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The Issue and how it was transformed into policy

The issue that arose quickly, and to many, without warning, was that of full-fledged German reunification in the late 1980s long after the divisive aftermath of World War II. In the final stages of concluding the catastrophic political mess the war had left in Europe, the four victorious main powers (United States, Britain, France and the Soviet Union) divided Germany into a fragmented collection of manageable, toothless regions with the intention of keeping German imperialist and expansionist tendencies from exploding into further armed conflict. The Soviet share of the German pie was not insignificant, accounting for what became East Germany, along with half of the old capital city, Berlin. With territorial control over East Germany came, inherently, a dissemination of Soviet communist values and doctrine into this European region, effectively establishing a socialist government in East Germany to serve as the European wing of the growing world order of communist countries. This was during a time of Soviet imperialism, during the eras of Stalin, Brezhnev, Khrushchev and even Gorbachev up to the very fall of the Berlin Wall; indeed, the fall of the symbol of the infamous Iron Curtain separating the two divergent worlds of East and West initially did not shake the stance of Soviet foreign policy towards Germany, a stance held firm for so many years:

The opening of the Wall was followed by Soviet statements to the effect that the GDR must remain in the Warsaw Pact, the elimination of the borders would not be tolerated and that it did not mean that the question of reunification was up for discussion.


Naturally, the issue of German reunification was one of incredible consequence to the Soviet Union and its foreign policy makers. Internal Soviet concerns were as much at the heart of the issue as were external issues of German significance and European re-integration; Soviet Foreign Minister Shevardnadze was prudent and concise in pointing out Soviet concerns regarding German reunification, concerns his counterpart in West Germany, Genscher, had little choice but to bear into consideration. 

It seems that Moscow was not only concerned about the security aspect of a united Germany but also about the prospect of economic losses if the present Soviet-East German economic relationship were affected. . . [Genscher] gave an assurance that Moscow’s economic interests would be fully taken into account.


To a large extent, many of the changes that would follow did so as a result of a growing urgency in German reunification, the almost unstoppable momentum of German nationalism to re-unite, and the incapable Soviet structure to cope with the sudden and revolutionary changes abroad, especially in lieu of those drastic and daunting changes affecting the Soviet Union at home.


Indeed, as reunification approached in an impending fashion, Soviet foreign policy began to show the signs of unpredictable change and uncertainty, swaying like a pendulum from one extreme, that of old-Imperialism and anti-Europeanism to that of Gorbachev’s “new thinking” within a very brief period of time. As Michael J. Sodaro put it, “ Positive references to German national unity, or to the eventual disappearance of the Berlin Wall, were simply not to be found in the pre-Gorbachev decades”. Still, even with the onset of the monumental developments of late 1989, the ambiguities and reservations concerning reunification remained highly intact within the context of Soviet foreign policy in regards to Germany.


In fact, the Kremlin was quick to justify such changes, as they arose, in German policy. Whether to appease those in the USSR, Czechoslovakia or Poland, policy makers assuaged the anxieties of those who “still doubted the wisdom of allowing the reunification of Germany” by claiming that “what was involved was not reunification but rather ‘unification’”. As New Times commentator Lev Bezymensky put it:

Since it is not a question of reunification, but of creating a German state form the FRG, the GDR and Berlin in their present borders, there can be no territorial and other claims on its part.

This statement reflected the more prominently espoused viewpoint of Soviet policy makers, as a “standard of Soviet expression for the process of German integration”.
 Regardless, due to the rapidly changing context of foreign relations with the GDR, policy had to flow with the times. There was no alternative, no matter how much the powers-that-were in the Soviet Union or those in East Germany wished there was. The mass migration of hundreds of thousands of East Germans to the West through the newly opened border, the associated political unrest which dangled precariously on the precipice of mass violence, a faltering economy, as well as unrelenting calls for national unity all contributed to dislocate whatever adhesion Soviet policy had towards German reunification. By January 30th, 1990, Gorbachev was left with little choice: an acknowledgment of, at the very least, a theoretical possibility of reunification beckoned him both unceremoniously and pragmatically.
 The time had come. Change was inevitable.

