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Introduction

Daniel S. Hamilton and Kristina Spobr

An old world is collapsing and a new world arising; we bave better eyes for
the collapse than for the rise, for the old one is the world we know.
—]John Updike

The late 1980s and early 1990s were not history’s end, but they cer-
tainly were history’s hinge. Over forty years of Cold War conflict a
widespread view had to come to prevail that the competition between
East and West would simply continue, that Germany and Berlin would
remain split, and that the Soviet Union and its empire would continue
to exist. Although many courageous souls sought to overcome these
divisions and the injustices they represented—sometimes at the cost of
their freedom or their lives—this mindset took root in capitals and soci-
eties across much of the world, and two generations of people planned
their futures on the hard rock of the Berlin Wall itself—on the assump-
tion that that Wall, and the world it represented, was here to stay.

Then surprisingly, without warning, the Iron Curtain opened, the
Berlin Wall fell, and the crisp, clean lines of the Cold War turned into
the abstract colors of a Jackson Pollock painting. Leaders and experts
on both sides of that vanishing divide suddenly found themselves su-
perbly trained to deal with a world that no longer existed.

"Two chief catalysts for change took center stage. The first was a new
Soviet leader with a new political vision. Mikhail Gorbachey, in charge
of the Union since 1985, understood that the Soviet system was in deep
crisis. His solution—economic perestroika and political glasnost at home,
together with “new thinking” in Soviet approaches to world politics—
mesmerized audiences at home and abroad. Gorbachev was intent on
implementing his reforms to save socialism and the Soviet Union itself.
In the end he proved to be less wizard than sorcerer’s apprentice. After
having unleashed changes of historic scope, he proved not only unable
to contain them but was ultimately swept away by them.

ix
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Gorbachev shared the stage with a vast and diverse assemblage of
people who began to lose their fear—the priests and the pastors, the
dockworkers and the intellectuals, the many thousands of people who
jumped into their Skodas, Ladas and Trabants and took to the streets
of Gdansk, Budapest, Prague, Leipzig, Bucharest and other central and
eastern European cities in the late 1980s with essentially one message:
“We want to return to Europe”—to be part of a Europe to which they
had always belonged, and yet had been prevented from joining after
World War II because of where the Red Army had stopped in the sum-
mer of 1945.

Together, these center stage actors shook the continent and its insti-
tutions. Behind the scenes, however, deeper currents were accelerating
pressures for change as well. The information revolution in particular
was empowering and revitalizing open societies and economies even as
it was bypassing and undermining the secretive and relatively closed
Soviet system. As David Gompert recounts in this volume, by the time
Mikhail Gorbachev appeared on the world’s stage, the Soviet Union
was proving itself unable to either create or withstand information
technology, falling badly behind its competitors, over-spending on its
military, and increasingly illegitimate with its population.

The symbolic moment that captured the drama and power of these
forces was the opening of the Berlin Wall on the night of November
9, 1989.

Here, in what had been the cockpit of the Cold War for four de-
cades, the new freedom evoked the possibility that new forms of Eu-
ropean unity could meet the coming century’s looming challenges. Yet
even as the Iron Curtain finally rusted through, it became apparent
that post-Cold War Europe would not be undivided. As the mili-
tary-ideological division of the continent wound down, economic and
social divisions between East and West ramped up. Within the East,
long-suppressed ethnic and national conflicts reappeared. Even as old
lines were being erased, new lines were being drawn, and even older
lines were reemerging.

"This symbiosis between new divisions and new allegiances changed
the frames of reference through which societies had grown accustomed
to viewing change and stability in Europe.
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The division of Political Europe into free and totalitarian societies
stopped running along the familiar East-West divide. The East bloc dis-
solved into a political archipelago of islands of openness and repression.

Nationalist Europe burst again on the scene as nationalities on the
periphery of Western consciousness—Ukrainians, Estonians, Latvi-
ans, Lithuanians, Serbs, Armenians, Slovaks, Slovenes, Croats—stole
the thunder and the headlines from more traditional concerns. The
West’s mental map of Europe could no longer end at the Elbe. Hun-
garian-Romanian hostilities, national-ethnic conflicts in Yugoslavia,
Baltic cries for independence, and bitter clashes bordering on civil war
in Armenia and Azerbaijan sent a clear message: Marxism-Leninism
did not overcome 19" century ethnic divisions among East Europe-
ans; they were merely bottled up by the heavy hand of Soviet power.
In such a situation, future Sarajevos appeared more likely than future
Munichs, in the sense that conflicts erupting out of a string of unex-
pected events involved a variety of powers seemed more likely than
conflict due to cold, premeditated calculation on the part of a single
nation bent on conquest.

Economic Europe witnessed growing unity within the West and
growing divisions between East and West, and particularly within the
East. As the European Community continued to integrate, the East-
ern economic bloc, COMECON, disintegrated. The challenges facing
Eastern Europe were so daunting that reforms in the East seemed likely
to further impoverish the same proletariat that had already suffered so
greatly from the bankruptcy of socialist economics. At the same time,
Western business, financial and technology leaders had long turned
their gaze to a new front in global competition, not with the Soviet
Union but with Japan, which at the time was touted as the coming he-
gemon of the “Pacific Century.”

Throughout most of the 20 century the nature of European order
was a linchpin of global order. The transformation of European order
and of the geo-ideological East-West conflict thus also affected key al-
lies on the continent’s edge, as Cengiz Giinay describes in his article on
Turkey, and had significant impact on the nature of the “global Cold
War,” as John-Michael Arnold outlines in his essay on how the Bush
administration sought to engineer democratic transition in Nicaragua
and cope with chaos in Afghanistan. Moreover, the collapse of Soviet
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power allowed former clients around the world to assert themselves
as so-called ‘renegade’ states. Even after the Kuwait War of 1990-1,
the problem of Saddam Hussein’s Iraq remained unresolved, and Kim
Il-sung’s North Korea, with its secret nuclear weapons program, now
became a particular headache.

In short, during this dramatic period tendencies toward integration
and disintegration coexisted uneasily. The hope that humankind was
entering a new age of freedom and sustained peace competed with the
dawning recognition that the bipolar stability of the Cold War era was
already giving way to something less binary and more dangerous.!

The story our authors tell is of men and women struggling to under-
stand and control the new forces at work in their world, and exploring a
range of often-conflicting options in an effort to manage events, impose
stability and avoid war.? Lacking road maps or shared blueprints for the
future, they adopted an essentially cautious approach to the challenge
of radical change—using and adapting principles and institutions that
had proved successful in the West during the Cold War. This was un-
doubtedly a diplomatic revolution, but conducted—paradoxically per-
haps—in a conservative manner.

The measures adopted to stabilize post-Wall Europe were essential-
ly conservative in the sense that they made use of pre-existing, Western
institutions and structures, rather than custom-designing new ones to
meet the exigencies of a new era.

The most prominent example was Germany. The German Question
posed a huge challenge because of the country’s problematic place in
Europe, its centrality to the origins of two world wars and its subse-
quent position as the cockpit of the Cold War. Yet nowhere did domes-
tic and international diplomacy interact to produce swifter and more
impressive results than in the unification of Germany. Faced with the
choice of joining two equal halves of Germany to form a new entity via
Article 146 of the Federal Republic’s Basic Law, or simply acceding to
the Federal Republic via Article 23 of the Basic Law, the East German
people chose the latter course, preferring to take on the constitution,
penal code, political system and currency of the FRG rather than to
embark on yet another German venture into the unknown. Interna-
tionally, faced with a choice between a neutral united Germany obliged
to none, or a united Germany anchored in Western structures, the
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Soviet Union and Germany’s Western partners agreed to the latter, a
more predictable and conservative course.

German unification, therefore, was the catalyst to conserve and then
modify two key alliances of the West during the Cold War—NATO
and the European Community. Despite the efforts of some Europe-
an statesmen—notably Mikhail Gorbachev, Franc¢ois Mitterrand and
Hans-Dietrich Genscher—no new pan-European architecture was cre-
ated to embrace the two halves of the continent and incorporate Russia
into a shared security structure. The Helsinki 1975 Conference on Se-
curity and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) appeared to some to possess
the potential to become such a structure, but it was never converted
into an operative security organization. The attractions of a Europe re-
unified under the aegis of an ever-closer European Union and secured
by a reinvented NATO were simply too strong.

The Cold War denouement was a largely peaceful process, out of
which a new global order was created through international agree-
ments negotiated in an unprecedented spirit of cooperation. It was a
remarkable period. Yet the Cold War settlement also left challenges
unattended and planted the seeds of later challenges to come.

The Bush administration was overwhelmingly focused on peacefully
managing the Cold War’s end and moving to design a “new Europe
and a new Atlanticism,” as U.S. Secretary of State James Baker put it.
Much was achieved. Yet by the time the Bush administration came to
an end in early 1993, two states—the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia—
had dissolved into no less than twenty new countries in Eurasia. The
future of violent conflict in Europe seemed likely to stem more from
the explosive disintegration of states rather than from disagreements
among them.? The Bush Administration and its partners had begun the
process of updating and reorienting Euro-Atlantic architecture to the
challenges of a new era, but the relationship between the various insti-
tutions was left unclear, as was the process of potential membership.

"The violent break-up of Yugoslavia, the the disintegration of the Sovi-
et Union and the subsequent series of conflicts between and within some
of the new states on the periphery of the former USSR presented an es-
pecially daunting challenge for peace and stability in the rest of Europe.
Indeed, the splintering of Yugoslavia had raised fears of what Gorbachev
himself called the ‘Balkanization’ of the Soviet Union in the fall of 1991.%
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What if anarchy and mass migration spread? What if ethnic strife turned
violent or even into warfare? Washington was particularly anxious about
the fate of the Soviet nuclear arsenal—from 1992 scattered between Rus-
sia and three other newly independent post-Soviet republics.

It soon became apparent that the EU and the CSCE lacked the
mechanisms and institutional capabilities to prevent, suppress or medi-
ate the conflicts arising in this broad era. NATO alone had the struc-
tures and forces to engage in such tasks, but many of its members did
not have the will to do so, and NATO had not acted “out of area” be-
fore. Watching the Yugoslav tragedy unfold, Secretary Baker famously
declared “we ain’t got no dog in that fight.” With nations at odds as to
what action to take and America initially leaving the ball in “Europe’s”
court, by early 1993 NATO appeared to have turned into a bystander,
more misalliance than alliance.’

The changing domestic context in the United States was also cru-
cial. Despite President Bush’s masterful orchestration of the unifica-
tion of Germany within NATO, the peaceful end of the Cold War,
victory in the Persian Gulf war, and the establishment of constructive
relations with Yeltsin’s post-Soviet Russia, enough voters believed he
had taken his eye off the ball on problems at home to elect a new
President committed to domestic renewal and “the economy, stupid.”
The mood was decidedly inward-looking; there was talk of a peace
dividend and retrenchment from global exertions. A new case would
have to be made by a new American President for continued U.S. en-
gagement in Europe.

In retrospect, the deficiencies of the international settlement that
ended the Cold War are now obvious. China, which had not been in-
volved, went its own way after Tiananmen, seeking in the long term to
challenge the United States (and Russia) with its own brand of com-
munist capitalism. Meanwhile, festering conflicts, the unravelling of
arms-control agreements, the sclerosis of international institutions,
the emergence of powerful authoritarian regimes and the proliferat-
ing threat of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) were just some of
the unforeseen consequences of design flaws in the new order impro-
vised with such haste and ingenuity by the shapers of world affairs in
1989-92.6 That is why—now more than ever—we need to understand
its origins and troubled birth.
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Moving Out of Bipolarity






Chapter 1
U.S. Soviet Policy in the Cold War’s Last Years

Thomas W. Simons, Fr.

One of the questions that continues to hang over the Cold War
battlefield thirty years after the smoke lifted is why the United States
did not do more to “help Gorbachev” in those last years, when he was so
obviously ushering in amazing changes for the better in Soviet policies,
in U.S.-Soviet relations, and in international relations generally.

