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The Issue and how it was transformed into policy


The issue of German reunification has existed as a major European and Soviet concern since the aftermath of the Second World War. The division of Germany into East and West and the divisive control over the old country by the four main victorious powers of the war (Britain, France, United States and the Soviet Union) led to the almost inevitable movement toward reunification. The culmination of this national movement in Germany came as no surprise to many – the wait of over 40 years had simply enhanced the drive and determination of the two Germanies to finally, in 1990, officially become one country again. Many obstacles stood in the way of this development during that several decade long transition from the end of the Second World War to the end of the Cold War, including relations with the Soviet Union.


The evolution of German reunification can be outlined by the sequence of events that began with, firstly, the monetary and economic union between East and West Germany on 1 July 1990; secondly, the political union of 3 October 1990; thirdly, the coming to force of the Two plus Four treaty of 15 March 1991 leading to the regaining of German sovereignty; and lastly, the ratification of the final unification treaty regarding the withdrawal of Soviet troops signed in Moscow on 2 April 1991.

While by mid-1990 the process of unification had reached its concluding phase, at the level of “constitutions and institutions, of grand politics, alliances, strategy, and international relations” things remained vague and uncertain. This was reflected in the evolution and transformation of German foreign policy, directed at the Soviet Union in particular. For a multitude of reasons, the path to unification was unclear – stemming from concerns regarding the inherent costs of unification in terms of inflation, unemployment and economic uncertainty – concerns that would mark the future development of domestic and external policy.

The transformation of policy can be seen in its evolution over time; ‘from Ostpolitik to Reunification’ as the Avril Pittman text title proclaims, suggests this dramatic transformation from the anti-Soviet era of German foreign policy to the era of cooperation and economic development at the dawn of unification. As David Gress put it, ultimately, the only way to “mitigate the effects of division and keep alive some hope of unification – or at least a future rapprochement – was through negotiations with East Germany and the Soviet Union, not through confrontation and pressure”.

In the final instance, the evolution of German Soviet policy was induced, in large part, by the accompanying forces of change that drove the unification process to its conclusion. To be discussed in greater depth later on, it is sufficient at this stage to suggest that the extent of domestic economic and political concerns being reflected on to policy decisions was far from negligible. Foreign policy had to contend with a rapidly changing world in both Germanies, a wildly uncertain future in both respects and an ever-evolving political situation in lieu of the effects of glasnost and perestroika in the Soviet Union.

Actors Involved


International relations are characterized predominantly not so much by the strategists orchestrating political activity behind closed doors, but by the people who are seen and heard and read about in the various medias of the time. This is true for the relations between Germany and the Soviet Union at reunification as well. Without question, the key players had in integral role in the political success of the populist movement toward reunification at home – their political background and national concerns only a part of their image and composition as integral authors in the creation of foreign relations. Without comment in regards to their political beliefs or personal pitfalls, key actors such as Germany’s Helmut Kohl and the Soviet Union’s Mikhail S. Gorbachev influenced the outcome of reunification inasmuch as they wrote the accords that laid the foundation for German-Soviet cooperation and understanding. Although Kohl has repeatedly been underestimated, like many of his fellow conservative politicians, by the predominantly leftist German press and intelligentsia, he has succeeded in surprising even his most ardent enemies in Germany by virtue of his political cunningness, savvy and ability to recover from disaster – regardless of one’s political convictions, “one must admit that Kohl is probably the most skilled and sophisticated German chancellor”.


Gorbachev, as the signatory and chief negotiator on behalf of the Soviet Union, played a widely apparent vital role in constructing the framework for German reunification and Soviet withdrawal. While he adamantly opposed reunification, and at the very least, rejected its seeming inevitability well into its initial phases (much like Kohl who similarly felt that reunification was a long way off), Gorbachev eventually had little choice but to come to terms with reality.

Gorbachev reportedly realized that it was too late to slow the course of events he had helped unleash. Moscow stopped denying unification’s imminence and attempted to negotiate the best possible outcome for the Soviet Union. During discussions on February 10, 1990, Gorbachev announced that he would not stand in the way of German decisions on German unification.
 

