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were-generally the first to leave, lured by the prospects of a better (and more
profitable) life in the West. Unskilled workers, who now felt the enticement
of the capitalist system following their visits to the Federal Republic, fol-
lowed closely behind. Suddenly, there were labor shortages in practically
every sector of the economy. As more and more workers left, an already ter-
rible economic situation became much worse. According to one estimate,
EW industry was losing abeut=86-million Deutschmarks each
day.1> Ope official quipped that all Germany would someday be re-
united—in the West. Given the steady stream of workers leaving the GDR
for West Germany, the joke was not far from the truth.

J
Getting Unification Started

In the Federal Republic, reactions to the imminent collapse of East Ger-
many were mixed. While most people welcomed the opening of the borders
and the liberalization of the GDR government, the unification question was
more contentious. Conservatives, especially Chancellor Helmut Kohl and
the CDU, saw unification as the opportunify of a lifetime and resalved not to
let the chance slip away. The opposi?tion party was more cautious. While
agreeing to the idea of unification in principle, the SPD did not want the ef-
fort to translate into higher taxes for West Germans. Party ideology aside,
everyone agreed that unification—if accomplished at all—would take years
of negotiation and compromise. Both Kohl and Modrow devised unification
plans that reflected that assumption. Modrow’s plan called for a federation
of separate states with a gradual integration of the two societies. Chancellor
Kohl’s Ten-Point Program anticipated four years of negotiations aimed at
eventual unity. In February, Kohl created a Bundestag committee to investi-
gate the possibilities of unification. .

The upcoming March elections in the GDR became a referendum on uni-
fication as the traditional political parties (now linked and receiving support
from their counterparts in West Germany) and the various civic action
groups mobilized voters in an effort to increase their electoral strengths. As
the polling date approached, most pundits expected an SPD victory. Assum-
ing that the electorate would be eager to preserve the social net that had once
existed under communism, the “experts” figured that the SPD’s traditional
sensitivity to social issues should make it the most favorable choice of vot-
ers. Furthermore, the SPD was also publicly pro-unification, even though its
leadership privately preferred a slow pace of negotiation and compromise.
The CDU, on the other hand, enjoyed a more developed organization in East
Germany and benefited from its relationship to the ruling West German
CDU, the backing of its astute leadership, and the efforts of Chancellor
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Kohl. These advantages were apparent during Chancellor Kohl’s campaign
stop in Dresden on December 19-20 in support of East German CDU candi-
fiates. During his speech, Chancellor Kohl peered out over the large gather-
ing at the multitude of banners calling for immediate unification, not the
lengthy drawn-oiit*process most politicians envisaged. Evidently, he was
duly impressed. Gambling on his ability to sense the popular will, Kohl
abandoned the ill-received Ten-Point Program and committed his party to
rapid unification under Article 23 (accession to the Federal Republic’s Basic
Law). In February 1990, he forged a new political entente called “Alliance
for .Germany,” consisting of the western and eastern CDU parties, their Ba-
varian and Saxon allies (the CSU and DSU), and the civic action group
Democratic Awakening. In the March elections, the Alliance scored a stun-
ning triumph, drawing almost half of the East German vote (see Table 1).

Table |
Results of All-German Elections: May 18, 1990

Percent of Vote

Christian Democratic Union (CDU) 40.9
Social Democratic Party (SPD) 21.8
Party for Democratic Socialism (PDS) 16.3
German Social Union (DSU) 6.3
Alliance of Free Democrats 5.3
Alliance 90 (New Forum, Democracy Now! et al.) 2.9
Greens 2.0
Democratic Awakening 0.9
Other 3.6

Source: D. Philipsen, We Were the People (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1993),401.

The victory elevated Lothar de Maiziére, the East German CDU chair-
man, to the position of East Germany’s first (and, as history would have it
last) freely elected chancellor. Surprising as the conservative victory was’
the poor showing of the civic action groups is even more revealing. Their in:
ability to draw votes may have been the result of poor organization or insuffi-
cient funding. Regardless, their defeat killed any last hopes to revive the
socialist state. The two states were now on the fast track to unity.