A large part of the answer is that the question simply did not arise
for most U.S. policymakers. The reason had to do with a U.S. policy
approach to the Soviet Union that had been put in place through years
of arduous internal struggle within the U.S. Government. It was a
struggle that dated back to the beginning of the Reagan administration
in 1981, long before Gorbachev came to office in March 1985. It was
made more acute by the President’s distaste for struggle itself and
disinclination to arbitrate disputes, but the issues were serious enough
to start with. During the Cold War U.S. internal infighting about policy
toward the Soviet Union usually had less to do with the Soviet Union
itself than with the United States, with whether we had the strength
and virtue to stand up to the Soviet threat, and then, after détente and
Watergate and Vietnam, the question loomed larger than ever.

The stakes could seem very high: to many participants, they were
engaged in a struggle for the American soul. The weapons used could
be correspondingly low: cunning abounded, and exile sometimes
resulted. But the policy approach fashioned in painful battle by the time
Gorbachev came to office had something in it for all major American
stakeholders and had achieved something like consensus support
in government, including the President, and in political and public
opinion. Its integrity seemed more important than any single policy
goal. And it also precluded steps designed to influence Soviet domestic
politics one way or another, i.e. like steps to “help Gorbachev.”

I was probably the U.S. official involved the longest in Soviet policy
during this period: from 1981 to 1985 as Director of the Office of
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Soviet Union Affairs (SOV) in the State Department’s European and
Canadian Affairs Bureau, under Assistant Secretaries Lawrence S.
Eagleburger, who had brought me there, and Richard Burt, and under
Secretaries Alexander Haig and George P. Shultz. I then served from
1986 to 1989 as the Bureau’s Deputy Assistant Secretary responsible for
relations with the Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, and Yugoslavia, still
under Shultz and then under Assistant Secretary Rozanne L. Ridgway.

As a mid-level official, I was not privy to a lot of high-level policy-
making, but that also protected me from some of the viciousness
(although I still remember an incoming Reagan administration
appointee’s comment on one of our drafts: “Well, well, well, this
could have been written in Moscow”). Or I might have learned
about a decision at one remove, and only after the body-slamming
on the floors above ceased for the night. But I assumed, it turned out
correctly, that I was the most senior official dealing with Soviet affairs
who could meet with anyone, right or left, without being penalized:
hence I could brief ex-Governor Jerry Brown before a trip to Moscow
to polish his presidential credentials, or travel to Princeton at George
Kennan’s invitation to check out a speech he intended to make to the
Committee for East-West Accord criticizing the administration. (At
the Committee’s head table, Kennan’s former Moscow boss Averell
Harriman, whom I also knew, sat down beside me and whispered
hoarsely, “Who the hell are these people?” I explained that they were
honest folk opposed to current policy.)

The Reagan administration was also the first in years to have no
competing Soviet expert at the Secretary’s ear, like Helmut Sonnenfeldt
under Kissinger or Marshall Shulman under Cyrus Vance. I was so
centrally located in the policy apparatus that even if I was not engaged
in every gearbox, my view of what was going on (once I learned the
main points) was uniquely comprehensive, and it elevated as the years
passed. I was the U.S. notetaker at the last Reagan-Gorbachev session
at Reykjavik, which broke up without result. During the 1988 Moscow
Summit, I was with Reagan beside the Tsar Cannon in the Kremlin
when he was asked about “the Evil Empire,” as he had labeled the
Soviet Union in 1983. He replied “that was another time, another era;”
the hair stood up on the back of my head.
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In this essay I would like to describe the emergence of the U.S. policy
approach that explains why for most U.S. policymakers the question of
“helping Gorbachev” never even came up.

Milestones Along the Way

Probably the clearest way to follow the process it is to point to the
milestones along the way.

During Alexander Haig’s eighteen months as Secretary of State the
Reagan administration’s priorities were economic recovery (via tax
cuts) and rearmament; in foreign affairs it wished to reestablish U.S.
world leadership. To do so it needed to follow through on the earlier
1978 NATO dual-track decision responding to Soviet deployment of
intermediate-range nuclear forces (INF) against our European allies: if
negotiations on INF with the Soviets were unsuccessful by the end of
1983, we would deploy our own. Both European and American opinion
also required continued negotiations with the Soviets on strategic
nuclear weapons.

This meant the Reagan administration was stuck with an arms control
agenda not of its making; otherwise it had very little incentive for active
engagement with the Soviet Union. Some preferred and others (like
me) understood the preference for waiting until economic recovery
and rearmament were well underway before seriously returning to the

table.

In the meantime, public and allied pressure for arms control produced
two startling U.S. negotiating proposals from President Reagan: in
November 1981, to eliminate INF entirely (“the zero option”); and
in March 1982, to reduce strategic ballistic missiles by 50% (requiring
disproportionate Soviet cuts because they had more of them). These
proposals appealed to Reagan’s instinct for boldness, and they appealed
both to those who suspected (or hoped) the Soviets would never accept
them and those (like me) who welcomed the structure they helped give
the superpower relationship. But it was also an article of faith that we
had to get away from the “arms control-centered agenda” favored under
Carter (and Nixon and Kissinger before him), and since we were stuck
with some arms control anyway, Haig himself preferred to give priority
on the agenda to so-called “regional” issues, hotspots like Afghanistan
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and Southern Africa and especially Central America, where the Soviets
were expanding their influence and threatening U.S. interests.

I was devoted to Al Haig. He had very good policy instincts, and
as a former NATO Supreme Commander he totally understood
that America’s position in the world depended heavily on its alliance
relationships. This set him apart from players who were very impatient
with Europe and whose unilateralist inclinations were restrained only
by the need to be different from President Jimmy Carter, who had left
U.S.-European relations under some pretty dark clouds.

I also admired Haig for (figuratively) throwing his body in front
of tanks to keep sound policy practice alive during that first heady
year of the Reagan administration. We in SOV supported him in
that as he prepared for the traditional meeting with Soviet Foreign
Minister Andrei Gromyko during the UN General Assembly session: I
remember going out on the street to get nuts because the UN Mission
that lent us one of its many ambassadors’ offices was ill-equipped to
supply them. I was with him the next June in New York for another
Gromyko meeting, when he abruptly announced his resignation. His
special assistant Woody Goldberg told me afterward that Haig had been
in high office so long he did not know how to make a telephone call
himself. Ever after, in his retirement working for United Technologies,
he would greet me at parties with an affectionate “you old scoundrel.”

But Haig was also very Kissingerian, and this was not an asset
when dealing with the Soviets under Reagan. It may have helped keep
him robust in fighting those who wanted to replace diplomacy with
ideology, but it hurt when he tried to explain things in Kissingerian
terms that did not come naturally to him—he was at his most pungent
and accurate when he sounded like he was in a golf club locker room—
and I think it may also help explain why he was so hesitant about talking
to the Soviets about human rights.!

One of the issues that had brought Kissinger low was his insistence
that human rights were subordinate to issues of war and peace—“human
rights too,” as he grumbled—and Haig really had trouble talking about
them with Gromyko or handing over the lists of divided families or
Jewish refuseniks that we put into his briefing books. He would have
someone else do it, usually our newly-arrived Moscow Ambassador
Arthur Hartman, who came home for the meeting, and since the Soviet



U.S. Soviet Policy in the Cold War’s Last Years 7

position was still that these were internal Soviet affairs, it could not
have helped Hartman’s running=in as ambassador. When Haig summed
up his last Gromyko meeting for the President, he defined “our full
agenda” as “regional security, military security, human rights and
other bilateral issues.? Human rights, in other words, were still (just)
a bilateral issue.

The first milestones were thus the work of George Shultz. During
the first year after he replaced Haig as Secretary in June 1982, his main
preoccupations were the Middle East and fashioning a resolution of
the imbroglio over the Soviet gas pipeline to Western Europe that had
helped eject Haig: it involved intricate negotiations both internally and
with our European allies, and it ended only at the Williamsburg Summit
in May 1983. (For the rest of his tenure Shultz kept the Williamsburg
table, built with the imbedded names of the world leaders in attendance,
in his private conference room on the 7* Floor.) As he learned and
scouted the policy landscape, Shultz was very careful in approaching
the arms control and Soviet Union minefields. But one of his early acts
was to redefine our agenda for Soviet relations: in preparing for his first
meeting with Gromyko at the UN that September, he separated human
rights from bilateral issues and put it at the head of his presentation.

That came as no real surprise: at Westminster that June Reagan had
delivered one of his most powerful speeches, mainly on democracy and
freedom, but including human rights, and in discussing Soviet affairs
with Haig and Shultz he repeatedly returned to cases like the Jewish
refusenik Anatoly Shcharansky and the Siberian Pentecostalist families
holed up in our Moscow Embassy since 1978. It was only later, when
Reagan’s diary was published, that we learned that before that first
meeting with Gromyko, Reagan had told Shultz it was okay to talk
about a summit, but we would need action first on items like permitting
Jews to emigrate and letting the Pentecostals go.}

At the time, though, Shultz had simply reordered his talking points:
speaking explicitly on behalf of the President, he put human rights
first. And when Gromyko groused that surely these were tenth-priority
issues compared to the arms race and reducing arms, Shultz replied that
he was disappointed, for “the U.S. view of the world depends on how
people are treated.” The exchange marked the emergence in practice
of what became the U.S. “four-part agenda” for U.S.-Soviet relations:
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human rights, arms control, regional matters, and bilateral issues. And
that was the first milestone.

As we prepared Shultz for this initial encounter with a senior Soviet
in that summer of 1982, the policy machinery was also engaged in two
other exercises that bore on the emerging shape of the U.S. approach.
One was contingency planning for our response to Brezhnev’s
approaching demise. In our discussions there was rapid agreement that
we knew too little about the inner workings of Soviet leadership politics
to try to play favorites or tailor what we did to unknowable prospects.
The second exercise was development of an overall Soviet policy
document, to be enshrined in a National Security Decision Directive
(NSDD) signed by the President. The President’s Soviet affairs advisor,
Harvard Professor Richard Pipes, was determined that, in addition to
our traditional goals of containing Soviet expansionism and negotiating
agreements that were in our interest, the document include language
about encouraging Soviet domestic change. Most of the tension in the
exercise was over how strong that language should be. In the end it was
quite mild—“to promote, within the narrow limits available to us, the
process of change.” When the document emerged as NSDD 75 the
next January, however, just as Pipes returned to Harvard, it explained
the point Shultz had made to Gromyko as a national policy judgment:
“The U.S. recognizes that Soviet aggressiveness has deep roots in the
internal system.”

Shultz attended Brezhnev’s funeral in November 1982 with Vice
President Bush (and me, among a plane full of others), and in the
aftermath the Soviets moved quickly to propose renewal of dialogue.
Shultz in turn proposed a review of all our agreements still in force with
their Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin (which I prepared with his senior
aides) and scheduled it for February 15, 1983.

Washington was awash in studies of how to deal with the Soviets
under Brezhnev’s successor, former KGB chief Yuri Andropov. At one
point, on January 13, after sitting through another meeting, Reagan
confided to his diary that he “Found I was wishing I could do the
negotiating with the Soviets—they cant (sic) be any tougher than
(Paramount Studios head) Y. Frank Freeman & (Columbia Pictures
head) Harry Cohen” (with whom he had negotiated on behalf of the
Screen Actors Guild; “Cohen’s” name was actually Harry Cohn).6
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Shultz cannot have known of Reagan’s wish, but he was a close
student of Reagan—his prospects as Secretary of State depended on
having the confidence of one of our most mysterious Presidents—but
he probably suspected. For he then took advantage of a chance White
House dinner @ quatre, with just the two couples present, to suggest
bringing Dobrynin over to see Reagan. Reagan accepted and held to
it despite internal White House opposition. There, in his first meeting
ever with a senior Soviet, even before turning to overall relations and
arms control, Reagan started with the Pentecostals in our Moscow
Embassy, urging permission for them to go abroad and promising not
to crow if they did.” A bit mystified and a bit suspicious, the Soviets
decided on a response which we took to be positive, and there followed
five months of intricate back and forth (in which I was heavily involved)
until, in July, the last family member left the USSR. Reagan did not
crow. As Shultz pointed out in his memoir, Reagan’s first successful
negotiation with the Soviet Union was over a human rights issue.® That
was the second milestone.

