
Wolfgang Minatti 

What's in a Name? The 
Meaning of Zeitenwende 
for German Politics

Working Paper 

working papers, Forum Transregionale Studien 36/2024



re:constitution - Exchange and Analysis on Democracy and the Rule of Law in Europe 
c/o Forum Transregionale Studien e. V., Wallotstr. 14, 14193 Berlin

Wolfgang Minatti
What's in a Name? The Meaning of Zeitenwende for German Politics
Working Papers, Forum Transregionale Studien 36/2024
DOI: https://doi.org/10.25360/01-2024-00014

Design: Plural | Severin Wucher

With special thanks for the review and feedback to Bojan Baca.

© Forum Transregionale Studien under CC BY-SA 4.0

The Forum Transregionale Studien is an institutional platform for the international 
cooperation between scholars of different expertise and perspectives on global issues. It is 
funded by the Berlin Senate Department for Higher Education and Research, Health and 
Long-term Care. 

Working Papers are available in open access via perspectivia.net, the publication platform of 
the Max Weber Stiftung.

re:constitution - Exchange and Analysis on Democracy and the Rule of Law in Europe 
is a joint programme of the Forum Transregionale Studien and Democracy Reporting 
International, funded by Stiftung Mercator.



re:constitution Working Paper, Minatti  3

Abstract

In light of the Russian invasion of Ukraine, German Chancellor Olaf Scholz called for a Zeitenwende signalling 

a departure from Germany's long-standing non-military and responsible foreign policy. But, what does 

Zeitenwende mean to the policymakers implementing it? This paper conceptualises Zeitenwende as a 

legitimation frame for politicians to explain and justify changes in Germany's stance towards European security 

governance. Through the analysis of a dataset of speeches held in the German Bundestag since the Russian 

invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, the study explores the meaning policymakers attribute to Zeitenwende 

and how the concept has been used as a framing device by German politicians. It finds that Zeitenwende 

served as a successful justificatory frame for legitimizing foreign policy changes across political parties. The 

paper concludes by highlighting the broader relevance of these findings for international relations scholars 

and students of European security, offering insights into norm contestation and norm decay in the context 

of European conflict dynamics.
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What's in a Name? The Meaning of Zeitenwende for German Politics 

 

Wolfgang Minatti1 

 

 

Introduction 

Inter-state war is back to Europe. The Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 has shaken 
many European security governance and the rules undergirding it.2 In Germany, Chancellor 
Olaf Scholz went as far as calling the moment a Zeitenwende that „shatters the European se-
curity order which has endured for almost half a century”.3 The rhetoric of German high level 
politicians shifted as the country stepped up as an assertive power following the invasion, 
pushing for new investment in its national security and the military support of Ukraine through 
arms deliveries. A development that many observers have called a break with the country's 
decades-long non-military and what has been called “responsible” foreign policy.4 Even more 
surprisingly, the German public took up this defiance of long-held beliefs with overwhelming 
support.5 At the same time, the implications and consequences of Zeitenwende for actual Ger-
man foreign policy have been less clear-cut, and some scholars have put into doubt the extent 
to which this moment really has been a significant change for German and European security 
governance 6 and German constituents' public opinion about it.7 

How can we explain the effects of Zeitenwende on Germany's foreign policy towards European 
security governance and its ambivalent stance therein? Existing scholarship has investigated 

                                                 
1 Department for Political and Administrative Science, University Potsdam, Berlin, Germany. 
2 Claudia Major and Nicolai Ondarza, ‘Zeitenwende (auch) für die Europäische Souveränität’, Aus Politik und 

Zeitgeschichte 42 (2022): 47–53. 
3 Olaf Scholz, Reden zur Zeitenwende (Berlin: Presse- und Informationsamt der Bundesregierung, 2022). 
4 Bernhard Blumenau, ‘Breaking with Convention? Zeitenwende and the Traditional Pillars of German Foreign 

Policy’, International Affairs 98, no. 6 (2022): 1895–1913; Jamie Gaskarth and Kai Oppermann, ‘Clashing Tradi-
tions: German Foreign Policy in a New Era’, International Studies Perspectives 22, no. 1 (2021): 84–105. 

5 bpb, ‘Umfragen: Die Haltung der deutschen Bevölkerung zum Krieg gegen die Ukraine: Waffen, Sanktionen, 
Diplomatie’, bpb.de, 26 May 2023. https://www.bpb.de/themen/europa/russland-analysen/nr-
437/521589/umfragen-die-haltung-der-deutschen-bevoelkerung-zum-krieg-gegen-die-ukraine-waffen-
sanktionen-diplomatie (Last Accessed: 11.11.2024). 

