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Introduction

Encouraged by Mikhail Gorbachev’s policies of reform, rapprochement, and
nonintervention, Hungary and Poland initiated democratic reforms in the sum-
mer of 1989. In September, thousands of East Germans fled to the Federal Re-
public of Germany (FRG) over the newly opened Austrian-Hungarian border,
and tens of thousands began demonstrating for democratic reforms in the Ger-
man Democratic Republic (GDR) itself. Under pressure from Gorbachev and
challenged within his own Socialist Unity Party (SED), hard-line leader Erich
Honecker stepped down in October 1989. Desperately seeking to stabilize its
rule by appeasing the population’s growing demands for reform, the new SED
leadership dropped travel restrictions and called for free elections. But within
weeks of the fall of the Berlin Wall on November 9, support among East Ger-
mans for unification grew, the GDR failed to stabilize, and German unity be-
came the epicenter of world politics.

West German Chancellor Helmut Kohl seized the initiative in late Novem-
ber with a Ten-Point Plan for German unity, provoking the irritation of the vic-
torious World War II allies, save the United States. The plan—which envisaged
a slow transition from a vaguely defined “treaty community” linking the two
German states to “confederative structures” (rather than a confederation)—was
soon overwhelmed by events on the ground as the economic, political, and so-
cial collapse of the GDR generated a massive westward flight of refugees and a
pro-unity consensus among the new East German democratic parties. In early
February, the four World War II victors with occupation rights in Berlin—the
United States, USSR, France, and Great Britain—and both German states set
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up the Two-Plus-Four talks to negotiate the international terms of a settle-
ment. Kohl and his party, the Christian Democratic Union (CDU), pushed
for rapid unification via the incorporation of the GDR Länder (states) into the
FRG via Article 23 of the Basic Law.1 The East German CDU and its allies
won the first free GDR elections in March on a platform of rapid unity. With
the momentum toward unity building weekly, the East and West German gov-
ernments worked to persuade their allies and, especially, the Soviet leadership,
that a united Germany should be a member of NATO. In dramatic summit
encounters with American President George H.W. Bush and Kohl in May and
July 1990, Gorbachev agreed to NATO membership in exchange for financial
support for the withdrawal of Soviet troops from East Germany. The Two-
Plus-Four talks concluded in September, and reunification took place on Oc-
tober 3, 1990.

The emergence of a unified German state in the middle of a transformed Eu-
rope was a major, if not the major, turning point in the end of the Cold War. It
easily meets the essential criteria set forth by Herrmann and Lebow in that it was
a change “of significant magnitude . . . that would be difficult to undo.” More-
over, designating German unification as a turning point is not in any meaning-
ful sense a “subjective judgment.” Policymakers and scholars on all sides and of
nearly all intellectual persuasions do not dispute the event’s seminal importance
and irreversibility.

German unification is so clearly a turning point because all the relevant ac-
tors saw it as such at the time. It is not an artifact of hindsight or theoretical
reinterpretation. Other events in the larger East-West relationship, for example
the “arms-control détente” of January 1989, were regarded at the time as deeper
versions of familiar Cold War easings of tension. Despite all the changes, the
fundamentals of the Cold War international system were still in place: two su-
perpowers heading two alliances, and managing their security relations through
arms control summitry.

Until the rapid and successive collapse of communist regimes across Eastern
Europe, critical actors still debated whether or not the Cold War was really end-
ing. As Jacques Lévesque shows in chapter 5, Gorbachev himself continued to
believe in the possibility of reform socialism and a new pan-European security
system, even as East European regimes began to tumble. It was only in the
spring and summer of 1990, as the terms of German unification were settled,
that actors on all sides saw not only that the Cold War was ending, but the
geopolitical terms of its conclusion. In Washington, the prospect of a unified
Germany in NATO suggested to many that the United States and its European
allies were about to “win” the Cold War. In Moscow, the realization that the So-
viet Union was about to lose the most important symbol of its long struggle and
eventual victory over Hitler, as well as one of its most strategically important
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Warsaw Pact allies, sparked the first real, open, and concerted challenge to Gor-
bachev’s foreign policy. Everyone recognized that a united Germany meant the
dawn of a new era in Europe and that a return to familiar Cold War patterns
was impossible.

German unification represents a political turning point of the first order. The
product of Great Power bargaining, the Two-Plus-Four Treaty represents the
founding event of the post–Cold War international system. It is our Vienna, our
Versailles: the event that definitively ended the previous international order and
ushered in a new one. It was during the crucial early months of 1990 that the
fundamental outlines of the post–Cold War U.S. and West European grand
strategy were defined: the adaptation and expansion of existing U.S.-dominated
Cold War institutions to the new circumstances rather than the true creation of
a new world order based on new institutions. This basic strategic choice is still
with us and it is important to understand its origins.

Finally, there are strong theoretical justifications for regarding German uni-
fication as the key turning point in the end of the Cold War. Unification is
variously held to have reflected, caused, and codified massive changes in the
distribution of material capabilities in Europe. Soviet armed forces were rede-
ployed from the Elbe River, the old dividing line between East and West Ger-
many, back to the Eurasian steppe, and Germany’s geographic, population, and
potential economic base was dramatically enhanced. Moreover, the process and
form of German unification—the accession of the GDR to the Federal Re-
public and the continued membership of the FRG in NATO—reflected the
preferences of the Germans themselves and the triumph of the idea of self-
determination over calls for a new, Great Power–negotiated grand design for
post–Cold War Europe.

For scholars who highlight the importance of the distribution of material re-
sources in international politics, German unification and the retreat of the Red
Army resulted from fundamental change in the balance of power. For theorists
who emphasize the autonomous influence of ideas, German unification marks
a break with ideational structures based on competing ideologically constituted
spheres of influence and the legitimacy of two German states. Most theories of
international politics expect changes of this magnitude in the international sys-
tem to come as a result or consequence of major war.2 The peaceful end of the
Cold War thus represents a major puzzle for international relations scholarship,
and German unification is the turning point within the larger event that pre-
sents this puzzle in its sharpest form.

Explaining German unification is important and inevitably controversial,
and all efforts necessarily have to draw on the four generic kinds of explanation
that frame this volume: material incentives, ideas, domestic politics, and lead-
ership. Our purpose in this chapter is to mine the latest evidence in a careful
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assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of these four explanatory themes.
In each of the following four sections, we summarize the standard arguments,
models, or causal mechanisms associated with each type of explanation. In the
conclusion, we offer our best judgment of the strengths and limitations of each
kind of explanation, and the ways in which all four causes worked together to
produce the outcome.