The third milestone also had its serendipitous side. We now had the
makings of an agenda for dealing with the Soviets, but no overarching
rationale of the kind required to maintain public and political
support for any major policy approach. Meanwhile, Shultz’ Mideast
preoccupations had obliged him to postpone previously scheduled
testimony on U.S.-Soviet relations before the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee, and it was now rescheduled for June 15, 1983. He paid
careful attention to this testimony, and as part of his preparations, the
previous month he had “reviewed for the president where we stood
on each of the items in our four-part agenda.” But the intention was
to inform and lay out the makings of a strategy, rather than break new
ground. Given this opening to ambiguity, the next day the Soviet beat
reporters for the two newspapers mostly read in Washington, Don
Oberdorfer of The Washington Post and Phil Taubman of The New York
Times, wrote diametrically opposed interpretations of what Shultz had
meant to convey: Oberdorfer heard a “new hard-line note,” Taubman
a “conciliatory tone.”!?

Les Gelb, Taubman’s boss at The New York Times, called me to ask
sardonically what my boss had actually said; so, in putting together the
press guidance with Shultz, we had to decide. And what we decided
was that after two-plus years in office, our new “realism” and recovered
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“strength” vis-a-vis the Soviets had proceeded to the point where it was
time for “dialogue.” And that was a third milestone.

That summer of 1983 then saw a mini-thaw in U.S.-Soviet relations,
as both sides loosened up and took small steps, inside and outside
the ongoing arms control negotiations, to move things forward. As
an example on our side, Shultz went to the President directly for a
decision—blocked for months by guerrilla warfare from the White
House staff—to propose negotiations on our bilateral cultural
agreement and opening new consulates in Kiev and New York. He
got it: Ronald Reagan was ready to negotiate with the Soviet Union
in 1983; he was not waiting for a more amenable Soviet leadership to
emerge.

This mini-thaw came to an abrupt end, for a while, at the turn of
August and September, when the Soviets shot down Korean Airlines
flight 007, with 269 people aboard. But even as we led world outrage at
the slaughter of innocent civilian air travelers, Reagan sent our strategic
arms negotiators back to Geneva, against the advice of conservatives,
including Defense Secretary Weinberger, who were recommending
everything from expelling Aeroflot (which we did) to seizing all Soviet
assets. And he did so even before returning to Washington from a
California vacation. The message was that arms control negotiations
were in the U.S. national interest, and should be pursued short of truly
catastrophic reasons to abort.

The rest of that “hot autumn” was devoted to the struggle over
deploying U.S. INF in Europe; absent a negotiated solution, we
deployed; and it was the Soviets who walked out of all arms control
negotiations. The effect was to put us into the 1984 U.S. election year.
Presidential election years are times for stocktaking rather than bold
new policies. But the message had been given, and that was the fourth
milestone.

At the end of the summer Pipes was finally replaced as Reagan’s
Soviet affairs advisor by the dean of Foreign Service Soviet experts, Jack
F. Matlock, Jr. (who went on to finish his career as U.S. Ambassador to
Moscow, his fourth assignment there, in the USSR’s very last years).
He had been named earlier, but was limited to intermittent spells at
the White House until he could leave his post as U.S. Ambassador to
Czechoslovakia, which helped account for the rambunctiousness of
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his NSC staff subordinates while he was away. Matlock restored some
order to the NSC approach and some harmony to the U.S. Government
approach, and he instituted what amounted to little seminars for Reagan
on Russian culture and history, with scholars like Suzanne Massie and
Professor Nina Tumarkin of Wellesley. Reagan was a man who thought
symbolically and expressed himself most easily in parables, and these
sessions made Russia and Russians real for him, probably for the first
time in his life. In our presidential system that made a difference to
policy. I was told that new National Security Advisor Robert (Bud)
McFarlane had asked his Northern Virginia church congregation to
pray for Massie on one of her Moscow trips.

On the policy side, election year 1984 opened with a January 17 speech
by the President on U.S.-Soviet relations, inspired and (probably)
mainly drafted by Matlock. The three great goals of 1981 had been
reached, Reagan announced: “we halted America’s decline. Our
economy is now in the midst of the best recovery since the 60s. Our
defenses are being rebuilt, our alliances are solid and our commitment
to defend our values has never been more clear.” So, he continued,
it was time for dialogue: “We must and will engage the Soviets in a
dialogue that will serve to promote peace in the troubled regions of
the world, reduce the level of arms and build a constructive working
relationship.”!!

This was not quite the four-part agenda (for Matlock too had spent
part of his coming of age under Kissinger). Human rights were in
the speech, as “Another major problem in our relationship.” But the
speech’s agenda had only three parts, and in laying out the elements
of the third, the “constructive working relationship,” human rights re-
verted to a bilateral issue: “Respecting the rights of individual citizens
bolsters the relationship; denying those rights harms it. Expanding con-
tacts across borders and permitting a free exchange of information and
ideas increase confidence...Peaceful trade helps...” But, as the Wash-
ington saying goes, it was good enough for government work. And the
whole was to go forward under the familiar (Shultzian) three principles
of “realism, strength, and dialogue,” and it was capped by the kind of
musing on the hopes of ordinary American and Soviet people—Ivan
and Anya and Jim and Sally—that Reagan had reached for (without the
names) in his first handwritten message to Brezhnev from the hospital
after he was shot in March 1981.12
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The speech summed up and registered the results of three years of
uphill struggle to arrive at a sensible, sustainable U.S. policy toward the
other superpower, this time as policy enunciated by President Reagan
himself. Shultz was known to complain that Washington was not one
damned thing after another but the same damned thing over and over
again, but unruly as we are, when the President announces policy at
this level the battlers down below tend to fall in line. And that was the
fifth milestone.

General Secretary Andropov died the next month, on February 9,
and for the rest of 1984 until our election, the Soviets licked their
wounds and struggled with their succession, for the Brezhnev crony
who followed Andropov, Konstantin Chernenko, was also old. Watch-
ing Andropov’s funeral from our Spaso House residence in Moscow
while Bush, Shultz, and Ambassador Hartman waited in Red Square,
I commented to CIA analyst Bob Blackwell that the four top men on
Lenin’s mausoleum were probably 300 years old, and calculating men-
tally, he confirmed that they were exactly that, for an average age of
75. Born in 1938, I no longer consider that so old, but then it was, and
for Soviets too. With arms control negotiations in abeyance, we used
that election year to pile the U.S.-Soviet table with proposals for new
or renewed or renegotiated agreements in the other three parts of the
four-part agenda; they would be there if and when the icepack broke.
And I made sure the four-part agenda itself became a staple of our pub-
lic affairs material on U.S.-Soviet relations.

As the election approached, Shultz accepted an invitation to speak at
the opening of a new RAND/UCLA Soviet studies center in Califor-
nia, and he used the speech to provide the ideological capstone to the
first term’s Soviet affairs policy achievement. It was not easy going: as
we and others in the Department picked at draft after draft, he final-
ly stopped sending drafts for comment and wrote the finished speech
himself, because there was something specific he wanted to say and do.
He wished to put to rest the notion of linkage that Nixon and Kissinger
had made the centerpiece of our Cold War diplomacy, the idea that is-
sues should be mixed together and played off against each other. “If ap-
plied rigidly,” Shultz said gently, “it could yield the initiative to the So-
viets, letting them set the pace and the character of the relationship.”!
It had lingered among practitioners ever since, and Shultz wished to
replace it with something less vulnerable and more sustainable, within
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the framework of “realism, strength, and dialogue” which the President
had reaffirmed that January.

“We do not seek negotiations for their own sake,” Shultz told his
listeners:

We negotiate when it is in our interest to do so. Therefore, when
the Soviet Union acts in a way we find objectionable, it may not al-
ways make sense for us to break off negotiations or suspend agree-
ments. If those negotiations or agreements were undertaken with
a realistic view of their benefits for us, then they should be worth
maintaining under all but exceptional circumstances. We should
not sacrifice long-term interests in order to express immediate
outrage ... Over the longer term, we must structure the bargain-
ing environment to our advantage by modernizing our defenses,
assisting our friends, and showing we are willing to defend our
interests. In this way we give the Soviets more of a stake, in their
own interest, in better relations with us across the board ... A sus-
tainable strategy must include all the elements essential to a more
advantageous U.S.-Soviet relationship. We need to be strong, we
must be ready to confront Soviet challenges, and we should nego-
tiate when there are realistic prospects for success.

Shultz’s RAND/UCLA speech was our sixth milestone.

After Reagan’s landslide reelection November 6, it took the Soviets
eleven days to propose “new negotiations with the objective of reaching
mutually acceptable agreements on the whole range of questions
concerning nuclear and space weapons,” and a January meeting
between Gromyko and Shultz to kick them off.'* On Thanksgiving
Day, November 22, I came into the office with John Tefft (who would
go on to retire as Ambassador to Moscow in 2017) to finish off the joint
statement announcing that the meeting would take place in Geneva
January 7 and 8, 1985. I noted with pleasure that in explaining it to
the press Bud McFarlane introduced the four-part agenda on his own,
without talking points from us: it had become an integral, almost
unconscious part of American policy. A new era had begun.

Chernenko died in March, so I had a third trip to Moscow with
the Vice President and Shultz. The joke was that on the wall of the
Andrews Air Force base office responsible for Presidential and other
VIP flights, a sheet listed Brezhnev, Andropov, and Chernenko one
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after the other, under the notation “You die, we fly,” and with plenty of
room below. After meeting with Gorbachev, Bush and Shultz reported
to Reagan that we were dealing with a different kind of Soviet leader.
And we were ready.

The Gorbachev Years

U.S.-Soviet relations during the Gorbachev years were no picnic.
They began in uncertainty, and uncertainty never entirely disappeared.
The story of the 1980s in East-West relations was not one of steady
progress, but of lurching from the worst of times, which included
something like a close call in the 1983 Able Archer affair, a U.S.
exercise the Soviets feared was a prelude to attack, to the best of times
with Gorbachev." It was no wonder that gears ground: while successful
practice gradually fortified trust and confidence on both sides, the way
forward was never smooth.

Starting with traditional secrecy on the Soviet side and traditional
skepticism on ours, it took years for us to learn to take Gorbachev at
his word. His radical arms control proposals of January 1986, including
the proposal to eliminate nuclear weapons that now bulks larger in the
historiography because of what transpired at Reykjavik that October,
seemed to us at the time to be a rehash or enhancement of Soviet ideas
that dated back to the 1950s: a kind of election platform after his March
1985 “election,” perhaps, but not the kind of negotiating proposals we
had to deal with seriously.

In these Gorbachev years, new Soviet domestic policy concepts
followed each other in refreshing but somewhat bewildering
succession: “new thinking,” perestroika, then glasnost. They certainly
inflected Soviet negotiating positions, but it was hard to tell how at
any given moment. There were times when relations slowed almost to
a pre-Gorbachev pace, for instance between Geneva in late 1985 and
Reykjavik in October 1986. Later on, I was with Shultz in Moscow in
1987 on the day Foreign Minister Shevardnadze announced that an
INF treaty would not be enough to justify a Washington summit (the
subtext was that something on strategic defense or SDI would also be
required). Shultz was at his impassive best in response, and before long,
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an INF-only summit was back on. We found out only later that the
hiccup followed a Yeltsin-Ligachev blowup in the Central Committee.!6

It was thus easier, but also seemed more sensible, for us to continue
avoiding speculation on Soviet motives and infighting—although there
was plenty of it around—and to keep our focus on concrete Soviet
negotiating positions. It is true that for most policymakers that meant
Soviet positions in arms control. Not only did old habits of thinking
die hard, but it was still the fact that there was really only one goal—
avoiding nuclear war—that was shared by the elites of two superpowers
who competed in every other vital respect.

I was therefore only slightly taken aback when my boss Rick Burt,
himself an arms control expert, let drop that he had no memory of
Reagan’s meeting with Dobrynin in February 1983; it was now two
years later, in 1985, before he went off to be Ambassador to Bonn.
(He returned in 1989 as President George H.W. Bush’s strategic
arms negotiator.) But I was convinced that given recent U.S. history
and politics, the way détente had died, the way Reagan had succeeded
Carter, the only path back to arms control was through the more
innocent-sounding broad agenda I had helped George Shultz invent.
As the gears ground us forward from epoch to epoch, it was the critical
lubricant.

Compared to relations in the first Reagan term, of course, the
Gorbachev years were a picnic—incrementally, the “worst of times”
transmuted into a period of substantial accomplishment achieved
through negotiation on an expanding agenda at an increasingly steady
pace. Both sides could be proud of the seriousness and skill they brought
to this joint accomplishment. Together, they brought the Cold War
that had absorbed so many of mankind’s energies and resources since
World War II to a peaceful conclusion.