6 Aylin Matlé, ‘Germany: Zeitenwende (Slowly) in the Making?’, in War in Ukraine - One Year On, ed. Zeno Le-
oni, Maeve Ryan, and Gesine Weber (London: Centre for Grand Strategy, 2023), 33–34; Aylin Matlé, ‘Deutsch-
lands Zeitenwende in der Sicherheits- und Verteidigungspolitik: The good, the bad, and the ambiguous’, Zeit-
schrift für Außen- und Sicherheitspolitik 17, no. 1 (2024): 1–10. 

7 Matthias Mader and Harald Schoen, ‘No Zeitenwende (yet): Early Assessment of German Public Opinion To-
ward Foreign and Defense Policy After Russia’s Invasion of Ukraine’, Politische Vierteljahresschrift 64, no. 3 
(2023): 525–47; Patrick A. Mello, ‘Zeitenwende: German Foreign Policy Change in the Wake of Russia’s War 
Against Ukraine’, Politics and Governance 12, no. 7346 (2024): 1–17. 
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in what ways Zeitenwende entails a departure from the country's earlier foreign policy,8 how 
it shifted public opinion,9 and what the reasons for this change may be.10  These inquiries have 
shown three main reasons for the Zeitenwende in Germany: its exposure to the interests of 
powerful states, its economic interdependencies and social learning in the light of new reali-
ties.11 The paper at hand, however, opts for a different focus by centring on the meaning of 
Zeitenwende as a term for politicians. 

The paper theorises Zeitenwende above all as a discursive frame to explain and justify the 
recent changes in Germany's stance toward European security governance. It builds on legiti-
mation theory to argue that states advance various justificatory discourses and practices to 
claim as righteous their vision of the continent's security governance. By supporting or con-
testing these justificatory discourses, they legitimise old and new forms of European security 
governance and make new security policies viable. I draw on a dataset of 18.170 individual 
speeches held in the German Bundestag between February 2022 and May 2024. With this 
data, I analyse what meaning policymakers imbue Zeitenwende with and how the concept has 
been used as a framing device by German politicians in relation to Ukraine and the Russian 
invasion. For this study, I combine the methodology of concept elucidation12 with the method 
of computational text analysis to help me explain the meaning-making behind the discourse 
of Zeitenwende, and its functions for the legitimation of Germany’s foreign policy change.  

The paper shows that the meaning of Zeitenwende has been marked both by consensus and 
contestation. Across all parties, there is a notable agreement on the association of Zeiten-
wende with terms like Ukraine, Europe, Land, the military, and Germany. This consensus un-
derscores the term’s connection to the war in Ukraine and the collective response of Germany 
and Europe. However, the budgetary focus of the opposition parties and the FDP, part of the 
coalition government, is breaking with this consensus. These actors interpret Zeitenwende 
primarily in terms of financial considerations, with keywords like “euro”, “budget”, and “bil-
lions” dominating. Moreover, the far-right and far-left parties associate Zeitenwende predom-
inantly with domestic issues, notably omitting connections with Ukraine and Europe. Despite 
the grim background of the Russian invasion, Zeitenwende has positive meanings to parties 
across the political spectrum. Zeitenwende is particularly strongly associated with hope and 
enthusiasm by parties in government.  

                                                 
8 Blumenau, ‘Breaking with Convention?’; Daniel Fiott, ‘In Every Crisis an Opportunity? European Union Integra-

tion in Defence and the War on Ukraine’, Journal of European Integration 45, no. 3 (2023): 447–62; Mello, 
‘Zeitenwende’. 

9 Mader and Schoen, ‘No Zeitenwende (Yet)’. 
10 Tobias Bunde, ‘Lessons (to Be) Learned? Germany’s Zeitenwende and European Security after the Russian 

Invasion of Ukraine’, Contemporary Security Policy 43, no. 3 (2022): 516–30. 
11 Bunde, ‘Lessons (to Be) Learned?’; Jonas J. Driedger, ‘Inertia and Reactiveness in Germany’s Russia Policy: 

From the 2021 Federal Election to the Invasion of Ukraine in 2022’, German Politics and Society 40, no. 4 
(2022): 135–51; Huiyi Tian, ‘The Foreign Policy Transition of the German Scholz Government in the Context 
of the Russian-Ukrainian Conflict and Its Causes’, Highlights in Business, Economics and Management 7 
(2023): 216–22. 

12 Frederic Charles Schaffer, Elucidating Social Science Concepts: An Interpretivist Guide (New York: Routledge, 
2016). 
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By investigating the meaning of Zeitenwende for politicians of the German Bundestag, the 
paper provides us with tools to analyse how Europe's conflict dynamics are interwoven with 
the (de-)legitimation of its security governance. Doing so, the project contributes to German 
foreign policy analysis focusing on the implications of Zeitenwende and the Russian invasion 
on Germany’s position towards European security.13 Furthermore, it challenges the use of 
Zeitenwende as a descriptive tool by reconceptualising it as a concept of meaning-making that 
serves the legitimation of a shift in German foreign policy.  

