
CONCLUSION

THE	LEGACY	OF	1989	AND	1990

My	apologies	to	chance	for	calling	it	necessity	My	apologies	to	necessity	if	I’m	mistaken
after	all
—Wisława	Szymborska,	1972

We	were	interested	in	any	information	about	the	“main	opponent,”	as	we	called	them,
and	the	main	opponent	was	considered	NATO.
—Vladimir	Putin,	remembering	his	Cold	War	KGB	work	in	Dresden1

Although	unification	was	a	done	deal,	 there	were	still	a	number	of	 loose	ends	to
tie	 up	 after	 October	 3.	 Kohl	 and	 his	 team	 worried	 about	 them	 mightily—U.S.
attention,	 in	 contrast,	 was	 focused	 on	 the	 Gulf—but	 ultimately	 none	 seriously
threatened	German	unity.	The	biggest	outstanding	problem	was	 that	 the	various
treaties	needed	ratification	by	signatory	countries.	The	one	place	where	it	seemed
possible	 that	 they	might	not	 receive	 it	was	 the	Soviet	Union,	which	 could	 either
oppose	them	or	fall	apart	without	conferring	any	final	verdict.	If	it	did	the	latter,
the	 accords	 would	 forever	 be	 vulnerable	 to	 legal	 questions	 about	 their	 validity.
Nevertheless,	German	willingness	to	pay	up	front	much	of	what	it	had	originally
promised	to	provide	during	the	years	1991–94,	plus	hints	of	future	aid,	helped	to
carry	the	day.2	The	USSR,	facing	severe	food	shortages	and	massive	unrest,	could
not	 afford	 to	 alienate	 the	 only	 reliable	 source	 of	 lending	 still	 available	 to	 it—
namely,	Bonn.	Ratification	succeeded.3

The	 Soviet	 Union,	 along	with	 the	 other	members	 of	 the	Warsaw	 Pact	 and	 all
NATO	 states,	 also	 signed	 the	multilateral	CFE	accord	on	November	19,	1990.	As
discussed	previously,	united	Germany	agreed	to	a	ceiling	of	370,000	troops	as	part
of	 the	 package.	 The	 CSCE	 summit	 in	 Paris	 approved	 German	 unity	 around	 the
same	 time	as	well.4	Questions	 about	 the	willingness	 of	 the	Red	Army	 to	 comply
with	 the	 CFE	 and	 its	 movement	 of	 material	 beyond	 the	 Urals	 poisoned	 the
atmosphere	 almost	 immediately	 afterward.	 In	 the	 USSR,	 military	 opponents	 of
Shevardnadze	would	 contribute	 to	his	 resignation	 in	December.	But	 the	CFE	had
already	 served	 its	 uses	 for	 German	 unification,	 so	 these	 events	 no	 longer
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endangered	it.

In	Germany	itself,	the	Basic	Law	still	had	to	endure	minor	surgery	and	Kohl	still
had	to	win	another	election	on	December	2.	A	series	of	edits	were	made	to	the	old
West	 German	 Basic	 Law	 that	 effectively	 ruled	 out	 any	 future	 territorial
acquisitions,	 as	 Schäuble	 had	 promised	 Baker.	 The	 most	 important	 was	 the
removal	 of	 the	 original	 Article	 23.	 Later,	 it	 was	 replaced	 with	 a	 new	 version,
endorsing	what	unity	had	expedited—that	 is,	 the	creation	of	 the	EU.	Article	146
also	received	alterations	to	make	it	clear	that	unification	had	been	completed	and
that	the	Basic	Law	now	covered	the	former	GDR.	In	other	words,	the	overall	effect
was	 to	 ensure	 that	 there	 would	 be	 no	 question	 of	 further	 German	 territorial
expansion.5

On	the	electoral	front,	Kohl’s	main	opponent	was	the	SPD	candidate	Lafontaine,
who	was	 (rightly)	 convinced	 that	 the	 rapid	 unification	 process	 would	 soon	 cost
West	Germans	more	 than	Kohl	was	 letting	 on.6	 And	 the	 attention	 of	 the	 nation
was	taken	away	from	unification	altogether	when	a	deranged	man	shot	Schäuble
twice	from	behind.	The	minister’s	bodyguard	leaped	in	front	of	a	third	bullet.	Both
men	 survived,	 but	 Schäuble	 was	 paralyzed	 from	 the	 chest	 down	 as	 a	 result.
Ultimately,	however,	neither	the	shock	of	the	assassination	attempt	nor	the	efforts
of	 the	 opposition	 prevented	 Kohl	 from	 securing	 another	 big	 victory.	 His	 ruling
coalition	won	well	over	half	of	the	popular	vote	and	secured	306	out	of	507	seats
in	the	first	Bundestag	elected	after	unity.7

In	 short,	 by	 the	 end	 of	 1990,	 Kohl	 (with	 the	 support	 of	 his	 leading	 Western
partners)	had	defeated	all	other	models	of	the	future	and	won	another	full	term	in
office	to	oversee	the	long-term	implementation	of	his	own.	Germany	had	unified;
NATO	and	the	EC	had	extended	themselves	eastward;	the	U.S.	presence	in	Europe
was	 solidly	 guaranteed;	 and	 the	 Soviet	 Union	 had	 failed	 to	 secure	 a	 lifesaving
package	in	return.	The	post–Cold	War	era	had	begun.

COUNTERFACTUALS

Before	 speculating	on	 the	 legacy	of	 these	events,	 it	 is	worth	stepping	back	 for	a
moment	 to	 review	 how	 the	 model	 favored	 by	 Bonn	 and	 Washington	 prevailed
while	 the	 others	 did	 not.	 All	 four	 of	 the	 alternative	models	 for	 order	 in	 Europe
were	 viable	 ones,	 although	 to	 varying	 degrees;	 the	 success	 of	 prefab	was	 not	 a
foregone	conclusion.	How	could	the	three	other	models—or	counterfactuals—have
won	the	competition	to	define	order	after	the	collapse	of	the	Cold	War,	and	why
did	they	not?
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First,	 the	 restoration	model—or	 reassertion	 of	 the	 status	 of	 1945—could	 have
succeeded	 if	 the	brush	with	a	 stage	of	 terror	 in	January	1990	had	escalated	 into
massive	 bloodletting.	 It	 is	 particularly	 surprising	 that	 such	 bloodletting	 did	 not
occur.	 Given	 the	 extent	 of	 domestic	 repression	 in	 the	 former	 GDR	 (to	 repeat,
roughly	1	Stasi	agent	per	180	East	Germans),	it	is	remarkable	that	there	were	so
few	 attempts	 to	 extract	 bloody	 vengeance	 after	 the	wall	 came	 down.	 If	 victims
had	 decided	 to	 attack	 members	 of	 the	 secret	 police,	 the	 latter	 may	 well	 have
sought	 the	 protection	 of	 Soviet	 troops.	 Certainly	 when	 the	 Dresden	 KGB	 office
where	Putin	worked	in	the	second	half	of	the	1980s	came	under	direct	threat,	the
future	 Russian	 leader	 called	 the	 Soviet	 group	 of	 forces	 in	 the	 GDR	 for	 armed
support,	and	the	group	provided	it.	Indeed,	it	is	possible	that	former	Stasi	agents
intentionally	tried	to	incite	violence	in	1990	for	that	reason;	that	is,	they	wanted
to	set	off	a	chain	of	events	that	could	lead	to	the	forceful	reimposition	of	hard-line
control.8	Moreover,	 the	clear	 tension	between	Gorbachev	and	the	Soviet	military
raised	the	question	of	whether	or	not	he	could	command	it	in	a	crisis.

Both	 Bonn	 and	 Washington	 worried	 constantly	 about	 what	 would	 happen	 if
Soviet	 soldiers	 in	 East	 Germany—who	 were	 demoralized,	 hungry,	 and	 selling
weaponry	 for	cash	 in	1990—began	using	violence.	The	beginning	of	widespread
bloodshed	 in	 East	 Germany,	 particularly	 if	 it	 involved	 Soviet	 troops	 killing
civilians,	would	have	caused	the	Western	powers	to	put	their	own	troops	on	high
alert,	especially	the	U.S.,	British,	and	French	forces	in	West	Berlin.	The	end	result
might	 not	 have	 been	 the	 restoration	 of	 1945-style	 occupation	 (indeed	 full
restoration	 was	 unlikely),	 but	 it	 certainly	 would	 have	 caused	 a	 reassertion	 of
quadripartite	authority	unseen	in	decades.