The Unification Process

Now that the issue of method had been decided, the task at hand was to re-
move the obstacles hindering East German accession to the Basic Law. By
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necessity, conomic matters received immediat? attention since Eas‘t Ger-
many’s economy was eroding more andmore each day under the We?1ght of
absenteeism, unemployment, and inflation. The\need for an economlf: §olu-
tion was just as great across the border, as the Federal Republic’s ability to
see to the needs of East German refugees was rapidly becoming overtaxed.
To stabilize the East German economy, Kohl suggested that the two coun-
tries form an economic union with the Deutschmark (DM) as its official cur-
rency. Despite the fears of economists, the currency exchange went well.
East Germans could trade in their worthless East German Ostmarks (OMs)
for DM at the rate of one-to-one for savings up to 400 DMs. Wages and sala-
ries were also converted at one-to-one, but debts were exchanged at the rate
of two-to-one. For its part, the de Maiziére government enacted legislation
to introduce capitalism to the former communist state. The long and arduous
negotiations ended with the signing of a treaty establishing monetary, eco-
nomic, and social union on May 18. On July 1, the Deutschmark became the
legal currency of both halves of Germany. .

The final obstacle to political unification was beyond the direct control of
the two Germanys; the international community had yet to agree. Uniﬁca—
tion was a diplomatic problem on any number of levels. Germany’s neigh-
bors, many of which had fallen victim to Nazi aggression, feared th.at a
restored Germany might again become expansionist. Poland was particu-
larly sensitive to this issue, since a unified Germany might lay claim t‘o the
Oder-Neisse territories ceded to Poland after World War II. The security of
the Soviet Union also had to be addressed. Gorbachev’s insistence that a new
Germany be neutral—that is, a member of neither NATO nor th(? Wars'aw
Pact—seemed the best the Soviets could offer. After all, the Soviet Union
could ill afford further NATO encroachment on its borders. Would the West
accept his reasoning? Would Germany rearm? Might it possess nuclear
weapons? \ '

Official negotiations on these vexing questions began on May 5, 1990, in
Bonn. The so-called Two-plus-Four talks brought together a cadre of highly
skilled foreign ministers. Representing the two German states were Hans-
Dietrich Genscher and Lothar de Maiziére. The four wartime powers were
represented by James A. Baker (US), Roland Dumas (FR), Douglas Hurd
(GB), and Eduard Shevardnadze (USSR). The Polish border issue de-
manded immediate attention, if only to allay the Polish government’s rap-
idly growing fear of German intentions. Resolution came fa?rly quick‘ly.
Kohl and de Maiziere introduced identical resolutions to their respective
parliaments promising that the German states and Poland would “respect
each other’s sovereignty and territorial integrity without restriction.”16 Kohl

FROM DIVISION TO UNIFICATION 21

assured that an all-German parliament would ratify the resolutions by treaty
following unification. Although the compromise was not the complete abro-
gation of Germany’s claim on the Oder-Neisse territories that it wanted, the
Polish government acquiesced.

The issue of NATO membership was much more disruptive. A united
Germany, still in NATO; -would ha\ie bqpn perceived by many Soviets as a
blow to the security of the Soviet Union. On the other hand, the West did not
intend to allow Germany to be neutral and therefore free to pursue its own
foreign policy path without the mitigation of other nations. Fearing that this
issue might scuttle unification just as the object came into sight, Kohl flew to
Moscow to meet with Gorbachev in person. It turned out to be Germany’s
most significant state visit in recent history. At his summer retreat in the
Caucasus, Gorbachev told Kohl that the USSR would no longer insist on
neutrality. Undoubtedly, Gorbachev’s change of heart was in part a ploy to
woo German economic support. However, it was also a positive gesture to-
ward NATO’s pledge to revise its mission in Europe to emphasize political,
not military, goals. '

The Two-plus-Four negotiations produced a carefully worded treaty de-
signed to remove all the diplomatic obstacles to German unity. By the terms
of the document, the Soviet Union, the United States, France, and Great Brit-
ain divested themselves of their postwar authority over the German nation.
Although the final product was more a Soviet concession than a compro-
mise, the treaty did embody both Soviet and Western interests. Germany
would be free to join whichever alliance(s) it wanted, even though everyone
understood that it would join NATO. In deference to the Soviet Union, the
treaty restricted NATO from stationing troops on former GDR territory until
all Soviet troops left. In addition, the agreement limited the size of the future
German military and prohibited the possession of atomic, biological, and
chemical weapons.