The paper advances its argument in four steps. First, I scrutinise the existing literature on 
meaning-making through political concepts, and present my own theoretical hunches on the 
nexus between legitimation frames, political concepts and Zeitenwende. Second, I introduce 
my research design and data-collection strategy before, third, presenting my results. Finally, I 
end with some conclusions of the broader relevance of the paper's findings. 

 

1. Meaning-Making and Discursive Legitimation 

This paper argues that political discourses such as that of Zeitenwende should be seen as le-
gitimation strategies of political actors, allowing them to wield productive power by justifying 
political decisions in front of audiences who may hold expectations divergent to them. Legiti-
macy, understood in an empirical rather than normative sense, can be defined as “a general-
ized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropri-
ate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions”.14 Le-
gitimation, in turn, describes the process of how perceptions of legitimacy develop, change 
and elapse. Scholarship of political science and international relations has shown that legiti-
macy matters. It increases people’s or states’ compliance with governance,15 fosters ac-
ceptance and support for governance institutions,16 and renders governance provision more 
stable and efficient.17 Policymakers thus have an interest to pursue policies only where they 
can be sure of some level of legitimacy among their constituents.  

To achieve perceptions of legitimacy in their policy decisions, scholars of legitimation have 
started to analyse actors’ discourse and framing, and how these discursive structures achieve 
resonance with a given audience.18 This literature investigates the legitimation strategies of 

                                                 
13 Bunde, ‘Lessons (to Be) Learned?’; Major and Ondarza, ‘Zeitenwende (auch) für die Europäische Souveräni-

tät’. 
14 Mark C. Suchman, ‘Managing Legitimacy: Strategic and Institutional Approaches’, The Academy of Manage-

ment Review 20, no. 3 (1995): 574. 
15 Ian Hurd, ‘Legitimacy and Authority in International Politics’, International Organization 53, no. 2 (1999): 

379–408. 
16 Lisa Maria Dellmuth and Jonas Tallberg, ‘The Social Legitimacy of International Organisations: Interest Repre-

sentation, Institutional Performance, and Confidence Extrapolation in the United Nations’, Review of Interna-
tional Studies 41, no. 3 (2015): 451–75. 

17 Cord Schmelzle and Eric Stollenwerk, ‘Virtuous or Vicious Circle? Governance Effectiveness and Legitimacy in 
Areas of Limited Statehood’, Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding 12, no. 4 (2018): 449–67. 

18 Martin Binder and Monika Heupel, ‘The Legitimacy of the UN Security Council: Evidence from Recent General 
Assembly Debates’, International Studies Quarterly 59, no. 2 (2015): 238–50; Jens Steffek, ‘The Legitimation 
of International Governance: A Discourse Approach’, European Journal of International Relations 9, no. 2 
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actors in international politics to study how these actors aim to create feelings of obligation 
and appropriateness.19 Research has detailed various ways in which states or international 
institutions can legitimise certain policy stances, focusing on legitimation narratives or discur-
sive argumentations. 

Here, I focus on productive power, which describes the capacity to create and attribute signif-
icance to social identities and capabilities via discursive practices.20 Such productive power 
may be exercised through a variety of strategies but a crucial one is the use of political con-
cepts or frames. Political concepts are notoriously vague – and often purposefully so as con-
testing the contents and criteria of certain concepts may fulfil different functions for various 
political actors.21  

Concepts such as Zeitenwende serve as legitimation frames, building blocks of policy dis-
course, shaping how policymakers interpret and represent global events.22 Legitimation fram-
ing entails the utilization of specific language or terminology to portray an issue and suggest 
suitable policy measures aligned with that portrayal.23 Frames assign significance to occur-
rences and constrain the spectrum of acceptable reactions: When a certain interpretation of 
a concept gains prominence, this gives rise to aligned political decisions.24 For example, the 
concept of “national security” has been criticised to have been increasingly expanded discur-
sively to hitherto separated policy-fields such as migration, allowing the state to deploy policy 
means previously reserved for matters of national defence to migration routes.25 

Where actors seek to pursue a change in behaviour that cannot be justified directly in light of 
audiences’ expectations, they have two options. First, they might seek to change audiences’ 
beliefs through discursive strategies to convince audiences that another set of beliefs than 
previously held should be deemed rightful. For example, the justificatory discourse of “hu-
manitarian intervention” was established by states and international organisations during the 

                                                 
(2003): 249–75; Michael Zürn, A Theory of Global Governance: Authority, Legitimacy, and Contestation (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 2018). 

19 Michael Barnett and Martha Finnemore, Rules for the World: International Organizations in Global Politics 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004); Jennifer Gronau and Henning Schmidtke, ‘The Quest for Legitimacy 
in World Politics – International Institutions’ Legitimation Strategies’, Review of International Studies 42, no. 
3 (2016): 535–57; Sophie Harman, ‘The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and Legitimacy in Global Health 
Governance’, Global Governance 22, no. 3 (2016): 349–68. 