Or,	 recognizing	 that	 he	 did	 not	 have	 enough	 support	 among	 his	 Western
partners	 to	 re-create	 quadripartitism	 fully,	 Gorbachev	 could	 have	 tried	 to	 take
advantage	of	Soviet	status	as	a	major	victor	of	 the	Second	World	War	 to	restore
the	 legal	 status	 of	 1945	by	 rapidly	 convening	 a	peace	 conference	 in	Moscow	 in
1990.	Such	a	conference	would	have	attracted	a	number	of	the	110	states	that	had
been	at	war	with	the	Third	Reich	in	1945.	The	chance	of	receiving	reparations,	the
main	 issue	 such	 a	 conference	 would	 have	 addressed,	 would	 have	 inspired	 a
number	of	countries	to	attend	and	cooperate	with	Moscow.

Reverting	to	1945,	however,	required	either	that	Gorbachev	choose	the	path	of
confrontation	with	West	Germany,	which	was	 the	desire	 of	 some	of	 his	 advisers
but	not	Gorbachev	himself,	or	that	the	Soviet	leader	manage	to	convince	the	three
Western	powers	to	restore	quadripartitism.	But	his	advisers	failed	to	convince	him,
and	 he	 failed	 to	 convince	 the	 West.	 Mitterrand	 decided	 that	 the	 greater
opportunity	 was	 to	 focus	 on	 the	 future	 of	 the	 EC,	 rather	 than	 on	 the	 past	 of
European	conflict;	and	Washington	was	always	strongly	in	favor	of	solutions	that
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did	 not	 involve	 active	 decision-making	 roles	 for	 Moscow.9	 Absent	 the	 kind	 of
violence	described	above,	the	restoration	model	faded.

The	second	model	of	order—the	concept	of	reviving	confederative	structures	but
updating	 them	 for	 the	 twenty-first	 century—appeared	 viable	 precisely	 because
there	 were	 a	 number	 of	 successful	 precedents	 for	 it.	 As	 discussed	 above,	 the
creation	 of	 a	 German	 nation-state	 was	 a	 relatively	 recent	 invention.	 Before
Bismarck	 accomplished	 it,	 a	 number	 of	 different	 German-speaking	 entities	 had
existed	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 loosely	 confederative	 configurations.	 Moreover,
confederationism	remained	a	live	political	tradition.	The	notion	of	“two	states	in	a
German	nation”	had	rested	at	the	core	of	Brandt’s	efforts	to	create	a	sense	of	unity
in	 divided	 Germany	 in	 the	 1960s	 and	 1970s.	 Mitterrand	 found	 the	 concept
appealing	 as	 well	 and	 thought	 that	 a	 confederative	 Europe,	 or	 a	 Europe	 of
confederations	at	different	levels,	would	be	the	best	manner	for	structuring	post–
Cold	War	international	relations.

In	other	words,	 it	was	precisely	because	 they	were	 convinced	of	 the	 concept’s
viability	that	Kohl	and	his	advisers	proposed	confederative	structures	via	the	Ten-
Point-Program	 in	 November	 1989.	 They	 came	 to	 the	 conclusion	 that	 such
structures	were	a	reasonable	way	to	proceed	in	the	midst	of	chaos.	In	many	ways,
a	slow	merger	of	the	two	German	economies	would	have	avoided	a	number	of	the
problems	 that	 actually	 occurred	 when	 Eastern	 businesses	 suddenly	 had	 to	 face
market	 conditions.	 But	 the	 revival	 model	 never	 got	 a	 full	 airing.	 Kohl	 himself
withdrew	it,	once	he	went	to	East	Germany	after	the	collapse	of	the	wall	and	got	a
personal	picture	of	the	fervor	in	the	East	for	rapid	unity.	The	negotiations	that	he
had	 scheduled	 with	 counterparts	 in	 the	 GDR	 to	 create	 a	 confederation	 became
empty	exercises	as	a	result.	East	Germans	from	both	the	old	ruling	SED	party	and
the	new	round	table	realized	that	their	carefully	prepared	requests	to	Kohl	about
this	confederation	were	falling	on	deaf	ears.

Finally,	how	could	the	third	model—Gorbachev’s	vague	vision	of	pan-European
structures	 (largely	 excluding	 the	 United	 States)—have	 succeeded?	 Even	 as
Gorbachev	 and	 his	 advisers	 were	 searching	 for	 new	ways	 to	 structure	 political,
economic,	and	military	alliances	across	all	of	Europe,	East	European	leaders	were
also	struggling	to	find	new	national	paths	forward.	The	desire	of	the	East	German
round	 table,	 acting	 in	 concert	 with	 its	 East	 European	 peers,	 to	 create	 property
pluralism	and	a	demilitarized	zone	 in	post–Cold	War	Eastern	Europe	could	have
been	useful	to	Gorbachev,	had	he	made	more	of	it.	Even	after	the	GDR	round	table
disbanded	 in	 March	 1990,	 the	 new	 East	 German	 leaders	 kept	 the	 dream	 of	 a
neutral	Central	Europe	alive	well	 into	summer	1990	despite	opposition	 in	Bonn.
Meckel	 in	 particular,	 a	 pacifist	 and	 devout	 Christian,	 felt	 strongly	 that	 the
enormous	 opportunity	 created	 by	 1989	 should	 not	 be	wasted;	 it	 should	 result	 in
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widespread	 disarmament	 in	 Central	 Europe	 and	 denuclearization	 in	 Germany.
Coordinated	action	among	these	disparate	voices	calling	for	a	new,	pan-European,
post–Cold	War	order	never	truly	emerged,	though.	If	those	voices	had	produced	a
well-thoughtout	 blueprint	 for	 a	 common	 European	 home,	 with	 Eastern	 and
Western	 wings,	 and	 a	 militarily	 neutral	 bridge	 linking	 the	 two	 at	 its	 center,	 it
would	have	enjoyed	the	support	of	a	number	of	leading	figures	in	Europe.	Coming
from	a	leader	of	Gorbachev’s	 international	stature	at	that	time	(Time	magazine’s
“Man	of	the	Decade,”	not	just	of	the	year,	and	soon	to	be	the	1990	winner	of	the
Nobel	Prize	for	Peace),	it	would	have	required	serious	attention	in	capitals	around
the	world.

Fig.	C.1.	Gorbachev	receiving	the	Nobel	Peace	Prize	in	1990.	Courtesy	of	Getty
Images.

Indeed,	 if	 Gorbachev	 had	 been	 thinking	 more	 strategically,	 he	 would	 have
pushed	harder	to	enlist	not	just	East	European	but	also	West	European	leaders	in
his	planning.	His	tentative	efforts	in	this	direction	with	Mitterrand	failed,	but	they
were	not	doomed	from	the	start.	The	lineup	of	West	European	characters	dubious
about	German	unification	early	on,	from	Andreotti	 to	the	Dutch	to	Thatcher	to	a
not	insignificant	portion	of	the	West	German	population	in	an	election	year,	was
long.	 There	 existed	 realistic	 counterfactual	 scenarios	 in	 which	 coordinated,	 no-
holds-barred	 criticism	by	West	European	 leaders	 about	Kohl’s	 nationalist	 dreams
—“the	death	of	the	European	project”—would	have	had	a	good	chance	at	swaying
West	German	voters	in	an	election	year.

Alternatively,	if	Gorbachev	had	listened	to	Falin	and	his	other	hard-line	advisers
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at	 home,	 he	 could	 have	 pushed	 harder	 in	 negotiations.	 That	 is,	 he	 could	 have
insisted	that	German	unification	could	occur	only	at	 the	price	of	participation	in
his	new	pan-European	structures,	with,	at	a	minimum,	a	firm	limit	to	NATO.	If	the
Soviet	 leader	had	made	a	 request	 for	 a	written	guarantee	 that	NATO	would	not
move	eastward	(which	he	had	heard	as	a	proposition	in	oral	form)	early	enough,
he	might	well	have	gotten	it.

Yet	 Gorbachev’s	 advisers	 failed	 to	 convince	 him	 that	 he	 needed	 to	 negotiate
harder	 on	 behalf	 of	 the	 Soviet	 Union.	 A	 number	 of	 them	 would	 become
despondent	 over	 this	 failure,	 and	 the	 coup	 in	 1991	 would	 be	 the	 ultimate
expression	 of	 their	 despair.	 And	 above	 and	 beyond	 any	 questions	 of	 tactics,
Gorbachev’s	 ideas	 suffered	 from	 the	 pace	 of	 events	 and	 the	 sheer	 number	 of
unfolding	 issues,	 which	 were	 moving	 too	 quickly	 to	 permit	 the	 kind	 of	 new
conceptualizing	 that	 he	 wanted.	 In	 talks	 with	 the	 Americans	 at	 the	 time,
Gorbachev	 would	 repeatedly	 say	 that	 creativity	 was	 needed	 in	 devising	 a	 new
European	order,	without	understanding	that	timing	was	critical	as	well.	He	simply
had	too	many	balls	in	the	air	and	too	little	time	to	deal	with	them.

