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The unification of Germany, 1985–1991
helga haftendorn

The Cold War and the division of Germany were closely related; at the core
of both was the question of which power was to dominate the center of
Europe: the Soviet Union or the United States.1 The Berlin Wall was its
starkest symbol. Lurking in the background was the political and military
presence of the four victorious powers of World War II in Berlin and
Germany. No element of this structure could be overcome without changes
in the others. The East–West conflict would only be ended if the Wall came
down and Germany were reunified.
Given these strong linkages, two questions arise: how was it possible that

in 1989 the Wall that for twenty-eight years had separated the Federal
Republic of Germany (FRG) from the German Democratic Republic (GDR)
crumbled visibly, and that unification took place with the consent of all four
powers who also withdrew most of their troops from Europe?

The consolidation of the status quo

After the Helsinki Conference of 1975, the two superpowers as well as the
two German states felt comfortable respecting the modus vivendi on the
territorial status quo in Europe, which had been achieved through détente
and German Ostpolitik.2 When contacts grew after the conclusion of the Basic
Treaty between the FRG and the GDR,3 East Berlin intensified its policy of
demarcation: to emphasize its disparity with capitalist West Germany, the
GDR defined itself as a “socialist workers’ and peasants’ state” whose alliance

1 See Hans-Peter Schwarz’s chapter in volume I.
2 See Marc Trachtenberg’s chapter in volume II.
3 Federal Republic of Germany, Treaty on the Basis of Relations Between the Federal Republic of
Germany and the German Democratic Republic (Bonn: Press and Information Office, 1973).
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with the USSR was “irrevocable.”4 Neither at home nor abroad were better
relations with West Germany to be interpreted as a prelude to reunification.
For West Germany, improving the living conditions of their fellows in the

East was more important than restoring national unity, though the commit-
ment to unification enshrined in the Federal Republic’s Basic Law (constitu-
tion) was retained. Bonn continued to follow Egon Bahr’s notion of “change
through rapprochement.”5 Bahr was now undersecretary in the chancellor’s
office; he had become the closest confidant to Chancellor Willy Brandt on
issues of relations with East Germany and the Soviet Union. In spite of the
GDR’s efforts to distinguish itself from the Federal Republic, a rising stream
of visitors crossed the inter-German boundary, typically from the West, but
also elderly people from the East. The GDR tried to throttle this flow by
increasing costs, but failed. Increasingly, the GDR lived on the transfer funds
that it received from the FRG for transit, postal fees, and other services.6 In the
early 1980s, the fundamental weakness of the GDR economy resulted in acute
balance-of-payments difficulties, which caused East Berlin to bargain for addi-
tional financial support. In return for two unrestricted loans of DM 1.95 billion,
West Germany secured a number of humanitarian gestures.
Under the impact of the Soviet invasion in Afghanistan and the decision of

the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) of December 1979 to deploy
Pershing II and cruise missiles in Western Europe,7 East–West relations deter-
iorated. Both German states, though, tried to insulate their dialogue from
the repercussions of renewed superpower confrontation. In an ironic twist of
history, the declaration of martial law in Poland coincided with Chancellor
Helmut Schmidt’s visit to the GDR, a trip that had been postponed many
times. In his conversations with the secretary of the East German Socialist

4 Erich Honecker in a speech commemorating the twenty-fifth anniversary of the found-
ing of the GDR on October 6, 1974, in Dokumente zur Außenpolitik der Deutschen
Demokratischen Republik, ed. by German Institute for Contemporary History and
Institute for International Relations, 33 vols. (Berlin: Staatsverlag der DDR, 1954–88),
XXII (1976), 87–91.

5 “Wandel durch Annäherung,” head of the Berlin Press and Information office, Egon
Bahr, at Tutzing, July 15, 1963; Dokumente zur Deutschlandpolitik, ed. by Federal Ministry
for German Affairs (Frankfurt: Alfred Metzner, 1978), IV/11, 869–97.

6 To improve relations between the parts of Germany, Bonn had agreed to pay for
the services East Berlin rendered. Their actual value is difficult to establish. In the
1980s, the annual transfers are estimated at DM 1,490 million and the overall transfers
from 1971 to 1989 at DM 23,165million. See Dieter Grosser, Das Wagnis der Wirtschafts-
und Währungsunion: Politische Zwänge im Konflikt mit ökonomischen Regeln (Stuttgart:
Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 1998), 50.

7 “Special Meeting of Foreign and Defense Ministers: The ‘Double Track’ Decision on
Theatre Nuclear Forces,” Brussels, December 12, 1979, inNATOHandbook: Documentation
(Brussels: NATO Office of Information and Press, 1999), 202–05.
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Unity Party (SED), Erich Honecker, he wanted to ascertain how relations
could be enhanced. The results of this meeting illustrated how constrained
were the parameters of intra-German relations as “neither of the states could
remain unaffected by a general escalation of tension in world politics.”8

Reacting to the anxiety about superpower war, both leaders announced the
concept of a “community of responsibility” between the two states and
pledged that “war must never again emanate from German soil.”9

Honecker’s return visit to Bonn eventually took place in September 1987.
It highlighted the GDR’s efforts to gain international recognition. His con-
versations with Schmidt’s successor, Helmut Kohl, though, did not change
their differences of opinion. The GDR continued to demand the recognition of
its sovereignty, which the FRG for constitutional reasons could not grant. But
Kohl’s assurance that Bonn did not wish to destabilize the GDR was doubtless
of significance to Honecker. Various agreements signed during the visit
improved living conditions in divided Germany. For both leaders, respecting
the modus vivendi on the territorial status quo and improving the quality of life
of the German people were critically more important than restoring national
unity. On a practical level, relations seemed well on the way to normalization.
Thus, when, in 1987, US president Ronald Reagan stood at the Brandenburg
Gate in Berlin and called on the Soviet leader, “Mr. Gorbachev, open this gate!
Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!,” his demand was interpreted by many as
a propaganda ploy.10

The disintegration of the status quo in Europe

It took a number of years for the “Gorbachev revolution”11 and the changes it
wrought in the Soviet Union to be recognized abroad, and even longer for
them to have a lasting impact on the two German states. In an interview with
Newsweek in October 1986, Kohl mused: “I don’t consider [Mikhail Gorbachev]
to be a liberal. He is a modern communist leader who understands public
relations. Goebbels, who was one of those responsible for the crimes in the
Hitler era, was an expert in public relations, too.”12 The chancellor’s blunder,

8 Interview with E. Honecker, Neues Deutschland, November 16, 1981.
9 Joint communiqué on the meeting between Chancellor Helmut Schmidt and Secretary
General Erich Honecker, December 13, 1981, in Texte zur Deutschlandpolitik, ed. by
Federal Ministry of German Affairs (Bonn: Ministry of German Affairs, 1982), II/8, 422.