Because German unification is an event of daunting complexity, we restrict
our focus to central puzzles that are closest to the concerns of this volume. Why
was the question of German unification on the agenda? Why was there no use
of force to prevent or stall the drive to unity? Why did unification occur in the
manner it did—via the absorption of the GDR by the FRG and the inclusion
of the newly unified Germany in NATO?

Material Incentives

The root material change underlying the end of the Cold War was the relative
economic decline of the Soviet Union and its Central European allies.3 While
the Soviet economy grew at impressive rates in the 1950s, and registered re-
spectable performance in the 1960s, beginning in the 1970s it entered a period
of stagnation, underperforming its main rivals (the United States, Western Eu-
rope, and Japan). In the 1975–80 period, Soviet relative decline became particu-
larly acute, and in the 1980s the systemic decline spread to all of Moscow’s allies
in Central Europe. And such quantitative measures understate decline, since So-
viet-type economies were notorious for low quality and inefficiency. Indeed, the
Soviet Union’s longstanding technological lag began to worsen in the mid-to-
late 1970s, as the productivity of labor, capital, and research-and-development
expenditures all declined, while the Western economies and Japan began to
enter the postindustrial revolution in information and communications tech-
nology. At the same time, numerous other indicators—on demographic trends,
public health, and the environment—all trended dramatically downward in pre-
cisely this period.

In short, by the early 1980s the Soviet economy was losing the capacity to
generate the resources needed for the leadership’s three central objectives: a
minimally acceptable standard of living; traditional foreign policy goals; and
sufficient investment to ensure future growth. In the 1970s, the crisis was de-
layed somewhat by massive windfall oil profits, which the Brezhnev leadership
used to improve consumer welfare slightly and attain overall military parity
with the United States. But those policies were achieved only by squeezing in-
vestment, which appears to have contributed to the new slowdown in growth
in the 1976–82 period. When the Soviet economy plunged into recession in
1980–82, Siberian oil production began to decline in 1983, and world oil
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prices plummeted in 1985, two powerful consequences for Soviet foreign pol-
icy followed.

First, economic decline created strong incentives for the Soviet Union to re-
verse the growth in the costs of its global position. This implied the need to limit
Moscow’s intervention in the domestic affairs of its Central European allies. The
more the Soviet Union and its dependencies declined, the higher the marginal
cost of maintaining Russian influence over the domestic choices of Central Eu-
ropean states, and the greater the incentives to devolve authority. Decline also
increased the incentives for engagement with the West, not only to reduce the
costs of confrontation but also to reap the potential gains from increased trade
and, especially, foreign direct investment (FDI) from rich Western partners.4

These incentives figured especially powerfully in relations with West Germany,
which was the Soviet Union’s number one trade partner, source of FDI, and gov-
ernment and private creditor.5

The connection between decline and policy change is not mechanistic, how-
ever. Material change must be perceived to affect policy. An economic downturn
may initially be seen as temporary, and only after it persists is it seen as a trend.
Soviet policymakers thus only began to agonize over relative decline in the early
1980s, after several years of poor economic performance.6 And, once a trend is
recognized, it always takes some time to formulate and effect a response, given
the standard institutional and organizational lags that characterize any modern
polity. Hence, in the Soviet case we see a two-to-three year lag between recog-
nition of the systemic trend and the new policy response.

When Gorbachev assumed office, the Soviet Union had been growing on av-
erage 1 percent per year slower than the United States for a decade. Defense
claimed at least 15–20 percent of GDP, and the defense burden was rising mea-
surably and steadily in the 1975–88 period.7 The Central European allies were
a large and dramatically growing drain on resources.8 The United States was
ramping up the arms race to a new technological level, and the Soviet military
was clamoring for scarce technological resources to meet the challenge. Unless
the material trends were reversed, at some moment in the future the Soviet
Union would lack the capability to maintain the Cold War status quo.

Soviet retrenchment and engagement were not the only possible responses
to decline, but explanations based on material incentives suggest that these
policies were the most likely responses. What were the alternatives? By 1985–
87, there was no evidence that just clinging to the status quo and hoping trends
would miraculously reverse themselves would be a sustainable policy over the
long run. A renewed assault on the West would only increase the economic
burden Moscow already faced and cut off all hope of obtaining gains through
economic interaction. Given the United States’ economic and military ascen-
dancy, higher tensions only reinforced its dominance over its own alliance and
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hence its ultimate superiority over Moscow. U.S. superiority, nuclear deter-
rence, and the declining economic value of territory made preventive war out
of the question. Given that the status quo or a new offensive were off the table,
that left as the only realistic policy reducing the economic burden of the Cold
War and restoring the economic competitiveness of the Soviet Union.

The second major consequence of changing material incentives is that they
affected the bargaining outcome once the GDR began to collapse—partly itself
an unintended consequence of the Soviets’ effort to revitalize their domestic in-
stitutions while cutting back the costs of empire. German unification occurred
in the manner most congenial to the preexisting preferences of the U.S. and
West German governments because they were by far the most powerful players.
The key here is that both the Soviet Union and the GDR turned out to be far
worse off economically than observers recognized before 1989. Failure to pre-
dict the precipitous decline of the Soviet Union and the GDR does not impugn
explanations rooted in material incentives: the fact that observers were not aware
of decline is not evidence that it was unimportant.

This explains the puzzle of the dramatically skewed terms of the settlement.
The relevant actors learned suddenly and quickly in 1989 and early 1990 just
how exhausted the material resources of Moscow and Berlin really were, and
changes in the bargaining over terms reflected quick updating of actors’ assess-
ments of relative power. West Germans and Americans proposed, and the Sovi-
ets (and French and British) accepted terms that reflected their assessments of
who would suffer the most if negotiations broke down.

In 1989, the Soviet economy entered a devastating crisis, with no growth, a
ballooning deficit, rampant inflation, and a burgeoning foreign exchange crisis.9

In late October, both Moscow and Berlin learned just how impoverished was the
GDR—keystone of Moscow’s Central European arch—when East German
Planning Minister Gerhard Schürer produced a report that concluded that the
economy was shattered.10 Aside from declining living standards and abysmal
productivity, the most pressing crisis was servicing the foreign debt: the country
was headed for bankruptcy. Without new capital from the west, stemming the
tide of indebtedness for the next year would require an immediate drop of the
people’s standard of living by 25 to 30 percent, which would make the GDR
“ungovernable.” The report proposed a profound economic reform that would
require an infusion from West Germany of DM 2–3 billion above the existing
line of credit.