In	 contrast,	 one	 of	 the	 greater	 successes	 of	 Kohl’s	 team	 and	 the	 Bush
administration	 was	 that	 they	 both	 sensed	 the	 need	 for	 swift	 action,	 although
Washington	was	initially	slower	to	realize	it	 than	Bonn.	The	chancellery	and	the
White	House	 guessed,	 correctly,	 that	 the	 speed	of	 the	 implementation	of	 change
was	critical,	not	least	because	Gorbachev’s	time	was	limited.	Kohl	repeatedly	used
the	metaphor	of	trying	to	get	a	harvest	in	before	a	storm.	As	a	result,	the	transfer
of	known	commodities	to	the	East—such	as	Article	5	of	the	North	Atlantic	Treaty,
the	 Basic	 Law	 of	 West	 Germany,	 and	 last	 but	 not	 least	 the	 DM—became	 the
favored	 route	 to	 transformation.	 Such	 a	 transfer	 wasted	 no	 time	 on
conceptualizing	new	accords	 and	 institutions.	Prefab	 conferred	a	 strong	element
of	 predictability	 on	 the	 chaotic	 and	 disorderly	 overhaul	 of	 both	 domestic	 and
international	order,	and	succeeded	for	 that	reason.	People	knew	what	 they	were
getting.

The	 success	 of	 the	 prefab	model	was	 also	 due	 to	 the	 tactical	 savviness	 of	 the
West	German	chancellor.	In	1989–90,	he	displayed	a	talent	for	knowing	when	he
should	submit	his	visions	to	authentic	and	credible	legitimizing	moments.	In	other
words,	he	knew	when	he	needed	popular	support,	but	realizing	that	did	not	mean
either	 that	 he	 should	 completely	 stage	 an	 appropriate	 event	 or	 be	 at	 its	mercy.
Rather,	by	 influencing	the	East	German	vote	with	promises	about	 the	one-to-one
exchange	 rate,	 scheduling	 the	 FRG’s	 own	 election	 early	 in	 December	 1990,	 and
ensuring	that	it	would	be	the	first	all-German	national	election,	he	improved	the
chances	 that	 both	 elections	 would	 produce	 results	 favorable	 to	 himself	 and	 his
party,	yet	remain	credible.	He	thereby	made	a	virtue	out	of	necessity.	Kohl	knew
that	he	would	have	to	put	his	visions	to	a	democratic	test,	but	he	made	sure	to	do
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so	in	ways	that	would	enhance	their	standing.	On	top	of	this,	the	chancellor	had	a
great	 talent	 for	 using	 the	media	 to	 his	 advantage,	which	 he	 shared	with	 Baker.
Kohl,	 like	 the	 secretary	 of	 state,	 was	 skilled	 at	 locking	 in	 his	 diplomatic	 gains
through	 clever,	 selective,	 and	 well-timed	 press	 disclosures.	 Easterners,	 who	 had
much	 less	 experience	 with	 a	 free	 press,	 had	 lacked	 an	 incentive	 to	 acquire	 the
same	skills.	They	were	therefore	at	a	disadvantage.

In	short,	working	together	with	Washington,	the	chancellor	was	able	to	market
his	 vision	 successfully	 to	 all	 audiences:	 East	 and	West	 Germany,	 EC	 and	 NATO
allies,	and	Gorbachev,	if	not	his	opponents	in	the	Soviet	leadership.	Of	course,	the
marketing	 process	 cost	 West	 Germany	 a	 great	 deal:	 an	 extremely	 generous
exchange	rate	when	the	currencies	merged,	a	long	series	of	credits,	payments,	and
subsidies	to	Moscow,	and	the	ongoing	costs	of	propping	up	the	economy	in	former
East	 German	 regions	 after	 unity,	 to	 name	 a	 few	 expenses.10	 Such	 costs	 would
ultimately	lead	to	Kohl’s	own	electoral	downfall,	but	not	for	another	eight	years.

CONSEQUENCES

The	 consequences	 of	 these	 events	 for	 the	 post–Cold	 War	 world	 were	 to	 be
farreaching.	 A	 political	 theorist	 (Fukuyama)	 speculated	 in	 1992	 that	 the	 single
biggest	 one	 for	 the	 United	 States	 and	 its	 liberal	 democratic	 allies	 would	 be	 the
challenge	of	dealing	with	the	magnitude	of	their	own	success.	They	had	created	a
new	world,	he	thought,	which	was	“less	and	less	the	old	one	of	geopolitics,”	and
increasingly	a	“post-historical”	one	in	which	the	old	“rules	and	methods”	were	not
appropriate.	 They	would	 have	 to	 learn	 politics	 anew.11	 The	 irony,	 of	 course,	 is
that	 Bonn	 and	 Washington	 had	 achieved	 exactly	 the	 opposite.	 Rather	 than
bringing	 an	 end	 to	 the	 history	 that	 had	 culminated	 in	 the	 Cold	War,	 they	 had
perpetuated	 key	 parts	 of	 it	 instead.	As	 British	 Foreign	Minister	Hurd	 concluded,
they	 did	 not	 remake	 the	 world.	 Rather,	 the	 struggle	 to	 recast	 Europe	 after	 the
momentous	upheaval	of	1989	resulted	 in	prefabricated	structures	 from	before	 the
upheaval	moving	eastward	and	 securing	a	 future	 for	 themselves.	Americans	and
West	 Germans	 had	 successfully	 entrenched	 the	 institutions	 born	 of	 the	 old
geopolitics	 of	 the	 Cold	 War	 world—ones	 that	 they	 already	 dominated,	 most
notably	NATO—in	the	new	era.	This	success	was	deserved,	but	not	without	costs.
It	is	thus	necessary	to	ask,	what	is	the	legacy	of	the	way	that	they	restored	order?
12

Stepping	 back	 from	 all	 the	 details	 presented	 in	 this	 book	 to	 look	 at	 the
overarching	 themes	 that	 link	 them,	 four	 prominent	 components	 of	 the	 legacy
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emerge.	The	first	component	 is	also	the	most	commonplace.	A	close	examination
of	1989	and	1990	shows	that	the	people	who	brought	the	previous	order	to	an	end
enjoyed	no	particular	claim	to	run	matters	after	 the	dust	settled.	This	 is	 the	core
meaning	 of	 the	 old	 saying	 that	 the	 revolution	 eats	 its	 children.	 It	 is	 worth
reviewing	 how	 this	 became	 apparent	 in	 1989:	 it	 was	 nearly	 inevitable	 after	 a
certain	point	that	the	old	Soviet	regime	would	collapse.	But	there	was	nothing	at
all	inevitable	about	what	would	follow.	The	dynamics	of	the	competition	to	create
order	 yielded	 a	 triumph	 above	 all	 for	 Kohl,	 thanks	 to	 his	 penchant	 for	 quick,
spare-no-expense	 action,	 but	 little	 for	 the	 East	 European	 revolutionary	 leaders
who	 had	 opened	 the	 door	 to	 change	 in	 the	 first	 place.	 Former	 Czech	 and	 East
German	 dissidents	 in	 particular	 had	 no	 interest	 in	 contributing	 to	 a	 project	 to
promote	 NATO	 in	 the	 post–Cold	 War	 world.	 Their	 priority	 was	 less	 military
security	 than	 new	 forms	 of	 democracy	 and	 property	 pluralism.	 They	 saw	 their
dreams	thwarted	by	Kohl’s	success.

Likewise,	 the	 brave	 Polish	 protesters	 who	 had	 done	 so	 much	 of	 the	 hard,
frightening	work	of	destroying	the	old	Cold	War	order,	rising	from	the	dockyards
and	jails	to	the	halls	of	power	in	Warsaw,	saw	their	justifiable	hopes	for	massive
West	 German	 financial	 infusions	 dashed	 when	 the	 wall	 opened	 and	 Kohl’s
priorities	shifted.	Instead,	they	had	to	settle	for	less	than	they	wanted.	They	had	to
participate	 in	 a	 bitter	 exchange	 of	 recriminations	 over	 border	 guarantees.	 They
had	to	endure	Kohl’s	use	of	Stalin	era	treaties	as	clubs	to	beat	down	their	hopes	of
a	peace	treaty	to	World	War	II.	The	ironies	of	history	were	such	that	for	a	time	in
1989–90,	 Polish	 leaders	 aligned	with	Moscow	 to	 see	 if	 they	 could	 force	 a	 peace
treaty	on	Bonn;	as	mentioned,	one	State	Department	analyst	thought	that	Stalin’s
ghost	got	a	good	laugh	out	of	that.