10 John C. Kornblum, “Reagan’s Brandenburg Concerto,” American Interest, Summer
(May/June) 2007, 25–32.

11 See Archie Brown’s chapter in this volume. 12 Newsweek, October 27, 1996, 29.
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though not intended to irritate the Soviet general secretary, indicated that he
believed that no fundamental political changes were taking place in Moscow.
No wonder Gorbachev was deeply offended by this remark. German–Soviet
relations were put on ice.
Western Europe played a subsidiary role in Gorbachev’s policy toward the

West. He concentrated on improving relations with the United States, as he
felt that progress in East–West relations was conceivable only in cooperation
with the recognized leader of the Western world. In particular, he wanted to
end the increasingly costly nuclear-arms race and prevent its expansion into
space. But Kohl’s remark reinforced Gorbachev’s cool attitude toward the
FRG, which he held responsible for the NATO two-track decision and for the
deployment of new nuclear missiles. Further, Gorbachev wished to dissuade
Honecker from improving relations with Bonn. The Soviet leader worried
about East Germany’s increasing economic dependence on West German
subsidies. Gorbachev, therefore, did little to conciliate Bonn.
Soviet relations with East Berlin also did not proceed smoothly. Moscow

continued to value the GDR as a strategic ally, but realized that the country
was no longer an economic and political asset. The most orthodox of all
Communist Parties, the SED shunned reform. It publicly defied perestroika,
viewing its ripple effects with great concern. GDR officials considered it a
necessary expedient for the Soviet Union, which it need not emulate. One did
not have to renovate one’s apartment just because a neighbor was putting up
new wallpaper, remarked Politbüro member Kurt Hager.13

After a visit to Moscow in 1987 from German president Richard von
Weizsäcker, the icy relations between Bonn and Moscow began to thaw. His
conversations with Gorbachev, although occasionally “pointed [and] harsh,”
were quite cordial.14 Gorbachev told his guest that the question of unification
was closed, though history in a hundred years might decide otherwise. When
Kohl visited Gorbachev in Moscow in October 1988, however, a new chapter
was opened in German–Soviet relations. The two leaders found that they
were more compatible than they had expected, and each had a surprisingly
sensitive attitude to the other’s outlook. Gorbachev was pleased that German
banks extended a low-interest loan for the modernization of Soviet light
industry. The Soviet leader’s June 1989 trip to Bonn saw the evolution of a
special bond of trust between the two men. Both leaders committed them-
selves to enforcing human rights and respecting international law. They

13 Interview with Kurt Hager, Der Stern, 16 (April 9, 1987), 140–44.
14 Hans-Dietrich Genscher, Erinnerungen (Berlin: Siedler, 1995), 543.
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acknowledged that all people should freely choose their political and eco-
nomic system.15 With this statement Gorbachev rescinded the Brezhnev
Doctrine on the limited sovereignty of socialist states. Honoring this commit-
ment was of utmost importance to the peaceful revolution that was about to
take place in Eastern Europe.

Upheaval in the German Democratic Republic

During the summer of 1989, important changes were occurring in much of
Eastern Europe.16 In Poland, the first free elections unleashed a political
landslide. The independent labor union Solidarity won an overwhelming
victory and established a government under Tadeusz Mazowiecki. In
Hungary, reform socialists under Miklós Németh tried to loosen ties to the
Warsaw Pact and increase cooperation with the West. The GDR, however,
shunned reform; it proved unresponsive to Gorbachev’s counsel that “those
[who are] late will be punished by history.”17

Within the communist bloc, the GDR became increasingly isolated. In
despair, large numbers of East Germans left their country. As they could
not cross the border to the West directly, they sought refuge in the FRG’s
embassies in Warsaw, Prague, and Budapest. They had lost hope for eco-
nomic improvements and political liberalization. Moreover, the image of a
capitalist threat (‘Feindbild’) had dissipated under the impact of streams of
Western visitors and of television. On September 10, Hungary opened its
border with Austria to these refugees, while thousands of GDR citizens still
crowded in the West German Embassy in Prague. People’s emotions were
stirred when Foreign Minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher spoke to them and
announced that he had arranged their exit to theWest in sealed trains through
East Germany. At the Dresden train station, however, the police cracked
down very harshly on the throngs of desperate people seeking to flee, along
with their fellow citizens, to West Germany.
East Germans faced a dilemma. While the societies in neighboring East

European countries opened up, the GDR regime tightened its grip. The Stasi,
the GDR’s secret service, actively spied on the discontented, and the jails

15 Joint German–Russian declaration, Bonn, June 13, 1989, Bulletin of the German Press and
Information Office, 61 (June 15, 1989), 542–44.

16 See Jacques Lévesque’s chapter in this volume.
17 Hannes Adomeit, Imperial Overstretch: Germany in Soviet Policy from Stalin to Gorbachev.