With the international aspects settled, only the inter-German treaty of
union remained. On August 31, 1990, the Unification Treaty established
agreements and compromises on a wide range of issues from constitutional
law and internal justice to sports, culture, and education. Having thus chosen
a common infrastructure, the two Germanys had little left to do but unite.
The GDR People’s Chamber chose October 3, 1990, as the day it would offi-
cially accede to the Basic Law and vote itself out of existence. As that day
approached, Germans looked back on the previous twelve months with a
mixture of amazement and trepidation. Forty years of division had ended in
only nine remarkable months. In the early evening on October 2, Unity Day
celebrations took place all over East and West Germany. Many communities
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opted for low-key observances, while others favéred fireworks and political
speeches. Tn Berlin, the Philharmonic played Beethoven’s Ode to Joy under
the direction of Kurt Masur, the hero of the Leipzig demonstrations the year
before. Chancellor Kohl’s address that evening proclaimed that the new Ger-
many would work toward “‘a common peaceful future in trustful cooperation
with all countries and peoples.”17 Those were comforting words, designed to
soften the transition as Germany and Europe entered a new era. Germany’s
position within the European Union and its role in world diplomacy would
need to be redefined. As of 1990, those and other problems still lay ahead.

- NOTES

1. Article 146, 1961 translation.
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mann, 1990), 306.
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and Debates, 1944—1993 (Providence, RI: Berghahn Books, 1994), 169.

20. Sandford, “Peace Movement and Church,” 141.

21. “Churches Uneasy Over Reunification,” Christianity Today 34 (November
5, 1990): 65-66. ) N

22. William E. Downey, “For German Pastors a Bitter Taste, Christian Cen-
tury 107 (October 31, 1990): 988-89. .

23. “Germany Unites After 45 Years of Division,” Facts on File 50 (October

5, 1990): 733.

Four-Power Diplomacy
and German Unification

Germany’s rush to unity raised some troubling diplomatic issues and created
potentially dangerous international problems. While most of Germany’s
neighbors welcomed the opening of the wall and the eventual liberalization
of the GDR, the drive toward unification was another matter. Suddenly, war-
time fears of German expansionism resurfaced. Would a unification of Ger-
many lead to claims on Pomerania, East Prussia, and the other territories lost
to Poland after World War 1I? Even if a new German government renounced
its irredentist claims, there would still be a need to readjust existing Euro-
pean security arrangements. Should a new Germany belong to NATO or the
Warsaw Pact? Both? Neither?

These questions would be difficult enough to answer even in the easiest of
diplomatic circumstances. However, these negotiations would be further
complicated by the fact that the wartime alliance between the United States,
Great Britain, the Soviet Union, and France still had controlling rights over
any united German state. Forty-five years had passed since the end of World
War I, but there was no more agreement on how to solve the “German Ques-
tion” in 1990 than there had been in 1945. Each nation had developed its own
set of assumptions regarding German unification and was willing to defend
those interests in the international arena. Considering that four very different
approaches to the problem had to be reconciled, it is amazing that any diplo-
matic solution could be reached at all. Nevertheless, in only two months, the
four powers had forged an agreement on the unification of the two German
states. How was it possible? It was due to equal parts of diplomatic skill,
bribery, and luck.
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This chapter is a study of multin;tic)ne}l decisién making at its best. First,
French, British, American, and Soviet reactions to the fall of German com-
munism and to the unification drive are discussed. Then, the chapter contin-
ues with an account of the Two-plus-Four diplomacy that led to the treaty
that settled the disposition of Germany. The startling conclusion is that the
four powers did not define the emerging Germany in light of their national
interests. Instead, they were forced to redefine their national interests in light
of the reemergence of Germany.

REACTIONS TO THE GERMAN COLLAPSE

The French Stance

The French government reacted to the events in the two Germanys with a
mixture of support and suspicion. Since the end of World War II, France and
West Germany had been partners in creating a new Europe. Their coopera-
tion in such historic ventures as the European Coal and Steel Community
and the Common Market bore evidence of the friendship begun by Konrad
Adenauer and Charles de Gaulle. The two nations, in many ways, neatly
complemented each other. Germany was the more powerful country eco-
nomically, but as a defeated and divided nation it had never been a postwar
political powerhouse. France, while economically weaker, did well to main-
tain what was left of its prewar political prestige with its United Nations Se-
curity Council seat and its status as an atomic power. An enlarged Germany
might upset this delicate balance and shift the diplomatic and economic cen-
ter of the European Community (EC) away from the Atlantic toward central
Europe. Thus, France was caught between two conflicting desires. How
might France support German self-determination without jeopardizing
France’s extremely fragile position as a major player in European and world
politics?