The	 situation	of	 the	Polish	dissidents-turned-leaders	paralleled	 that	of	 the	man
most	 responsible	 for	 destroying	 the	 sorry	 stability	 provided	 by	 the	 old	 order:
Gorbachev.	He	received	accolades	abroad	but	hostility	at	home	for	his	decision	to
hand	over	 territory	 soaked	 in	Soviet	blood	 to	NATO.	Events	 in	divided	Germany
and	Eastern	Europe	subsequently	had	a	toxic	spillover	effect	in	the	Soviet	Union.
Scholars	 have	 rightly	 argued	 that	 this	 spillover	 exacerbated	 the	 “political
instability	and	 intra-elite	divisions	 in	 the	USSR	…	and	made	 it	 far	more	difficult
for	Mikhail	Gorbachev	to	prevent	the	Soviet	Union	from	unraveling.”	As	the	Soviet
leader	would	write	to	Kohl	on	that	Christmas	in	1991	when	the	union	was	no	more
and	 his	 long	 fall	 from	 grace	 finally	 concluded,	 ever	 since	 becoming	 general
secretary	 he	 had	 sought	 one	 goal.	 He	 wanted	 to	 bring	 Russia	 into	 the	 fold	 of
“modern	 democratic	 countries.”	 This	 concept	was	 somewhat	 of	 a	 flattering	 self-
portrait,	since	he	had	not	sought	to	introduce	completely	democratic	politics	into
the	Soviet	Union.	But	his	disappointment	was	genuine;	although	“events	did	not
go	in	the	manner	that	I	considered	correct	and	most	expedient,	I	do	not	lose	hope
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for	the	final	success	of	the	matter.”	13

In	short,	an	examination	of	1989	and	1990	suggests	that	we	need	to	understand
the	 ending	 of	 the	 Cold	War,	 and	 the	 process	 of	 constructing	 the	 post–Cold	War
Europe,	as	distinct	and	dichotomous	events.	The	figures	involved	in	tearing	down
the	previous	order—Gorbachev,	Reagan,	and	masses	of	East	European	dissidents—
were	 not	 those	 who	 ultimately	 built	 the	 new.	 A	 relatively	 small	 number	 of
policymakers	in	Bonn,	Paris,	and	Washington	secured	that	role	for	themselves.

A	 second	 component	 of	 the	 legacy	 of	 1989–90	 is	 the	 conundrum	 of	 imperfect
choices.	Because	the	contest	to	define	order	in	post–Cold	War	Europe	took	place	at
a	blisteringly	 fast	pace,	 there	was	not	much	time	for	perfecting	plans	and	ideas.
As	 a	 number	 of	 observers	 noted	 at	 the	 time,	 life	 simply	 speeded	 up.	 Gates
described	it	as	follows:	“We	shot	the	rapids	of	history,	and	without	a	life	jacket.”	J.
D.	Bindenagel,	an	American	diplomat,	remembered	his	experience	working	in	the
U.S.	embassy	in	East	Berlin	in	1989–90	as	the	feeling	of	living	in	a	video	on	which
someone	had	pressed	 the	 fast-forward	button.	 Falin	 said	 that	 it	 felt	 as	 if	 history
were	 “pressing	 a	 hundred	 years	 into	 a	 hundred	 days.”	 14	 Questions	 needed
answers	 right	 away;	 but	 the	 quickest	 answers	 were	 not	 always	 the	 ideal	 ones.
Once	the	speedy	process	of	selecting	and	laying	the	foundation	for	the	future	was
complete,	however,	 it	became	hard	to	challenge,	even	if	 it	was	less	than	perfect.
In	 the	 process	 of	 exporting	 Western	 order	 to	 the	 East—an	 understandable
response	 to	 events	 on	 the	 ground—Bonn	 and	 Washington	 sowed	 the	 seeds	 of
future	problems,	to	reuse	Baker’s	phrase.

Within	Germany,	the	sudden	imposition	of	Western	currency	and	standards	on
the	East	caused	dramatic	difficulties.	Optimistic	predictions	about	how	well	former
East	German	firms	would	fare	quickly	proved	to	be	illusory.	At	one	point	early	on,
Bonn	 estimated	 that	 the	 privatization	 of	 state-run	 businesses	 in	 the	 East	 would
create	a	profit	of	600	billion	DM.	Instead,	taxpayers	had	to	subsidize	the	process
to	the	tune	of	230	billion	DM.15	Official	unemployment	 rates	 in	 the	 former	GDR
hit	 10.9	 percent	 for	 men	 and	 21.5	 percent	 for	 women	 by	 1994.	 Joblessness
remained	 stubbornly	 high	 and	 productivity	 in	 the	 region	 peaked	 at	 little	 more
than	half	 that	 of	 the	West	 for	most	 of	 the	 1990s.	 Former	 property	 owners	 from
prewar,	Nazi,	 and	 socialist	 eras	 gained	 the	 ability	 to	 fight	 out	 legal	 claims	 over
real	 estate	 extensively.	 The	 costly	 and	 extensive	 litigation	 that	 resulted	 tied	 up
buildings	 and	 land	 for	 years	 or	 even	 decades,	 scared	 off	 investors,	 and
exacerbated	 the	 economic	 difficulties	 of	 the	 former	 East	 Germany.	 Former	West
Germans	 soon	 came	 to	 call	 the	GDR	 territory	 a	 “barrel	without	 a	 bottom,”	 into
which	 unending	 Western	 subsidies	 disappeared;	 one	 expert	 estimates	 that
Germany’s	 reconstruction	 of	 the	 East	 cost	 roughly	 120	 billion	 dollars	 per	 year
starting	in	1990–91.16	These	costs	soured	not	only	the	economy	of	Germany	as	a
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whole	but	also	had	an	impact	on	all	of	East	and	West	Germany’s	former	trading
partners.	 The	 chancellor	 spent	 huge	 sums	 of	 money	 against	 the	 advice	 of	 his
financial	 advisers,	 driving	 up	 German	 borrowing	 and	 setting	 off	 a	 sequence	 of
events	 that	 later	 contributed	 to	 the	 severe	 European	 currency	 crisis	 of	 1992.	Of
course,	Kohl	and	his	advisers	were	aware	at	the	time	that	they	were	making	costly
choices,	 but	 the	 alternative—missing	 the	 chance	 to	 unify—seemed	 worse	 to
them.17

Outside	of	Germany	in	the	international	arena,	NATO	was	subject	to	the	same
dilemma	of	 imperfect	choices.	The	alliance	began	creeping	eastward	 in	 response
to	 the	 demands	 of	 the	 day,	 but	 without	 much	 assessment	 of	 the	 long-term
consequences.	Even	Kohl’s	own	East	German	coalition	partners	balked	at	the	swift
installation	 of	 the	 Western	 military	 pact	 on	 the	 still-smoking	 ruins	 of	 the	 old
Eastern	one.	They	hoped	instead	that	in	a	peaceful	post–Cold	War	world,	neither
of	 the	 old	military	 blocs	would	 be	 necessary.	 They	wanted	 to	move	 beyond	 the
East-West	divide,	not	move	its	front	eastward.	An	ideal	model	for	the	future	would
have	been	one	that	included	a	clear	vision	for	both	Eastern	Europe	and	the	former
Soviet	countries.	But	the	path	to	this	alternative	future	was	not	nearly	as	clear	as
the	 one	 to	Bush’s	 and	Kohl’s.	 The	West	German	 foreign	minister,	Genscher,	was
right	 to	 warn	 continually	 about	 Russian	 resentment	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	 western
plan,	and	Gorbachev’s	wife,	Raisa,	was	right	to	be	worried	about	its	costs	for	her
husband.

Summarizing	 the	 legacy	 of	 1989–90	 this	 way	 requires	 a	 corollary:	 a	 clear
discussion	of	its	implications	for	NATO	enlargement.	No	less	a	figure	than	George
Kennan	may	 have	 termed	 such	 enlargement	 a	 “‘strategic	 blunder	 of	 potentially
epic	proportions,’”	but	his	 judgment	requires	context.18	Strategy	 is	 the	calculated
relation	of	means	to	ends.	When	assessing	whether	or	not	NATO	enlargement	was
a	blunder,	it	is	necessary	to	ask	first	what	ends	it	was	meant	to	achieve:	was	post–
Cold	War	NATO	supposed	to	serve	political	or	military	goals?	The	answer	to	this
question	 seems	 to	 have	 varied	 both	 over	 the	 years	 since	 1990	 and	 among	 the
alliance’s	leading	members;	but	it	is	crucial,	because	it	results	in	widely	divergent
assessments	of	expansion.