An Analysis Based on New Archival Evidence, Memoirs, and Interviews (Baden-Baden:
Nomos, 1998), 412.
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filled with those whose only crime was wanting to leave the country. While
the GDR prepared for the celebration of its fortieth anniversary and awaited
the visit of foreign dignitaries, police and army units clubbed protesters on the
streets of Berlin. But not all people intended to flee; many deliberately wanted
to stay and work for change within the GDR. In spite of repression, a wide
spectrum of opposition groups, citizens’ committees, and new political parties
formed, meeting either in private or in the shelter of Protestant churches.
In many towns, people attended prayer services and marched through the

streets peacefully. On October 9, after a service in Leipzig’s Nikolai Cathedral,
more than 100,000 people took to the streets, shouting “Wir sind das Volk!
[We are the people!]” and “Keine Gewalt! [No force!].” A showdown was
expected because riot police and paramilitary units were massed, and the
hospitals had prepared for emergencies. Against all expectations, the author-
ities did not employ force although they had received orders to use their
weapons, if necessary, to dispel the crowds. Soviet troops stationed in the
GDR also did not intervene. Perhaps the massacre they had witnessed in
Beijing’s Tiananmen Square restrained them?18 Or perhaps it was the sheer
number of protesters that convinced authorities they could not repress the
crowds?19

Each Monday people marched in Leipzig and other cities while a fragile
peace held. Party officials did not have the means to stop the popular
upheaval. But the antipathy to reform exhibited by the aging and fractious
SED leadership further frustrated East Germans and stifled their resistance.
Amid the social ferment, productivity and economic growth dropped sharply.
While the GDR in the early 1980s had been the most successful socialist
economy in Eastern Europe – though its GNP and productivity were just
60 percent of that ofWest Germany – it now approached economic and financial
collapse.20 Dependent on energy supplies from the Soviet Union and credits
from theWest, the regime’s command economy could not generate sufficient
foreign exchange to meet its obligations. Shortages of basic commodities grew
worse, and the stark realities of everyday life contrasted sharply with the
propaganda that the regime circulated in the mass media; the legitimacy of the
party and the state crumbled.

18 For more on developments in China, see Chen Jian’s chapter in the volume.
19 Hans-Hermann Hertle, Der Fall der Mauer: Die unbeabsichtigte Selbstauflösung des SED-

Staates (Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1996), 111–17.
20 See Charles S. Maier, Dissolution: The Crisis of Communism and the End of East Germany

(Princeton, NJ : Princeton University Press, 1997), 59–78. For economic developments,
see Wilfried Loth’s chapter in volume II.
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Popular protest and the dire economic situation kindled a conspiracy inside
the Politbüro. Frustration with Honecker’s authoritarian style had been
mounting for some time, but a mixture of loyalty to the chief and distrust of
one another kept the revolt in check. Approaches to Gorbachev invariably
brought the response that any personnel changes had to be achieved by the
East Germans themselves. Finally, a small group of Politbüro members led by
Honecker’s protégé, Egon Krenz, finessed a motion calling for the dismissal
of Honecker. On October 18, 1989, Honecker agreed to be replaced by Krenz
“for health reasons.”
In his acceptance speech, the new leader promised aWende (turn) in dealing

with the concerns of the people. He announced steps to legalize new political
parties and draft a more liberal travel law. Though both party and government
still lacked a political plan, with great fanfare they announced further reform.
They bet that they could “ride the tiger” if they satisfied some of the protest-
ers’ most salient requests. They might have succeeded had the reforms come
a few weeks earlier, but by now all confidence in the political leadership had
dissipated.
SED spokesman Günther Schabowski’s incomplete announcement of the

travel regulations that had been approved by the Politbüro on November 9,
1989, finally forced the Wall open. When he was asked by a journalist when
the new rules would go into effect, Schabowski, who had received only
fragmentary information during a hectic day, muttered, “sofort [right
away]”; he did not mention that passports and visas were required. When
people heard they could visit the West without any formality, they rushed to
the transit points in Berlin and overwhelmed the guards. Thousands of ecstatic
East Germans thronged the streets of West Berlin; they were welcomed by
their fellow citizens with champagne and flowers. In disbelief, the world
watched jubilant Germans standing on the Wall and chiseling it away.
These dramatic events took place on the doorstep of the Soviet Embassy

located near the Brandenburg Gate. How would the Soviet leadership react?
When news of the opening of the Wall reached Moscow, Gorbachev was
highly agitated. But Krenz reassured Soviet ambassador Viacheslav Kochemasov
that nothing dramatic had happened. He said the new travel regulations had
gone into effect prematurely, but the government would soon be able to
control events.21 Of course, this was not true; party and state structures were
disintegrating. Symbolic were the raids on the Stasi headquarters in Berlin and
Dresden by GDR citizens, who littered the streets with once-secret documents

21 Hertle, Der Fall der Mauer, 265.
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and files. The greatest danger, though, was that, in a desperate effort to restore
order, the East German military would intervene. In expectation of more
demonstrations in Berlin, several mechanized units had been mobilized, and
it was known that in case of an emergency the army had plans to occupyWest
Berlin. Nothing of this sort happened. Although on November 10, a state of
alert had been increased, the political and military leaders were no longer able
to give orders that were heeded.

23. Thousands of Germans gather to celebrate the demise of Communism with the
symbolic fall of the Berlin Wall, November 1989.
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Restoring the German question
to the European agenda

The reaction of Germans, East and West, was joyful. But all through these
critical days in November, people held their breath as developments unfolded.
How would the four powers, which still possessed postwar rights, react to
events in Germany as a whole and in Berlin in particular? At the suggestion of
the Soviet government, on December 11, 1989, the Allied Control Council met
in Berlin to discuss the ongoing developments. This meeting demonstrated
the allies’ role and served as a warning to those Germans whowanted to speed
up events.
The day theWall fell Chancellor Kohl and Foreign Minister Genscher were

on a state visit to Poland. Once back in Bonn, they immediately tried to
reassure Soviet leaders and Germany’s Western allies that the FRG would
not permit the situation to get out of hand.22 Kohl felt he could best control
the situation by emphasizing the importance of West Germany’s integration
into NATO and the European Community (EC). He sensed that the collapse
of the GDR was imminent, opening up the possibility for reunification. But
aware of concerns from Germany’s neighbors, Kohl stressed that under all
circumstances European integration should continue: “German unity can be
achieved only if the unification of the old continent proceeds. Policy on
Germany and on Europe is but two sides of one coin.”23 He assured French
president François Mitterrand that the FRG would adhere to the agreed
schedule for deepening European integration.24