20 Michael Barnett and Raymond Duvall, ‘Power in International Politics’, International Organization 59, no. 1 
(2005): 39–75. 

21 W. B. Gallie, ‘Essentially Contested Concepts’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 56 (1955): 167–98. 
22 Charlotte Epstein, The Power of Words in International Relations: Birth of an Anti-Whaling Discourse, Politics, 

Science, and the Environment (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 2008). 
23 Ronald R. Krebs and Patrick Thaddeus Jackson, ‘Twisting Tongues and Twisting Arms: The Power of Political 

Rhetoric’, European Journal of International Relations 13, no. 1 (2007): 35–66. 
24 Erving Goffman, Frame Analysis: An Essay on the Organization of Experience, Frame Analysis: An Essay on the 

Organization of Experience (Cambridge, MA, US: Harvard University Press, 1974). 
25 Foteini Asderaki and Eleftheria Markozani, ‘The Securitization of Migration and the 2015 Refugee Crisis: From 

Words to Actions’, in The New Eastern Mediterranean Transformed: Emerging Issues and New Actors, ed. 
Aristotle Tziampiris and Foteini Asderaki (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2021), 179–98; Didier 
Bigo, ‘Security and Immigration: Toward a Critique of the Governmentality of Unease’, Alternatives 27, no. 
1_suppl (2002): 63–92. 
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1990s and 2000s to justify a breach of state sovereignty for humanitarian purposes to domes-
tic and international audiences.26 In the case of humanitarian intervention, this has been an 
incredibly slow process that culminated in the informal endorsement of a “responsibility to 
protect” at the 2005 World Summit.27 Justifying certain policies along existing audience ex-
pectations will thus shape the range of possible practices, allowing actors to justifiably push 
for certain policies and criticise others.28 If audiences, say, agree on a discourse of “humani-
tarian intervention”, this will open up new pathways for state action and foreclose others (or 
open up to fierce criticism). An alternative justificatory discourse, however, might lead a state 
to contest such governance structures and portray other actions as justified.29 

However, establishing new beliefs is a laborious and long process, and actors may often lack 
both time and resources to engage in such an endeavour, especially in the face of a crisis. 
Thus, a second option that states have next to establishing new beliefs is to frame their be-
haviour as consistent with already existing expectations and norms.30 Russia’s initial frame of 
protecting Ukraine’s Russian minority during the annexation of Crimea in 2014 certainly 
harked back to such a discourse of humanitarian intervention, arguably in an effort to justify 
its break of international law among both domestic and international audiences.31  

 

2. The Legitimation Frame of Zeitenwende 

This paper uses this theoretical framework to analyse German discourse about Ukraine in the 
wake of the Russian invasion in February 2022. Arguably, Germany’s discourse of Zeiten-
wende, first invoked by Chancellor Olaf Scholz may be seen as a legitimation strategy in an 
attempt to increase the political wiggle room for the government in light of new security-
political realities on the European continent,32 and a long history of a non-militarist foreign 
policy prevalent among both elites and the wider public in Germany.33 Given that the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine came as an external shock to Germany's long-standing non-military and 
what German policymakers have referred to as “responsible” foreign and security policy, we 
expect that the German state had neither time nor resources to change the prevalent mindset 
of its various constituents that Germany should not be a civilian power but rather, a military 
one. The state had to prepare funds and send arms to Ukraine quickly. 

                                                 
26 Martha Finnemore, ‘Constructing Norms of Humanitarian Intervention’, in Conflict after the Cold War: Argu-

ments on Causes of War and Peace, ed. Richard K. Betts (Boston: Pearson, 2013), 262–79. 
27 Eric A. Heinze and Brent J. Steele, ‘The (D)Evolution of a Norm: R2P, the Bosnia Generation and Humanitarian 

Intervention in Libya’, in Libya, the Responsibility to Protect and the Future of Humanitarian Intervention, ed. 
Aidan Hehir and Robert Murray (London: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2013), 130–61. 

28 Patrick Thaddeus Jackson, Civilizing the Enemy: German Reconstruction and the Invention of the West (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2006). 

29 Wolfgang Minatti, ‘Legitimate Governance in International Politics: Towards a Relational Theory of Legitima-
tion’, Review of International Studies 50, no. 4 (2024): 662–81. 

