illustrates symbolic mediation nature itself acts as a shared language of renewal that draws the
community together. Although Goethe did not write with diplomacy in mind, the episode models
dynamics of cultural exchange, engagement and collective experience that resonate with contemporary
cultural diplomacy.

The Emergence of Public Space

The Easter Walk unfolds as a movement from enclosed interiors to open landscapes. Citizens leave the city
gates and gather in a shared environment. Goethe reflects Faust's awareness of his previous isolation:

“Da steh’ ich nun, ich armer Tor! Und bin so klug als wie zuvor”
(Here | stand now, poor fool, and am as wise as before)

This movement from seclusion to participation exemplifies public engagement, a core element of cultural
diplomacy. By gathering collectively in a neutral space, individuals negotiate presence and belonging
without formal structure. The public space becomes a vehicle for dialogue, both silent and social, allowing
interaction across social boundaries.

B [ |35
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Shared Symbols and Cultural Cohesion

Easter itself functions as a unifying cultural symbol. Its religious meaning is present yet not uniformly
interpreted. Goethe observes:

“Und frohlich treiben sich die Menschen hin, die frohe Zeit im Kreise zu geniessen”
(And happily people go, to enjoy the joyful time in company)

This illustrates symbolic mediation in practice. Shared rituals and festivals provide points of connection
that do not demand uniform belief but foster mutual understanding. In cultural diplomacy, such symbols
are instrumental in creating common ground, enabling diverse communities to recognise shared values
while maintaining distinct identities.

Within the Easter Walk scene, Goethe depicts much more than a simple stroll through the town. Faust
observes and participates in interactions across social groups, with peasants, artisans, children and clergy
sharing space and exchanging greetings, illustrating how public spaces facilitate informal dialogue across
societal boundaries. The townspeople also engage in festive and religious rituals, singing hymns, offering
blessings and observing traditional customs which provide a symbolic framework for collective identity
and mutual recognition. At the same time, Faust himself moves from observation and reflection toward
active participation, demonstrating that cultural engagement often begins with attentive presence and
gradually deepens through interaction. Finally, the scene’s rich references to nature, the thawing rivers,
blossoming fields and sunlight, serve as a shared symbolic mediator, linking individuals to one another
through a common sense of renewal and the seasonal rhythms of life. Together, these elements show that
the Easter Walk embodies layers of communal engagement, symbolic mediation and social observation,
making it a nuanced literary illustration of the dynamics central to cultural diplomacy.

From Isolation to Engagement

At the centre of the scene stands Faust, a figure initially marked by isolation. His participation in the Easter
Walk represents a shift from introspection to communal engagement. Goethe’s line:

“Hier bin ich Mensch, hier darf ich’s sein”
(Here I am human, here | may be so)

captures dialogic engagement, where presence in the community allows Faust to explore belonging,
social interaction and collective meaning. In cultural diplomacy, dialogue is not solely verbal; it is also
embodied in participation, observation and shared experience. Faust’s integration into the communal
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scene mirrors the subtle process by which cultural actors enter spaces of exchange and interaction.

Renewal and the Social Imagination

The theme of renewal permeates the scene. Nature reawakens and human activity mirrors this
transformation:

“Schon sinkt die Abendsonne mild, und gldnzend liegt der Tau im Feld”
(Already the evening sun sinks gently, and the dew lies shining in the field)

This imagery demonstrates cultural renewal, where ordinary routines and shared customs become the
medium for social and symbolic revitalisation. In cultural diplomacy, renewal often occurs through the
reactivation of shared practices, festivals and rituals rather than through formal negotiation. Goethe’s

depiction highlights the subtle, organic pathways through which communities regenerate and reconnect.

Cultural Diplomacy in Practice
The Easter Walk provides a vivid illustration of dynamics that are central to cultural diplomacy. In Goethe'’s
scene, individuals step into shared public spaces, participate in communal rituals and engage with
symbols that carry layered meanings for different participants. Each of these actions being present,
observing, and taking part represents a form of cultural exchange in which understanding is built through
experience rather than formal instruction. This mirrors the work of cultural diplomacy, where dialogue is
often non-verbal, subtle and relational and where the goal is to foster trust, mutual recognition and social
cohesion across diverse groups. By showing how ordinary people connect through festivals, seasonal
renewal and shared symbolic practices, the text highlights how culture itself can act as a bridge between
communities, creating common ground without erasing differences. Goethe’s depiction demonstrates
that cultural diplomacy is not solely the domain of governments or institutions but emerges organically
from human interaction, collective observation and participation in the symbolic life of society. It
underscores that meaningful engagement relies on shared experience, communal presence and the
ability to interpret and respect diverse perspectives principles that remain essential to contemporary
cultural diplomacy. Crucially, this demonstrates that cultural diplomacy is not solely a creation of
governments or institutions but a practice that emerges organically from human interaction. It shows
how cultural diplomacy was rst observed organically in social life by governments and then endorsed
and formalised by governments as a strategic tool.