In order to influence events, Bonn had to develop a political strategy for
dealing with the German question.When Kohl announced his “Ten Points” in
the Bundestag on November 28, they came like a bolt out of the blue.25 He
promised quick humanitarian and financial help to the GDR and sketched the
path to an eventual all-German federation.26 Kohl emphasized that any future
“German architecture” should be embedded in a European order of peace and

22 Telephone conversations between H. Kohl, F. Mitterrand, and M. Gorbachev,
November 11, 1989, in Deutsche Einheit: Dokumente zur Deutschlandpolitik, Special
Edition from the Archives of the Chancellor’s Office 1989/90, ed. by Hanns Jürgen
Küsters and Daniel Hofmann (Munich: Oldenbourg, 1998), 511–12, 515–17.

23 Helmut Kohl, Erinnerungen 1982–1990 (Munich: Droemer, 2005), 985–96.
24 Fifty-fourth German–French Consultations in Bonn on November 2–3, 1989, in Deutsche

Einheit, 470–76.
25 “10-Punkte-Programm zur Überwindung der Teilung,” cited inWolfgang Schäuble, Der

Vertrag: wie ich über die deutsche Einheit verhandelte (Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt,
1991), 18.

26 See Horst Teltschik, 329 Tage: Innenansichten der Einigung (Berlin: Siedler, 1991), 55–56.
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follow the rules and norms of international law, including the right to self-
determination. He expressed his hope for attaining “a situation in which the
German people can regain their unity by exercising their free will, taking
account of the interests of all concerned, and assuring peaceful cooperation in
all of Europe.”27

Except for the Greens, all German parties – including the Social Democratic
opposition – applauded the chancellor for his audacious initiative. But among
Germany’s allies, Kohl’s Ten Points caused much concern. NATO leaders had
not been consulted in advance and had mixed feelings about German uni-
fication. Their attitudes illuminated a paradox. In the past, Western leaders
had quite freely declared their support for reunification, believing that the
issue would forever remain theoretical. Privately, they adhered to the view
that European security interests were best served by the division of Germany.
How could this contradiction be overcome?
The only foreign leader who immediately backed the German position was

US president George H.W. Bush. He, like most Americans, felt that pursuing
reunification was a natural course after the Wall had collapsed. In a speech in
Berlin on December 11, Secretary of State James Baker outlined the American
vision for a “new architecture for a new era in Europe.”28 He wanted the
division of Berlin and Germany to be overcome peacefully and in freedom.
NATO, Baker said, should be transformed to include more nonmilitary aspects
of security in its mission, the Conference on Security and Cooperation in
Europe (CSCE) made more effective, and the EC strengthened and its links
with the United States expanded.
In keeping with the pattern set by General Charles de Gaulle, Mitterrand

indicated that he considered the German desire for reunification absolutely
legitimate, provided it took place peacefully and democratically. When the
time was ripe, its realization depended on the will of the German people.29 But
in November 1989Mitterrand did not think the time had yet come. He insisted
that democratic reform in Central and Eastern Europe should be undertaken
first, and the ramifications of German unity dealt with subsequently. He
emphasized that German reunification needed to be firmly anchored in the
European Community. Strengthening the EC and intensifying Franco-
German relations were deemed vital to reassure everyone that Germany
would not again be able to dominate Europe.

27 Letter from H. Kohl to G. Bush, November 28, 1989, in Deutsche Einheit, 567–73.
28 Address by Secretary J. Baker, Berlin Press Club, December 11, 1989, US Information

Service Press Release.
29 See Frédéric Bozo’s chapter in volume II.
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Though officials in Paris and Bonn fully agreed on linking German unifica-
tion to European integration, they differed on priorities and procedures.
Mitterrand wanted to build a European monetary union, while Kohl’s main
aims were to restore German unity and construct a European political union.
He saw the European and German projects proceeding in tandem.30 But as Kohl
did not want to risk losing French support for his agenda, he had to adjust his
priorities accordingly, even if monetary union was not popular in Germany.
The nexus between German unity and European integration remained very
much at the center of the Franco-German discourse.
British prime minister Margaret Thatcher was haunted by the obsession of

a “German Europe” dominating the continent. She candidly called for an
Anglo-French initiative to restrain the “German juggernaut.”When Kohl asked
for support, she burst into a towering rage and declared that there were other
important issues to consider, including the role of the four powers, the
Helsinki Act, transformation in Eastern Europe, and the fate of Gorbachev’s
perestroika: “Any attempt to talk about either border changes or German
reunification would undermine Mr. Gorbachev and also open up a Pandora’s
Box of border claims right through central Europe.”31 It was no secret that she
was still wedded to the status quo, as were most European leaders. But after
considerable German prodding, on December 9, 1989, the twelve European
heads of state gathered at a summit in Strasbourg. They committed them-
selves to seeking “the strengthening of the state of peace in Europe in which
the German people will regain their unity through free self-determination.”32

Although Bush was fully supportive of German unity, he called on Kohl to
slow down and handle his partners more carefully. While prodding other
allies to accept reunification, Washington also conferred with the Soviets. In
January 1990, Bush and Baker decided to accelerate these talks, believing that
the Soviets might extract too many concessions in protracted negotiations.
Kohl, too, believed that the window of opportunity might soon close, and he
wanted to bring about unification as quickly as possible.
On February 24–25, 1990, President Bush, Secretary Baker, and Chancellor

Kohl met at Camp David to exchange views and coordinate strategies on the
rapidly unfolding situation in Central and Eastern Europe. The US and West

30 Conversation between H. Kohl and F. Mitterrand at Latché, January 4, 1990, in Deutsche
Einheit, 683–90.

31 Margaret Thatcher, The Downing Street Years (London: HarperCollins, 1993), 794–97;
Kohl, Erinnerungen, 984.

32 “Conclusions of the Presidency on the Strasbourg European Council, 8 and 9December
1989,” at europa.eu/rapid/searchResultAction.do.
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German governments agreed that the international aspects of German unifica-
tion should be discussed with the two German states in a quadripartite forum,
not in the CSCE. A unified Germany, moreover, must remain a full member of
NATO. Bush reminded Kohl that “the concept of Germany being in NATO is
absolutely crucial.”He opposed a special status for a reunified Germany like the
one assigned to France, exclaiming: “One France in the alliance, with its special
arrangements, is enough.”33 Kohl and Bush agreed that the Soviet Union should
be fully involved in this process without giving it an opportunity to block
progress. But they agreed that Gorbachev would only come around in direct
talks with the US president.