Institutions/Actors Involved

As with all international relations, those of the Soviet Union and Germany were characterized predominantly not so much by the strategists orchestrating political activity behind-the-scenes, but by the people who were seen and heard and read about in the various medias of the time. Without question, the key players made it happen – their political background and national concerns only a part of their image and composition as integral authors in the creation of foreign relations – their personalities, public appeal, cunningness and suave charismas virtually transformed the diplomatic stage. Without comment in regard to their political beliefs or personal pitfalls, key actors such as Mikhail Gorbachev, Foreign Minister Edvard Shevardnadze and German Chancellor Helmut Kohl shaped the future of not only Germany and the Soviet Union, but also of Europe as a whole – indeed, much of the Western world! Other players were present, as suggested by FRG Foreign Minister Hans-Deitrich Genscher’s visit in 1986 to Moscow which indicated the end to the “chill that permeated Soviet-West German relations”
. By 1988, diplomatic ties had strengthened, leading to multiple state visits between the Soviet Union and West Germany; Soviet Foreign Minister “Shevardnadze visited Bonn, Kohl went to Moscow, and in June 1989 Gorbachev made his first state visit to West Germany, where he received a tumultuous welcome”, resulting in the signing of documents pertaining to arms reduction and political reconciliation.


Without doubt, one of the key actors in the hammering out of the new Soviet approach towards Europe and German unification was, indeed, Shevardnadze.  While he represented just one side to a multi-faceted issue at home, revealing the rifts in the decision-making foreign policy community, his reasoning for his particular stance was not unfounded: “giving mounting evidence of the political and economic collapse of the communist systems in Eastern Europe, there was little sense in trying to preserve it as an alternative to the EC”.
 And that much was true. It was a time to focus on domestic Soviet concerns, not those of other countries, regardless of their political affiliation or ideological standpoint.

The POLICY


The policy of the Soviet Union vis-à-vis Germany, as mentioned earlier, evolved through its rapid alterations in reaction to the unfolding events of the German reunification movement. Indeed, the very issues of European integration and German reunification remained buried by other, more pressing, concerns internally – issues Soviet leaders were seemingly convinced they would not have to deal with in their careers. This conviction held firmly well into the mid 1980s in regards to European integration, and even as far as late 1989 in regards to German reunification. What came was change of unprecedented magnitude and colossal consequences in a span of a few months, arguably even less time. Certainly, the age-old position of the Soviet Union toward the very idea of European integration could easily be characterized as a “malicious skepticism”. As Robert Miller stated, “ On ideological grounds, Soviet policy makers had traditionally held that the insuperable internal contradictions of capitalism had made long-term agreements among imperialist states impossible”,
 nonetheless, in all sectors of Russian society there “remains the traditional respect for the achievements of German technology and organization. But the ambivalence that has always characterized the relationship is still very much in evidence”.


As the success of European integration became increasingly evident, so too did the failures of similar endeavours in the COMECON states. While Gorbachev initially sought to re-invigorate the COMECON via “ambitious plans for enhanced coordination and enterprise-level integration in the pursuit of technology-led development”, he failed to recognize the inherent costliness of such a venture, leading to inevitable abandonment of the initiative as being “too costly and too slow to achieve the desired objective of accelerated growth”.


Although during the first decade following the Second World War Soviet policy toward German reunification revealed slight indications of malleability, it was nevertheless “by no means evident that the Soviet leaders themselves were really ready to give up East Germany on the basis of Western proposals…”. This historical underpinning of skepticism and rigid inflexibility, despite all the rhetoric, remained until the very end, suggested by the fact that by 1955, the Kremlin had essentially decided “to base its German policy on the premise that the division of Germany into two separate states would continue indefinitely”.


The role played by domestic Soviet issues must not be ignored in the understanding of Soviet policy on German reunification. Without doubt, the internal concerns of any country will spill over into the realm of foreign policy, as states tend to act with others in reaction to what those at home command. Sodaro puts it in succinct terms:

Soviet foreign policy, in short, was once again being directly influenced by the nature of the decision-making regime in charge at the Kremlin. In this case, a regime pursuing radical reforms at home matched them with strikingly new departures in the USSR’s external behaviour.
 


Certainly, the forces of change domestically were projected, consciously or otherwise, on to the international stage. With the onset of Gorbachev’s almost revolutionary reforms, key factors of reform such as glasnost and the new perestroika indicated an internal shift towards openness and liberalization, at least to some degree. This openness at home translated, in effect, to a perceived openness abroad – leading invariably to the growing strength of the German reunification movement in light of this Soviet loosening of their grip on Eastern Europe, especially East Germany and Berlin. 


The processes of reform that were initially aimed at stimulating the Soviet economy and revivifying the population’s involvement in the country’s political life had led to a dramatic turnabout in Moscow’s relations with the West and to the transformation of the postwar political order.

Internal affairs were bound to be reflected in Soviet affairs abroad. With the Soviet Communist Party on the verge of collapse, with growing fears of famine, civil war, and even the possibility of a military coup, it was inevitable that the “outcome of these internal processes could not help but have a profound effect on the course of Soviet foreign policy”.