Yet there were costs. They were mainly costs at home for Gorbachev,
and as confusion there proliferated and resources dwindled and
opposition mounted, continued progress in U.S.-Soviet relations
became ever more important to him. But there were no comparable
costs to us: we negotiated intensely and in good faith, but also, as Mark
Twain once put it, buoyed by the “calm confidence of a Christian with
four aces.” We liked and admired Gorbachev, but we saw no reason to
go the extra mile he increasingly felt he needed from us.
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I was in the UN General Assembly hall in December 1988 when
Gorbachev announced a reduction of half a million Soviet troops
and equipment cuts in Eastern Europe that made the “Brezhnev
doctrine,” the Soviet commitment to keep other Communist regimes
in power, unenforceable. I was electrified; it was a fabulous moment.
But afterward I was also with Gorbachev, Reagan, and President-elect
Bush on Governors Island as Gorbachev tried to get Bush to sign on to
everything he and Reagan had accomplished together, and got only a
weak last toast to show for it. Nothing came easily. And of course a dust-
up with our German allies over short-range missiles, the Communist
implosion in Eastern Europe, German reunification, and the Soviet
collapse were all still to come.

To be sure, we had grown somewhat complacent: we were so used
to nice surprises that seemed to be validate our policy of negotiating
from strength that if good things kept coming, why change? But it
was also because we changed administrations in what turned out to
be mid-stream. At the Governors Island meeting, Bush was reluctant
to pledge continuity because he was determined to keep his powder
dry, to be his own man in Soviet policy. That hesitation carried into
his Administration as well. I also chaired the study groups set up in
the spring of 1989 on U.S.-Soviet and U.S.-East European relations:
they ended with versions of previous policy, but they extended into the
summer, and that had the effect of putting U.S.-Soviet relations on hold
ata turbulent time in Soviet politics: the Congress of Peoples’ Deputies,
issuing from amazing partially contested elections, met that March. By
the time we were ready again, East European developments—power-
sharing and then a Solidarity-led government in Poland—absorbed
most of our energies and resources for months to come; in November
the Berlin Wall fell, and German reunification heaved itself onto the
agenda. When we reengaged, at Malta in December, the words were
fine, but there was very little more than that left over for Gorbachev.

I would argue, however, that the main reason why the question of
“helping Gorbachev” went unanswered was because it was never asked,
and that it was never asked because there was no room for it in the U.S.
policy approach that had achieved a consensus satisfactory to all major
Washington stakeholders and to U.S. political opinion, after years of
struggle, by the end of Reagan’s first term. It was not controversial
during the 1984 election campaign, the acid test in U.S. politics. It
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was based on the Shultzian concept that the two superpowers should
define their key interests to each other, and continue to confront each
other where those interests clashed, but continue to negotiate, based on
those interests, when they did not. It kept us at the negotiating table(s)
despite setbacks in one or another area. But it gave us no reason to
adjust positions depending on the vagaries of a Soviet political system
which we would always understand only imperfectly, “as through a
glass, darkly.” All we needed to know about “where the Soviets were” we
would learn at the negotiating table; we were merely curious about the
rest. It had taken time for the concept to permeate U.S. policymaking
toward the Soviet Union. But by the time Gorbachev was entering his
vale of tears in the late 1980s, it had; and none of us involved in the
process saw any reason to change in order to reward him for moves
he obviously judged to be in the Soviet interest, or he would not have
made them. That is the story I have tried to tell.
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Chapter 2

The Endgame of the Reagan Doctrine:
Democratic Transition in Nicaragua
and Chaos in Afghanistan

Jobn-Michael Arnold

Introduction!

This chapter examines what happened, during the waning years of
the American-Soviet struggle, in two conflicts that were part of the
“global Cold War.”? In both Afghanistan and Nicaragua through-
out the 1980s, Soviet-supported Marxist regimes had fought Ameri-
can-aided insurgencies. The United States’ support to the Afghan and
Nicaraguan guerillas was central to what became widely known as the
“Reagan Doctrine,” a term coined by columnist Charles Krauthammer
in 1985 and which he defined as “overt and unashamed American sup-
port for anti-Communist revolution.”

While President Reagan became associated in many people’s minds
with the American counter-offensive against Marxist regimes, it fell
to Reagan’s vice-president and successor in the Oval Office, President
George H.W. Bush, to preside over the endgame of the “Reagan Doc-
trine.” The following analysis demonstrates three major things about
the Bush administration’s record in that regard. First, in the midst of
continuing competition with the Soviet Union, the Bush administration
wanted settlements to the wars in Nicaragua and Afghanistan, pref-
erably with the departure of the Soviet-aligned governments in those
countries. Second, during the Bush administration’s term—which ran
from January 1989 until January 1993—there was a narrowing of ideo-
logical differences between the superpowers when it came to “regional
conflicts,” with Mikhail Gorbachev’s Soviet Union sharing similar ideas
to the United States about the need for political settlements and even
democratic elections as the way to end proxy wars. Third, despite a
reduction in superpower ideological competition and efforts to reach
mutual American-Soviet understandings—most notably in regard to

19
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Afghanistan—a narrowing of superpower differences was not enough
to guarantee a cessation of all regional conflicts. While the war in Nica-
ragua concluded with a political settlement and a democratic transition
in 1990, the war in Afghanistan raged on, leaving the country to be-
come a failed state and the source of new post-Cold War threats.

After providing an overview of American support to the anti-com-
munist insurgencies in Afghanistan and Nicaragua, the heart of this
chapter examines the Bush administration’s policy approach towards
the two countries and shows how events in them played out in mark-
edly different ways. The conclusion reflects upon why the Nicaraguan
and Afghan wars followed distinct trajectories during the closing stages

of the Cold War.

An Overview of American Support to the Afghan and
Nicaraguan Insurgencies

By the close of the 1970s, as Hal Brands writes, “the Cold War was
frequently feared to be tilting in Moscow’s direction, amid a major So-
viet military buildup and a string of Kremlin advances—and Ameri-
can defeats—in the Third World.”* The year 1979 was truly disastrous
for the United States.’ In January, the American-aligned Shah of Iran
was deposed by a revolution. In July, the Marxist-Leninist Sandinista
National Liberation Front seized power in Nicaragua by overthrow-
ing another U.S. ally, Anastasio Somoza Debayle, whose family had
ruled that country repressively since 1936. In November 1979, Iranian
hardliners took 52 Americans hostage in Tehran. On December 24,
the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan. The Kremlin embarked on that
venture to change the leader of the People’s Democratic Party of Af-
ghanistan (PDPA) and more broadly to shore up the party’s rule. The
communist PDPA had seized power in an April 1978 coup but, by the
following year, its position was imperiled by widespread domestic op-
position and infighting between its own factions.’

Several days after Soviet forces entered Afghanistan, U.S. President
Jimmy Carter signed a covert action “finding”—an approval required
by American law for such operations—that authorized the CIA to “pro-
vide lethal military equipment either directly or through third coun-
tries to the Afghan opponents of the Soviet intervention in Afghani-
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stan.”® By the time Carter left office in January 1981, the United States
had provided the Afghan resistance with approximately $30 million,
in nominal dollars, of military assistance.” The CIA provided weapons
and materiel to Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence agency (ISI), who
passed them along to the Afghan mujahedin.!® That anti-Soviet resis-
tance movement was a fragmented one; seven political leaders were
based in Peshawar, Pakistan, while numerous commanders led the war
effort in Afghanistan.!!

Under Ronald Reagan, the years between 1981 and 1984 saw the
United States contribute a steadily increasing quantity of weaponry and
other support to the mujahedin. The year 1985 was a watershed, how-
ever, because from then on the United States dramatically ramped up
both the scale and the technological quality of its assistance.!? Overall,
from December 1979 until the USSR’s departure from Afghanistan in
February 1989, the United States provided around $2 billion in support
to the mujahedin, in nominal dollars, equivalent to over $4 billion to-
day.!® One reason why the Afghan resistance received so much material
aid was because the effort enjoyed bipartisan and wide-ranging support
among U.S. policymakers and politicians.

The same was not true of the Reagan administration’s support for
the Nicaraguan contras, which precipitated a huge political fight in
Wiashington D.C. In their successful quest for power in Nicaragua, the
Sandinistas had benefitted from Cuban assistance. They had also allied
with a broad coalition that was drawn from across Nicaraguan society
and that included private sector representatives as well as moderate po-
litical groups that opposed the Somoza regime.!* Once in power, the
Sandinistas pushed many members of that coalition aside.!> Addition-
ally, they began providing arms to Marxist guerillas in El Salvador.!¢
On December 1, 1981, President Reagan authorized the CIA to aid an
armed opposition movement, writing in his diary that “we’re proceed-
ing with covert activity in Nicaragua to shut off supplies to the Gueril-
las in El Salvador.”!” Initially, the anti-Sandinista rebels—who became
known as the “contras,” short for contrarevolucionarios—numbered only
around 500 fighters, most of whom were former soldiers from Somo-
za’s military.'8

The Reagan administration’s goals expanded over time. In Septem-
ber 1983, the president stipulated, as part of a new covert action “find-
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ing,” that American support for the contras would continue until the
Sandinista regime demonstrated “a commitment to provide amnesty
and nondiscriminatory participation in the Nicaraguan political pro-
cess by all Nicaraguans.”!” Meanwhile, the contras’ ranks also grew; by
1987, they had around 18,000 fighters, compared to the 70,000-strong
Sandinista army.”® Reflecting their numerical inferiority, the contras
waged an insurgency. They used camps in Honduras, from where they
could deploy into Nicaragua to conduct guerilla operations, and the
United States provided them with weapons and training suited to that
style of warfare.?!

From late 1982 onwards, the U.S. Congress took numerous votes
on whether to continue aiding the contras. In 1984, congressional op-
ponents of supporting the rebels—led by Representative Edward Bo-
land, a Democrat and chairman of the House Intelligence Commit-
tee—passed a ban on helping the contras. President Reagan signed it
into law because it was attached to a critically-important piece of leg-
islation.”? After the president’s November 1984 re-election, Reagan’s
administration began efforts to persuade Congress to rescind the pro-
hibition, including by linking the contras’ war with those of other an-
ti-communist insurgencies. In his February 6, 1985 State of the Union
address, Reagan declared that:

We must not break faith with those who are risking their lives—on
every continent, from Afghanistan to Nicaragua—to defy Sovi-

et-supported aggression and secure rights which have been ours
from birth.?

Several weeks later, Secretary of State George Shultz delivered a
speech in which he argued that the United States had a “moral respon-
sibility” to support “popular insurgencies against communist domina-
tion.”?* Peter Rodman, who served in Shultz’s State Department, later
noted that the president’s and secretary of state’s remarks represented
“an attempt to get the glow of the popular cause (the Afghans) to rub off
onto the unpopular one (the Contras).””® Within that context, in April
1985, Charles Krauthammer coined the term “Reagan Doctrine.”?¢

In June 1985, Congress voted to restore aid to the contras—albeit of
an expressly non-lethal form. The decision followed a good Republican
performance in the 1984 elections, which frightened some political-
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ly-vulnerable Democrats into backing the contras, as well as increas-
ing evidence about the Sandinistas’ repression and close links to the
USSR.?7 One year later, in June 1986—following Sandinista military
operations against rebel camps inside Honduras and after concerted
lobbying by the administration—Congress even approved a resump-
tion of lethal aid, totaling $70 million, to the contras.?