Moscow and the German question

The question of whether the plans for restoring German unity had any chance
to succeed depended on attitudes in the Kremlin. The first German–Soviet
encounters after the fall of theWall were not very promising.When Genscher
visited Moscow in early December, Gorbachev was still angry about Kohl’s
ten-point plan, which he considered a diktat.34 Aware of the growing problems
in Eastern Europe as well as in the Soviet Union itself, Gorbachev resented
Kohl’s bold initiative, which constrained his options. But when, in early 1990,
the demise of the GDR seemed a matter of months rather than years, the
Soviet leader knew that the only thing he could do was to try to influence the
process in a way that conformed to Soviet interests as much as possible.
Moscow reoriented its policy toward the Federal Republic without com-
pletely ignoring the GDR. Gorbachev insisted that the conditions of unifica-
tion should be discussed by the Four Powers together with the two German
states. Concerning Germany’s final status, he was thinking along the lines
of military neutrality. Should the Western allies agree, he was prepared to
withdraw Soviet forces from the GDR.
The FRG wanted neither a neutral Germany nor one with a special status.

But Kohl knew that German unity could not be restored by recreating the
Bismarckian Reich. He was, instead, thinking in terms of an all-European
security system into which a united Germany could be integrated. This
system would include Britain and France, as well as the United States with
its superior military forces, and would build on cooperative relations with the

33 George Bush and Brent Scowcroft, A World Transformed (New York: Random House,
1999), 252.

34 Genscher, Erinnerungen, 584–87.
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Soviet Union. A united Germany, he believed, should be a fully sovereign
state, entitled to decide its own security according to the principles of interna-
tional law and the interests of its partners. In Kohl’s view, it should remain a
member of NATO, adhere to the CSCE process, renounce atomic, biological,
and chemical (ABC) weapons, and support reform in Central and Eastern
Europe.35

US officials also rejected the idea of German neutrality; in their view, a
united Germany must remain in NATO. To alleviate Soviet concerns, Baker
built on ideas developed earlier by Genscher, acknowledging that NATO’s
jurisdiction should not be extended eastward. The US position was outlined
in a paper that President Bush sent to Kohl before the chancellor’s trip to
Moscow.36 When Baker met with the general secretary and his advisers, the
secretary insisted that German unification was inevitable. To win his Soviet
interlocutors’ consent, Baker said that the rights of the four powers must be
upheld while both German states were to be granted an equal voice in the
process. The US State Department had developed a concept of 4+2 negotia-
tions between the four powers and the two German states, later changing it to
2+4 to take account of German sensitivities.
The climate was favorable when Chancellor Kohl met the Soviet general

secretary on February 10, 1990. After their talks, Gorbachev stated that they
had no differences of opinion on the issue of unification and on the right of
all people to strive for their national unity. He acknowledged that the East
and West Germans had learned the lessons of history. But, he said, the path
to unity should take cognizance of political realities and the Helsinki process.
Gorbachev also discussed the inviolability of borders, the question of alliances,
and prevailing economic relations between the USSR and the GDR. If Soviet
concerns with these matters could be respected, he was willing to accept
German reunification and promised not to encumber the process with addi-
tional political demands.37 To most observers, his assurances came as a sensa-
tion. How was it possible that the Soviet Union would forsake its control of
the GDR, the key to the cohesion of the Soviet bloc? Most probably, Gorbachev
hoped that the FRGwould help with the modernization of the Soviet economy.
Given Moscow’s financial problems and the weakness of the GDR, the Soviet
leader saw no alternative.

35 Kohl, Erinnerungen, 584–85; memo fromH. Teltschik to H. Kohl, n.d., inDeutsche Einheit,
771–76.

36 Philip Zelikow and Condoleezza Rice, Germany Unified and Europe Transformed: A Study
in Statecraft (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995), 179–85.

37 Teltschik, 329 Tage, 137–44.
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International negotiations on German unity

The German government was determined to prevent the four powers from
dictating the conditions and the time schedule for reunification no matter
what the cost. But it agreed with Secretary Baker’s proposal that the two
German states should form an international framework together with the four
powers for negotiating German unity. In February 1990, it was agreed that
their representatives would meet in a 2+4 committee to discuss the interna-
tional aspects of unification while the intra-German aspects were arranged by
the two German states. The French and the British concurred that the four
powers were not entitled to prevent unification, but insisted their rights had
to be respected.38

The 2+4 negotiations provided an international umbrella under which
German unification could take place. In this process, the FRG received strong
support from the US administration, which advocated rapid unification and
unqualified membership of Germany in NATO. Initially, Bonn had been in
favor of a somewhat slower approach because it had hoped to solve many
inter-German problems first, but it soon saw the advantages of parallel
processes and agreed that the agenda for the 2+4 talks should be confined to
a few basic issues. The French and British also pushed for an early beginning,
but did not expect a rapid conclusion. Although they did not question the right
of the Germans to self-determination, they believed that unification must not
endanger stability and security in Europe. For this reason, they felt strongly
that Germany must recognize Poland’s western border as soon as possible.
For France, it was also important that the tempo of unification did not
undermine European integration, while Britain emphasized the importance
of a united Germany’s membership in NATO.
In the Treaty of Warsaw, signed in 1970, the Federal Republic and Poland

had confirmed the inviolability of their borders and had declared they had no
claims to each others’ territory. But Kohl feared that in the upcoming elections
his governing coalition might lose the support of German voters who had
been expelled from Poland after World War II, and hence his parliamentary
majority might be shattered. Kohl, therefore, balked at the Polish request that
Germany recognize Poland’s western border as part of a final settlement, or
that Poland and the two German states must first reach an agreement on
regulating their common border. In the eyes of Polish officials, the unilateral
declarations to this effect by the Bundestag and the Volkskammer did not