30 Krebs and Jackson, ‘Twisting Tongues and Twisting Arms’. 
31 Shane Reeves, ‘To Russia with Love: How Moral Arguments for a Humanitarian Intervention in Syria Opened 

the Door for an Invasion of the Ukraine’, Michigan State International Law Review 23, no. 1 (2014): 199–230. 
32 Krebs and Jackson, ‘Twisting Tongues and Twisting Arms’. 
33 Bunde, ‘Lessons (to Be) Learned?’ 
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As such, I expect that the German government was hard-pressed to frame its new security 
policy in terms of already existing beliefs, making a need for rhetorical framing come to the 
fore in order to foster room for manoeuvre for the government. Here, it bears saying that the 
concept of Zeitenwende was first introduced by Chancellor Olaf Scholz of the SPD. Conse-
quently, we would expect differences among political parties active in the Bundestag, and in 
particular between those parties that partake in the coalition government and those in the 
opposition. In the period of analysis, the Social Democrats (SPD), the Greens and the Liberals 
(FDP) form the government, while the conservatives (CDU/CSU), the far-left (LINKE) and the 
far-right (AfD) form the opposition. Focusing on the political concept of Zeitenwende, this 
gives rise to at least five falsifiable hypotheses regarding the question of what politicians in-
voke with the term Zeitenwende and what sentiments they imbue it with.  

First, let us consider the question of what Zeitenwende describes. If policymakers use the con-
cept of Zeitenwende as a legitimation frame to justify a set of new foreign policies, we would 
expect the term to be applied broadly across a range of issue areas. Research has shown that 
legitimation claims are most successful where they build on a set of narratives rather than 
singular ones,34 which would give policymakers reason to try to describe and emphasise a 
variety of foreign policy issue areas with the concept of Zeitenwende to legitimise their new 
militarist foreign policy. Consequently, we can formulate the following hypothesis: 

H1: The term Zeitenwende describes a broad, inclusive set of issues rather than 
having a narrow, exclusive focus. 

Given the various interests at play within German politics, we would expect variation in the 
issue areas emphasised by the government and the opposition. While government politicians 
will likely draw on Zeitenwende to legitimise Germany’s altered stance toward European se-
curity, opposition forces interested in opposing policies (such as refraining from arms deliver-
ies) would seek to reframe the concept for their advantage, giving Zeitenwende different 
meanings in order to try to delimit the government's wiggle room and its policies. As such, I 
expect the following: 

H2: Government and opposition forces focus on different meanings when using 
the term Zeitenwende. 

Moreover, we would expect a convergence in the meaning of Zeitenwende over time. As both 
government and opposition forces pull the term in different directions, actual foreign policy 
will gradually settle within the existing legitimised space between. This allows both sides to 
gradually come to accept certain meanings of Zeitenwende as given. 

H3: The meaning of Zeitenwende across political parties converges over time. 

Second, we must consider what sentiments Zeitenwende is imbued with and how they differ 
across the political spectrum. Given the interest of government parties to utilise Zeitenwende 
as a frame to legitimise their altered security and foreign policies in front of various audiences, 
we would naturally expect them to seek to communicate positive sentiments with the term, 

                                                 
34 Zürn, A Theory of Global Governance. 
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sparking emotions such as hope and enthusiasm rather than fear or sadness. Conversely, op-
position forces may have an interest to tone down or outright oppose such positive connota-
tions of Zeitenwende in order to limit the political wiggle room of the government. 

H4: Government parties will be more likely to associate positive sentiments and 
emotions with Zeitenwende than opposition parties. 

The paper tests these four hypotheses against the backdrop of German discourse about 
Zeitenwende following the Russian invasion in February 2022. 

 

3. Methodology 

How can we study the ways in which the concept of Zeitenwende is understood and used by 
policy-makers within Germany? To answer this question, I combine computational text anal-
ysis with Schaffer's ordinary language analysis.35 Schaffer argues that in order to elucidate the 
meaning of a certain concept from a corpus of speech or text, we need to pay attention to the 
semantic and discursive context it is imbedded in. He builds on Wittgenstein’s theory of lan-
guage games to argue that the key to decipher a concept’s meaning is “to grasp the various 
routinized ways in which the corresponding word or phrase is used in the language games in 
which it finds its home”.36 This approach helps to unpack the meaning of social-scientific con-
cepts as understood by social actors. Therefore, we need to examine how, in which contexts 
and in relation to which other notions the term Zeitenwende is employed in the political dis-
course to understand how German policymakers interpret the term.  

In this paper, I start from the premise that the meaning of foreign policy concepts such as 
Zeitenwende is best observed by looking at the discourses and speeches advanced by top-level 
politicians in public forums. This necessitates a look at German politicians’ discourses about the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine and the way these discourses have changed in the last years. The 
forum will likely play a role in the type and form of justifications advanced by politicians, as 
research has shown that legitimising actors generally adapt their messaging to their intended 
audiences.37 I also hold that justificatory discourses will generally be more effective, the more 
often actors repeat them in front of key audiences. Putting these considerations into practice 
to explore Germany’s legitimation of European security governance, I propose to look at po-
litical discourses in the German Bundestag. While this decision emphasises domestic justifica-
tions rather than international ones given the key audiences of Bundestag debates, the German 
parliament does capture a broad set of discourses on the Russian invasion, ranging across 
parties and involving both legislative and executive personnel. 