On November 1, East German leader Egon Krenz met Gorbachev in Moscow,
informing his Soviet ally of the GDR’s crisis. Gorbachev was “astonished” to
learn of the extent of the GDR’s economic crisis.11 His response was that the East
Germans should get more credits from Bonn and initiate reforms to win over the
disaffected masses. The Soviet Union would try to live up to existing agreements,
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Gorbachev explained, but in view of its own problems, no increase in aid or sub-
sidies would be forthcoming. In what must have come as a rude awakening for
Krenz, Gorbachev noted that Moscow was at the very moment gearing up to ap-
proach the Bonn government and financial sector for closer ties and increased
credits. In short, as the GDR entered its terminal crisis, both Berlin and Moscow
were seeking increased favors from Bonn. To put it mildly, this did little to en-
hance their bargaining leverage on inter-German issues.

The regime of Erich Honecker had been systematically deceiving the West,
the Russians, its own people, and perhaps even itself, about the economic con-
dition of the GDR.12 While a “Potemkin village” strategy can work in the short
run, barring an economic turnaround it is eventually doomed. In Honecker’s
case, the economy did not turn around; it continued to decline. Leadership
turnover sparked by social unrest created the incentives to collect and dissemi-
nate relatively accurate data on the country’s deteriorating economic situation.
It took time for the reality of the depth of East Germany’s problems to penetrate
the minds of Soviet and Western officials. Once the Wall came down, however,
each day brought more evidence that the country could not be rescued, and,
even if it could, the West Germans were unwilling to foot the bill without at-
taching conditions that further undercut the Berlin government. Recently re-
leased documents clearly show that the Soviets at last recognized in
December–January 1989–90 that the assumptions underlying their European
policy were no longer valid: reform socialism was collapsing; Washington and
Bonn were moving toward “blatant intervention in the internal affairs of the
GDR” in support of unification; and London and Paris lacked the power to do
anything to stop it.13

Once the depth of decline was understood, the punishingly high costs and
low benefits of using force to prevent East Germany’s collapse were appar-
ent—and not just to Gorbachev and the new thinkers, but to most “old
thinkers” in the Soviet Union as well. Large-scale use of force would have
ended the detente with the West, increased the West’s allocations for defense,
closed off all credits to a Soviet economy in desperate need, and shut down all
technology transfers or joint ventures. Moreover, intervention would imply
the assumption of direct responsibility for the GDR’s foreign debt, whose ser-
vicing would have added massive burdens on the Soviet economy; or, of
course, a default, which would have further closed Western markets. Had it
intervened, Moscow would then have had to establish a new client regime
whose obvious dependence on the Soviet Union would imply even higher gov-
ernance costs for the Soviet budget than the old GDR. A major use of force
would, in short, have entailed Soviet isolation unseen since the 1950s, and it
would have required Moscow to extract 1950s-level sacrifices from its own
population. But in the 1950s, the Soviet economy was growing at 8 percent
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yearly, and Russian rulers had a rational confidence in their system. Fifteen
years of decline had sapped that confidence, and with it the willingness to die,
kill, and impose material hardship in the name of socialism. Given these ma-
terial trends, it is not surprising that no old thinker advocated the use of force
in 1989, and none has since suggested that such a decision would have served
Soviet interests.14

Given the immense costs of using its military muscle in Central Europe,
Moscow had limited bargaining room. Indeed, only two concrete alternatives to
capitulation have emerged from the documents—both of which were based on
impossibly optimistic assumptions. In November 1989 the Soviet ambassador
in Bonn suggested that the GDR seize the initiative with a plan for a state-to-
state confederation, preserving the Warsaw Pact and NATO. The proposal as-
sumed that the Berlin government possessed the capability and organizational
coherence to retain power democratically and pursue a concerted international
initiative.15 More important, it assumed that Bonn would fork over new billions
of Deutschmarks to continue to prop up the GDR. Neither assumption was re-
motely plausible.

In February 1990 veteran Soviet arms negotiator Oleg Grinevsky vetted the
idea that Moscow should immediately support unification but insist on a neutral,
demilitarized Germany. This assumed that Moscow had the power and legitimate
rights of a victor over a vanquished state.16 But West Germany and the United
States were the victors in the Cold War, not the Soviet Union. A Soviet assertion
of power or residual rights over Germany would probably have had to face an
overwhelming diplomatic countercoalition. According to Western officials, Wash-
ington and Bonn had contingency plans in case the Soviets balked and asserted
their residual four-power rights from World War II.17 The Western three would
simply have unilaterally withdrawn their rights, leaving Moscow alone against the
Germans. Few policymakers in Moscow thought the Soviet Union could prevail
if the West was truly willing to risk a return of Cold War confrontation rather than
acquiesce to German neutrality. If negotiations broke down—or if Moscow sim-
ply announced “our troops are not leaving until you accept our terms”—the like-
lihood was that the Soviets’ bargaining position would only deteriorate with time
as the Soviet and Eastern German economies continued their precipitous decline.
Meanwhile, the West German government was in effect beginning to provide gov-
ernance for the Eastern German territory. Moscow simply lacked the resources to
counter this influence—unless it was truly willing to crack down forcefully and as-
sume full responsibility, something no one in Moscow wanted to contemplate.

Relationships of power and wealth—and rational expectations of which side
could prevail if negotiations broke down, as well as which side could offer more
material rewards in return for concessions—account for the puzzle of Gorbachev’s
sudden acquiescence to unified Germany being a member of NATO in the spring
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of 1990. Gorbachev seems to have concluded that as much as he opposed the ex-
pansion of NATO, a concession on this issue would pay off in the future in terms
of better relations with the new Germany. He was reluctant to endorse any diplo-
matic ploy that banked on the GDR, which by January he had concluded was
doomed, or which risked spoiling the emerging relationship with Germany.18

Ideas

Few proponents of materialist explanations of political outcomes argue that
ideas don’t “matter.” Rather, ideas are more often held to “track” shifts in mate-
rial incentives, to provide explanations for the timing or tactics of policy shifts
that by necessity lag behind material change.19 Such arguments, however, can
often be turned around. Thus, in response to the argument that long-term So-
viet economic and military decline confronted Gorbachev with a material fact
that demanded a change in policy, one could argue that the decline was the re-
sult of, and lagged behind, ideologically informed choices of the Soviet elite.
The methodological problem confronting any effort at constructing a causal ex-
planation for complex social processes and outcomes is deciding where to “cut
in” to a chain of historical events, a choice that will often bias the relative
weighting of favored causal factors.

Scholars who stress the autonomous role of ideas in the processes that led to
peaceful German reunification start from the basic premise that the implications
of material decline were not self-evident, and that a variety of responses were
available to Soviet leaders. Had the Soviet leadership been persuaded of a differ-
ent set of ideas, they would have made different strategic choices and the course
of history would have been quite different. The question we ask is: Given decline,
how did ideas affect the course of events that led to German unification?