If	the	alliance’s	goal	became	a	political	one—namely,	to	provide	an	umbrella	of
stability	to	new	East	European	democracies	after	the	end	of	the	Cold	War,	thereby
reducing	their	external	worries	and	allowing	them	to	prioritize	internal	reform—
then	it	was	not	a	blunder.	Nor	was	it	illegitimate.	As	described	above,	NATO	first
began	moving	eastward	when	it	absorbed	former	East	German	territory	as	a	result
of	a	democratic	election	there	on	March	18,	1990,	and	in	accordance	with	signed
and	 ratified	 treaties.	 After	 that,	 freely	 elected	 leaders	 in	 Central	 and	 Eastern
Europe	sought	further	enlargement	of	the	alliance.	Legitimate	government	entities
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on	both	sides	of	the	Atlantic	approved	NATO	expansion	(such	as	the	U.S.	Senate,
which	ratified	NATO’s	addition	of	Poland,	Hungary,	and	the	Czech	Republic	by	a
vote	of	eighty	to	nineteen	on	April	30,	1998).	Baker	himself	would	later	argue	that
under	 a	 political	 understanding	 of	 NATO’s	 mission,	 Russia	 itself	 should	 be
considered	 eligible	 for	 NATO	membership—as	 long	 as	 it	 definitively	 “embraced
democracy	 and	 free	markets.”	 19	 In	 short,	 if	 the	 alliance’s	 mission	 was	 to	 be	 a
political	one,	then	the	possibility	of	Soviet	membership	in	NATO	should	have	been
seriously	 considered;	 failing	 that,	 the	 mission	 should	 have	 been	 given	 to	 an
institution,	possibly	a	new	one,	that	could	have	included	Russia.

If	 the	highest	 goal	 remained	military	 security	 for	 alliance	members	 even	after
the	end	of	the	Cold	War,	though,	then	the	strategy	of	NATO	enlargement	starts	to
look	more	dubious.	Strictly	 speaking,	a	military	pact	 is	 supposed	 to	 increase	 the
security	 of	 its	 members;	 but	 by	 converting	 new	 areas	 into	 territory	 covered	 by
Article	5,	the	alliance	increased	its	liabilities	without	a	corresponding	increase	in
capabilities.	New	members	could	not	become	equal	military	partners	quickly.	(The
alliance	in	some	ways	thereby	recapitulated	its	founding	in	1949,	when	the	United
States	 had	 taken	 on	West	 European	 countries	 still	 ravaged	by	war.)	 There	were
benefits,	 of	 course,	 such	 as	 increased	 options	 for	 troop	 and	 missile	 defense
placements,	 but	 there	 were	 also	 new	 problems.	 The	 expansion	 perpetuated	 the
military	dividing	line	between	NATO	and	its	biggest	strategic	threat,	Russia,	into
the	post–Cold	War	world,	which	did	not	have	to	be	the	outcome	of	1990.

And	 regardless	 of	which	 view	 is	 accurate,	 it	 is	 fair	 to	 ask	 questions	 about	 the
implementation	of	NATO	enlargement.	There	was	an	unfortunate	 lack	of	success
in	limiting	Russian	hostility	toward	the	process.	Such	prevention	was	essential,	if
expansion	were	not	to	create	new	strategic	problems.	An	ideal	policymaker	in	the
West	 would	 have	 recognized	 that	 the	 implementation	 of	 expansion	 created	 the
greatest	 possible	 duty	 of	 care;	 Russia	 had	 only	 episodically	 shown	 interest	 in
cooperation	with	the	West,	so	a	rare	window	of	opportunity	opened	in	1989–90.
An	 ideal	 policymaker	 in	 the	 East	 would	 have	 bargained	 much	 harder	 before
implementation	began;	Moscow	had	opportunities	during	 the	unification	process
to	seek	written	prohibitions	on	NATO	movement	eastward	but	did	not	do	so.

Instead,	the	evidence	presented	here	about	the	early	origin	of	NATO	expansion
reveals	a	gap	between	public	expressions	and	private	thinking.	In	the	West,	while
Bonn	 and	 Washington	 publicly	 expressed	 sympathy	 for	 Gorbachev’s	 reformist
goals	 in	 1989–90,	 they	 privately	 sensed	 that	 they	 did	 not	 really	 need	 to
accommodate	 him.	 To	 repeat	 what	 Baker	 wrote	 in	 a	 summary	 of	 U.S.-Soviet
relations:	 the	 Russians	 “have	 to	 make	 hard	 choices.	We	 do	 Gorbachev	 no	 favors
when	we	make	it	easier	to	avoid	choices.”	Bonn	and	Washington	realized	that	 they
could	 outmaneuver	 him.	 The	 discrepancy	 between	 what	 Kohl	 in	 particular

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 $
{D

at
e}

. $
{P

ub
lis

he
r}

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



suggested	to	Gorbachev	in	February—that	NATO	would	not	move	eastward	if	the
Soviet	 leader	 let	 Germany	 unite,	 which	 Gorbachev	 then	 agreed	 to	 let	 happen
internally—and	 what	 transpired	 afterward	 created	 ill	 will	 in	 the	 long	 term.	 In
other	words,	the	goal	of	Bonn	and	Washington	was,	as	Gates	put	 it,	 to	bribe	the
Soviets	out	of	Germany,	not	to	set	up	long-term	cooperation	or	structures	in	which
Gorbachev	and	his	successors	would	be	full	partners.	Gorbachev	eventually	came
to	 feel	 that	 he	 had	 walked	 into	 a	 trap,	 and	 told	 Kohl	 so	 in	 those	 words	 in
September	 1990.	 Presumably	 the	 Soviet	 leader	 was	 also	 angry	 at	 himself	 for
failing	to	have	gotten	more	out	of	unification,	particularly	with	regard	to	NATO,
since	the	issue	was	such	a	toxic	one	for	any	Soviet	or	Russian	leader.	The	Clinton
administration,	seeing	how	difficult	NATO	expansion	could	be	for	Yeltsin	in	terms
of	 domestic	 politics,	 waited	 until	 after	 the	 Russian	 leader	 secured	 reelection	 in
July	 1996	 before	 enlarging	 beyond	 former	 East	 Germany.	 It	 also,	 together	with
the	NATO	secretary	general	at	the	time,	Javier	Solana,	organized	a	multinational
conference	in	Paris	in	May	1997	to	provide	Yeltsin	with	a	public	relations	boost.
At	 this	 conference,	 the	 “Founding	 Act	 on	 Mutual	 Relations,	 Cooperation,	 and
Security	between	the	Russian	Federation	and	NATO”	was	signed.	This	act	created
a	Permanent	 Joint	Council	 that	 included	Russia,	 but	 neither	 it,	 nor	 its	 successor
organization,	 the	 NATO-Russia	 Council,	 ever	 really	 lived	 up	 to	 expectations.
Russians	saw	the	new	relationship	as	a	counterintelligence	opportunity.	Western
policymakers	 gave	 Russia	 only	 token	 consultative	 rights.20	 The	 window	 of
opportunity	closed.	Lacking	some	kind	of	successful	Western-Russian	consultation
to	 smooth	 over	 the	 disagreements,	 NATO	 enlargement	 continued	 to	 increase
tension	between	Washington	and	Moscow.

As	 opportunities	 for	 cooperation	 dwindled	 in	 the	 course	 of	 implementation,
Russian	 worry	 about	 NATO	 enlargement	 intensified.	 During	 the	 Cold	 War,
Leningrad	 was	 roughly	 twelve	 hundred	 miles	 away	 from	 the	 nearest	 border	 of
NATO.	By	2008,	the	membership	of	Estonia	meant	that	the	border	had	moved	to
within	a	hundred	miles	of	the	city,	renamed	Saint	Petersburg.21	Any	country	would
be	concerned	about	such	a	development,	but	Russia	was	particularly	angry	about
it.	It	insisted	that	in	implementing	expansion,	the	United	States	and	the	West	had
thereby	 broken	 what	 Moscow	 perceived	 to	 be	 their	 promises;	 Ron	 Asmus,	 a
Clinton	State	Department	official	who	helped	to	enlarge	NATO,	remembers	being
continually	confronted	by	such	claims.22	U.S.	government	officials	have	responded
to	Moscow’s	worries	by	trying	to	clarify	what	happened	in	February	1990.	In	the
Clinton	 era,	 a	 memorandum	 written	 by	 Assistant	 Secretary	 of	 State	 John
Kornblum	and	approved	by	the	State	Department	legal	team	argued	that	Baker’s
words	 applied	 only	 to	 divided	 Germany.	 In	 other	 words,	 when	 the	 secretary
suggested	to	Gorbachev	that	NATO’s	jurisdiction	would	not	shift	one	inch	eastward
from	 its	 present	 position,	 he	 was	 speaking	 solely	 in	 his	 authority	 as	 a
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representative	of	one	of	the	four	powers	still	occupying	Germany	in	1990.	Baker
meant	 only	 that	 NATO’s	 jurisdiction	 would	 not	 move	 eastward	 within	 a	 united
Germany;	he	did	not	have	the	authority	to	speak	for	other	regions,	let	alone	NATO
itself.23	 On	 top	 of	 this,	 Zelikow	 published	 an	 article	 titled	 “NATO	 Expansion
Wasn’t	Ruled	Out”	in	1995.	This	op-ed	contended	that	whatever	Baker	may	have
said,	 Gorbachev	 was	 informed	 about	 changes	 to	 the	 U.S.	 view	 afterward	 and
signed	a	number	of	accords	consistent	with	those	later	changes.24

Fig.	C.2.	Ceremonial	signing	of	the	NATO-Russia	Founding	Act	in	Paris,	with
Russian	President	Boris	Yeltsin	(left)	and	NATO	Secretary	General	Javier
Solana,	May	1997.	©	Pascal	Le	Segretain/Corbis	Sygma.