With Gorbachev’s acceptance of the true future of Germany came a cavalcade of change, and a new beginning for German-Soviet relations at the onset of reunification and European re-integration. It became commonly acknowledged that Moscow and Bonn had emerged from the reunification “bound together in a community of fate”; indeed, the attitude of most Germans toward Gorbachev’s efforts were of “deep … gratitude to Gorbachev for starting the process that made unification not only possible but acceptable to the Soviet Union”.
 The roles of both Kohl and Gorbachev had been sealed in the annals of history forever. As Gorbachev put it himself, after signing with Kohl the friendship treaty “on the development of a comprehensive co-operation in the fields of economics, industry, science and technology”, German-Soviet relations were from that point on to reflect a new found goodwill, by letting the “Soviet-German treaty signed for twenty years be transformed into the treatise “To Eternal Peace”.
 Lofty, perhaps, but indicative of this almost revolutionary step in German-Soviet relations, made possible by these two men.

The POLICY

German foreign policy toward the Soviet Union at the point of reunification – that of political relations between 1988 and 1991 to offer a window for policy analysis – was heavily characterized by the overwhelming uncertainty and evolving nature of domestic issues of unification in Germany and the dramatic changes abroad, especially those in the Soviet Union under the auspices of Gorbachev’s colossal reformist strategies of glasnost and perestroika. In fact, foreign policy had little choice but to adapt in light of the populist demands for reunification at home. Largely because of this, it is exceedingly difficult to pin-point a precise policy in the midst of such political turmoil. However, one can analyze and extract policy initiatives and policy aims from the relationship that emerged between Germany and the Soviet Union at the point of reunification. There was no true hard-core policy, merely a reflection of unfolding circumstances, and so one must interpret the value and content of German policy from German actions and their external relations. 

Indeed, Germany and the Soviet Union would have to come to terms with their pasts and plan for the future. The East German people said it bluntly: “If the deutschmark does not come over here, we are going to join it over there”, signaling a shift in policy development from the effects of high-brow ideals presented by academics and bureaucrats to those of the common people. As proven by Germany’s Helmut Kohl, who stated in an interview that “he hardly expected a unified Germany within his lifetime”, the pace of high political thinking lagged behind almost lamely that of the public at large.
 Progressing through the process of reunification without a pre-conceived blueprint or master-plan, driven instead by “unexpected and pressing priorities in the economic and social realm”, it was ultimately the people of the two Germanies that would make it happen. Indeed, it was an instance of ‘low’ politics dominating ‘high’ politics – it was the ‘low’ or populist approach that “propelled the process towards German unity” while the ‘high’ or academic approach attempted “to adapt to the unexpected dynamics and to shape the form of the outcome” of unification.

The force of domestic pressure for change was ultimately even more unbearable to the system than were the forces of external pressure coming from the Soviet bloc. As Eckart Arnold suggests in his text, “it is the domestic problems of unification, far more than external factors, that will be the driving force shaping the future stance of German foreign policy”.
 By this one can safely assume that the elements of chaos, from economic, social and political spheres at home in East and, to a lesser degree, West Germany, had an enormous impact on the policy-making process and the approach taken by Germany vis-à-vis the Soviet Union in regards to the issue of reunification.

The drastic turn-around in policy can be attributed to two key factors – one political, the other economic. As Timothy Garton Ash stated:

Forty-five years after the end of the war, Germany (West) had convinced key Soviet policymakers that it was no longer a threat, and that it was the Soviet Union’s most promising and important economic partner in the West … on the economic side, the underlying cause was of course the divergent performance of the two systems, Western and Eastern, mixed market and planned. But the contribution of conscious German policy is nonetheless very significant.


What emerged from all this change and uncertainty was a new policy of cooperation with the Soviet Union. As Pittman suggests, “FRG-USSR relations entered a dynamic phase” in 1988 already, indicating the FRG’s determination “to adhere to a policy of dialogue and co-operation”.
 Undoubtedly, one can see signs of this new cooperative effort in light of the installation of the direct phone line between the Kremlin and the German Chancellor’s office in mid-February,1989. June of the same year revealed further progression in German-Soviet cooperation and goodwill with Gorbachev’s four day visit to the FRG – the first such visit by a Soviet leader in over eight years. In the wake of this meeting emerged a six-page joint declaration outlining mutual policy efforts regarding “human rights, disarmament, Europe, economic and environmental co-operation”.