BIG  ciobal

Limits of Interpretation

It is necessary to acknowledge that applying relatively modern concepts such as cultural diplomacy to a
nineteenth-century literary work is interpretive rather than literal. Goethe’s concerns were philosophical
and aesthetic rather than diplomatic. The Easter Walk remains anchored in a specific cultural and historical
context.

Nevertheless, the absence of explicit strategic intent strengthens its value. The scene presents cultural
interaction in its most immediate and human form, unmediated by policy, hierarchy or bureaucracy. It is
this organic quality that allows it to serve as a conceptual model for understanding public engagement,
dialogue and symbolic mediation in cultural diplomacy.

The Easter Walk in Faust may be read as an early literary articulation of the dynamics that underpin cultural
diplomacy. Through Goethe’s depiction of public space, shared symbols and social renewal, the text
illuminates the conditions under which meaningful cultural engagement can occur. Key lines, such as:

“Vom Eise befreit sind Strom und Béiche”
(From ice released are river and stream)

and

“Hier bin ich Mensch, hier darf ich’s sein”
(Here I am human, here | may be so)

underscore symbolic mediation, public engagement and dialogic interaction. These processes, central to
cultural diplomacy, are enacted naturally through communal rituals, shared symbols and human
presence. In this sense, cultural diplomacy is not solely a creation of governments or institutions but
emerges organically from human experience. Goethe observed these dynamics in everyday life and they
can subsequently be understood and applied in contemporary contexts to structure interaction, dialogue
and connection between diverse communities. Reconsidering Goethe through this lens situates cultural
diplomacy within a broader cultural and philosophical framework, emphasising that engagement is
grounded in lived practices, collective experience and symbolic landscapes that allow societies to connect,
communicate and renew themselves.
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Berlin Global’s Sunday Article — At the outset, it is important to note that the “Easter Walk” refers to a
scene in Faust: Part One by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, immediately following Faust’s winter
despair. In this passage, Faust leaves his study and joins a festive crowd outside the city gates on Easter
Sunday. The scene marks a shift from isolation to communal life, as townspeople celebrate spring and
the holiday together.

Far from a peripheral concern, cultural diplomacy constitutes a strategic instrument. It operates in the
interstices where formal diplomacy falters, sustaining the intangible substrates of trust, comprehension
and sustained dialogue. These substrates are not abstract ideals but the social and symbolic infrastructure
upon which durable agreements depend. For those charged with shaping policy and strategy, recognising
and harnessing this infrastructure is indispensable.

Cultural Diplomacy as a Tool for De-escalation among the Great Powers

In situations of active, high-intensity conflict, where superpowers engage in proxy wars, military posturing
or direct aggression, traditional cultural exchanges are impossible. Under such circumstances, cultural
diplomacy becomes a practical instrument to prevent escalation, preserve minimal communication and
create structured pathways for eventual de-escalation.

Engagement between the great powers, Russia, the United States, China and the European Union, cannot
be understood as a simple continuation of dialogue in times of tension. Political and military realities often
constrain or even suspend communication and exchanges. Germany may curtail economic, academic and
cultural cooperation with Russia during wartime; the United States imposes strict conditions on
engagement with Iran; and China projects strategic power near Taiwan rather than participating in overt
dialogue. In this context, cultural diplomacy does not assume that normal channels remain open; instead,
it operates in limited, carefully calibrated ways that preserve long-term openings while respecting
immediate constraints.

The objective is not to influence immediate policy or achieve formal negotiation but to hold open the
ladder down from the tree of conflict. Each small, deliberate action functions as a rung, allowing the parties
to gradually descend from confrontation while maintaining safety and control. Even when violence is
ongoing, these measures prevent total isolation, preserve essential human and relational connections and
keep the possibility of future dialogue alive.

In this extreme-conflict context, cultural diplomacy is functional and stabilising. It does not resolve
strategic disputes directly but acts as a crisis management tool, reducing misperception, maintaining
minimal contact and preparing the groundwork for de-escalation when conditions allow. By focusing on
practical, safe and neutral engagement, it ensures that even in the most vicious conflicts the ladder for
dialogue remains an option.