Yeltsin’s	eventual	successors,	Putin	and	Dmitri	Medvedev,	were	not	swayed	by
these	 explanations.	 They	 saw	 the	 failure	 to	 resist	NATO	expansion	 as	 a	massive
strategic	 error	 on	 the	 part	 of	 their	 predecessors.	 Putin	 in	 particular,	 used	 to
thinking	of	NATO	as	the	“main	opponent”	from	his	days	in	Dresden,	felt	strongly
that	the	alliance	was	an	impediment	to	Russia	assuming	its	full	role	in	Europe.	He
felt	that	“no	matter	where	our	people	live,	in	the	Far	East	or	in	the	south,	we	are
Europeans.”	Russians	“would	have	avoided	a	lot	of	problems	if	the	Soviets	had	not
made	 such	 a	 hasty	 exit	 from	 Eastern	 Europe.”	 25	Medvedev,	 Putin’s	 handpicked
successor,	 followed	 his	 mentor’s	 lead	 by	 speaking	 sarcastically	 about	 “the
unbridled	expansion	of	NATO	and	other	gifts	to	Russia.”	He	especially	resented	the
decision	 in	 August	 2008	 to	 base	 ten	U.S.	 interceptor	missiles	 in	 Poland	 and	 the
corresponding	radar	equipment	in	the	Czech	Republic	as	part	of	a	planned	missile
defense;	Medvedev	 suspected	 that	 the	 equipment	 could	 also	have	offensive	uses.
Even	 Gorbachev	 himself	 emerged	 from	 retirement	 to	 blame	 the	 2008	 Russian
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invasion	of	Georgia—which	he	thought	was	justified—on	the	“unending	expansion
of	NATO	…	set	against	the	backdrop	of	sweet	talk	about	partnership.”	To	counter
it,	 Gorbachev	 endorsed	 a	 plan	 by	 Medvedev:	 to	 set	 up	 a	 new	 “security
architecture”	for	Europe	as	NATO	celebrated	its	sixtieth	birthday.26

The	 evidence	 and	 analysis	 offered	 in	 this	 book	 indicate	 that	 the	 controversy
over	February	1990	needs	to	be	understood	not	just	in	terms	of	U.S.-Soviet	history
but	 also	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 relations	 of	 both	 with	West	 Germany	 at	 the	 time,	 and
subsequent	events	that	same	year.	Baker	suggested	in	a	highly	speculative	way	at
the	American-Soviet	bilateral	of	February	9	that	NATO	would	not	expand	eastward
if	Gorbachev	allowed	Germany	to	unite.	It	might	have	become	a	deal	if	the	Soviet
leader	had	insisted	at	the	time,	but	their	bilateral	meeting	ended	without	action	or
agreement.	More	 problematic	was	 the	 Soviet–West	German	bilateral	 of	 the	 next
day,	 where	 Kohl	 echoed	 Baker	 despite	 receiving	 different	 U.S.	 wording	 directly
from	Bush.	Unlike	 the	previous	day,	 the	FRG-USSR	meeting	did	end	with	action:
Gorbachev	 allowed	Germany	 to	 unify	 internally	 on	 the	 basis	 of	what	Kohl	 said.
Unwisely,	 the	Soviet	 leader	neither	sought	nor	received	written	agreement	about
NATO	 in	 return.	 But	 by	 the	 end	 of	 the	 month,	 Kohl	 would	 be	 at	 Camp	 David,
agreeing	 to	 Bush’s	 language	 on	 NATO.	 Since	 there	 was	 nothing	 in	 writing,	 the
wording	was	fluid.	The	accords	that	would	be	signed	in	late	1990	ultimately	would
be	ones	consistent	with	the	Camp	David	position.	Attempts	by	Falin	and	others	to
force	Gorbachev	to	seek	written	guarantees	failed,	as	the	Soviet	leader	decided	to
accept	vague	promises	in	the	Caucasus	in	July	1990	instead.	By	the	end	of	1990,
Gorbachev	himself	would	be	bitterly	unhappy,	and	later	his	successors	would	cry
foul	about	these	proceedings	as	well.

Hence,	when	looking	specifically	at	the	legacy	of	1989–90	for	the	issue	of	NATO
enlargement,	what	emerges	is	not	a	formal	prohibition	against	such	an	expansion;
rather,	 it	 is	Russian	 resentment—both	at	 the	West	 and	 former	Soviet	 leaders	 for
conceding	in	negotiations—arising	from	the	informal	proceedings.	Such	resentment
has	 generated	 its	 own	 strategic	 problems.	 In	 December	 2008,	 NATO	 Secretary
General	Jaap	de	Hoop	Scheffer	would	complain	about	how	hard	it	was	to	conduct
dialogue	 with	 Russia,	 especially	 in	 the	 wake	 of	 Putin’s	 decision	 to	 suspend
compliance	with	the	CFE	treaty	and	the	Russian	invasion	of	Georgia.	“It’s	not	easy
to	 know	how	 to	 approach	 someone,	 in	 daily	 life	 or	 in	 foreign	policy,	who	 feels
themselves	victimized,”	the	NATO	leader	complained.	This	sense	of	victimization	is
a	 large	 component	 of	 the	 legacy	 of	 1989–90	 and	 the	 rushed,	 imperfect	 choices
available	to	policymakers	at	the	time.	The	West	should	have	thought	harder	in	the
wake	of	1990	about	how	it	felt,	 longer	term,	to	live	in	a	once-great	country	that
had	to	bring	its	soldiers	home	for	lack	of	money.27

This	leads	to	a	third	component:	Russia	was	not	the	only	great	power	struggling	to
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react	to	events	in	1989–90.	A	close	look	at	the	imperfect	choices	of	1989–90	shows
that	little	was	under	superpower	control.	Clearly,	the	United	States	and	the	Soviet
Union	were	the	two	most	important	countries	during	the	Cold	War,	but	they	were
not	 the	only	 important	 countries	 in	 the	 shaping	of	 the	post–Cold	War	European
order.	Consider	the	following	questions:	Why	did	the	Berlin	Wall	become	suddenly
and	 unexpectedly	 obsolete	 on	 November	 9?	 Why	 did	 Gorbachev	 agree	 to	 let
Germany	unify	internally?	Why	did	he	assent	to	NATO	membership	for	the	united
country,	 allowing	 its	 precedent-setting	 enlargement	 to	 former	 Warsaw	 Pact
territory	 to	 begin?	 It	 is	 not	 possible	 to	 answer	 these	 questions,	 other	 than	with
generalities,	 solely	 by	 talking	 about	 the	 superpowers.	 The	 long-term	 contest
between	 the	U.S.	and	Soviet	visions	of	 the	 future	assuredly	provided	 the	context
for	all	of	these	developments.	But	as	previously	asserted,	the	endgame	was	heavily
European.

Because	of	this,	it	was	fortunate	for	Washington	that	the	German	in	charge	was
so	deeply	committed	to	NATO,	and	that	he	was	able	to	win	over	the	French	leader.
Of	 course,	 the	 United	 States	 was	 not	 without	 leverage.	 Quadripartite	 rights
remaining	from	World	War	II	gave	it	a	veto	over	all	changes	in	divided	Germany.
Simply	stalling	would	have	 increased	 the	 likelihood	of	unification	 failing	(if	 that
were	 desired),	 because	 both	 Bonn	 and	 Washington	 knew	 that	 Gorbachev’s
authority	was	slipping,	and	it	was	unlikely	that	anyone	more	cooperative	would
succeed	him.