38 First meeting of the 2+4 foreign ministers, Bonn, May 5, 1990, inDeutsche Einheit, 1090–94.
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suffice. The Poles also demanded reparations for war damages inflicted on
their country. Not even the prospect of a comprehensive treaty on coopera-
tion and good neighborly relations with Germany could induce the Poles to
give up these demands. But, under pressure from their allies, both govern-
ments compromised.With the Polish foreignminister Krzysztof Skubiszewski
present, the 2+4 foreign ministers agreed on a set of principles regarding the
question of borders.39 They specified that unified Germany would not assert
any claim to the territory of any other state, and that Germany’s external
borders would be included in the final settlement. Additionally, Germany and
Poland pledged to reaffirm their common borders in an internationally bind-
ing bilateral treaty.
The position of the GDR in the 2+4 talks changed after the elections in

March. Previously, it had essentially supported the Soviet proposals; it now
showed considerable interest in expediting the course of the negotiations.
It placed a high priority on settlement of the border issue. Because the GDR
saw itself as a mediator between East and West, it called for building a new
security order in Europe. It agreed that for an interim period, until the
dissolution of the alliances under a pan-European security system had been
realized, Germany should be a member of a reformed NATO. To this end, the
CSCE should be strengthened and progress made on a reduction of military
forces.
Reaching an understanding with the Soviet Union was considerably more

difficult. Although Gorbachev had accepted the right of the Germans to unify,
the Soviets insisted that their own economic and security interests must
be recognized. The sticking point was German membership in the Atlantic
alliance. Moscow demanded Germany hold either a neutral status or con-
current membership in both NATO and the Warsaw Pact. Finally, it insisted
that unification could take place only after the project of a “European home”
had been realized and common institutions in the CSCE framework estab-
lished. In the long term, both alliances should come together under the roof of
the CSCE. Lastly, the Soviets demanded that all borders be guaranteed and the
status of Germany as a whole codified in a peace treaty.
In May 1990, Soviet foreign minister Eduard Shevardnadze added further

conditions. He proposed that Germany receive full sovereignty only after a
long transition that would serve as a kind of probation period. He also
demanded a synchronization of the external aspects of unification with the
CSCE process. If this were achieved, he said, the Soviets might be willing to

39 Paris text on border questions, July 17, 1990, in Deutsche Einheit, 1369.
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revisit the question of alliance membership, which under present conditions
they rejected categorically. Concerned about accelerated German unification
and the loss of the GDR, the diehards in the Politbüro reasserted their views.
Given these new difficulties, the question was how the West could address
Soviet concerns without compromising its own priorities.

Bilateral summits

The 2+4 negotiations were interwoven with a series of high-level talks
between Bush, Kohl, and Gorbachev. It was in these meetings that the sticking
points regarding German unity were resolved. The most difficult issue was
German membership in NATO.
In order to prepare for Gorbachev’s visit to the United States, Baker went to

Moscow on May 18–19. He sought to demonstrate that the Americans were
responsive to Soviet worries. He argued that the 2+4 talks gave the USSR a
place at the table and allowed it to play an important role. He further offered a
package of nine assurances to allay Gorbachev’s security concerns: (1) limiting
the Bundeswehr in the Treaty on Conventional Forces in Europe; (2) accel-
erating the negotiations on limiting short-range nuclear forces; (3) ensuring
that the Germans would not develop, possess, or acquire either nuclear,
biological, or chemical weapons; (4) keeping NATO forces out of the GDR
for a transitional period; (5) developing a schedule for Soviet forces to leave
the GDR; (6) adapting NATO politically and militarily; (7) getting an agree-
ment on the Polish–German border; (8) institutionalizing and reforming the
CSCE; and (9) developing economic relations with the Germans, while
ensuring that GDR financial obligations to the USSR would be fulfilled.40

Gorbachev, though showing some interest in these pledges, responded that a
unified Germany in NATOwas impossible. It would inflame his domestic foes
and kill perestroika. But he also intimated that, according to international law,
each nation had a right to choose its alignments. With this remark, Gorbachev
hinted at a potential compromise formula.
All depended now on Gorbachev’s visit to Washington and Camp David

on May 31–June 4. Under what conditions would the Soviets accept united
Germany’s membership in NATO, and what could the West offer to help
Gorbachev save face? Given his economic plight, a trade agreement was high
on the Soviet leader’s agenda. A formula was worked out under which the

40 James A. Baker III, The Politics of Diplomacy: Revolution, War, and Peace 1989–1992
(New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1995), 250–51.
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United States and the USSR would sign a grain and trade agreement, although
the president would not send it to Congress for ratification until the Soviets
had passed legislation on emigration – a condition that had been set forth
publicly before. Another sweetener was a US commitment to expedite the
ongoing arms-control negotiations, above all the Strategic Arms Reduction
Talks (START). On the German question, extensive confidential talks with
Gorbachev as well as various personal gestures were necessary until the Soviet
leader conceded, much to the dismay of his advisers, that the Helsinki Final
Act meant that the Germans themselves had the right to decide their alliance
membership.41

To further facilitate agreement, the US administration pushed for reform
in NATO. A milestone was the London Declaration, in which NATO offered
dialogue and cooperation to the members of the Warsaw Pact. It proposed
that the two alliances declare that they no longer considered each other to
be enemies and that aggression was unthinkable. NATO also announced a
revision of its military strategy, a reduction in the operational readiness of its
troops, a general reorganization of forces, and new arms-control initiatives.
Nuclear weapons were to be regarded as “weapons of last resort.”42