In analyzing the course and content of unification, three sets of ideas stand
out as important independent variables: Soviet ideas on the legitimacy and ef-
fectiveness of the use of force in Eastern Europe; Soviet and West German ideas
on the right of East German citizens to self-determination; and, within Ger-
many, nationalism as a unifying principle. Each of these ideas appears to have
been either independent of material factors or at least not easily reducible to or
implied by a particular material condition. Moreover, each was to some extent
contested; that is, other sets of ideas were available to guide the choices of deci-
sion makers or inform the preferences of public opinion.

Non-use of Force

Popular uprisings in the streets of East Germany’s largest cities and the subse-
quent breaching of the Berlin Wall on November 9, 1989, raised the question
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in Western policymaking circles of whether the Soviet Union would resort to
military intervention in an effort to restore order, as it had during the East Ger-
man workers’ protests in 1953 or the uprisings in Hungary in 1956 and Czecho-
slovakia in 1968. The Soviet Union’s rejection of a military response to
instability in the GDR was certainly crucial to the chain of peaceful events that
led to unification. As both Soviet and Western leaders recognized at the time, a
resort to force would have stopped the reform process in the Soviet Union,
brought a halt to further progress on arms control, and prolonged the Cold War.

There is ample evidence suggesting that new thinkers, with Gorbachev and
Shevardnadze at the fore, regarded the use of force as illegitimate and counter-
productive as a means of coping with political dissent across Eastern Europe.
Andrew Bennett argues that both Gorbachev and Shevardnadze developed
strong aversions to the use of force as means of coping with political dissent in
the wake of the Soviet interventions in Hungary and Czechoslovakia. Failures of
Soviet-backed rebellions in the Third World as well as the Soviet military defeat
in Afghanistan only strengthened their longstanding antipathy.20

Bennett’s argument that Gorbachev came to power already skeptical of the
utility of military force to achieve political ends is supported by Gorbachev’s
own writings. In his memoirs, Gorbachev claims to have used the occasion of
Chernenko’s funeral in March 1985 to inform the East European leaders that
the Soviet Union would no longer intervene in their domestic affairs and that
the national communist parties would be responsible for maintaining political
order, in effect renouncing the Brezhnev Doctrine.21 Writing in 1987, Gor-
bachev asserted that military power was of limited utility for the long-term po-
litical subordination of other nations.22 Repeated public and private declarations
of a change in Soviet doctrine took concrete form with the unilateral reduction
of Soviet forces in Eastern Europe announced by Gorbachev in a speech before
the UN General Assembly in December 1988. The 500,000 Soviet troops to be
withdrawn from Eastern Europe included 5,000 tanks and 50,000 related per-
sonnel deployed in Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and the GDR. These forces had
served as a constant reminder of Soviet dominance over Eastern Europe, and
their withdrawal represented a dramatic shift in Soviet foreign policy, making
any future use of force in Eastern Europe both less likely and more costly.

But to what extent can it be argued that the non-use of force was a function
of ideas and not a choice dictated by material constraints? Gorbachev had
strong, long-term financial incentives to reduce the Soviet troop presence in East
Europe. And because perestroika’s success was premised upon an accommoda-
tion with the West, an accommodation that a military crackdown in Eastern Eu-
rope would jeopardize, one could argue that Gorbachev’s range of foreign policy
options was constrained by the very real need to effect domestic economic re-
form. This was widely recognized among Soviet leaders.23
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The strong argument for a link between the declining material fortunes of the
Soviet Union and the rejection of force as a means of ensuring political stability
and Moscow’s influence in Eastern Europe is not entirely persuasive. As Ben-
nett’s research documents, Mikhail Gorbachev and the new thinkers he elevated
to positions of authority had rejected the use of force as a means of redressing
political instability in the Soviet sphere of influence largely independent of their
growing awareness of the Soviet Union’s declining material fortunes. Whether
Gorbachev, as General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union,
would have prevailed in a counterfactual Politburo debate over the use of force
as a response to instability in the GDR is unknown. But given the dominant po-
sition of the General Secretary in the Soviet system, one could make the case
that Gorbachev’s preferences would have carried the day. Indeed, even the con-
servative leaders of the attempted August 1991 coup d’état admitted to having
regularly deferred to the wishes of Gorbachev, who they subsequently criticized
for having increasingly centralized and insulated the decision-making process.24

The puzzling fact of the matter is that the use of force to restore order in the
GDR and to prevent the unification of Germany was never discussed in the
Politburo. It is doubtful that no one in the leadership of the military or KGB
thought about the use of force as a means to slow down the pace of change and
regain Soviet influence over the course of events in the GDR. That such ideas
were not raised with Gorbachev is probably due to the fact that Gorbachev’s
views on the use of force were widely known. As Gorbachev’s foreign policy ad-
visor Anatoly Chernyaev put it: “I know for a fact that Marshall Yazov, who was
defense minister at the time, never even asked Gorbachev [about the use of
force]. He couldn’t afford to ask that question, because he knew what the answer
would be, that Gorbachev would never allow any kind of use of Soviet troops
that were at that time in Germany.”25

Perhaps the strongest evidence for rejecting material decline as a sufficient ex-
planation for the Soviets’ non-use of force in East Germany is that the Soviet
leadership was willing to use force after the collapse of pro-Soviet regimes across
Eastern Europe. In January 1991, 14 people were killed and over 600 injured
when Soviet troops engaged Latvian citizens who had established defensive po-
sitions around the Vilnius television and radio tower in an effort to stop the Lat-
vian communists and their Black Beret mercenaries from closing down
independent news broadcasts. And with the launching of the anti-Gorbachev
coup by the State Committee for the State of Emergency on August 19, 1991,
Soviet General Fedor Kuzmin announced that the Baltic military district was
taking over control of the Baltic republics.26 Even in the face of ever-increasing
material constraints during an accelerated economic and military decline, the
Soviet leadership adopted a different response to civil unrest in the Baltics than
they had in the GDR. And the rapid effort to impose martial law in the Baltics
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during the August coup suggests that the anti-Gorbachev hard-liners would
have been even less resistant to seeking military solutions to political and civil
unrest had their coup been successful.

Self-determination

Having ruled out the use of force as a response to popular uprisings in the GDR
and the steady flow of East German citizens into the Federal Republic of Ger-
many, Gorbachev was forced to come to terms with the political impulses to
which these developments gave rise. Although unification was certainly on
everyone’s mind, neither Moscow nor Bonn regarded unification as a near-term
prospect.27 For Gorbachev, the immediate question was how to respond to the
demands of the East German masses for political reform. Was the future of the
GDR a matter for the “fraternity of socialist states” to determine, or in the first
instance a question for the East Germans themselves?