Yet	a	number	of	other	bargains	for	post–Cold	War	Europe	could	still	have	been
struck	between	the	Germans	and	Moscow.	Knowing	this,	Scowcroft	remembered	in
his	memoirs	how	anxiously	he	waited	for	calls	from	Kohl	whenever	the	chancellor
had	 visited	 Moscow.	 At	 one	 point	 Scowcroft	 had	 one	 of	 his	 NSC	 staffers,
Hutchings,	 prepare	 a	memo	 for	 the	U.S.	 president	 listing	 eighteen	possible	 final
scenarios	 to	 the	 drive	 for	 German	 unity,	 ranked	 in	 order	 of	 desirability	 for
Washington.	 The	 scenario	 that	 actually	 emerged	 was	 outcome	 number	 two—
number	 one	 would	 have	 been	 no	 restrictions	 on	 NATO	 in	 East	 Germany
whatsoever—but	a	 large	number	of	 less	desirable	outcomes	were	highly	possible.
Understanding	 how	 the	 process	 came	 to	 the	 result	 that	 it	 did	 requires	 looking
beyond	superpower	shores.28

A	 corollary	 to	 this	 is	 that	 Washington’s	 true	 talent	 in	 1989–90	 rested	 in	 its
ability	to	recognize	the	significance	of	Bonn,	not	in	its	ability	to	direct	all	events
itself.	 Indeed,	 Bush’s	 willingness	 to	 let	 Kohl	 lead	 on	 the	 issue	 of	 German
unification	was	 remarkable.	As	 the	U.S.	president	himself	 stated	 in	his	memoirs,
Bush—rather	amazingly—did	not	have	strong	feelings	about	how	to	proceed	when
the	 chaos	 of	 1989	 in	 Germany	 demanded	 a	 response.	 Thatcher	 reportedly
complained	that	 the	problem	with	Bush	was	that	he	did	not	have	strong	feelings
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about	anything	at	all.

But	Bush	did	have	strong	 feelings	about	 the	 future	of	NATO,	 to	 the	anguish	of
not	only	the	Soviet	Union	but	also	France	at	points.	As	the	president	said	to	Kohl
at	 Camp	 David:	 “We	 prevailed,	 they	 didn’t.”	 United	 Germany	 would	 have	 full
NATO	 membership	 as	 a	 result.	 Indeed,	 at	 times,	 Mitterrand’s	 aide	 Védrine
wondered	if	NATO	was	“the	only	issue”	that	truly	concerned	Bush.	Whether	it	was
or	was	not,	the	American	president	clearly	understood	the	alliance’s	significance.
It	 kept	 the	 United	 States	 in	 Europe,	 but	 it	 was	 also	 an	 organization	 created	 to
contain	 a	 Soviet	 threat.	 NATO	 therefore	 needed	 new	 relevance	 as	 that	 threat
seeped	away;	otherwise,	it	might	disappear	as	well.	The	alliance	had	to	change	to
survive.	It	is	not	surprising	that	Bush	made	time	to	go	to	Europe	repeatedly	for	the
NATO	 summits	 in	 1989	 and	 1990,	 but	 did	 not	 attend	 the	 final	 ceremony	 for
German	unification,	despite	Kohl’s	strong	desire	that	he	do	so.	The	pressure	of	the
contemporaneous	Gulf	crisis	was	of	course	part	of	the	reason	for	his	absence,	but	a
major	event	celebrating	the	triumph	of	Western	unity	could	also	have	been	useful,
if	Bush	had	wanted	one.29

This	finding	yields	a	fourth	and	final	component:	the	legacy	of	1989–90	shows	the
power	of	chance	and	contingency.	At	many	points,	all	 state	 leaders,	superpower
and	 otherwise,	were	 simply	 reacting	 to	 change.	 They	 had	 to	 propose	models	 of
order	 for	 the	 future	precisely	because	they	were	overwhelmed	by	disorder.	Often
they	were	not	so	much	designing	events	as	simply	surviving	them.	The	challenge
was	to	make	the	best	use	of	events,	no	matter	how	unexpected	they	might	be.

The	most	unexpected	was	the	opening	of	the	wall	on	November	9,	1989,	which
shocked	 everyone,	 and	 might	 easily	 not	 have	 happened	 at	 all.	 The	 severely
sleepdeprived	East	German	spokesman	Schabowksi	could	have	forgotten	the	piece
of	 paper	 with	 incomprehensible	 new	 travel	 rules	 until	 after	 the	 end	 of	 his
November	9	press	conference.	As	it	was,	he	got	around	to	it	only	in	the	fifty-fifth
minute	 of	 an	 hour-long	 session,	 when	 his	 memory	 was	 jogged	 by	 a	 journalist’s
question	 on	 a	 related	 topic.	 Had	 he	 not	 remembered,	 the	 wall	 would	 not	 have
fallen	that	night.

Of	 course,	 the	wall	 would	 have	 opened	 eventually,	 but	 not	 as	 easily,	 not	 for
free,	not	when	all	East	German	leaders	of	any	significance	were	incommunicado
in	 a	meeting,	 not	 when	 all	 Soviet	 leaders	 of	 any	 significance	were	 asleep,	 and
above	all,	not	as	 soon	and	not	at	a	 time	when	a	cooperation-minded	Gorbachev
still	had	sufficient	authority	to	manage	the	Soviet	reaction.	If	the	wall	had	fallen
when	the	separatist	movement	in	the	Soviet	Union	and	the	erosion	of	Gorbachev’s
power	 were	 much	 more	 advanced,	 it	 could	 have	 played	 into	 the	 hands	 of
opponents	contemplating	a	coup.	Or	there	may	simply	not	have	been	enough	time
to	complete	 the	unification	process	before	chaos	engulfed	 the	USSR.	The	process
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could	easily	have	become	 fatally	mired	 in	 the	 infighting	of	 the	Soviet	elite,	with
U.S.	attention	diverted	to	the	Gulf.30	Once	the	Soviet	Union	definitively	fell	apart,
questions	 about	 the	 fractured	 legal	 successors	 to	 its	 rights	 would	 have	 gotten
messy	indeed.

Instead,	 Kohl	 seized	 his	 chance	 between	 November	 9,	 1989,	 and	 October	 3,
1990,	to	establish	a	durable,	democratic	order	in	united	Germany,	and	to	anchor
the	new	nation	in	the	EC	and	NATO.	He	sensed,	rightly,	that	it	was	necessary	to
act	 quickly.	 But	 did	 the	 balancing	 act	 between	 chance	 and	 necessity	 require
stopping	 there?	 Was	 there	 not	 a	 real	 opportunity	 to	 take	 advantage	 of	 the
unexpected	 opportunities	 and	 accomplish	 more	 at	 a	 pan-European	 level?	 The
eventual	 outcome	 of	 NATO	 expansion	 was	 already	 unfolding	 in	 1990.	 But	 was
there	some	form	of	international	economic	support	or	guidance,	other	than	large
handouts	from	Kohl,	that	would	have	eased	the	transit	of	the	Soviet	Union	into	the
company	 of	 modern	 democracies	 and	 economies	 in	 exchange	 for	 its	 consent	 to
peaceful	German	unification	in	NATO?	Did	the	West	“lose”	Russia,	and	did	it	do	so
as	early	as	1990?31

Clear	answers	to	these	questions	are	elusive.	Any	speculation	about	them	must
start	with	Gorbachev’s	hopes	for	a	better	economic	future,	however.	As	described
in	 the	 text,	both	Teltschik	and	Genscher	noted	a	strong	desire	on	the	part	of	 the
Soviet	 leader	 in	 1990	 and	 a	 number	 of	 his	 advisers	 to	 move	 ahead,	 not	 in
confrontation,	 but	 in	 cooperation	with	West	Germany.	Gorbachev’s	 hope	was	 to
achieve	prosperity	at	home	via	close	links	with	Bonn.	This	desire	for	cooperation
was	 obviously	 not	 universally	 shared,	 as	 the	 bitter	 resentment	 of	 Gorbachev’s
actions	among	his	enemies	shows.	But	the	Soviet	leader	recalled	the	squalor	of	life
in	the	Gorkaya	River	valley,	with	the	pitiful	huts	and	the	endless	barking	of	stray
dogs,	 until	 the	 end	 of	 his	 career,	 and	 wanted	 better.	 It	 was	 not	 entirely
unreasonable	 to	 hope	 that	 extensive	 cooperation	 with	 wealthy	 West	 Germany,
traded	for	its	unity,	could	provide	help	in	reaching	that	goal;	Teltschik	thinks	this
was	his	main	motivation.32

Gorbachev’s	desire	to	negotiate	such	a	future	peacefully	rested	at	the	heart	of	his
willingness	to	approve	German	unification.	For	this	reason,	he	gave	his	approval
for	both	unity	and	NATO	membership	to	Kohl	(who	was	willing	to	provide	credits
and	 cash)	 rather	 than	 Bush	 and	 Baker	 (who	 were	 not,	 in	 part	 because	 of	 the
weakening	domestic	economy	in	the	United	States	at	the	time).	The	Soviet	leader
seemed	 to	 have	 accepted	 that	 it	 was	 too	 costly	 for	 the	 USSR	 to	 try	 to	 direct
political	 events	 in	 regions,	 whether	 in	 Afghanistan	 or	 Europe,	 that	 clearly	 had
goals	other	 than	 those	 set	 for	 them	by	Moscow,	and	decided	 to	cut	his	 losses.	 In
keeping	 with	 this	 view,	 he	 set	 in	 motion	 a	 truly	 astonishing	 amount	 of
disarmament.	Between	1990	and	2008,	 the	number	of	Russian	nuclear	warheads
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on	ICBMs	was	cut	almost	70	percent,	and	four	thousand	of	its	tanks	left	Europe.33