The administration’s Nicaragua policy, however, soon became mired
in scandal. After a series of press revelations, in late November 1986
the U.S. attorney general made a stunning announcement. Earlier that
year, while a congressional ban on lethal assistance was still in effect,
Lieutenant Colonel Oliver North of the National Security Council
(NSC) staff had funneled some proceeds from secret arms sales to Iran
to the Nicaraguan rebels.?” In the aftermath of the “Iran-contra” scan-
dal and the 1986 elections—when Democrats won control of both leg-
islative chambers—Congress would never authorize additional lethal
support to the contras. The insurgents did benefit, however, from the
military assistance that had been passed in 1986 prior to the scandal and

that aid allowed them to prosecute their war with renewed vigor during
late 1986 and 1987.%0

By the late 1980s, the wars in both Afghanistan and Nicaragua were
strategically deadlocked. American aid to the insurgents contributed
to those stalemates, but it was far from the sole cause.’! Those bat-
tlefield deadlocks, combined with burgeoning superpower coopera-
tion towards “regional conflicts,” helped set the stage for important
agreements in 1988.3? In early February of that year, the U.S. House
of Representatives voted down an administration proposal to give the
contras new aid. At the time of that vote, a Central American peace
effort led by Costa Rican President Oscar Arias seemed to be making
headway and the Democrat-controlled House was not about to fund
further military efforts.’> Consequently, the contras were left seriously
short of supplies and in March 1988 they entered into a ceasefire.** For
their part, the Sandinistas signed that measure because, although they
were still receiving aid from the Soviet bloc, that assistance was lagging
behind Nicaragua’s economic requirements.’’ After the ceasefire, the
U.S. Congress voted new non-lethal aid to the contras; its purpose was
to hold the contras together, in an attempt to ensure that the Sandi-
nistas entered into a permanent settlement and allowed free-and-fair
elections.*®
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Meanwhile, the Soviet Union’s leadership was committed to a with-
drawal from Afghanistan from late 1986 onwards, having concluded
that it could not win a military victory there. As General Secretary
Mikhail Gorbachev described the matter at a Politburo meeting in No-
vember 1986: “we have been fighting in Afghanistan for already six
years. If the approach is not changed, we will continue to fight for an-
other 20-30 years.””” The Soviet exit subsequently unfolded over a pe-
riod that exceeded two years—in Artemy Kalinovsky’s phrase, it was “a
long goodbye.”*® In April 1988, the Soviet Union accepted the Geneva
Accords, under which it would depart, and by February 15, 1989 all of
its forces had left Afghanistan.

While the 1988 agreements related to Nicaragua and Afghanistan
constituted important steps in de-escalating the global Cold War,
they did not settle what longer-term political arrangements would ex-
ist in those countries. Of particular importance to the United States,
when the Reagan administration left office on January 20, 1989, Sovi-
et-aligned regimes remained in power in both Nicaragua and Afghan-
istan, led by Daniel Ortega and Mohammad Najibullah respectively.*”
The incoming American administration of President George H.W.
Bush would endeavor to produce lasting settlements in those countries,
preferably ones that included the departure of the incumbent regimes.

The Bush Administration and the Finale
of the Reagan Doctrine

The Endgame in Nicaragua

Secretary of State James Baker’s prepared talking points for the first
Cabinet meeting of the Bush administration, held on January 23, 1989,
included a section on Central America. The first point simply read:
“Decade of frustration.” The section noted that the contras’ non-lethal
aid, passed by Congress after the March 1988 ceasefire in Nicaragua,
would run out by the end of March 1989. Baker was due to tell the
Cabinet that “in a sense, we may have an opportunity because the pres-
ent result is so unsatisfactory” and he added the comment “work with
Congress” to his talking points by hand.*
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In mid-February 1989, at a meeting of Central American leaders—
the latest stage in Oscar Arias’ peace process—the Sandinista president
of Nicaragua, Daniel Ortega, promised to hold presidential and leg-
islative elections by February 25, 1990 and to allow external election
observers into the country.”! The same agreement also called for the
demobilization of the contras. Consequently, American congressional
supporters of the rebels worried that they would have to disband, only
to see the Sandinista regime renege on its promises.*” President Bush
stated publicly that he was determined to avoid that outcome.®

Secretary Baker, alongside Assistant Secretary of State for In-
ter-American Affairs Bernard Aronson, engaged in painstaking talks
with Congress to forge a bipartisan approach towards Nicaragua. Baker
later wrote the following about the challenging dynamics the adminis-
tration faced on Capitol Hill:

The diehards on the right wanted to force a vote on military aid,
calculating that its preordained failure would give them an excuse
to blame the liberals for the death of democracy in Nicaragua.
They viewed the very idea of a bipartisan approach as a secret ploy
by the President and me to appease the Sandinistas. Conversely,
the liberals thought it was nothing less than a plot to save the con-
tras through some semantic trickery.**

Following three weeks of onerous negotiations, on March 24, 1989,
the administration and congressional leaders announced a “Bipartisan
Accord” on Central America. Among its provisions, the United States
would give the contras $66 million in non-lethal aid during the period
between then and the Nicaraguan elections in February 1990.% The
contras had to refrain from offensive military operations, otherwise
they risked losing that aid.*

The essence of this bipartisan approach was coercive diplomacy in
pursuit of democracy. The United States would help to hold the con-
tras together as a cohesive movement, thereby keeping the pressure on
the Sandinistas to hold a free-and-fair vote. American policy included
an implicit threat: if the Sandinistas failed to permit a real election, the
contras would still exist and might be able to resume their war. At the
beginning of May 1989, the Bush administration spelled out the strate-
gy in National Security Directive 8, which stated that:
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We will maintain as far as possible the Nicaraguan Resistance as a
viable entity. The Resistance should not be demobilized and vol-
untarily reintegrated into Nicaraguan society unless democratic
conditions have been established which guarantee their physical

safety and safeguard their political rights."

The prospect of a competitive election was enhanced in June 1989
when fourteen political parties from among Nicaragua’s unarmed op-
position—organizationally distinct from the armed contras—estab-
lished the Nicaraguan Opposition Union (UNO) and united behind a

single presidential candidate: Violeta Chamorro.®

Chamorro was the publisher of the opposition newspaper La Pren-
sa, a role she had inherited following the political assassination of her
husband Pedro Joaquin Chamorro, whose murder in January 1978 had
helped catalyze widespread protests against Somoza.* When the San-
dinistas initially took power in July 1979, Violeta Chamorro had been
one of the moderates who entered government with them, but she re-
signed in 1980 out of dismay with the Sandinistas’ radical trajectory.*

In September 1989, President Bush signed National Security Direc-
tive 25 (NSD 25), which clarified U.S. policy towards the Nicaraguan
elections. The directive stated that “there shall be no covert assistance
to political or other groups in Nicaragua in the upcoming election
campaign [emphasis in original].” At the same time, the U.S. was to
work for a genuine democratic election through open means. As NSD
25 putit:

The Department of State shall undertake a vigorous overt pro-
gram to support a free and fair election process. Every effort will
be made, consistent with U.S. law, to assist the democratic oppo-
sition to compete effectively with the Sandinista regime [emphasis
in original].”’!

In his memoir, James Baker recalled some of the ways in which the
State Department carried out this instruction. For example, the depart-
ment “convinced the Congress to provide voter registration and other
support through the National Endowment for Democracy” and Bak-
er explained that the State Department “pressed the OAS, the United
Nations, the Carter Center, the European Union, and many others to
flood Nicaragua with election observers.”*



Democratic Transition in Nicaragua and Chaos in Afghanistan 27

While the United States worked for a democratic election in Nic-
aragua, the Soviet Union also encouraged the Sandinista government
to allow such a process to take place.”® This Soviet stance was driven
in significant measure by the views of Mikhail Gorbachev. As Svetla-
na Savranskaya elaborates, from 1988 onwards Gorbachev’s overriding
objective regarding regional conflicts was to resolve them.’* In the So-
viet Union itself, Gorbachev introduced meaningful—even if not com-
pletely open—elections and they took place in March 1989. As William
Taubman emphasizes, “the Soviet regime was transformed when most-
ly free elections were held for the first time in more than seven decades,
and a genuine, functioning parliament replaced the rubber-stamp Su-
preme Soviet.”’

Consistent with the introduction of elections at home, the Soviet
Union incorporated the same process into its conceptual approach for
settling conflicts in the “Third World.” This was a key way in which
American and Soviet views regarding regional conflicts began to con-
verge in the final years of the Cold War, even while the two sides re-
mained aligned with their own preferred parties on the ground. Pavel
Palazhchenko, a contributor to this volume who was an aide and inter-
preter to both Gorbachev and Soviet Foreign Minister Eduard She-
vardnadze, later wrote in his memoir that “I am not sure whether he
[American Secretary of State James Baker] knew how much pressure
the Soviet Union was putting on the Sandinista government in Nicara-
gua to hold a really free and clean election and to accept its outcome.”®

When election day arrived in Nicaragua on February 25, 1990, sev-
eral thousand foreign observers were at work in the country and they
played a critical role in ensuring the integrity of the process.’” Turn-
out was around 86% and 54.7% of voters cast their ballot for Violeta
Chamorro, while only 40.8% did so for the Sandinista candidate, Dan-
iel Ortega.’® The next day, President Bush spoke with Oscar Arias and
told him that “UNQ’s victory is also your victory and a victory for the
peace process.” The American president remarked that “there is no
need for the contras to be fighters any more.”*"

Daniel Ortega transferred power peacefully to Violeta Chamorro in
April 1990. Despite all of the political divisiveness in Washington D.C.
over the previous decade, the United States had witnessed, in the end,
a democratic election in Nicaragua and the Sandinista regime’s exit.
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The costs of attaining that outcome had been very high, most especially
for the people of Nicaragua—tens of thousands of lives had been lost
during the 1980s—and also, to a lesser extent, for the American politi-
cal system. The American deputy national security advisor at the time,
Robert Gates, later summed up the result: “The United States had not
won in Nicaragua. The Sandinistas just lost.”®

The Endgame in Afghanistan

Regarding Afghanistan, the Bush administration set out its policy
through National Security Directive 3 (NSD 3), which was issued on
February 13, 1989, two days before the last Soviet soldier left Afghan
soil. NSD 3 established the following objective:

With the departure of Soviet forces, the United States should
encourage the establishment of a stable Afghan government, rep-
resentative of and responsive to the Afghan people. We should
support a peaceful political succession that will promote the re-
construction and recovery of Afghanistan and the return of Afghan
refugees from neighboring countries.5!

NSD 3 indicated that the United States wanted to see Mohammad
Najibullah’s regime leave office. At the time, it was widely assumed that
the Afghan government’s remaining days would be few in any case. A
CIA intelligence assessment from October 1988 had reported that “the
Afghan regime probably will collapse within six to 12 months following
the departure of Soviet forces from Afghanistan.”®? In late February
1989, Pakistan’s foreign minister, Yaqub Khan, told President Bush
that “the resistance would soon tear apart the existing Afghan govern-
ment.”®> Many senior Soviet officials also doubted the Afghan leader’s
staying power after the Soviet troop departure.5*

Predictions of a rapid military victory for the mujahedin, howev-
er, were shattered in March 1989 when they suffered a debacle during
their attempt to take Jalalabad. Anne Stenersen notes that it was the
mujahedin’s “first attempt to seize a major city from the Afghan Com-
munist regime.”® As former CIA analyst Bruce Riedel explains, the
battle showed that “the mujahedin were simply not ready to conduct a
conventional military siege against an enemy with artillery, tanks, Scud
missiles, and air power.”®® The Afghan regime remained well-armed
because, even though the USSR had removed its ground troops, it
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continued to supply the regime with a bountiful supply of weaponry.*’
Meanwhile, the United States continued to work with Pakistan to pro-
vide significant military aid to the mujahedin.®

The United States also tried to achieve the Afghan regime’s depar-
ture by engaging in discussions with the Soviet Union regarding a po-
litical settlement. During a September 1989 Oval Office meeting with
Soviet Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze, President Bush said
that “we should be able to find a solution to the Afghan problem.”®
Shevardnadze subsequently held two days of meetings with Secretary
of State Baker close to the latter’s ranch in Wyoming. At the conclusion
of those meetings, as part of a joint statement, the U.S. and USSR said:

The two sides agreed on the need for a political settlement in Af-
ghanistan on the basis of national reconciliation, one that ensures
the peaceful, independent, and nonaligned status of Afghanistan.
While their approaches differ over how to translate these princi-
ples into reality, they, nevertheless, agreed that a transition peri-
od is required, as well as an appropriate mechanism to establish a
broad-based government.”

At the Malta summit meeting, on December 3, 1989, Shevardnadze
proposed addressing the situation in Afghanistan by working towards
“free elections to be monitored by the UN.””! President Bush indicated
that the mujahedin would not accept any political settlement that failed
to change Afghanistan’s leader. As Bush put it:

Najibullah is a major hang-up. About that the resistance groups
are united. They all say that reconciliation is impossible with him
there.”?