For his part, Chancellor Kohl consistently maintained that the East Germans’
right to self-determination was guaranteed by the Helsinki Final Act (1975), a
position that was echoed by American President George H. W. Bush.28 Gor-
bachev explicitly recognized the Germans’ right to self- determination on the
occasion of Kohl’s visit to Moscow on February 10, 1990. The move was sig-
nificant. By granting the Germans the right to decide their own future, Gor-
bachev reduced the risks that either half of Germany would face Soviet
retribution in the event that the two states should pursue the goal of national
unification. It is in this context that the February 12 announcement of the Two-
Plus-Four—rather than Four-Plus-Two, or Four-Plus-Zero—mechanism for ne-
gotiating the terms of unification is important.29 Though certainly not a
sufficient cause of German unification, the outcome of East German demands
for political reform would quite likely have been different had the norm of self-
determination been absent and the World War II allies insisted on their rights
to negotiate a peace treaty with the erstwhile vanquished foe.

Like material constraints, however, international norms rarely prescribe precise
political outcomes. In the process leading to German unification, the norm of self-
determination set the terms of debate, but not the outcome. A number of outcomes
would have been consistent with the norm of self-determination, including the es-
tablishment of a reform communist or a non-communist, yet independent, East
German state. How did self-determination come to mean national unification?

“Wir sind ein Volk”

That the East Germans had a right to decide their political future on their own
was widely accepted, but this is not to say that the key external players did not
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have clear preferences on the course and content of self-determination. Despite
the accelerating pace of events in the GDR, Gorbachev appears to have believed
as late as October 31, 1989, that reform communism could take hold in East
Germany and the Warsaw Pact.30 If there were any doubts that Chancellor
Kohl’s ultimate aims were unification, they were dispelled on November 28,
1989, when he presented his ten-point plan to the Bundestag. But German pub-
lic opinion, both in the West and East, was divided over reunification.

Important members of the West German Social Democratic Party (SPD)
were opposed to Kohl’s plans for unification, as were eminent members of the
intelligentsia, such as Günther Grass and Walter Jens, who regarded unification
as a “chimera blind to history.”31 Similar arguments were aired in the GDR. In
November 1989, leading members of the East German intellectual avant-garde
warned against unification, suggesting that the GDR had a choice of either “a
society of solidarity in which peace and justice, individual freedom, freedom of
movement and the preservation of the environment are guaranteed . . . [or] a
sellout of our values.”32 However, it was popular opinion in the GDR that gave
self-determination its national character and provided the necessary momentum
for unification.

Popular sovereignty and the right to self determination were clearly reflected
in the original slogan of the mass demonstrations across East Germany: “Wir
sind das Volk!” (We are the people). However, on November 19, demonstrators
in Leipzig began to chant a new slogan that rapidly displaced the first in protests
across the GDR: “Wir Sind ein Volk!” (We are one people). The discursive shift
was consequential, for it signified a move from merely a demand for popular
sovereignty in the GDR to an assertion of the national unity of all Germans.33

Without a strong reserve of nationalism, unification would not have occurred in
1991.34

Domestic Politics

Even if we restrict our analysis to the power, preferences, and strategies of states,
domestic processes must figure in any explanation of German unification. First,
domestic processes strongly affect state capacity, and thus the systemic distribu-
tion of capabilities. Second, politicians’ essential motivation to retain office in-
fluences their foreign policy. And third, domestic institutional and political
arrangements channel international bargaining toward particular solutions.

Domestic Processes are Endogenous to the Balance of Power

The capacity of a state to coerce or entice others is critically dependent on the
efficacy of its domestic institutions and the outcomes of crucial choices over
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domestic policies. The Soviet Union was in decline in part because of changes
in the international system, but also because of deficiencies intrinsic to its do-
mestic institutions. More important for our case, the Soviet Union’s “power” in
1989–90 was influenced critically by Gorbachev’s domestic policies. He ini-
tially chose to reinvigorate the Soviet economy in the belief—widely held
among party officials of Gorbachev’s generation—that it could be competitive
if the proper set of incentives could be put in place. However, the policy was a
catastrophic failure, generating massive fiscal imbalances, no upsurge in
growth, and the beginnings of a breakdown in the command system.35 Gor-
bachev’s response to this failure was to revamp the political system to undercut
the “conservatives” who he thought were sabotaging perestroika. These reforms
further destabilized the system, and by the winter of 1989–90, Soviet politics
were in a chaotic transitional state. In short, the weak, confused, and incoher-
ent Soviet Union that Bonn and Washington dealt with in the negotiations
over German unification was partially the product of Gorbachev’s domestic
gambles.

There were alternatives to Gorbachev’s choices, of course, but it is important
to be careful in considering the counterfactuals associated with them. The two
most plausible alternatives—the strategy of “optimizing the planning mecha-
nism” favored by more conservative officials such as Nikolai Ryzhkov and Yegor
Ligachev, and the strategy of rapid marketization pushed by liberals like Yegor
Gaidar and Grigory Yavlinsky—were both weighted even more heavily toward
cutting back the imperial burden.36 Both Ryzhkov and Gaidar—coming from
two very different perspectives—had the same fundamental criticism of Gor-
bachev: that he failed to rein in government expenditures (including on defense)
fast enough to establish the macroeconomic stability true reform demanded.
And this raises a critical point with which all such counterfactuals must con-
tend: that the Soviet Union’s material decline was closely connected to the high
and growing economic costs of its international position.

In a counterfactual involving Soviet adoption of either the conservative or the
liberal alternatives to the course Gorbachev chose, the Soviets would have been
even more sensitive to the costs of holding on to the GDR than they were in re-
ality. Moreover, there is little reason to believe that either plan would have re-
stored growth to the Soviet economy by 1989–90. Thus, counterfactuals that
portray an economically viable Soviet Union in 1990 require heroic assumptions
and find little empirical support. On the other hand, it is much easier to imag-
ine a counterfactual Soviet Union of 1989–90 still backward, weak, declining,
and dependent on the West but nonetheless with its traditional political insti-
tutions intact. And that imaginary Moscow would have been in a much better
position than was the real one to conceive and implement a proactive policy on
Germany.
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Political Incentives Affect Strategic Choices

Leaders may select a foreign strategy with an eye toward maintaining or en-
hancing their domestic authority. This is arguably the most common argu-
ment concerning the effect of domestic politics in the international relations
literature. In the case of the Soviet Union and German unification, Gor-
bachev argues that his policies were constrained by the domestic standoff be-
tween radicals and conservatives, which prevented the kind of flexible
approach that might have won Moscow better terms on German unifica-
tion.37 Soviet military and Party hard-liners, the argument goes, were so vis-
cerally opposed to any compromises that Gorbachev could not offer early
concessions on Germany that might have allowed Moscow to seize the ini-
tiative despite material constraints by linking early Soviet acquiescence to
German unity to insistence on neutrality. Such ploys would have required
Gorbachev to clarify his stance on Germany publicly, which would have has-
tened the mobilization of conservatives against him. In other words, domes-
tic polarization demanded that Gorbachev maintain ambiguity on Germany,
even though this ambiguity was suboptimal from the point of view of
Moscow’s bargaining interests.