The first diplomatic exchanges proved fairly cordial. At the 54th Franco-
German summit on November 3, 1989, Chancellor Helmut Kohl and Presi-
dent Frangois Mitterand seemed to reach an agreement on the “German
Question.” As Egon Krenz’s socialist government was collapsing, Mitterand
confided in Kohl his worst fear—namely, that the future course of German
events would lead Kohl to forsake the drive toward European unity for Ger-
many unity. Kohl did what he could to reassure his friend that Germany’s
problems could be solved in a European framework and implied that Ger-
many’s days of playing off the West against the East were over. Despite such
reassurances, Mitterand’s policy remained cautious. In the concluding press
conference, Mitterand asserted that he was “not afraid of German unifica-
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tion.”! Privately, he tried to make sure that the rapid pace of German events
did not overtake French interests.

The camaraderie ended abruptly on the 28th of that month, when Chan-
cellor Kohl announced his Ten-Point Program. Mitterand, angry and pub-
licly critical of the plan, had neither been informed nor consulted. His
negative reaction was understandablé sin¢e the announcement invoked im-
ages of past German governments that acted first and sought consensus later.
In the hopes of restraining this “loose cannon,” Mitterand responded to jour-
nalists that he considered German unification “a legal and political impossi-
bility.”2 In private conversation, he lectured German Foreign Minister
Hans-Dietrich Genscher that Europe would not tolerate another unbridled
Germany. There was even talk in unofficial circles of rapprochement with
the Soviet Union (much like the old Franco-Russian entente before World
War I) to keep the Germans from isolating France.3

Mitterand then embarked upon a number of scheduled personal visits
over the next few weeks that would enable him to see if others shared his
opinions. His first stop was to the GDR on December 20, 1989; but in a care-
fully considered quid pro quo, he did not inform Chancellor Kohl of his de-
parture date. In East Berlin, Mitterand told an audience that the German
people should decide their own future, provided the decision maintained
European peace and recognized existing borders. His presence there sent a
clear message to Bonn not to ignore French interests. Nevertheless, Mitter-
and, always the consummate politician, was careful not to embarrass Kohl.
He understood that their working relationship would have to continue long
after the unification issue ended. His next stop took him to Moscow to meet
with Gorbachev, where the two men agreed that the existence of two sepa-
rate Germanys was a “stabilizing influence” and that unification was not on
the agenda.4

As the new year approached, Kohl and Mitterand worked to reform their
friendship. In early January, Kohl met with Mitterand at Gascogne in south-
ern France for what would be the first of many such meetings throughout the
year. During the conference, the two men set forth their fears and aspirations
regarding a possible German unification. Kohl purposely “stroked” the
French, by telling the press that he believed that only France could legitimize
German unity. In more private conversations, Kohl reaffirmed his commit-
ment to work toward unity within the framework of the EC, and said that the
process would not alter Germany’s long-standing partnership with France.
The ever-cautious Mitterand answered cooly, “I shall adhere to that.”>

Atbest, Mitterand’s tactics might slow the pace of unification, but he real-
ized that he could not stop it completely. By February, Mitterand had refash-
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ioned his foreign policy toward Germany in order to salvage as much as he
could of the French agenda. Since an enlarged’Germany would most cer-
tainly further reduce France’s role as an international leader, Mitterand de-
voted most of his attentions to forging a consensus on German unity within
the EC. Thereafter and entering the Two-plus-Four negotiations, French
diplomats downplayed their concerns about keeping Germany linked to
the EC and committed to European unity. Roland Dumas, the French foreign
minister, summed up his government’s position in an article published in the
New York Times on March 13, 1990. He wrote:

TLalways believed that the arbitrary division of Germany was senseless. Since no one
can permanently divide a nation, a people, a country, German unity will put an end to
one of history’s anomalies. And it is up to the Germans themselves to determine the
pace and internal coalitions of this unification. But the situation inherited from the
war cannot be improved without the participation of countries other than the two
Germanys.