When Secretary Baker visited Moscow in early February 1990, he
again stressed to Gorbachev that the United States wanted a politi-
cal settlement in Afghanistan. But Baker also explained that “we really
have limited influence on the Mujahaddin.””* American influence upon
the mujahedin was constrained, at least in part, because the resistance
groups were receiving significant support from other sources, notably
including Saudi Arabia and Pakistan.

Baker argued that, if an arrangement could be found that would
culminate in Najibullah’s departure, then that could help to get the
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mujahedin, Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia to support such a political pro-
cess.”* In response to Baker’s comments, Gorbachev expressed a sense
of exasperation with Afghanistan, commenting: “maybe we ought to
just let them boil in their own juices.” Baker agreed: “we have a saying
in America,” he exclaimed, “that we don’t want any cheese we just want
out of the trap.””

In early March 1990, Pakistan’s ISI supported a coup attempt against
Najibullah. It was launched by defectors from the PDPA regime and
supported by mujahedin fighters from Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s faction.
Najibullah quashed the coup within two days.”® Two weeks after that,
on March 20, 1990, James Baker and Eduard Shevardnadze met again.
During the part of their conversation that addressed Afghanistan, the
American secretary of state returned to the theme of elections, remark-
ing that:

It occurs to me that there may be some common ground on the
issue of elections—though the circumstances in Afghanistan are
not the same as they were in Namibia or in Nicaragua. I would
be interested at some point in hearing your ideas on how you see
elections working in Afghanistan. I know that in constructing a
process that at some point we would get to the issue of whether
Najib would take part as a candidate in the elections. We’ve never
said someone ought not to run for office—we would never exclude
anyone from running for office. But we don’t think we can produce
the Mujahaddin in a process where Najib could still be in power.
That is not a political position—that is really just a statement of
reality.”’

Later in the conversation, Baker offered a suggestion for how to
handle Najibullah’s political future:

What would you think of the idea of asking him [Najibullah] to
abide by the results of elections, go along with it, but have him
agree that he would not run in the first election, but he would be
eligible for any election after that. There could even be a PDPA
candidate in that first election.”

The Soviet foreign minister was not impressed, replying that “I think
that we could talk to Najib but it wouldn’t get us very far if we were to
talk to him in a fashion that you suggested.””” Secretary Baker sent a
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cable to President Bush the same day giving him a readout of the dis-
cussion. Baker recounted what he had told the Soviet foreign minister
about the practicality of holding UN-supervised elections in Afghani-
stan and Baker added an additional comment for Bush’s consideration:

I said the mujahedin would never accept it if Najib could run in
he [sic] elections. It was not a case of being right or wrong, this
was simply the reality. He asked if we would think more about the
elections approach. Frankly, I have got to say, there is something
paradoxical and indefensible about us opposing elections that are
free and fair. If the mujahedin won’t participate in such elections,
how can we justify continued support for them?%°

President Bush recognized that his secretary of state had fastened
upon a problem and he wrote a comment in the margin next to Baker’s
observation. Bush’s comment simply read: “Brent?? good point.”8!

When he met with Gorbachev at Camp David on June 2, 1990, Bush
told the Soviet leader that, regarding Afghanistan, “we would like to cut
loose” and Bush asked “how does Najilbah [sic] feel about elections?”
Shevardnadze responded that “he favors a Nicaragua-type solution,
with a group charged with developing elections.” At an abstract level,
a political solution modelled on Nicaragua should have been appealing
to the United States given the democratic transition achieved there. In
response to Shevardnadze’s comment, Secretary Baker gave general ap-
proval to the approach, but again explained how the mujahedin posed
an impediment:

It is difficult for us to argue against the Nicaraguan model. Our
problem is with the Resistance. We need something for them to
show that elections would be fair, that supervision would be neu-
tral, and that the outcome would be observed. What about Na-
jibullah taking a head of state role during this period to demon-
strate that a transition authority would conduct the election and
provide security.®?

In response to a query from Gorbachev, Baker clarified that what he
had in mind was Najibullah serving as a type of “interim acting pres-
ident during the election” with “something less than full authority.”
Gorbachev responded: “we must think about it.”%?
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With discussions about a political settlement having failed to influ-
ence events on the ground appreciably, the Bush administration focused
increasingly on how to “cut loose” from Afghanistan. During the fall of
1990, American State Department official Robert Kimmitt worked with
the Soviet ambassador in Washington D.C. to negotiate an agreement
under which both the U.S. and the USSR would cease arming their
respective Afghan partners—a step that was termed “negative symme-
try.”8* The plan was for Shevardnadze and Baker to announce such an
agreement when they met in December 1990. In the end, however,
Shevardnadze declined to agree to a date by which Soviet and Ameri-
can weapons supplies would have to cease.®* Vladimir Kriuchkov, head
of the KGB, almost certainly opposed a negative symmetry agreement
and Shevardnadze was probably also tepid about such a deal because he
believed that Najibullah should not be forced out of power.%

As another strand of its efforts to extricate itself from involvement
in Afghanistan, from mid-1990 onwards the United States allowed the
United Nations to play the foremost role in trying to reach a politi-
cal settlement.?” On May 21, 1991 the UN Secretary General, Pérez
de Cuéllar, released a five-point framework for achieving a settlement.
The plan called for a ceasefire in Afghanistan, the cessation of outside
military support to combatants, and the organization of “free and fair
elections, in accord with Afghan traditions.”®®

Following the failure of the August 1991 coup attempt in the Soviet
Union—which was led by Kriuchkov and supported by other strong
backers of the Najibullah regime—the USSR’s Afghan policy shifted
once more.? The United States and the USSR now returned to dis-
cussions about a negative symmetry agreement and, in mid-September
1991, Soviet Foreign Minister Boris Pankin and Secretary Baker an-
nounced that both powers agreed to “discontinue their weapons deliv-
eries to all Afghan sides,” with the mutual cessation going into effect by
January 1, 1992. The same statement called for the UN to “work with
the Afghans to convene a credible and impartial transition mechanism
whose functions would include directing and managing a credible elec-
toral process.””"

By the start of 1992, the Soviet Union had ceased to exist, the Unit-
ed States had ended its aid to the mujahedin, and the UN was now
responsible for trying to effect a political settlement in Afghanistan.
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But, among the mujahedin’s political leaders, there was hardly much
enthusiasm for taking part in a UN-overseen political process.”! Paki-
stan also had little time for the UN effort. Peter Tomsen, who served
as the Bush administration’s special envoy to the Afghan resistance, ex-
plains how Pakistan’s prime minister, Nawaz Sharif, who entered office
in November 1990, agreed with his military’s preference for seeking
a victory in Afghanistan through the forces of mujahedin leader Gul-
buddin Hekmatyar. At the same time as backing that approach, Sharif
was, in Tomsen’s words, “disingenuously endorsing the UN political
settlement process.”

Having lost critical pillars of support for his regime within Afghan-
istan, Najibullah fled the presidential palace in mid-April 1992 and
sought refuge at the UN compound in Kabul.”® For the next several
years, the various parts of the mujahedin movement pursued power by
waging war against one another, leading Afghanistan to become a failed
state.”*

The Taliban movement emerged in late 1994. It swept across Af-
ghanistan and it seized control of Kabul in September 1996. The
movement’s leader, Mullah Mohammed Omar, had been a mujahedin
commander during the 1980s, but many Taliban fighters had not been
part of the anti-Soviet resistance. Instead, the Taliban’s ranks included
numerous war orphans and former PDPA personnel.” Its ascendan-
cy was propelled by the movement’s success in imposing order within
the territory it held.?® Support from Pakistan also contributed to the
Taliban’s strength.”” Once it had achieved power, the Taliban regime
provided sanctuary to an extremist with audacious ambitions: Osama
Bin Laden. Having participated in the anti-Soviet war—mainly as a
financial backer of the resistance—Bin Laden had founded the al-Qae-
da organization in 1988 and then left Afghanistan in 1990 to return
to his homeland, Saudi Arabia.”® In 1991, Bin Laden moved to Su-
dan, where he remained until May 1996 at which point Sudan’s gov-
ernment evicted him as a result of international pressure.”” After that,
the Taliban offered a safe haven to Bin Laden. Afghanistan became the
headquarters of al-Qaeda, which demonstrated its global reach through
bombings of the American embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in 1998,
its attack against the USS Cole in 2000, and the atrocities of September
11, 2001.190
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Conclusion—Why did the Nicaraguan War End While the
Afghan Conflict Raged On?

The George H.W. Bush administration’s strategies towards Nica-
ragua and Afghanistan were similar; the United States continued to
provide support to rebels as part of an effort to secure political settle-
ments that would see the incumbent governments leave power. Addi-
tionally, as shown above, by the time the Bush administration was in
office, the Soviet Union, like the United States, saw a role for elections
in the settlement of civil conflicts. Notwithstanding that narrowing of
ideological differences between the superpowers, the Nicaraguan war
culminated in a democratic transition in February 1990, while the con-
flict in Afghanistan continued and produced considerable chaos. What
accounted for the distinct outcomes?

We can identify multiple factors that combined to produce the di-
vergent results. Regarding Nicaragua, after a decade of heated political
debate in Washington D.C., from 1987 onwards there was very little
chance that Congress would ever approve any more lethal support for
the Nicaraguan insurgents. At the same time, however, there was bi-
partisan backing for helping the contras to hold together as a means to
pursue democratic elections in Nicaragua.!”! The Nicaraguan contras
were also very dependent on American support. Thus, after Congress
refused to provide them any additional lethal assistance, they were left
with little choice but to enter a ceasefire.

The endgame in Nicaragua, and the democratic transition it pro-
duced, was also critically shaped by the regional peace plan spearhead-
ed by Oscar Arias, who made democracy a major component of that
process. Additionally, there was a viable unarmed opposition in Nica-
ragua and it managed to coalesce behind an effective candidate, Violeta
Chamorro, who believed in a democratic process. As political scientists
Erica Chenoweth and Maria Stephan demonstrate, when armed rebel-
lions are victorious they often do not lead to democratic governance,
including because insurgents often continue to practice the violent and
exclusionary strategies to which they have become accustomed.!® The
existence of a credible and unarmed opposition in Nicaragua, in addition
to the contras, contributed to the democratic transition that occurred.
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On the other side of the conflict, the dire state of the Nicaraguan
economy by the late 1980s created incentives for the Sandinista leader,
Daniel Ortega, to accept a ceasefire in 1988 and to permit elections in
1990; allowing such a process offered a way to end American support to
the contras for good. Under Mikhail Gorbachey, the Soviet Union was
also encouraging the Sandinistas along the same path. Furthermore,
Ortega probably believed that he could win the 1990 election, which
turned out to be a fateful miscalculation.

Afghanistan was a very different war and myriad factors combined
to produce a much less satisfactory endgame to the Reagan Doctrine
in that country. In contrast to American support for the contras, U.S.
support to the mujahedin was politically uncontroversial while Soviet
forces were in Afghanistan. After the USSR exited Afghanistan, some
American legislators began to question the wisdom of continuing to
aid the mujahedin.!® Despite the voicing of such sentiments, however,
there was never a political groundswell to cease aid to the mujahedin
rapidly in the aftermath of the Soviet withdrawal. Unlike what hap-
pened with the contras, therefore, U.S. domestic politics never applied
a strong restraint against continued military action by the insurgents.
Additionally, the mujahedin’s strongest backers in the United States
made very clear that they opposed any negotiated settlement that coun-
tenanced Najibullah’s continuation in office.!®* Furthermore, in con-
trast to the Nicaraguan insurgents, the mujahedin were less dependent
on American aid. They also received support from Pakistan and Saudi
Arabia, which meant that the United States’ ability to control the muja-
hedin’s actions was, in any event, weaker than in the case of the contras.