It is difficult to verify this argument, but Gorbachev’s behavior is consistent
with it. Central to Gorbachev’s leadership style was the maintenance of strategic
ambiguity about his real preferences in order to keep supporters on board while
keeping opponents too uncertain to take decisive action against him. By Janu-
ary 1990 Gorbachev appears to have concluded that unity was inevitable, and
that Moscow was in no position to oppose a strong Western preference for Ger-
man membership in NATO. However, he felt unable to express these arguments
publicly. By offering one fateful concession after another in high-stakes summits
with Western leaders, and then pretending to back away, he in effect enlisted the
Americans and Germans to bludgeon his own bureaucracy and public opinion
into agreement. On Germany, as on so many other issues, Gorbachev engi-
neered faits accomplis that his opponents only recognized as such after it was too
late to change course.

While domestic politics may have constrained Gorbachev from following the
strategically optimal policy on Germany, the same pattern of behavior is consis-
tent with both the argument that Gorbachev was merely ambivalent or incom-
petent, as hard-liners allege, and the argument that Gorbachev rationally
responded to material trends and incentives and the uncertainty concerning
whether his leverage would improve or decline with time. Domestic polarization
may have had nothing to do with it. The standard domestic politics hypothesis
is thus precisely the sort of argument whose resolution requires much more ac-
cess to internal documents than we presently enjoy.
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Domestic Politics Channel International Bargaining

That the course and content of German unification reflected the preferences of
the more powerful of the two German states can be seen as supporting evidence
for the materialist argument. However, the precise nature of the settlement of
the German issue can only be explained by considering preexisting political
arrangements and domestic political processes.

Chancellor Kohl’s ten-point plan of late November 1989 was as much an ef-
fort to set the terms of debate within Germany as it was a blueprint for the
diplomacy of unification.38 By conditioning continued economic assistance to
fundamental economic reform and political change in the GDR, including free
elections, Kohl made clear that he intended to use West Germany’s economic
strength to influence the course of reform and the process of unification. Inso-
far as the remaining points were largely devoted to enumerating the possible
stages on the path to that end, he assured that the principal issue in any GDR
elections would be the larger question of German unification.

Given the ongoing mass migration of East Germans (almost 50,000 per
month) to the West and the further collapse of the East German economy, the
election of a new East German parliament (Volkskammer) quickly turned into a
referendum on the terms of reunification: quick accession via Article 23, or the
slower creation of a new German state under Article 146. Opinion in both Ger-
man states was deeply divided on the issue of the constitutional question. Pro-
ponents of unification on the basis of Article 146 tended to support a “third
way” for Germany, a constitutional structure that would create a state that was
less capitalist and individualist than the Federal Republic but more democratic
than that of the GDR. Kohl’s plans for rapid unification under Article 23 came
under constant attack from the West German Social Democratic Party (SPD)
and the Greens. SPD leader Oscar Lafontaine warned against the massive costs
of reunification and argued that an eventual unification should occur under the
terms of Article 146. For their part, the Greens supported a confederation of the
two German states.

Characterizing Lafontaine and the SPD as out of touch with the will of the
East German population, Kohl appealed to the East Germans to adopt the
Königsweg (a king’s path) to unification offered through Article 23.39 Many in
the East German social movements thought that elections were coming too fast:
the citizenry was not adequately prepared, East German party structures were
too weak, and the potential influence of Western money was too great.40 As the
March elections approached, the West German parties became extremely active
in supporting the further organization and financing of their counterparts in
East Germany.41
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The faster the process of unification, the more Kohl controlled it. He repeat-
edly exploited the powers of his office to influence public opinion in the GDR,
for example announcing a plan for an economic and currency union with the
GDR popular with East Germans. Kohl was also successful in raising millions
of marks from private sources to support the East German CDU. On March 18,
the day of the elections, East German voters were confronted with a choice be-
tween parties supporting rapid unification and currency union or those pro-
moting a slower course, with the terms to be negotiated. In overwhelming
numbers they chose the first option, surprising nearly everyone.42

The East German elections were clearly a turning point in the process that
led to unification. Had the SPD, whose views on the pace and form of unifica-
tion converged to a large extent with those of Gorbachev, won a clear majority,
the Soviet Union would in all likelihood have had a better chance to influence
the terms of unification. And an SPD victory in the GDR might well have
strengthened the SPD in the Federal Republic.43

The overwhelming victory of the Alliance and the subsequent formation of a
coalition government under the premiership of CDU-member Lothar de Maiz-
ière meant the broad outlines of the endgame were clear. Two German states,
each led by parties favoring rapid unification on the basis of Article 21 of the
Basic Law of the Federal Republic, would negotiate the specifics of that out-
come. On March 18, the fortunes of the Soviet Union sank with those of the
East German Social Democrats.

Any complete account of German unification or explanation for why one set
of ideas triumphed over others requires an analysis of domestic politics and pre-
existing institutional arrangements such as the Basic Law. Precipitous Soviet de-
cline, the GDR’s collapse, and the Soviets’ recognition that any solution to their
problems required Western economic assistance, do not provide a sufficient ex-
planation for the developments of 1989–90. Relative decline did not prescribe
the precise terms of East German reform or the future relations of the two Ger-
man states. Unification was but one of a number of possible outcomes (another
being the establishment of a confederate union with continued Western subsidies
for the GDR) that were discussed both among the Four Powers and the Germans
themselves. East Germany’s economic weakness provided Bonn with an oppor-
tunity to influence the terms of GDR reform and German unification through
the use of financial incentives and linkage politics. And Helmut Kohl aggressively
exploited that opportunity. However, given the prevailing views in the West Ger-
man SPD and Green Party, the nature of that linkage might well have been dif-
ferent had a “red-green” coalition governed in Bonn.44 It is thus misleading to
speak of unification on the basis of West German preferences. Rather, the out-
come reflected the preferences of the ruling coalition, with Kohl at the top.
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Leadership

The end of the Cold War has spawned a new scholarly interest in the study of lead-
ership.45 Concerning German unification, the boldest leadership argument is that
some other plausible Soviet leader besides Gorbachev might have prevented fur-
ther Soviet decline and succeeded in holding on to the Central European socialist
allies. Such arguments place great demands on counterfactual analysis and are ex-
traordinarily hard to tame empirically and analytically. There is no way to estab-
lish without serious scholarly controversy the availability of alternative policies that
would have reversed Soviet decline or dramatically decreased the economic drain
of Moscow’s main dependencies. Any such program would have had to confront
the costly imperial burden imposed on the Soviet Union by its position in the in-
ternational system. No evidence has come to light that Gorbachev’s domestic op-
ponents entertained any strategies that had a plausible chance of turning Soviet
fortunes around. Available evidence shows that, even earlier, the Brezhnev leader-
ship was sensitive to the costs of maintaining suzerainty in Central Europe and
deeply reluctant to use force to maintain it in the early 1980s.46 And, the evidence
indicates that hard-liners like Kryuchkov and Yazov were also unwilling to con-
template the large-scale use of force to rescue the GDR in 1989. All of these pat-
terns of evidence make it harder to sustain the counterfactual that German
unification would not have happened had Gorbachev not been in power.