Everything revolves around a simple idea: German unification must be accompa-
nied by a strengthening of European stability. . . . A unified Germany will have to be
part of this strengthening of the community.6

On the eve of the Two-plus-Four negotiations, Germany and France had
largely mended their differences. However, even as late as September, Presi-
dent Mitterand still could not bring himself to be positive about German uni-
fication, which was now only days away. In his speech following the
Franco-German summit conference in Munich, Mitterand implied that there
were still many unresolved “conflicts, rivalries, and misunderstandings.”
Harmony was still a long way off.

Great Britain

British reactions to the fall of the Berlin Wall and the drive toward unifica-
tion were predictably similar to the French reactions. Although popular
opinion in both countries favored unification, older generations remem-
bered the wartime hardships brought on by German aggression and could
not help being more than a little suspicious. For Prime Minister Margaret
Thatcher and her cabinet, themselves members of the latter generation, the
reemergence of the “German problem” in 1989 would pose a number of dif-
ficult foreign policy paradoxes. Her government feared that the rapidly
changing political scene in central Europe might upset stability and alter the
status quo—to Great Britain’s detriment.
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Even though Britain had always supported the idea of German self-
determination, the rapidity of the East German collapse caught many policy
makers off guard. Thatcher, who grew up during the wartime hatreds of Na-
zism and anything German, ‘seemed ill- disposed to deal with the issue. It was
no great secret that she did not hold Germans in high regard and that she par-
ticularly had no love for Chancellor Kohl.7 Much of England’s conservative
press picked up on her dislikes. Anti-unification articles, such as those argu-
ing that there might be a “Fourth Reich”8 and that the “only thing worse than
a bad German is a good German,” frequently appeared on English news-
stands. Nevertheless, as news of the breaching of the Berlin Wall reached
London, the official reaction expressed optimism and hope for the future.
The prime minister welcomed the events of November 9, proclaiming that
day to be “a great day for freedom, a great day for liberty.”10

Such exuberance quickly faded once German unification had become a
distinct possibility. Several potentially severe consequences for England
were evident. A union of the Germanys would most certainly produce an
economic colossus and possibly upset or disrupt established market rela-
tionships within the EC. Still worse, such a powerhouse might command in-
creased diplomatic respect abroad and threaten Great Britain’s status as
intermediary between the United States and Europe, a position it had en-
joyed ever since 1945. Finally, and perhaps most important, was the question
of Germany’s role in Europe’s existing security arrangements. Great Britain
did not want to see Germany neutralized: The best way to hold a reunited
Germany in check would be to adopt the French suggestion and submerge
German institutions into those of the EC. Such a solution, however, would
require an ever-wider integration among the EC member states. Given that
Thatcher vehemently opposed surrendering any more British sovereignty to
the EC, this proposal did not seem tantalizing either.

Consequently, Great Britain’s policy makers were caught between two
conflicting goals: the desire to see Gorbachev’s reform movement succeed
and the need to watch over and contain Germany. The dilemma proved so
difficult that during the initial discussions on the possibility of unification in
January 1990, the best policy the prime minister could devise was to delay.
In an interview with the Wall Street Journal, Thatcher accepted the eventual-
ity of a single Germany but said that unification “must come at a rate which
takes account of other obligations and which gives us time to work things
out.’11 This was a polite way of saying that she preferred German unification
to take place in conjunction with a more general democratization of Eastern
Europe, a process that she privately hoped might take ten to fifteen years.12
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Thatcher never got the chance to try out her ideas, for the March elections
in the GDR rendered her dilatory strategy obsolete and forced yet another
change in policy. Faced with the new reality of a rapidly unifying Germany,
Thatcher convened a meeting of experts at the prime minister’s country es-
tate, Chequers, to discuss Germany and their expections for its future. The
four prominent history professors and two political commentators in atten-
dance characterized the Germans by reeling off a litany of negative personal-
ity traits that stereotyped Germans as insensitive and self-absorbed people.
Although most of the group thought that Europe need not fear the Germans,
there remained a minority who thought that the lessons of past aggression
should not be lost upon the present. The Chequers Memorandum, 13 as the
notes of the meeting came to be known, might never have seen the light of
day had it not been for the debate over the comments of Nicholas Ridley, the
Cabinet Secretary of Industry. In an interview with The Spectator, Ridley
blasted the proposed German monetary union as “a racket designed to take
over the whole of Europe.”14 The British public did not share Ridley’s con-
tentions. Nevertheless, the parliamentary debate on the affair and the subse-
quent leak of the Chequers Memorandum led many citizens to question
Thatcher’s policy toward Europe. Britain’s relations with Germany suffered
accordingly.