Much of this was a direct result of appeasing the enormity of concerns held by the Soviet Union in regards to reunification and the direct loss of the East German territory and the dismantling of the communist regime in that territory. This appeasement, some say, was bought by the West Germans via the offering of several billion deutsche marks in economic aid, while others maintain the appeasement came with Gorbachev’s realization of the true state-of-affairs at home in his country as much as the true state-of-affairs in the two Germanies.

The likely explanation of the breakthrough was that Gorbachev, faced with the urgency of solving domestic problems, wanted to settle the issue of German reunification and not least by securing thereby urgently needed West German finance and technical assistance to ease the Soviet Union’s desperate economic situation.


Evidence of this breakthrough can be seen in the accords signed by Kohl and Gorbachev in the Caucasus in July 1990, a deal comprising a vast array of policy objectives by both countries. Put succinctly, the eight-point plan consisted of the following measures and initiatives: that German reunification would involve Berlin and East and West Germany; that the USSR, Britain, France and the USA would forfeit their occupational rights; that a unified Germany would be free to decide which alliances it wished to belong; that Soviet troops would be withdrawn from East Germany by 1994 at the latest; that NATO institutions and structures would not apply to eastern Germany in the presence of Soviet troops still in residency there; that Germany would limit its army to 370 thousand personnel; and that Germany would cease the use and development of chemical and nuclear weapons.
 The deal also included German contributions of over 13.5 billion DM to the overall cost of the Soviet withdrawal and to aid in an economic stabilization effort in lieu of the loss of East Germany and the need to relocate and accommodate the returning soldiers and their families.
 


In September of 1990, West Germany and the Soviet Union signed a treaty in Moscow entitled ‘Good Neighbourliness, Partnership and Cooperation’, yet another sign of this increasingly friendly, cooperative and bilateral relationship signifying the end of the old Ostpolitik and the dominance of pan-European forces of integration. Times were changing and the outlook was one of positive shifts towards strengthening ties, not breaking them, as seen so many times in the past. The treaty consisted of a number of elements, not the least of which was the non-aggression clause stipulating that neither side would attack the other nor would they support the attack by someone else, and that disputes were to be settled henceforth through peaceful negotiation. The treaty also consisted of initiatives to reduce weapons of mass destruction, to promote the ‘Helsinki’ process of cooperation in Europe, and to hold bi-annual (twice-yearly) foreign ministry consultations. Above all, was the movement towards liberalization in their cooperative endeavours, suggested strongly by the mutual support for a “significant increase in economic, scientific, technical and ecological co-operation and an easing of visa procedures, especially for businessmen”.


Essentially, this reflected well on the overall aim of German foreign policy at the point of reunification, that of “multilateralism, close Atlantic ties, and European integration”.
 In turn, this aim suggests clearly the new style of German policy toward the Soviet Union, a style that has emerged as particularly cooperative as well as conciliatory. Indeed, even at reunification, the Germans continued to express “deep regret about what the German soldiers and administrators had done to ordinary Soviet citizens in their nationalist wartime mania” of the Second World War, a regret characterized by this landmark style of “reconciliatory foreign policy”.


Despite the claims of the German-Soviet treaties as being “new, post-national [and reflecting a] multilateral style of international relations”, they were nevertheless perceived in style and content by many as great-power deals. As Gorbachev remarked: “We have acted in the spirit of the well-known German expression Realpolitik”.
 And as Timothy Garton Ash put it rather appropriately: “This was Realpolitik in a highly civilised form, with the telephone and the cheque book instead of blood and iron; but it was Realpolitik all the same”.
 German-Soviet relations had entered a phase of cooperation and goodwill yet retained the pragmatism that had dictated previous accords of convenience. That is not to say that the agreements reached were merely convenient outcomes of unfolding events; it is to say that the interpretation of Realpolitik as a reflection of the real political matters at hand and their importance and how they were dealt with by Germany and the Soviet Union is valid. German foreign relations with the Soviet bloc were not nearly as lofty as one might think, but hard-nosed policy decisions planted firmly in reality. It was not so much about goodwill and cooperation, but necessity to alleviate the tension to allow the unification process the berth it needed to flourish and come to its logical conclusion. This is what Ash argues, and the presence of at least a degree of Realpolitik cannot be disregarded entirely, if at all.