Chancellor Kohl built on these bargains when he saw Gorbachev in July
in Moscow and in the Caucasus. Though he had been apprised by the White
House about the results of the Bush–Gorbachev summit, he felt that the
question of NATO membership still had not been settled. Kohl was fortunate
that his meeting with Gorbachev occurred right after the Soviet leader’s
position had been strengthened at the July congress of the Communist Party
of the Soviet Union. Gorbachev could now take a more accommodating
position. Much to the surprise of the German delegation, Gorbachev acknowl-
edged that united Germany was entitled to decide its alliance membership. He
assured Kohl that de jure the matter was clear. De facto, however, he insisted
that NATO’s reach after unification should not be extended to the territory
of the GDR. He further suggested that a separate treaty should be negotiated
on the presence of Soviet troops in former GDR territory during a transitional
period. On the size of the Bundeswehr, the Soviets accepted Kohl’s target
size of 370,000, halving the existing strength. Regarding Moscow’s wish that
Germany renounce all ABC weapons, Kohl declared that Germany would
continue to uphold the Non-Proliferation Treaty. Gorbachev in turn agreed

41 Bush and Scowcroft, A World Transformed, 279–88.
42 “Declaration on a Transformed North Atlantic Alliance, London, 5–6 July 1990,”

Survival, 32, 5 (September/October 1990), 469–72.
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that at the moment of unification the rights of the four powers were to be
terminated and Germany would regain its full sovereignty.43

To make these concessions easier for the Soviets, the chancellor offered to
restructure German–Soviet relations and conclude a comprehensive treaty on
cooperation and good neighborly relations. He also offered economic aid, but
refused to shoulder the costs of stationing Soviet troops in eastern Germany
until 1994 when they would be withdrawn. The problem was solved by
modulating the financial impact on Soviet troops stemming from the intro-
duction of the Deutschmark into East Germany. Bonn promised Moscow an
overall sum of DM 12 billion and an interest-free loan of DM 3 billion. These
agreements were codified in bilateral treaties between Germany and the
Soviet Union.44

24. West German foreign minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher (left, at table), Soviet leader
Mikhail Gorbachev, and West German chancellor Helmut Kohl with their advisers during
Kohl’s visit to the Caucasus in July 1990. The personal cooperation between the West
German leaders and Gorbachev was a key to the peaceful unification of Germany.

43 Conversation between H. Kohl and M. Gorbachev, Moscow, July 15, 1990, in Deutsche
Einheit, 1340–67.

44 For the German–Soviet treaties, see Europa-Archiv, 46, 3 (1991), D63–90; for the Treaty
on Economic Cooperation, see Bulletin of the German Press and Information Service, 133
(November 15, 1990), 1382–87.
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Parallel inter-German negotiations

Developments in East Germany accelerated the unification process. The
waves of people moving toWest Germany were swelling to more than 2,000
a day. This brought the GDR economy to the brink of collapse, particularly
since the administration was slow in initiating economic reforms, hoping
instead for aid from West Germany. Bonn, though neither interested in an
economic breakdown of the GDR nor wanting to encourage further immigra-
tion, ruled out substantial financial aid because it did not consider the East
German leadership capable of reforming the system along the lines of a
market economy. Kohl instead suggested that the two sides consider forming
a monetary union. In early February 1990, he announced his intention to open
negotiations with the GDR to achieve this goal.
The offer of the Deutschmark was a courageous political step that injected

momentum into the unification process. It was economically risky – even
more so at the favorable 1:1 exchange rate – but it offered the East Germans
a new perspective on their future. Experts warned that the gap in produc-
tivity between East and West would lead to economic distortions, under-
mine the profitability of the GDR economy, and eventually lead to its
collapse. These experts recommended that the East German economy
should gradually be brought up to Western standards before a common
currency was introduced. But Kohl disregarded this essentially solid advice.
The decision to offer the Deutschmark was made exclusively for political
reasons. Kohl wished to strengthen those political forces that stood for
speedy reunification.
The negotiations on monetary union began in April. The biggest impedi-

ments were the exchange rate for the East German currency and property
rights. For both issues, solutions were found. The return of confiscated
property was to have precedence over reparations. But Moscow demanded
that there be no restitution of the land confiscated by the Soviets in 1945–49.
To administer the GDR’s assets and debts, and oversee the conversion of
the nationalized industries into private ownership, a trust agency was created.
In spite of annual transfers of more than DM 100 billion, jump-starting the East
German economy was more difficult than expected. The old industrial sectors
broke down before new ones could be created. As a result, the integration of
the two states was slowed down considerably.
The monetary union could be realized only if backed by both Germanies’

partners, who expected that their interests would not be harmed. Moscow’s
concerns that trade commitments within the Comecon, payments for the
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Soviet troops in the GDR, and existing loans be honored were settled at
the meeting between Kohl and Gorbachev in July 1990. To get the EC’s
approval, Bonn had to dispel worries about German intentions while
simultaneously retaining its freedom of action. Reluctantly, the European
Community recognized Germany’s right to self-determination, but insisted
that it be fully embedded within the community. Aware of opposition to
a redistribution of the EC’s structural assistance funds, Kohl pledged not
to request any additional money for alleviating the costs of unification.
Instead, a national unity fund was established to provide for financial
transfers from the old to the new Länder, thereby aiming to bring living
standards in the East up to those in the West. In April 1990, the EC agreed
that the GDR could be integrated into a “united Germany and hence into
the Community.”45

The treaty on monetary union took effect on July 1, 1990, after it had been
ratified by large majorities in both the Bundestag and the Volkskammer.46