These domestic influences on  Soviet foreign policy toward Germany during the period of reunification gradually left their imprint on the quickly evolving policy. Though Soviet policy remained, as often it does, somewhat elusive, vague and entirely ambiguous, relations with the FRG continued to strengthen throughout 1988 and 1989, and Soviet shifts in policy were reflected in their more pronounced statements on the “unity of the German nation, the Berlin Wall, self-determination, and the openness of the inter-German border”.


Gorbachev even went as far as to eventually espouse views, officially, of the ‘common European home’ idea – that, in fact, European forces of integration would continue to grow in strength and momentum, becoming increasingly unstoppable, and that the re-integration of a unified Germany was as unstoppable as that of the greater European context.


Essentially, the policy of the Soviet Union toward Germany at reunification was outlined very adequately by the agreement signed between Gorbachev and Kohl on July 17th, at the mountain resort of Zheleznovodsk in the Caucasus, detailing the changes in Soviet policy that were both sweeping and fundamental to the new Europe that would soon emerge, and the old Soviet Empire that would soon collapse.


Nevertheless, Shevardnadze remained adamant in relation to the traditional Soviet approach to the reunification question well up to this agreement. In May of 1990, only months earlier, he was still as unprepared as ever to even contemplate a unified Germany, insofar as its potential residency in the NATO alliance, at least not in public nor at a reasonable cost. At the May 1990 ‘4+2’ conference of foreign ministers in Bonn, Shevardnadze went into detail as to his reservations and overall national concerns:

In general, Europe will be peaceful… Germany is an important factor of building a peaceful Europe… [while] there is an economic interest as well … ties with the GDR are of vital importance for the USSR. Destruction of these ties will be contrary to our interests and the interests of Germans… This will be a new level of cooperation, a new quality with a greater economic, technological and scientific potential… Germany can become a bridge linking the USSR and Europe… as a NATO member, Germany will not be able to serve as a bridge between the West and the East of Europe. If united Germany remains a non-aligned democratic state, it will really become a giant in the heart of Europe and will promote East-West contacts.
 


Despite Shevardnadze’s hesitations, and those of many Soviets, denouement finally came with the July 17 agreement in Zheleznovodsk. The true and now emerging foreign policy of the Soviet Union toward Germany was finally accessible and understandable. On his part, Gorbachev made broad political concessions: the acceptance of a united Germany consisting of the GDR, FRG and Berlin; the recognition of the rights of the united Germany, in exercising its sovereignty, to remain in NATO; and that agreement to withdraw all Soviet troops from the GDR by the end of 1994 – some fifty years after the Second World War. And on his part, Chancellor Kohl agreed to: restrict the German military to no more than 370 thousand troops; renounce the right to manufacture, possess, and dispose of nuclear, biological and chemical weapons while remaining a signatory of the nuclear nonproliferation treaty; foreswear any territorial claims and accept the Oder-Neisse lines as the border between Poland and Germany; while also giving generous economic aid to the Soviet Union. This commitment to assist economically was integral to the Soviet concessions made to Germany, which included aid to help “defray the upkeep of Soviet forces still in the GDR…help the USSR build housing for the returning Soviet soldiers and to ensure that trade commitments made by the GDR to the Soviet Union would be upheld”.
   

Policy IMPLEMENTATION and Cost


 The implementation of this new policy consisted primarily of the Soviet withdrawal from the GDR, the costs attached to such an endeavour and the economic consequences of no longer reaping direct benefits from East Germany being far from insignificant.


By the end of 1992, the Soviet pull-out had reached already more than 60 percent of the original forces in the GDR, and by August 31st, 1994, Russia had finally ended its official occupational military presence. This withdrawal accounted for the removal of over half a million Soviet troops and other dependents from the former East Germany. And as Russia was faced with the dire economic consequences of the vast political disarray of the aftermath of Soviet collapse, Germany had the good sense and foresight to enhance the initial deal, helping Russia with numerous grants; aid, even investment credits totaled some 71 billion US dollars during the five year span of 1989 to 1994. While Kohl was still in power, the new Russia was helmed by Boris Yeltsin, but the ties that bound the two countries to the initial Zheleznovodsk agreement remained strong. In lieu of Russia’s enormous systemic problems, Germany expressed confidence in Russia, as Kohl granted Yeltsin full diplomatic courtesies on his visits and expressed his own confidence in gradual Russian reform and return to prosperity through German assistance, trade and financial backing.


The implementation of the new policy that emerged at reunification was neither easy nor inexpensive; however, with virtually no choice as to the evolution of this policy, the Soviet Union was likewise left with little to no choice as to the most efficient or inexpensive manner of proceeding. The Soviet presence in East Germany had to go, that was simple enough. The costs that were incurred were necessary and unavoidable.