For my data, I take all speeches of the 20th Bundestag since 22nd February 2024, the day of 
the Russian invasion of Ukraine as the term Zeitenwende was coined only after the invasion. 
This results in a total dataset of 18.170 individual speeches. Given the size of this corpus of 

                                                 
35 Schaffer, Elucidating Social Science Concepts. 
36 Schaffer, Elucidating Social Science Concepts, 32. 
37 Tobias Lenz and Henning Schmidtke, ‘Agents, Audiences and Peers: Why International Organizations Diversify 

Their Legitimation Discourse’, International Affairs 99, no. 3 (2023): 921–40. 
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data, I leverage computational text analysis to make sense of all speeches. This involves clean-
ing and processing the vast amount of speech data, allowing us to identify recurring themes 
and key phrases. I then analysed specific framing devices, pinpointing the language used by 
politicians to portray Germany’s position. Specifically, I draw on keyword-in-context analysis, 
sentiment analysis and topic modelling to examine which meaning German members of par-
liament imbue into Zeitenwende when talking in front of the Bundestag. Doing so, I am able to 
compare the discursive structures used over time and across the political spectrum, helping to 
uncover shifts in Zeitenwende as a legitimation frame and the evolution of German parliamen-
tary discourse about European security governance. 

This research approach has two main limitations. First, it focuses solely on explicit mentions 
of the concept of Zeitenwende, excluding instances where synonyms were used. However, 
concentrating on Zeitenwende specifically is crucial for analytical clarity within the framework 
of ordinary language analysis, as alternative terms may carry different meanings or be used 
differently. Second, this article only examines speeches and foregoes an analysis of textual 
sources such as reports and analyses where foreign policy concepts may be more elaborately 
defined and used with more precision. However, working on the assumption that Zeitenwende 
works as a legitimising frame, it is more relevant to investigate the everyday usage of the 
concept. Thus, it is well justified to primarily analyse how politicians use the concept in 
speeches – which is when they address the public as their audience – rather than foreign policy 
experts and journalists who are the likely audience of written reports. 

 

4. The meaning of Zeitenwende 

What does Zeitenwende describe? What do politicians mean when they talk about Zeiten-
wende in the German Bundestag? Bearing these questions in mind, a first analysis focused on 
the semantic context in which Zeitenwende is embedded. For this reason, I conducted a topic 
modelling analysis as well as a keyword-in-context analysis of Zeitenwende and calculating the 
terms and topics most frequently associated with Zeitenwende within a 20-words distance 
from the term itself.  

First, I consider H1 and the question of whether Zeitenwende describes a narrow, exclusive 
set of issues or rather, must be understood as a broad, inclusive legitimation frame. To test 
this hypothesis, I have drawn on topic modelling. Topic Modelling makes use of a machine 
learning process, calculating the probability of certain terms occurring together in clusters (or 
topics). I have drawn on the stm package in R to identify a set of six topics that revolve around 
Zeitenwende. These topics, which I manually named, are summarised in Table 1: “Energy and 
Oil”, “Budget”, “Responsibility”, “Migration”, “Ukrainian War” and “National Security.” These 
topics can be seen as representing the larger issue areas that are being dealt with in German 
parliamentary speeches where politicians refer to the term Zeitenwende. 
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Table 1: Topic Models for Zeitenwende 

#1: Energy 
and Oil 

#2: Budget #3: Responsi-
bility 

#4: Migra-
tion 

#5: Ukrainian 
War 

#6: National 
Security 

stehen, 

energien, 

kernkraft-
werk, 

sommer, 

fossilen, 

sodass,  

bereich 

milliarden, 

euro, 

prozent, 

inflation, 

haushalt, 

zusammen-
halt, be-
schlossen 

verantwor-
tung, zusam-
menarbeit, 
stellen, 

überneh-
men, leben, 

israel, 

reden 

bleibt, 

migration, 

behinderung, 

grenzen, 

alten, 

reichen, 

fdp 

russlands, 

ceta, 

ukraine, 

angriffskrieg, 

unterstüt-
zung, 

überfall, 

welt 

nationalen, 

zusammen-
hang, 

nationale, 

sicherheits-
strategie, 

sicherheit, 

bundeswehr, 

zäsur 

  

Together, the topics speak to the various meanings Zeitenwende holds, from issues of national 
security and the war in Ukraine, to its secondary consequences, such as energy security, the 
heightened military expenditure in the wake of the war, and refugee and migration dynamics, 
to a more general reflection on Germany’s role within international politics. In doing so, the 
findings give initial evidence to confirm H1. 