Much more tractable and better supported empirically are three more mod-
est arguments about leadership effects in 1989. First is the argument that a more
conservative leader than Gorbachev would not have reacted to the failure of the
initial reform package in 1988 by deepening and extending “democratization”
reforms. Since those reforms arguably contributed mightily to the weakness and
incoherence of Soviet policy in the winter of 1989–90, had a counterfactual So-
viet leader attempted to keep the old totalitarian institutions intact after 1988,
Moscow would still have been declining, reluctant to use force, and deeply in
need of detente and retrenchment. But it would have been far better able to con-
trol information and coordinate an effective policy response. This is plausible if
the radicalization of perestroika in 1988 was Gorbachev’s own brainchild as op-
posed to the product of a more complex domestic political process. In assessing
the role of leadership in this instance, it is important to bear in mind that at that
time many Soviet officials and analysts shared Gorbachev’s belief that democra-
tization was necessary to break the grip of conservative bureaucrats and push
through the reforms that the Soviet Union needed to restore economic growth.
Thus the fateful push for political reforms is not entirely the idiosyncratic prod-
uct of one man’s vision.

A second argument concerns the evolution of trust between decision makers.
This factor is often stressed by former policymakers themselves, and it also fig-

148 James W. Davis and William C. Wohlforth

Ending the Cold War : Interpretations, Causation, and the Study of International Relations, edited by Richard K.
         Herrmann, and Richard Ned Lebow, Pan Macmillan, 2004. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=307768.
Created from nottingham on 2019-02-05 01:56:27.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

4.
 P

an
 M

ac
m

illa
n.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



ures in scholarly analyses.47 But trust was quite slow in developing. Indeed, on
the available evidence, the process of the dissolution of communism in Central
Europe was well along before relations of trust appeared to take hold among
Kohl, Gorbachev, and Bush.48 In other words, trust emerged when the material
fortunes of the Soviets collapsed, and they agreed to Western terms. It is thus
difficult to disentangle the importance of interpersonal synergy from dictates of
dire necessity, in the case of Gorbachev, and the delights of getting exactly what
one wants, in the case of Bush and Kohl.

The most popular leadership argument is that Kohl, Bush, and their respec-
tive policymaking teams were more effective strategists than their counterparts
in Moscow, Paris, and London. In responding quickly to surprise developments
and formulating effective responses, Kohl was clearly way ahead of the pack,
with Bush close behind. Mitterrand, Thatcher, and Gorbachev were well behind
the German-American duo. The West Germans clearly had a better reading on
the evolving situation in the GDR than any of the other major players. From
November 1989 on they were always quicker to see the GDR’s decline and the
possibilities it implied than were any of their Great Power interlocutors.

If the pattern in Soviet policy on German reunification was inconsistency,
the pattern in West German policy was a consistent interpretation of all signals
as green lights for unification. Each demonstration in the GDR, each increase
in East German emigration, every Soviet statement—all evidence was inter-
preted as indicating the necessity and desirability for pushing forward unifica-
tion, and the sooner the better. The pattern suggests a policy—at first perhaps
implicit and even subconscious but later carefully orchestrated—of driving
unification forward by systematically destabilizing the GDR.49 Thus, one ex-
planation for why Kohl and his aides were consistently more accurate in read-
ing events in the GDR was that they were doing everything they could to cause
those events to occur in the first place—in short, that Kohl and his aides were
exercising leadership.

The second claimant for the mantle of leadership during these events is
George H. W. Bush. The Bush administration assumed office convinced that al-
though Moscow was “in general retreat” worldwide, Gorbachev had managed to
seize control of the global agenda.50 They believed that it was imperative to re-
gain the initiative. Bush announced a new policy of “going beyond containment
toward the integration of the Soviet Union into the international system” in a
speech at Texas A&M University on May 17, 1989. The fundamental logic of
the policy was to establish conditions Moscow would have to meet to be ad-
mitted into the U.S.-led international political and economic system. Spelled
out formally in National Security Directive 23 (September 1989), the new ap-
proach called for “the integration of the Soviet Union into the existing interna-
tional system,” which required “fundamental alterations in Soviet military force
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structure, institutions, and practices that can only be reversed at great costs, eco-
nomically and politically, to the Soviet Union.”51 The centerpiece of the new
initiative was to go on the offensive in Europe by playing to U.S. and Western
strengths and focusing on the fundamental weaknesses of Moscow’s position in
East-Central Europe. Bush countered Gorbachev’s vision of a “common Euro-
pean home” with his own catch-phrase: “a Europe whole and free.” Bush sched-
uled visits to Poland and Hungary, and began subtly to change his rhetoric on
the German question.

By the late summer and fall of 1989, however, it became clear to Bush and
his top aides that major change was afoot in Central Europe. Their initial reac-
tion was careful; their basic impulse was to support stability and shy away from
anything that might provoke the Soviets. When the crisis spread to the GDR,
however, the prospects for stability dimmed. Kohl made the initial move in Au-
gust, declaring that German reunification was “back on the international
agenda.” As the crisis intensified in October, Bush made a point of telling re-
porters, “I don’t fear German reunification.”52

The available evidence suggests that Bush’s forthcoming public stance on re-
unification reflected his private convictions. While he did not think it was in the
U.S. interest to push the issue before October, he had no principled objection
to German unification as long as Moscow could swallow it and Germany’s com-
mitment to NATO was secured. By November he was intellectually ready to
make one of the most important foreign policy decisions of his presidency: to
back Helmut Kohl’s reunification drive to the hilt.53 Although the U.S. govern-
ment was divided on the issue, Bush made his preferences known and he de-
serves the credit for placing America’s chips on Bonn early and decisively.

Thus, the case for the effective leadership of Kohl and Bush is strong. Yet, it
needs to be tempered by three caveats. First, both leaders followed such coher-
ent policies because they both knew exactly what they wanted—to have their
cake and eat it, too. That is, they both wanted both unification and NATO.
They did not want to have to face any trade-offs between these two aims—the
easiest route for any politician, and the one requiring the least creativity. Once
they settled on taking the easiest intellectual route to the new situation—
namely, adapting existing institutions to the new circumstances—it was com-
paratively easy to ensure that the vast decision-making bureaucracies in both
capitals followed a clear and well-orchestrated line. All the intellectual rationales
were already in place.