Policy Implementation and Cost

In essence, German policy toward the Soviet Union at the point of reunification incurred substantial costs in its implementation for both sides. These costs were reflected blatantly by the monetary backing needed to fund the Soviet pull-out of troops, military equipment and families from East Germany. West Germany assisted in this regard by offering the Soviet Union significant aid in the form of a DM 5 billion state-backed bank credit, enough to at least “smooth the path to unity” for the two Germanies.
  Other financial aid was to follow, to help the grand Soviet economic problems of the day, with an estimated DM 20 billion.
 


The cost of implementing this dynamic policy that Germany had undertaken with the Soviet Union was felt in not only financial terms but political and social as well. Clearly, the effect of reunification and the new spirit of cooperation and goodwill between the two states, be it lofty or Realpolitik in nature, would and did have an impact on the political spectrum of the emerging German unified state. Similarly, the social aspect of re-integrating a former communist bloc into the context of an ideologically opposing country would also be felt. Needless to say, that is sufficient material to warrant another research paper altogether, and it would be foolish to attempt to discuss these non-financial costs at any depth here.

Policy Monitoring

It is unquestionable that those who monitored Germany’s policy toward the Soviet Union during reunification closest were those who were most directly involved, that being the German government and the Soviet government, their foreign policy makers and their heads of state. Interests on both sides had significant stakes in achieving their desired outcome – Germany, the reunifying of the country as a whole; the Soviet Union, the acquisition of German funds and Western support in lieu of the dramatic changes at home.


Likewise, the interests of other Western powers and, indeed, all members of the NATO, were to ensure that Germany remained in the alliance regardless of Soviet concerns of Western encroachment. This was critical, and the West – especially the United States – monitored the gradual development and implementation of German policy closely, with express fears of past German-Soviet relations. As The Economist put it in July 1990, “Historical parallels are drawn with unsavoury German-Russian get-togethers like the secretly negotiated Rapallo treaty of 1922, or even the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact of 1939”.
 Nevertheless, Western hesitations were overcome by the cooperative spirit achieved between Germany and the Soviet bloc. In fact, the Western military alliance of NATO altered its approach in accordance to the changes that were emerging from the reunification of the two Germanies; the London Declaration of July 6 1990 “heralded the organization’s adaptation to a changed, more cooperative relationship with the Soviet Union”. Indeed, while the West monitored the situation, the risks that were once inherent to the East-West relationship were quickly disappearing:

The risks for the West were now principally instability and uncertainty; the challenge was to develop cooperative peace building with the nations of the East as well as to continue alliance peace-keeping. Nuclear weapons, though still needed, were now a means of “last resort”.

Evidently, the monitoring process of German-Soviet policy during reunification resulted in a certain realization by the West that the old way of tense conflictual relations with the East no longer validly applied. In this regard, the monitoring of German policy was both integral to an easing of tensions and a renewal of the discourse between the ideologically contrasting divide of East and West at reunification, a divide that was on the verge of collapse.

Conclusion and Evaluation of Policy


Clearly, German foreign policy in regards to the Soviet Union entered a highly uncertain but also dynamic phase during the height of the reunification issue. The old ways of Ostpolitik had been replaced, in large part, by a friendlier and more pragmatic Realpolitik. German-Soviet relations via this policy were enhanced beyond a point seen at anytime prior in recent European history. Whereas German-Soviet relations had been at best characterized by a certain skepticism and suspicion of one another, not to mention outright fear at multiple times in this century alone, the period of German reunification allowed the two powers to converge on issues that neither could avoid. For Germany, reunification was a foregone conclusion merely waiting for the right moment; for the Soviet Union, it was an issue demanding attention among hundreds of others at home, and so to conclude reunification was a matter of necessity for the Kremlin as much as for the Germans themselves. 


Indeed, the period of reunification revealed a new dawn in the relations between Germany and the Soviet Union. An era of peace, cooperation, assistance and goodwill had emerged from the contentious and divisive nature of the German reunification issue. Whether it was an idealistic outcome of negotiation and compromise or an outcome of Realpolitik was immaterial. Either way, the results were indisputably agreeable, perhaps beneficial, for both sides - and ultimately for the rest of Europe and the world.
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