The United States’ partners in the Afghanistan operation also had
goals that were very different to American ones during the endgame.
Various mujahedin leaders had no interest in entering into a negotiated
political settlement with Najibullah; instead, they preferred to pursue
power for themselves and to use violence to attain it, against oppo-
nents both within and outside the mujahedin movement. Pakistan had
its own strongly-held interests, foremost of which was to put a reliably
pro-Pakistan government in control of Afghanistan. In the period after
the Soviet troop withdrawal, even while the highest levels of the Amer-
ican and Soviet governments were discussing a potential political set-
tlement in Afghanistan, Pakistan prioritized installing its most-favored
mujahedin leader, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, in power through force. As
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Peter Tomsen later wrote, the Soviet exit from Afghanistan produced
a “fundamental shift in Pakistan’s Afghan policy from a defensive to an
offensive strategy.”'%’

Opverall, many factors accounted for the divergent outcomes in Nic-
aragua and Afghanistan at the Cold War’s end. Several of those de-
terminants were integral to local and regional dynamics, rather than
related to the interactions between the two global superpowers. Con-
sequently, although a growing alignment of ideas between the U.S. and
USSR about how to defuse the global Cold War helped to end the Nic-
araguan war, the same development was insufficient to stop the conflict
in Afghanistan. Among the tragedies of internationalized civil wars is
that outside involvement can exacerbate their intensity and increase
the bloodshed they cause. Yet another tragedy is that even a thawing
of relations between outside competitors will not necessarily guarantee
the end of such wars.
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Chapter 3

Superpowers Walking a Tightrope:
The Choices of April and May 1990

Philip Zelikow and Condoleezza Rice

This essay zeroes in on just a couple of months during some tumul-
tuous years. It is a phase, in the spring of 1990, that happened after
the initial diplomatic engagements following the opening of the Berlin
Wall and before some of the final deals started emerging during the
summer and autumn of 1990.

We chose to focus on these two months, in our contribution to this
volume, precisely because this phase—and these choices—have re-
ceived relatively little notice. It was, however, an extraordinarily deli-
cate and difhicult phase in which progress could well have collapsed—
but did not.

Just to help readers set the scene: The East German elections of
March 18, 1990 decided, in effect, that a unification of Germany would
take place soon and it would take place as a West German annexation
of the East. March 1990 was a decisive pivot for Germany’s “internal”
unification process.

What diplomatically were called the “external” aspects of unification
remained unsettled. These “external” aspects included more than halfa
million foreign troops deployed in the two Germanies under rights that
dated back to the powers the victors had given themselves as occupiers
in 1945. There had never been a German peace treaty that wrapped up
and put aside those old powers.

Though it is difficult for 21st century readers to comprehend, in
early 1990 Germany was still the most heavily militarized area of real
estate on the entire planet. To put the scale of militarization then into
some perspective, consider that the absolute peak of massed ground
warfare on the European continent had been in late 1944, as enemy
armies closed in on Germany from every direction. In 1990 there were
more than twice as many tanks deployed in Europe then had been there
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in late 1944. And in 1990 there were thousands of nuclear weapons
deployed around Europe too.

Countries, above all the Soviet Union, had deployed such colossal
forces for the Cold War confrontation and to manage Germany. In the
tough spring 1990 diplomacy over the future of Europe, the United
States, the West Germans, and their allies all listened to and worked on
addressing reasonable Soviet concerns. At the top of that list was the
question about how to manage future German power.

Related to this was the question of Germany in NATO, the main
stumbling block to getting a final settlement for Germany. By May
1990 progress in the nuclear and conventional arms control efforts
was also stalled practically across the board. In April, the Soviets had
walked back understandings reached months earlier; Soviet Foreign
Minister Eduard Shevardnadze was being joined in the arms control
negotiations by top Soviet marshals.

The Two Other Crises of Spring 1990

To this unpromising situation, two more issues had to be factored in
that were not part of the German question. One was a crisis everyone
knew about. The other was a crisis almost no one knew about.

The crisis everyone knew about was the most serious challenge to the
tuture of the Soviet Union that had arisen so far. Lithuania had declared
its independence from the Union in March 1990. Gorbachev authorized
military maneuvers in the republic, deployed additional troops there,
confiscated private weapons and disarmed the local national guard,
seized printing presses and Communist party property, and imposed
economic sanctions—including a cutoft of oil and natural gas.

Privately, Gorbachev was feeling overwhelmed. In February, in a
down moment, he had mused to Chernyaev about being ready to leave
office. In April, grappling with Lithuania, he had the impulse of cancel-
ling all his upcoming meetings with foreigners, even an upcoming sum-
mit with U.S. President George H.W. Bush (though he soon changed
his mind).

There was a strong camp that called on Gorbachev to uphold the
Soviet Union, to crush the Lithuanians, and set an example. Analysts
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can argue about whether a “Chinese solution” was still truly feasible in
the Soviet Union. In the spring of 1990, we think it still was, maybe for
the last time.

Such a Soviet move would not have been able to stop with Lith-
uania. In essence, it would have been the point where Moscow said:
“Enough!” A full crackdown would probably have extended to other
emergency measures, diplomatic defiance, a financial confrontation
with Western creditors, and the reestablishment of a ‘socialism in one

country’ kind of philosophy.

Gorbachev might have been tempted to lead such a counterrevo-
lution. But then he would say, to Chernyaeyv, that a full crackdown on
the republics might mean putting 100,000 people on trial. “We would
be going back to 1937,”! he concluded, alluding to the peak of Stalin’s

“great terror.”

For that, Gorbachev had no stomach. Instead, he tried an economic
blockade of Lithuania. He had expected a popular revolt against Lithu-
ania’s breakaway leaders. That did not happen. To his diary, Chernyaev
confided, “He [Gorbachev] does not have a Lithuania policy, just pure
ideology of power not to allow the breakup of the empire.””

Meeting in Bermuda on April 16, Bush and UK Prime Minister
Margaret Thatcher compared notes on what Bush called Gorbachev’s
“dilemma.” Both agreed the situation was getting worse. Thatcher
judged that “the military is no longer on Gorbachev’s side.”

Bush said that “if Gorbachev doesn’t get out of the Baltic dilemma, I
can’t do business with him.... We have come so far, but there is a dan-
ger we could slide back into the dark ages.”

Gorbachev’s partial crackdown in Lithuania in April and May filled
the American press with calls for a strong reaction from the United
States. Bush noted to his diary that he was in “almost a no-win situa-
tion, and I keep hoping that Gorbachev will recognize the disaster this
will bring him internationally.” Bush asked visiting senators what they
suggested he should do; they had no answers to offer.

Seeing French President Frangois Mitterrand in Florida only three
days after his April meeting with Thatcher, Bush sought the French
leader’s advice. Mitterrand urged patience and negotiations. “Gor-
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bachev has inherited an empire. It is now in revolt. If the Ukraine starts
to move, Gorbachev is gone; a military dictatorship would result.”

After an internal debate among his advisers, Bush decided to freeze
plans to normalize trade relations with the Soviet Union until the Sovi-
ets lifted their economic blockade of Lithuania and resumed dialogue.
He personally drafted a letter to Gorbachev on this. The Senate voted
its own resolution with the same conclusion.

Meanwhile, Bush indirectly put pressure on the Lithuanians to soft-
en their stand and come to the table. He encouraged an initiative from
Mitterrand and West German Chancellor Helmut Kohl. The French
and German leaders wrote to the Lithuanians and urged them to “sus-
pend” their independence declaration and resume negotiations.

The Franco-German work was backed by a similar message deliv-
ered to the Vilnius leadership by a senior Republican senator, Rich-
ard Lugar, acting with the help of U.S. Secretary of State James
Baker. Bush and European leaders met with the Lithuanian prime
minister in early May. Negotiations resumed; tensions calmed—for
a while. Gorbachev (and Bush) stayed on their tightropes. Bush said
privately at the time: “I don’t want people to look back 20 or 40
years from now and say, “That’s where everything went off track.
That’s where progress stopped.””*

Lithuania was the public crisis. The secret crisis was at least as se-
rious. In October 1989 a Soviet defector had contacted the British
government. By the spring of 1990 Thatcher, Bush and a few of
their advisers had to make some very difficult choices.

In 1969 the American government had decided to shut down its
biological weapons (BW) program; the British had done so ten years
earlier. Both governments had concluded that such horrifying weapons
were not militarily useful. The Soviet government also said it did not
need them. In 1972 the superpowers led the way in signing the Biolog-
ical Weapons Convention (BWC), which entered into force in 1975, to
ban the development, production, or stockpiling of any such weapons.
It was a historic agreement, eventually signed by more than a hundred
countries.

During the 1980s the U.S. had raised concerns about some possible
Soviet BW research, because of an apparent suspicious 1979 outbreak
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of anthrax in the city of Sverdlovsk. But the Soviets heatedly denied the
allegations. By the end of the 1980s, most opinion among people who
followed the issue had swung in favor of the Soviet story of a public
health problem from contaminated meat.’

Very few U.S. or British analysts still followed BW issues. The U.S.
national security community still regarded BW as militarily useless. It
worried a little, but not too much, about a Soviet BW program.

The Soviet defector who had come to the British in October 1989
had been the head of a key lab in what, he secretly revealed, was a very
advanced and active BW program—extensive, extremely secret, and
entirely illegal under the BWC. The program was not only manufac-
turing large quantities of BW for battlefield use; it was producing about
a dozen different kinds of biological weapons: quantities of anthrax,
smallpox (a disease the world health community thought had just been
eradicated at last), pneumonic plague, and more. Sophisticated meth-
ods for weaponizing the viruses had been developed for possible strate-
gic use in missiles to kill large numbers in a faraway enemy population.
Active work was underway to develop viruses resistant to antibiotics
(and also work to immunize Soviet soldiers).

At first, as these details were digested in early 1990 in the British
and American intelligence agencies, the analysts could not quite believe
what they were hearing. The Soviet BW program was worse than any-
thing they had even imagined.

The agencies then did extensive work to verify as many details of the
defector’s account as they could from other intelligence sources. Verifi-
able details of the account checked out. But the agencies could not get
into the sites to be sure or learn more. (It turned out that the defector
had been truthful. In fact, the program was more elaborate than even
he knew. The head of the whole BW program defected to the United
States in 1992.)°

In April and early May 1990, at the very same time they were dealing
with the Lithuanian crisis, Bush and Thatcher and their top aides were
deliberating about what they should do about this startling information
about the enormous, clandestine Soviet biological weapons program.
They could not even be sure that Gorbachev and Shevardnadze were
aware of all these details.
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It is actually rather astonishing, but true, that Bush and Thatcher
seriously wondered whether the top leaders of the Soviet Union even
knew about such a large and incredibly dangerous scientific and mili-
tary program. This is a question no one would have ever asked when
Leonid Brezhnev or Yuri Andropov were running the Soviet Union.
(In fact, Gorbachev and Shevardnadze did know something about this
program. The defection of the lab director had been promptly reported
straight to the Politburo.)

If what the U.S. and British leaders now knew was made public, it
would have been a shock and a sensation. To ordinary citizens, the rev-
elation of such a hitherto secret Soviet arsenal would have been much
scarier than anything going on in places like Lithuania. It is hard to
imagine what would have happened to all the diplomatic work about
Germany, arms control agreements, and everything else that, at that
moment, was still so up in the air.

Thatcher and Bush and their top aides considered this. They as-
sumed that, if confronted in such a public and embarrassing way, the
Soviet government would instantly go into a full defensive mode and
deny everything. Evidence about later Soviet behavior reinforces their
supposition that denial would have been the order of the day. In such
a public confrontation, the American and British leaders could not see
how they would be able to get the program shut down—which was
their most important objective—while also preserving a relationship

with Gorbachev.

On the other hand, if they did 7oz make what they knew public, the
leaders might later be faulted for not having called public attention to

the danger. And there was also a danger that the information might
leak.

Thatcher and Bush together decided to keep the shocking discover-
ies about the clandestine Soviet biological weapons program as secret
as they possibly could. Bush authorized a briefing for a small number of
members of Congress. There were no leaks.”

Bush and Thatcher decided they would present the concerns to
Gorbachev and Shevardnadze, in the hope that the Soviet leadership
would secretly solve the problem, and do so in a way that U.S. and Brit-
ish experts could then verify. On May 14 and 15, the U.S. and British
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ambassadors in Moscow made carefully prepared and coordinated pre-
sentations about their concerns to Chernyaev and the deputy foreign
minister, Alexander Bessmertnykh. The two Soviets did not appear to
know anything about the program.

According to Bessmertnykh’s record of the meeting, the Ameri-
can ambassador (Jack Matlock) emphasized that the two governments
wanted to try to solve this problem “without additional fuss.” They “do
not intend to raise the given question in a confrontational context and
do not intend to make it public .... We are absolutely not interested
in burdening our relations with a new problem on the eve of the most
important negotiations at the highest levels.”