It was under this dark cloud of controversy that the Thatcher government
had to prepare for the Two-plus-Four negotiations. As far as Great Britain
was concerned, unification should be accomplished gradually, within an
all-European context, and only upon the successful conclusion of the four
powers’ rights and responsibilities vis-2-vis Germany. Further, Great Britain
could accept East German participation in the EC provided that such partici-
pation did not destabilize the EC. Finally, the new Germany would have to
be a member of NATO.!5 This final insistence put British policy on a colli-
sion course with the interests of the Soviet Union.

United States

The United States had a long history of supporting the idea of unification.
As early as the middle of 1989, State Department bureaucrats saw that unifi-
cation was finally within the realm of possibility and worked to formulate
policy. As the East German government began to destabilize, many in the
Bush administration thought that the United States should come out quickly
in support of unification and thereby win favor from Germany. However, the
West German government in Bonn still had not clarified its own position on
unification, and thus the State Department did not rush to formulate a policy
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for fear of appearing “more German than the Germans.” Consequently, as
the East German revolution gained momentum in October, the policy of the
United States was still in flux. The general strategy was to support Chancel-
lor Kohl and pay lip-Service to the idea of unification, but to do nothing to
speed it along.16

While the rest of the world responded joyously to the opening of the Ber-
lin Wall, President George Bush was busy deflecting criticism that he did not
seem very happy about the events in East Germany. Bush’s response was
more measured than it was unemotional. He, like his Secretary of State
James A. Baker, had to temper his personal euphoria over communism’s
troubles with his role as diplomat. Neither of them wanted to give the im-
pression that they were taking political advantage of the misfortunes of oth-
ers.17 Further, the situation was still far from stable. It would have been
unwise to send the impression that the United States would come to the dem-
onstrators’ aid should a military crackdown (4 la Tienanmen Square) ensue.
The rapidity of the East German collapse soon forced a more deliberate plan
of action. Kohl’s Ten-Point Program received a mixture of cautious opti-
mism and disapproval at not being consulted. State Department spokesper-
son Margaret Tutweiler announced that the United States was sympathetic
to Germany’s drive to unify, but her announcement stopped short of endors-
ing the plan. In private conversations, President Bush told Foreign Minister
Genscher that although unification was a matter for the Germans to decide,
the United States would insist on certain conditions including, among oth-
ers, that Germany retain membership in both NATO and the EC. In addition,
Germany’s borders and other security arrangements would have to be settled
by international agreement before the United States would agree to relin-
quish its postwar responsibilities toward Germany.

By December, it was clear that the United States had taken a more positive
approach to German unification than had France and Britain. In February,
Chancellor Kohl and his wife came to Camp David for a weekend visit, dur-
ing which the issues of unification received attention. Kohl and Bush agreed
on almost every issue, including German membership in NATO. One bit of
friction occurred when Kohl refused to renounce publicly German claims to
the Oder-Neisse territories and guarantee Poland’s borders. President Bush
was not pleased, but he refused to press the issue either. Apparently, the Bush
administration took seriously Henry Kissinger’s comment that “if the Ger-
mans see us as obstructing their aspirations, we’ll pay a price later on.”18
Clearly, the United States did not want to risk alienating Kohl and thereby
jeopardizing the American-German partnership.




58 THE UNIFICATION OF GERMANY
Soviet Union

Of the four postwar powers interested in the fate of Germany, the Soviet
Union had the most at stake. Soviet leaders had invested much effort into
turning their World War II “prize” into the cornerstone of Soviet ideology in
central Europe. East Germany was a symbol of communist achievement—a
bastion of Marxist ideology bravely confronting a capitalist enemy to the
west. In the previous decades, such a confrontational paradigm had mean-
ing. But by 1989, Gorbachev’s reform movement held out the promise for
change. Glasnost and perestroika might have liberalized East Germany an‘d
kept it allied to the Soviet Union. Unfortunately, Erich Honecker’s intraps1—
gence and Egon Krenz’s failures pushed East Germany beyond reform into
revolution. The Soviet Union now had to face its worst nightmare. East Ger-
many was now on track for unification with West Germany. Was unification
compatible with Soviet interests? .