Do these meanings differ across political parties? In order to test H2, I have drilled down fur-
ther into these topics and conducted a keywords-in-context analysis. Reducing the corpus 
terms of my data to their word stem to aggregate similar terms (for example, europäisch and 
europäer are condensed europa), I selected the ten most frequent keywords per political party 
used within a 20-word window around Zeitenwende. There is some marked overlap within 
these keywords, giving rise to a total list of 26 keywords most used across all parties when 
discussing Zeitenwende.  

Looking at variation across parties, we see several interesting trends (Fig. 1). First, it is im-
portant to note that there is a marked convergence among the most common terms associ-
ated with Zeitenwende across political parties. This includes terms such as Ukraine, Europe, 
Land, the military and Germany. Given that Zeitenwende is ultimately concerned with the war 
in Ukraine and Germany’s as well as Europe’s response to it, this is of little surprise. Second, 
we see that government parties, chiefly the SPD, frequently connects Zeitenwende with ideas 
of strength and community. On the one hand, Zeitenwende is associated to terms such as our 
and together. This suggests that Zeitenwende for the government also carries a notion of joint 
efforts in the face of crisis, fostering a rally-around-the-flag effect.38 On the other hand, we 

                                                 
38 Matthew A. Baum, ‘The Constituent Foundations of the Rally-Round-the-Flag Phenomenon’, International 

Studies Quarterly 46, no. 2 (2002): 263–98. 



re:constitution WORKING PAPER, MINATTI  13 

see a prevalence of terms such as strong (stark), important (wichtig) or secure (sich*) among 
government parties, suggesting the government’s conviction that a change in foreign and se-
curity policy will bring with it positive net effects to the German state. 

 

 

Fig. 1: Keywords in Context per Political Party. 

 

Third, we see a cluster of opposition parties and the FDP for whom Zeitenwende primarily 
means budgetary concerns, with keywords such as euro, budget, and billions present. Here, it 
is – first of all – interesting to observe that budgetary changes, quite present in public dis-
course, have been primarily driven by one government partiy in conjunction with the opposi-
tion. This reflects the repeated fallouts between the coalition members, and particularly the 
split between SPD and Greens on the one hand, and the FDP on the other hand. Finally, on 
the margins of the political spectrum, we see the far-right AfD associating Zeitenwende pri-
marily with the government and domestic concerns. Indeed, it is also notable that the far-right 
does not associate Zeitenwende with Ukraine and Europe, suggesting an emphasis on the do-
mestic effects and dynamics of Zeitenwende, rather than its international ones. The far-left, 
in turn, focuses on terms such as social and justice, suggesting meaning-making of Zeiten-
wende with regards to its social implications. 

Together, these findings largely confirm H2. Meanings of Zeitenwende do indeed vary be-
tween government and opposition parties, although the FDP constitutes an important outlier 
in this regard as it disproportionately imbues Zeitenwende with meanings not shared by any 
other government party but by opposition parties. Nevertheless, the overall picture confirms 
the use of Zeitenwende as a legitimation frame (and counter frame) across the political spec-
trum. 
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Finally, how do these meanings change over time and, following H3, do they converge over 
time? For this final question of what Zeitenwende describes, I again based my analysis on the 
dataset from the keyword-in-context analysis but this time, grouped the most frequent key-
words not per political party but rather year (see Table 2).  

 

Table 2: Most frequent keywords per year 

2022 2023 2024 

europa land ukrain 

ukrain ukrain bundeswehr 

land bundeswehr sich 

deutschland deutschland land 

bundeswehr europa deutschland 

bundeskanzl sich bundesregier 

euro uns antrag 

haushalt deutsch uns 

sich wichtig stark 

milliard brauch brauch 

 

Overall, the results do highlight the relative stability of the term Zeitenwende over the three 
years of usage, with keywords such as ukrain, europe, bundeswehr (military) or land (country) 
dominating in all three years. At the same time, we see that the budgetary discourse observed 
above (with keywords such as haushalt or euro) seems to be driven by a temporal dynamic, 
dominating within the first year of the usage of Zeitenwende and subsequently losing promi-
nence against keywords emphasising security and community. This seems to suggest a relative 
convergence around the meaning of Zeitenwende as time progresses. As such, these findings 
largely confirm H3.  

To investigate whether I have drawn on sentiment analysis to investigate whether Zeiten-
wende generally has a positive or a negative meaning for the various political parties present. 
To that effect, I have generated a dataset including all words used within a 20-words distance 
from the term Zeitenwende across all sampled speeches, and for each, have calculated the 
frequency of positively and negatively associated verbs, using Christian Rauh’s sentiment dic-
tionary for German text.39 From these total frequencies, I have calculated a relative sentiment 

                                                 
39 Christian Rauh, ‘Validating a Sentiment Dictionary for German Political Language—a Workbench Note’, Jour-

nal of Information Technology & Politics 15, no. 4 (2 October 2018): 319–43. 
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ratio where 0 equals a neutral sentiment, values below 0 an increasingly negative sentiment 
and values above 0 a positive sentiment (see Fig. 2).  