Policy MONITORING


It is unquestionable that those who monitored this policy closest were those who were most directly involved, that being the Soviet government and the German government, their foreign policy makers and their heads of state.  German nationalists had their interests at heart and made certain that the Soviets interests were undermined to the best of their ability; similarly, Soviet imperialists sought their own agenda that contradicted German desires well into the deep of the German reunification issue.


At home, in the Soviet Union, numerous factions of policy coordination fought to advance their own interests. They in turn acted as very acute and analytical monitors of Soviet policy toward German reunification. Soviet conservatives monitored in tune with their desire to maintain conflict with the West; Europeanists monitored in tune with their desire for NATO disbandment but closer Soviet-European ties; Americanists sought prolonged American involvement in Europe to better Soviet needs and monitored the new policy in hopes they too could influence its development; Atlanticists, perhaps the most prevalent in all of the Soviet Union, wanted a maximization of Soviet interests through heightened cooperation between Western Europe and the United States.
 Each of these factions supervised the development of Soviet policy, much to the disappointment of many. It was a radical change in policy, indeed, a “new political thinking” - one that bucked any trend established previously.

Conclusion


In consideration of the Soviet Union’s vastly different political standpoint compared to its past – a past replete with unswerving conservatism at home and imperialism abroad, a new standpoint characterized by the modern Soviet reality of military superiority in nuclear arms and Germany’s modern existence as a democratic prosperous Western society no longer hell-bent on war and conquest, Gorbachev’s “astonishing policy reversal was symptomatic of his broader agenda of seeking to reconcile Russia to Europe”. At long last, change had come. Reconciliation had arrived in the form of accepting the common ties of West and East Germany and the multiplicity of  misplaced Soviet fears and anxieties. That is not to say the Soviet Union had nothing to be concerned over, far from it; it is to say that in the final instance, the Soviet presence was withdrawn as it had never meant to be there in the first place. Gorbachev and his allies recognized this in time, and took the necessary steps to accord Germany what it wanted – indeed, what Europe needed, and what the Soviet Union would have to confront domestically shortly thereafter with the collapse of the once mighty Empire. Times changed, and Soviet foreign policy had to change in step with the rapidly evolving world of European integration and East-West relations. And so it did.
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� At this point, Gorbachev remained adamant concerning the maintaining of Soviet territorial integrity and political influence in the East German region. See Avril Pittman, From Ostpolitik to reunification (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), p. 160. 


� Ibid., p.162. 


� Such statements were evidence of the Soviet elite engaging in this “new thinking” in terms of the German question. See Michael J. Sodaro, Moscow, Germany and the West. (Ithica, NY: Cornell University Press, 1992), p. 353.


� See article by Dr.Robert F. Miller, “Are Two Germanies Better Than One? Russo-German Relations…”, available at http://english-www.hss.cmu.edu/history/russo-german-relations.txt


� Ibid. 


� See article on German Reunification in Nicolai N. Petro, Russian Foreign Policy: From Empire to Nation-State. (Don Mills, Ont: Addison Wesley Longman, Inc., 1997) p.166.


� Ibid. p.165.


� Ibid. U.S. President Reagan played a role insofar as his “zero-option” plan for the elimination of all Soviet and American intermediate range missiles. This event helped to propel further Soviet-German cooperation.


� See Miller article for more.


� Refer back to Miller’s article “Are Two Germanies Better Than One?”, as he delves into the history of this “malicious scepticism” between the USSR and Germany.


� Ibid. Miller details the changing nature of Soviet-German relations. 


� Ibid. Further discussion concerning Gorbachev’s new Soviet perspective, and the rather sobering effect it had on socialist countries associated or otherwise affiliated with the USSR.


� Refer to Sodaro text, p.392. He later suggests that “any policy that might in any way lead to … an enlarged German state … was viewed in Moscow as [an undesired] risk”.


� Sodaro continues by suggesting that sooner or later, the “new political thinking” in Soviet foreign policy “would have to come to grips with West Germany”. See p.320. 


� Refer to Sodaro text, p. 382.


� As Sodaro continues on p. 407, “however these [internal] trends evolve, the Soviet Union is bound to be absorbed in a prolonged quest for a new political order”.


� It was evident that some kind of more concerted effort was taking place in recognizing and discussing the possibilities of change – something entirely untenable just months prior. See Sodaro text p.364 for more.


� As the Miller article continues, this “insistence on German neutrality was possibly just a bargaining position – directed at not only the West and the FRG, but also at domestic conservatives, who were… nervous over the pace and direction of the changes in Soviet foreign policy”. Refer to article for more.


� Refer back to Nicolai Petro’s article on German reunification for the complete details regarding the agreement as signed, pp. 167-168.


� See Petro article, in book Russian Foreign Policy, as mentioned earlier. Refer to pp. 168-169.


� Sodaro goes into far greater detail as to the differing perspectives on pp. 405-406 in his text.
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