Now political unification was inevitable. Officials in Bonn had always felt that
economic and monetary unity without political unification would involve
incalculable financial risks. Hence, the treaty on monetary union also adum-
brated political unification. Its preamble stated that economic union was a first
step toward establishing state unity according to Article 23 of the Basic Law,
which envisaged the law’s extension to other parts acceding to the Federal
Republic.
After East Berlin had committed itself to accession as clearly as had Bonn, the

next question was whether a treaty was necessary or whether the GDR could
simply declare its accession to the FRG. The freely elected GDR government
under Lothar de Maizière wanted a formal treaty as only this would give East
Germany a chance to pursue its interests forthrightly. De Maizière actually
wanted the GDR to rebuild its society first and then accede to the FRG as
an equal partner. This view was shared by many West Germans, especially
among members of the opposition. Such a process would have been possible
under the Basic Law’s Article 146. To palliate East German feelings, the West
German negotiators, who were in a position of strength, agreed that they
should “work out a treaty that . . . could command a two-thirds’ majority in
the Volkskammer.”47 They were also aware that the treaty needed to be ratified

45 “Conclusions of the Chair at the European Council in Dublin, April 28, 1990,” Bulletin of
the German Press and Information Service, 51 (May 4, 1990), 401–04.

46 “German–German Treaty on Monetary, Economic, and Social Union,” May 18, 1990,
ibid., 63 (May 18, 1990), 517–44.

47 Schäuble, Der Vertrag, 15.
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by the Bundestag and approved by the Länder governments, where opposition
to unification was mounting.
The negotiations on the unification treaty were not so much about

“whether” and “when” as about “how.” They took place in an atmosphere
of trust. Reconciling the legal systems was difficult. It was decided that West
German federal law would extend to all of Germany, although in certain cases
special transitional regulations were planned. They also forged compromise
agreements on the touchy issues of handling Stasi files and dealing with Stasi
agents. It was more difficult to agree on financial issues, such as allocating
revenues between federal and state levels. While the GDR wanted preferen-
tial treatment for the new Länder, the old Länder flatly refused. They argued
that by contributing to the Unity Fund they were doing their share in helping
to rebuild the East. When the GDR governing coalition broke apart in August
1990, the East German government lost much of its negotiating clout and was
forced to accede to Bonn’s position. The Treaty on German Unity was signed
on August 31, 1990, after only eight weeks of negotiations.48 There was a clear
consensus that accession should take place as soon as possible. But before that
could occur, the 2+4 negotiations had to be concluded and the results con-
firmed by the CSCE foreign ministers.

German unification

The final settlement regarding Germany was signed by the foreign ministers
of the 2+4 nations on September 12, 1990. It went into effect after the CSCE
foreign ministers heard the results of the 2+4 negotiations on October 1.
Article 1 defined the territory and borders of the united German state and
declared that in the future it would not raise any claims to the territory of
other states and would guarantee this by altering its constitution accordingly.
Article 2 reconfirmed the declarations of both German states renouncing
the use of force. Article 3 reiterated the commitments to abjure ownership
and use of ABC weapons, adhere to the Non-Proliferation Treaty, and
reduce German forces to 370,000 troops. The conditions and terms for the
presence of Soviet soldiers in East Germany were stipulated in Article 4.
Article 5 dealt with the status of the GDR after the withdrawal of troops.
Article 6 confirmed that united Germany could be a member of alliances
with full rights and obligations. Article 7 terminated the rights and

48 Verträge zur Einheit Deutschlands, ed. by the German Press and Information Service
(Bonn: BPA, 1990), 43–71.
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responsibilities of the four powers relating to Berlin and to Germany as a
whole. United Germany was to “have full sovereignty over its internal and
external affairs.”49 The treaty was ratified by the five participating states on
March 15, 1991. The sixth state, the GDR, had disappeared in October when it
acceded to the FRG.
The Treaty on the Final Settlement was supplemented by various protocol

notes and a joint letter fromGenscher and deMaizière to the foreign ministers
of the four powers. In the letter, the twoGerman states committed themselves
to preserving a unified Germany that was free and democratic. They also
confirmed an earlier statement regulating unresolved property issues result-
ing from expropriations by the USSR. In addition, the newGermany promised
to maintain Soviet monuments and cemeteries and to care for them respect-
fully. And, furthermore, Germany reaffirmed that it would honor the legal
obligations resulting from agreements previously concluded by the GDR.50

Unification then took place at midnight on October 3, 1990. Effective on the
day of unification, the four powers terminated their rights and responsibilities.
Germany’s unity was achieved with the blessings of its neighbors and the

help of the citizens of the GDR, who with their peaceful demonstrations had
brought about the ‘Wende’. According to the main West German negotiator,
Wolfgang Schäuble, “unity was possible only because no blood was shed.”51

Watching the Wall come down had made the Germans feel “like children
under a Christmas tree.” High emotions nonetheless gave way to a tedious
process of negotiating various international treaties. A great drama of popular
revolt, political ferment, and legal artistry changed the course of history.
Looking back, the “window of opportunity” had been open only for a

limited time. It took an ambitious and courageous leader such as Gorbachev
to release East Berlin from the bonds of the Soviet bloc and thereby risk its
dissolution. It was fortunate that at the same time an American president
resided in the White House who had a great understanding of Europe. When
Bush remarked that he would not beat on his “chest and dance on the wall,”52

he was being prudent. While not wishing to antagonize Gorbachev, he did
hope tomake the collapse of theWall permanent and wanted to work with his
NATO allies toward that end. The diplomatic skills of other Western leaders,
not least Chancellor Kohl, contributed to making unification acceptable to

49 “Treaty on the Final Settlement with Respect to Germany,” International Legal Materials,
29 (1990), 1186–93.

50 “Agreed Memorandum,” September 12, 1990, Bulletin of the German Press and Information
Service, 109 (September 14, 1990), 1156–57.

51 Schäuble, Der Vertrag, 15. 52 Zelikow and Rice, Germany Unified, 105.
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Germany’s neighbors. Kohl was willing to make parallel progress on
European integration, and this led to the conclusion of the Maastricht
Treaty in February 1992. A new European structure was built, in which
German unification could be embedded. Neither of the Cold War
superpowers would dominate the new Europe. A major cause of the
East–West conflict was gone, and the Cold War was ended.
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