 

 

Fig. 2: Sentiment Analysis per Political Party. 

 

Surprisingly, Zeitenwende is generally positively connotated across the political spectrum, 
with no party having dominantly negative connotations of Zeitenwende. That being said, we 
see a marked difference between parties. First, the parties in the coalition government assign 
a much more positive meaning of Zeitenwende than the opposition, with parliamentary 
speeches of government parties almost doubly as often positively framing Zeitenwende com-
pared to opposition parties. While somewhat surprising given the horrid event that gave rise 
to Zeitenwende and the overall context of war and instability, this positive connotation sug-
gests again the function of Zeitenwende as a hopeful discursive frame that allows policymak-
ers to rally the population around its new foreign policy.  

Second, opposition parties, especially the far-right and far-left parties, are significantly less 
positive towards Zeitenwende, although they remain overall positive towards the concept. In-
terestingly, Germany’s largest opposition party, the conservative CDU/CSU associates Zeiten-
wende with more positive terminology still. Together, this confirms H4 insofar as opposition 
forces do tend to associate less positive sentiments with Zeitenwende, but it also suggests 
somewhat of a foreign policy consensus among all parties of the political spectrum that Zeiten-
wende is a necessary move for the country. 

In order to further investigate these findings of the sentiment analysis, I have also drilled 
deeper by conducting an emotional analysis. Mirroring the structure of the sentiment analysis, 
I have used the same dataset of words surrounding mentions of Zeitenwende in my sampled 
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speeches. Using Widmann and Wich’s emotions dictionary to measure appeals to eight dis-
crete emotions in German political text,40 I then calculated the frequency of words associated 
with each emotion as well as the mean value for each emotion relative to the overall number 
of words sampled. Based on this procedure, I aggregated the overall intensity of each emotion 
for every political party (Fig. 3). 

 

 

Fig. 3: Emotional Analysis per Political Party. 

 

When scrutinising the data, we again see an interesting trend largely confirming the sentiment 
analysis above. First, we see the parties in government consistently achieving higher scores 
for positively connotated emotions – joy, pride, enthusiasm, and hope – than for negative 
ones. Most notable here is the high score the SPD and the Greens specifically achieve with 
regards to hope and enthusiasm. Again, this further suggests the legitimising function of 
Zeitenwende for the government parties, which seek to highlight the necessity of a foreign 
policy change, but crucially, also the positive impact this change may have. 

Second, it is notable that opposition parties do not achieve higher scores with negative emo-
tions – sadness, fear, disgust and anger – then those in government, with the marked excep-
tion of the far-left Linke which defies the trend both with regards to sadness and anger. Over-
all, this confirms, again, H4. The findings show the positive forward-looking meaning govern-
ment parties have imbued Zeitenwende with, while opposition forces having less positive 
emotions towards Zeitenwende. But it also points toward the emergence of a relatively stable 

                                                 
40 Tobias Widmann and Maximilian Wich, ‘Creating and Comparing Dictionary, Word Embedding, and Trans-

former-Based Models to Measure Discrete Emotions in German Political Text’, Political Analysis 31, no. 4 
(October 2023): 626–41. 
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consensus around the meaning of Zeitenwende with no party completely opposed to the over-
arching emotional discourse about Zeitenwende. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the concept of Zeitenwende serves as a complex and multifaceted legitimation 
frame in German political discourse in relation to the Russian invasion of Ukraine and its im-
pact on European security governance.  

The term encapsulates a broad range of interpretations and sentiments across different polit-
ical parties, showcasing both consensus and contestation. Further, the study has revealed a 
strong consensus across political parties regarding the association of Zeitenwende with 
Ukraine, Europe, Germany, and the military, emphasizing its connection to the war in Ukraine 
and the collective European response. However, there are variations in the interpretation of 
the term, with some government parties emphasizing strength, unity, and hope, while oppo-
sition parties and the FDP focus more on budgetary concerns. The far-right and far-left parties 
prioritize domestic issues, diverging from the international focus of Zeitenwende. Despite the 
diverse perspectives, Zeitenwende is generally viewed positively across the political spectrum, 
suggesting its role as a hopeful narrative for rallying the public around new foreign policy di-
rections. Government parties emphasise the necessity and benefits of a change in foreign and 
security policy. 

This research provides valuable insights into how political actors leverage the concept of 
Zeitenwende as a legitimation frame to justify policy changes in response to shifting security 
dynamics. The findings contribute to a broader understanding of the discursive strategies used 
in political discourse to shape public opinion and legitimize governance changes in times of 
crisis. Overall, the study highlights the importance of examining political language and dis-
course to understand the nuanced ways in which concepts like Zeitenwende shape policy and 
influence public perception. 
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