Teltschik	 feels	 strongly	 that	Gorbachev	 thought	he	 could	 completely	 transform
the	 Soviet	 Union	 with	 the	 German	 help	 that	 he	 would	 receive	 in	 return	 for
cooperation	 over	 unification.	 Gorbachev’s	 hope	 may	 have	 been	 naive,	 and
structured	far	too	much	as	a	pedantic	top-down	initiative.	Yet	it	appears	to	have
been	a	sincere	desire	to	improve	the	daily	life	of	the	broad	mass	of	his	people,	and
as	 such,	 laudable.	 As	 Gorbachev’s	 biographer	 has	 rightly	 argued,	 the	 Soviet
leader’s	goal	was	“the	creation	of	a	better	society	and	system	than	that	which	he
inherited.”	 The	 “democratic	 shortcomings	 of	 post-Soviet	 Russia	 notwithstanding,
the	country	Gorbachev	bequeathed	to	his	successors	was	freer	than	at	any	time	in
Russian	history.”	34

As	a	result,	 it	 is	hard	not	 to	regret	Kohl’s	 failure	 in	his	repeated,	 insistent,	but
largely	fruitless	efforts	 to	create	some	kind	of	 international	coalition	in	1990	for
providing	 comprehensive	 financial	 aid	 and	 advice	 to	 Gorbachev.	 Opponents	 of
such	 aid	 pointed	 out,	 both	 at	 the	 time	 and	 afterward,	 that	 there	 was	 no	 good
reason	for	the	West	to	prop	up	Gorbachev’s	Soviet	empire,	and	that	incompetent
governance	 would	 have	 wasted	 any	 aid.	 Indeed,	 help	 in	 setting	 up	 competent
domestic	 authorities	 early	 on	 may	 even	 have	 been	 more	 valuable	 than	 aid	 to
Moscow.	Gorbachev	would	complain	to	Baker	 in	1991	that	the	money	from	Kohl
had	already	vanished:	“‘Things	disappear	around	here.	We	got	a	lot	of	money	for
German	 unification,	 and	when	 I	 called	 our	 people,	 I	was	 told	 they	 didn’t	 know
where	it	was.	Yakovlev	told	me	to	call	around,	and	the	answer	is	no	one	knows.’”
Clearly,	Moscow	 needed	more	 than	 just	 credits	 to	 ease	 its	 transition	 to	 being	 a
modern	 market	 economy,	 but	 (other	 than	 from	 Bonn)	 it	 got	 little.	 Western
advisers	would	descend	on	Russia	later	en	masse,	of	course.	But	they	arrived	after
fatal	resentments	had	already	piled	up.35

Kohl’s	 efforts	 seem	 to	 have	 been	 undone	 by	 a	 contest	 between
deterritorialization	and	provinciality	churning	away	beneath	the	public	surface	of
events.36	 In	 other	 words,	 1989–90	 was	 a	 time	 when,	 on	 one	 level,	 multilateral
institutions	 like	 the	 EC	 and	 NATO	 began	 to	 expand	 eastward.	 They	 therefore
blurred	the	borders	between,	or	deterritorialized,	states	in	their	ambit.	On	another
and	more	 old-fashioned	 level,	 however,	 wagons	 still	 circled.	 Deterritorialize	 the
West,	 but	 get	 as	 much	 property	 into	 it	 as	 possible	 before	 you	 do	 so,	 and	 then
protect	 the	 united	 province	 from	 the	 crumbling	 though	 still	 dangerous	 East,	 ran
the	argument.	This	animus	 represented	 the	 thinking	of	Bonn	and	Washington;	 it
contrasted	badly	with	Gorbachev’s	hope	that	deterritorialization	could	extend	from
the	 Atlantic	 to	 the	 Urals.	 The	 Soviet	 leader’s	 advisers	 kept	 trying	 to	 make	 the
contrast	clear	to	him,	without	success.37
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Fig.	C.3.	The	concert	hall	on	Gendarmenmarkt	in	Berlin,	decorated	to	celebrate	the
extension	of	the	EU	to	Eastern	Europe	in	May	2004.	©	Langevin
Jacques/Corbis	Sygma.

The	heart	of	the	problem	seems	to	be	that	Moscow	did	not	understand	to	what
extent,	and	for	how	little	time,	 international	order	would	be	up	for	grabs	during
1989–90.	Indeed,	historians	arguing	that	the	end	of	the	Cold	War	was	a	transition
of	 little	 importance	are	retrospectively	making	the	same	mistake	that	Gorbachev
did	at	the	time:	failing	to	grasp	what	was	at	stake.	Gorbachev	and	his	advisers	did
not	 comprehend	 the	 chance	 that	 had	 opened	 up,	 and	 the	 necessity	 of	 moving
quickly	to	seize	it.	 In	1990,	they	thought	that	they	had	more	time	to	sort	out	big
issues	 for	 post–Cold	War	 Europe,	whether	 it	was	 domestic	 reforms	 or	 new	 pan-
European	economic	and	security	structures.

They	did	not.	The	negotiations	about	German	unification	were	already	shaping
politics	 far	beyond	 that	country’s	borders	 in	ways	both	 ideological	and	material.
By	 achieving	 German	 unity,	 the	 major	 actors	 involved—and	 there	 were	 many,
working	first	 from	below	throughout	Eastern	Europe	and	then	from	above	in	the
West—fabricated	the	future	on	a	number	of	levels.	They	opened	up	new	doors	of
possibility	for	the	residents	of	the	half	of	Europe	that	had	paid	the	heaviest	price
for	 the	Cold	War.	They	negated	the	Chinese	example	of	violent	suppression	as	a
model	 for	 the	 future.	 They	 created	 hope	 in	 the	 hearts	 of	 all	 those	 facing
ideologically	 and	 physically	 repressive	 regimes	 around	 the	world.	 They	made	 it
clear	 that	 the	 market	 economy	 vision	 of	 the	 future	 would	 dominate	 the	 vast
majority	 of	 world	 economies	 afterward,	 even	 ones	 still	 calling	 themselves
Communist.	 They	 cemented	 plans	 to	 create	 a	 common	 European	 currency,	 now
one	of	 the	world’s	 strongest.	They	ensured	 that	NATO	would	endure	and	remain
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the	 dominant	 international	 military	 alliance.	 They	 forced	 both	 the	 EC/EU	 and
NATO	 to	 evolve,	 and	 in	 doing	 so,	 to	 lay	 the	 groundwork	 for	 later	 rapid
enlargement.	They	ironically	began	creating	a	common	European	home	of	many
rooms—just	without	one	for	Russia.	Last	but	not	least,	they	taught	a	lasting	lesson
to	 Putin,	 who	 had	 experienced	 the	 events	 of	 1989–90	 in	 divided	 Germany
firsthand.	 Having	 prevented	 a	 sacking	 of	 the	 Soviet	 Union’s	 KGB	 office	 in
Dresden,	he	did	not	want	 to	 find	himself	or,	by	extension,	his	 country	 in	 such	a
position	again.38

For	 all	 of	 these	 reasons,	 the	 collapse	 of	 the	 Berlin	 Wall	 and	 the	 subsequent
struggle	to	re-create	order	in	post–Cold	War	Europe	represent	truly	major	turning
points	in	modern	history.	It	 is	essential	to	understand	the	legacy	of	the	successes
of	1989–90:	Berlin	did	indeed	gain	the	ability	to	understand	the	dream	of	freedom.
Its	 peaceful	 transition	 from	 its	 former	 state	 to	 its	 present	 one,	 negotiated
diplomatically	with	its	international	partners,	holds	hope	for	the	many	places	that
are	just	at	the	beginning	of	the	same	journey.	It	is	equally	essential	to	understand
the	legacy	of	the	failings	of	1989–90:	the	speed	with	which	it	happened	resulted	in
imperfect	 choices	 and	 costly	 consequences.	 The	 chance	 to	 foster	 enduring
cooperation	with	an	unusually	willing,	if	weak,	Russian	leadership	passed,	and	it
will	not	appear	again	soon.	Looking	back	at	the	choices	that	defined	the	post–Cold
War	 international	 order,	 we	 should	 strive	 to	 be	 clear-eyed	 about	 both	 their
benefits	and	their	costs.
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