The Ladder Down from the Tree of Conflict

One of the most concrete and strategic roles of cultural diplomacy is what can be described as a ladder
down from the tree of conflict. When political relations are frozen and official channels are blocked,
cultural engagement provides both leaders and societies with something tangible to hold on to. It offers
incremental, low-risk rungs of interaction that make gradual de-escalation possible.

The Cold War provides a clear example. At the height of US-Soviet rivalry, both superpowers recognised
that uncontrolled escalation could lead to catastrophic war. Cultural diplomacy through carefully
managed exchanges of academics, artists, and students, as well as exhibitions such as the 1959 American
National Exhibition in Moscow functioned as a controlled mechanism to maintain minimal trust and
human connection. These initiatives were mutually desired, instrumental, and highly monitored,
allowing both sides to maintain continuity in communication and perception without triggering
confrontation.

In this sense, the ladder metaphor illustrates that cultural diplomacy is not merely aspirational or
symbolic. It creates practical, incremental steps for engagement, giving conflicting parties a structured
way to climb down from the heights of tension and gradually re-establish dialogue and confidence.

Leaders Who Embody Cultural Diplomacy Gain Strategic Advantages

Leaders who embody cultural diplomacy in their behaviour, messaging and decision-making gain
significant strategic, reputational, relational and operational advantages particularly in times of conflict. By
internalising an awareness of the histories, values and cultural sensitivities of adversaries, they ensure that
every statement, visit or policy decision conveys restraint, foresight and understanding. During the Cold
War, for example, leaders who moderated rhetoric, acknowledged shared interests in carefully framed
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communications and supported controlled cultural exchanges signalled reliability and prudence,
reducing the risk of misperception, preserving channels of dialogue and building credibility with both
opponents and their own citizens. Winston Churchill’s careful attention to the symbolic weight of words,
gestures and historical narratives similarly enhanced British credibility, strengthened alliances and
cultivated trust among allies and neutral parties during World War I1.

This internalisation shapes a leader’s strategic style and governance, ensuring that actions consistently
reflect an appreciation for cultural and human dynamics. Leaders who adopt cultural diplomacy are
perceived as measured, intelligent and legitimate, able to defend national interests while signalling
openness to understanding and dialogue. In this way, cultural diplomacy becomes not only a practical tool
for crisis management and de-escalation but also a source of enduring influence, trust and authority even
amidst the most intense conflicts.

Cultural Diplomacy in Times of Crisis

Cultural diplomacy cannot prevent conflict nor replace statecraft, yet its role in times of active crisis is
important. In practice, almost every ambassador, diplomat or political actor applies cultural diplomacy
continuously, often without realising it. Every decision, the choice of words, the timing of visits, the
selection of partners and the framing of initiatives, reflects an understanding that human behaviour is
shaped by culture, history and belief. In moments of high tension these small acts of cultural awareness
can determine whether interactions escalate or de-escalate.

In conflict, intelligence and policy analysts recognise that adversaries from different cultures and religions
interpret actions in ways that may seem counterintuitive to outsiders. Anticipating these culturally
informed responses is essential to managing crises. For instance, gestures of respect for local norms,
acknowledgement of historical sensitivities or carefully framed messaging can prevent misperceptions
that might otherwise trigger retaliation or harden hostility. In this sense, cultural diplomacy is already
embedded in strategy and security planning, even when it is not explicitly named as such.

During active conflict, cultural diplomacy performs three critical functions. First, it reduces the risk of
misperception. Even minimal acts of engagement such as mediated messages, symbolic exchanges or
neutral intermediaries can signal intent, clarifying that actions are not hostile or provocative. Second, it
maintains minimal communication and relational continuity. When formal channels break down these

small deliberate interactions preserve human connections that are essential for later negotiation and
reconciliation. Third, it creates pathways for de-escalation. By maintaining trust and understanding at the
human level, cultural diplomacy functions as the rungs on a ladder that allow parties to gradually reduce
tensions without direct confrontation.

In conflict, cultural diplomacy is not peripheral or symbolic. It is a practical operational tool embedded in
diplomacy, intelligence and crisis management. It ensures that even amid violence and confrontation
there is a mechanism to sustain dialogue, maintain essential human connections and preserve the
possibility that peace may one day be rebuilt. Leaders and policymakers who recognise its value can use it
deliberately to manage escalation, reduce misperception and maintain openings for reconciliation even in
the most extreme conflict environments.

“Do | not destroy my enemies when | make them my friends?”

Abraham Lincoln, the 16th President of the United States
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