Second, the Soviet Union, France, and Britain lacked the power to force Kohl
and Bush to face the trade-offs inherent in their policies. The two leaders most
praised for their statesmanship happened to head the states that had the most
power in Europe. The fact that their preferences prevailed owed more to the ma-
terial resources than to the intellectual firepower at their disposal.
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Third, they both “fudged” the critical question of integrating Moscow into
the new European order, an oft-stated commitment of American and West
German leaders that was contradicted by their policies. The essence of the
choice they made for Europe was exclusionary. Some would be in NATO; oth-
ers had to be out. To have reached another solution would have required fac-
ing tough trade-offs and rethinking cherished precepts and practices. It would
have required thinking long and hard about whether NATO really was the con-
ditio sine qua non of the U.S. presence in Europe. It would have demanded real
leadership.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we asked why Germany reunified peacefully on mainly Western
terms in 1990. Our analysis suggests that changing material incentives in the
1980s made peaceful unification on Western terms the most likely outcome.
Material shifts seem to offer the most leverage on the case and to a large extent
underpin other causes. Absent decline, ideas, leaders and domestic politics could
not have had the effect they had with decline. “Freedom of choice” is a very con-
venient idea for an imperial leader who lacks the resources to enforce or entice
compliance from his dependencies. That is not to say that the idea is reducible
to material constraints. It is just that one cannot analyze the effect of the idea
without paying heed to the fact that it did “fit” with material incentives. The
same goes for leaders. Gorbachev may have desired reform and entente with the
West for purely normative reasons. But he could not have been a reform
leader—that is, he could not have persuaded others to follow him—unless he
could point to undeniable material trends. Leaders can effect major change
against entrenched interests in part because material shifts undermine opposi-
tion to change

Our conclusion that changing material incentives offer the most leverage on
the explanation of this turning point must be qualified in several ways. First, the
fact that changing material incentives appear to make some outcome probable
does not mean it is the “only” possible outcome. Nor does it establish the tim-
ing of events with any precision. To get from material shifts to “unity in 1990
on these exact terms,” we need to consider ideas, domestic politics, and leaders.
A more conservative Soviet leader may (at least) have delayed matters by con-
cealing decline and hoping for the best, and (at most) tried to use force. A So-
viet leader less hemmed in by domestic pressures might have made a more
proactive offer on the German Question earlier and gotten better terms. A So-
viet leader with a less theoretical and a more pragmatic and strategic mindset
might also have wrenched better terms from the West. A Kremlin leader with
different causal beliefs about the instrumental utility of democratization and
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glasnost for economic revival might not have opted for those kinds of reforms,
and thus led a more authoritarian and unitary (though still declining) Soviet
Union in 1989–90. A less conservative East German leadership might have
opted for reform earlier and prolonged—or shortened—GDR’s lease on life. Or,
events might simply have gotten out of control in the GDR, shots fired, pow-
erful emotions raised, and quantities of blood spilled. Counterfactuals such as
these can be spun out at length, and there is nothing in our basic finding that
can rule them out categorically—although it does cast doubt on the more ex-
treme versions (such as the argument that the Cold War could have continued
essentially unchanged for decades under another leader).

Second, processes and outcomes were highly path dependent. Leadership
choices appear to have magnified the effects of material change. Gorbachev’s ini-
tial decisions to reform powerfully influenced subsequent interactions. The So-
viet empire was strongly destabilized—in hard-to-reverse ways—by the reform
effort at center. The reforms corroded the ancien regime’s mechanisms for en-
suring compliance from its agents throughout the economy and society without
establishing functioning alternatives. Although it is hard in hindsight to think
of remotely plausible policies that would have held things together, one must ac-
knowledge that what Gorbachev actually did was deeply destabilizing.

Third, ideas and identities appear to have intensified the causal effects of
material changes. Indeed, the way we framed the case may have privileged ma-
terial incentives. We accepted as unproblematic givens the actors (states and
the people who made decisions on their behalf ), their identities and interests,
and the history of their interaction as of the early 1980s. In addition, we
framed the task as one of causal explanation, and thereby accepted the in-
junction “you can’t explain change with a constant.” Accepting these restric-
tions means that many factors and conditions that were clearly necessary and
important for understanding the case do not explain it because they were rela-
tively constant for years and even decades before the events transpired. So,
new thinking ideas, as well as ideas of freedom, democracy, and self-determi-
nation did not vary, and so do not explain the case. Numerous scholars have
documented how these reform ideas incubated in the Soviet Union from the
1950s onward.54 They would not have become politically salient in the 1980s
if the Soviet Union and its socialist allies had not been mired in a deepening
and systemic economic decline. Similarly, the GDR had always been unfree.
And the Germans were as much “ein Volk” in 1970 or 1960 as they were in
1989. What changed was not these background ideas but the Berlin regime’s
economic capacity to resist them.

Though these ideas are not “variables” in the case as we construed it, their exi-
stence is necessary to understand the outcome. The very identities of GDR and
USSR in many ways magnified the impact of material changes. Their socialist
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ideologies were explicitly materialist. They had set themselves up as competitors
to the West and defined their own legitimacy in amazingly explicit material
terms. If they could not credibly promise to deliver on their explicit pledge to
provide military and economic security superior to the West, and prosperity at
least broadly comparable to the West, their legitimacy was vulnerable to chal-
lenge. For the Soviet Union in particular, the state’s official identity demanded
comparison to the United States—not just militarily but overall. Only given this
prior condition did relative decline have the strong effect we observed in this
case. Similarly, the GDR was the “socialist” Germany, where socialism was
equated with certain material rewards and expensive egalitarian policies. If the
regime could not deliver on these promises, then its reason for being was called
into question in an unusually direct way. Thus, even though in this case mater-
ial pressures were not as dire as in other cases (e.g., North Korea), their effects
were powerful owing in part to these received social understandings. Sensitivity
to this is crucial, lest we facilely apply “lessons” of German unification or the
end of the Cold War to other cases.

In sum, we bracketed the case—as any analyst somehow must do. And, we
sought to adjudicate among classes of causes—as nearly all social science and
policy analysis must do. And we found that material incentives gave us great
purchase explaining the case. However, this does not mean that material
changes will always have this kind of effect in other cases, nor that social sci-
ence “laws” can be derived from this and other cases. Material changes may
have had powerful effects in this case because of social and ideational precon-
ditions that are only beginning to be understood by international relations
scholarship today.
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