Gorbachev did not think so. In 1987, two years before unification became
a possibility, the general secretary remarked that there would be “serious
consequences”19 for any movement seeking to alter the status quo in Ger-
many. During a state visit by Chancellor Kohl in October 1988, Gorbachev
bluntly remarked that “the current situation is a result of history. Attempts at
overturning what has been created by it or to force things by an unrealistic
policy are an incalculable and even dangerous endeavor.”20 However, by th‘e
next spring, Soviet officials were singing a different tune, hinting that th§1r
government might support a unification of Germany. In October, Soviet
spokesperson Yevgeny Primakov told the New York Times that there was “no
formidable obstacle to reunification.”1 In a speech before the United Na-
tions in December and again to the Communist Party Central Committee in
February, Gorbachev conceded that all peoples have the right to choose their
social and political systems freely. In each speech, he implied that govern-
ments must be responsive to the wishes of citizens. The Brezhr}ev Doctrine,
which retained for the Soviet Union the right to interfere in the internal af-
fairs of communist nations, had died a sudden death. What caused such a
dramatic volte-face?

The relatively sudden turn in the Soviet Union’s German policy was
based on the old formula that a united and neutral Germany might not neces-
sarily be detrimental to Soviet interests. Gorbachev had to find a common
ground between two opposite approaches to the German problem. On the
one hand, the German issue would test his image as a champion of liberty.
Any attempt to limit the East Germany’s right to self-determination would
bring into question his own commitment to glasnost and perestroika. On the
other hand, Gorbacheyv still had to answer his enemies back home who were
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highly critical of any plan to surrender territory to the West. When Chancel-
lor Koh!’s Ten-Point Program forced a reckoning with the issue, Gorbachev
reacted duplicitously. Publicly, he accepted the possibility of unification and
asserted that the Germans themselves must decide their own fate but
stressed, however, that unification was not of “urgent international impor-
tance.”22 At the same time, his message to the communist faithful back home
was that East Germany’s future as a member of thé Soviet bloc was secure.
Evidently, it would be left to his foreign minister, Eduard Shevardnadze,
to reconcile these apparent contradictions publicly and define the Soviet
Union’s stance on unification. In a speech to the political committee of the
European Parliament in February 1990, Shevardnadze reiterated that the
Soviet Union accepted the principle of German self-determination, pro-
vided it was accompanied with assurances against the buildup of hostile
military power and future aggression. In other venues, Shevardnadze also
demanded a recognition of existing borders, and a satisfactory resolution
to the question of Germany’s place in the defensive structure of Europe.
However, he reserved his strongest language for the official communist
publications. In articles published in Pravda and Izvestia, he reiterated that
the USSR had “very important and legitimate rights” in respect to Ger-
many that were won by “twenty-six million dead (and) many thousand de-
stroyed cities and towns.”23
Shevardnadze’s words gave the impression that the Soviets could never
accept a reunited Germany in NATO. Indeed, Gorbachev had no desire to
move on this issue, since he still had hopes that the socialist reform move-
ment inside the GDR would be successful:-Butas Egon Krenz’s resi gnation
signaled socialism’s irrevocable failure, Gorbachev slowly came to accept
the reality of the situation. During Hans Modrow’s state visit to Moscow,
Gorbachev let it be known that the Soviet Union would not oppose German
unification provided Soviet interests were not jeopardized. The two men
then discussed how this might take place. The resultant “Plan for Germany
Unity,” although officially credited to Modrow, clearly bore both men’s
hopes to preserve at least some of the GDR. The plan called for a confedera-
tion between the GDR and West Germany, one that would be a member of
neither NATO nor the Warsaw Pact. Although this was an acceptable solu-
tion for the Soviet Union, this latter provision made it patently unacceptable
to the other three powers.24
The March GDR elections and its call for unification could not have come
at a worse time for Mikhail Gorbachev. Four years into the process, per-
estroika had not fared well. The promised economic prosperity still had not
materialized and the long lines and food shortages that were customary
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