In Moscow a couple of days later, Baker had decided he would deliv-
er the BW message personally, to stress its significance. He made time
for a substantial private discussion about the apparent BW program in
person with Shevardnadze.

When Gorbachev came to Washington, Bush too decided to raise it
personally. He waited until they were at Camp David and then pulled
Gorbachev aside for a private discussion of the issue. Bush would raise
it again at later summit meetings. Thatcher also personally raised the
issue with Gorbachev during her trip to Moscow in June 1990 (her last
as prime minister).

The immediate reactions from Gorbachev and Shevardnadze were
defensive. They displayed little knowledge (this was only partially
truthful) and promised to check into it. Gorbachev pushed back, saying
that his government thought that the United States also had such a BW
program. He offered to set up a program of mutual inspections and site
visits.

The U.S. pursued that, a process that continued into 1991 with
more top secret, high-level exchanges. The Soviets discovered the U.S.
was telling the truth. By contrast, the U.S. inspectors discovered more
Soviet cover-ups.

Gorbachev himself had already begun encountering prolonged diffi-
culties in completely shutting down this program, difficulties he never
fully solved. The issue would pass to his successor in 1992.8
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At the time Bush, Baker, Scowcroft, Gates, and Thatcher wrote their
memoirs, the details of what they and their intelligence agencies had
known were still secret. Therefore, none of those memoirs discuss the
BW issue, the many high-level discussions about it with the Soviets,
or the choices the U.S. and British leaders had to make. (We have not
seen evidence that the BW program details were shared at this time
either with the West Germans or the French.) The historical literature
therefore has so far not touched on this topic and the way it intersected
with everything else that was going on.

While this secret crisis was unfolding, the top leaders might com-
partmentalize the concern, putting it in a sort of mental safe, just as the
secret information itself was compartmented and so closely held. But
the leaders did not forget about the Soviet BW program.

Even if left unstated, this was the kind of concern that might come
to mind in a discussion about giving the Soviet government large-scale
economic assistance. The U.S. leaders knew that some key members of
Congress—who would have to act on any such request—also had this

knowledge.’

Go Ahead on Germany Without Soviet Agreement?

In April and May 1990, the Americans took seriously the Soviet
threat to decouple Germany’s internal unification from the external is-
sues. Moscow was threatening to maintain occupation powers and leave
hundreds of thousands of Soviet troops in Germany, to be maintained
at German expense (per East German-Soviet agreements that the So-
viets insisted would remain in force).

The Americans quietly discussed contingency plans in which the
U.S., Britain, and France would give up their occupation rights when
Germany unified, even if the Soviets did not. In early May 1990, the
two of us wrote that the Soviets “must know that, after a given date,
the West will declare the game over, devolve their own Four Power
rights, and deploy legal arguments to the effect that all Four Power
rights—including the Soviets—have now lapsed.” Moscow and Gor-
bachev would then have the unpopular task of insisting to the German
people that they alone retained the right to stay in a newly united and
democratic German state.'?
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Kohl had come to a similar conclusion. Unification had to go ahead.
Foreign policy, he told the visiting British foreign secretary, was like
mowing grass for hay: you had to gather what you had cut in case of a
thunderstorm.!!

Yet the Americans and West Germans sought more creative ways to
address Soviet concerns without such a blunt, dangerous, confronta-
tion. Their ideas would use the institutions of the new Europe.

First, they stressed NATO and NATO’ integrated military com-
mand. They had decided against a “French” solution for Germany.

The stock, cutesy quote, constantly repeated, and attributed to Lord
Ismay, is that the purpose of NAT'O was to “keep the Russians out, the
Americans in, and the Germans down.” This is clever. It is not really
right.

The basic genius of the European constructions was to temper all
the old national conflicts in a wider political community. The old Eu-
ropean Coal and Steel Community, a precursor of the European Com-
munity, included the vital industrial resources of France as well as Ger-
many. NATO, then, was similar to the European Community, later the
European Union, in that it was not just a control mechanism—it was a
different kind of political and economic and even military community.
The political community worked because its members were free and
democratic.

Like other NATO members, West Germany did not have truly in-
dependent armed forces. It was not singled out; this was the situation
of all NATO member forces in the integrated military command. All of
them were assigned to NATO’s command structures, so that the higher
command and staff echelons were international. By retaining full Ger-
man membership in NATO, the German military remained enmeshed
in this international military structure.

NATO was also a key factor on the question of German nuclear
weapons. Before Germany agreed to join the Non-Proliferation Treaty
in 1969, governments had been arguing for ten years about whether
Germans needed nuclear defenses. West Germans had their share of
national pride and felt very threatened by Soviet military power. The
renunciation of nuclear weapons finally made sense to them because of
the NATO alliance. The West Germans could point to the assurance
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of British, French, and—above all—American nuclear defense. For the
systems in Europe, American nuclear defense was coordinated through
NATO.

The other big constraint on the Germans would be the planned
Conventional Forces in Europe (CFE) treaty. The West Germans and
Americans were happy to limit a future German army, but only if and
when other national armies in Europe were limited too.

After the first CFE treaty was concluded in 1990, it would limit al-
liance totals of military equipment and U.S. and Soviet stationed man-
power. These would not necessarily limit German torce size. The plan
was that in the next round of CFE talks all countries would accept na-
tional manpower ceilings too. The Germans would then have national
limits along with everybody else.

The Soviets did not want to wait for the ‘next’ CFE treaty after this
one. The governments worked out a compromise solution, with some
particular help from the American side. The plan would still be that all
the CFE countries would accept such limits. Rather than be silent and
noncommittal until that future agreement was signed, the West Ger-
mans would lean forward and simply make a unilateral political state-
ment about the ceiling they planned to adopt in that future negotiation.

Thus, Germany would have committed itself to a future ceiling. But
it would still stick to the plan that such a ceiling would only be binding
when all the other CFE parties went along and joined in accepting lim-
its too. The solution had another key virtue: it kept the pressure on the
Soviets to come to agreement on the current CFE treaty and get that
done in 1990, a very difficult task.!?

This plan worked. The Germans made their commitment. They
picked a total ceiling of 370,000 on the active duty strength of their
armed forces. This was a meaningful reduction. In 1988 West German
armed forces alone were about 490,000 strong; East German forces
numbered about another 170,000. So, in theory, upon unity the com-
bined German armed forces would be about 660,000 strong, and the
Germans were pledging to cut them back to no more than 370,000,
along with all the other CFE limits on military equipment.
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The Germans complied with these limits, at great expense. The
Germans ended up destroying nearly 11,000 items of major military
equipment at a cost of about $5 billion.!?

As planned, the CFE treaty was signed alongside the Paris Summit
of the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE)
summit in 1990. Also, as planned, the follow-on agreement (CFE 1A)
was concluded alongside another CSCE summit, in Helsinki, in 1992.
It added the binding national ceilings on troop strength for all of the
other 29 countries that then were parties to the agreement (as by then
the Soviet Union had broken up).!*

German forces remained in NAT O’ integrated military command.
This, plus the use of ‘annexation/takeover’ as the vehicle for unifica-
tion, helped settle Germany’s nuclear weapons status as well.

The old Federal Republic of Germany’s acceptance of the Non-Pro-
liferation Treaty in 1969 remained binding on unified Germany. The
Two Plus Four Treaty (the Final Settlement with Respect to Germa-
ny) reaffirmed Germany’s non-nuclear weapons commitment. Further,
since the Western approach would not allow American forces to be
stationed in the former territory of East Germany (the “special mili-
tary status”), that area thus also became a nuclear-weapons-free zone
as well.

In the spring of 1990 the West Germans and Americans had put
together a serious and adequate package of assurances about how to ad-
dress future German military power. These reassurances were probably
more important to Moscow than the NATO membership issue itself.
Germany’s NAT'O membership was essential to this control concept.
It, along with the planned CFE arms control system, allowed such con-
trols to make lasting sense for the Germans.

In Moscow in May, Baker and his aide, Robert Zoellick, had started
using and sharing a set of ‘nine points’ to summarize all the ways that
the West was already addressing, or moving to address, Soviet con-
cerns. These points, frequently reiterated, had real substance. And the
United States, West Germans, and their allies followed through on ev-
ery one of these points.!’

All these agreements have been taken for granted for a long time.
Yet it is worth remembering how much these understandings are inter-
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twined with other structures, like CFE and NATO. If the wider struc-
tures disintegrate, long-entombed questions about German security,
and the security of others, will return to Europe.

Kohl made another visit to Washington on May 17 to coordinate
again with Bush before Gorbachev arrived in Washington two weeks
later. Amid the meetings, the German and American leaders broke
away for a more private discussion. Bush and Kohl had a private talk,
practically alone.

Quietly sitting together in the Oval Office, Bush asked Kohl for his
honest opinion about the core question: Did the German public want

the American troops to stay, if Soviet troops left, as Bush thought they
should?

Bush acknowledged the “isolationist” tendencies on both sides of
the Atlantic. “It would be understandable,” he said, “if [the German
people] didn’t want U.S. troops.”

Kohl’s answer was twofold. “The U.S. troop presence is related to
NATO. What sort of NATO would it be, leaving U.S. troops aside? If
the U.S. left, NATO would vanish and there might be only CSCE.”
Where would be the security, including for countries like Norway or
the smaller states?

Second, Kohl added, even if the Soviet Union withdraws, “it is still
in Europe. If the U.S. withdraws, it is 6,000 kilometers away. That is a
big difference.”

Looking at the future of Europe even beyond the year 2000, Kohl
foresaw the Americans staying in Europe. If the Europeans allowed the
Americans to leave, it would be “the greatest defeat for us all. Remem-
ber Wilson in 1918,” he said, referring to the failure to keep the United
States engaged in Europe after World War 1.

Kohl became emotional. Trained in history, Kohl felt deeply about
issues and places of national memory. Looking ahead to his next visit to
the United States, in a few weeks, he and Scowcroft had already made
plans to tour Arlington Cemetery, a resting place for the remains of
many American soldiers, sailors, and marines.

George, he said, don’t worry about those who draw parallels be-
tween U.S. and Soviet forces. We will push this through. We’ll put our
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political existence at stake for NATO and the political commitment of
the United States in Europe.!

Germany was not alone in such beliefs. Almost all the NATO mem-
ber governments positively liked the alliance. Led by some with espe-
cially positive experiences and views among key ministers, like Norway
or the Netherlands, the smaller governments felt enlarged and empow-
ered by being part of a larger whole.

Therefore, it is a bit disorienting for us to read contemporary schol-
arly arguments about these years, accounts perhaps a bit colored by
knowledge of what happened after 1990 and 1991, that see in this di-
plomacy an offensive American master plan to attain “preeminence”
or “hegemony” in Europe (or some other imperious-sounding term
currently in academic fashion). It should be apparent by now just how
complex transatlantic and European power relationships were, and still
are even now.

In 1989 and 1990, Bush was planning a gradual but large downsiz-
ing of the American military and U.S. defense spending, a plan he an-
nounced in August 1990 (a historic announcement that coincided, by
astonishing happenstance, with Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait). With the
world changing and the tide of American presence in Europe going
out, the Bush administration was trying to anchor a diminished but
still reassuring military presence and ensure that America remained a
European power. In that sense the administration felt defensive, not
expansive.

In 1989-90 the United States was coming off a large national debate
about U.S. decline and the powerful surge of economic nationalism so
remarked upon by American and foreign observers. A core issue—as
Bush opened up about so candidly to Kohl—was whether, and how,
the United States would maintain a major presence in Europe at all.
On this point, U.S. leaders were extremely attentive to European views
and currents of European opinion, none more important than those in
West Germany.

In this context, the true consensus position emerging during the
spring and summer of 1990 was neither to abolish the alliances nor to
extend them. It was a mix.



58 EXITING THE COLD WAR, ENTERING A NEW WORLD

Unnerved by Moscow’s April 1990 crackdown against Lithuania, the
East Europeans were rapidly losing interest in retaining any defense
alliance with Moscow at all. The West Europeans wanted to keep the
alliance they had. Dangers did seem to have diminished for the mo-
ment, so there was no pressing need to create any new alliances.

What was pressing in the spring of 1990 was a widely shared sense
of uncertainty about the future. On May 4, 1990, Bush used a com-
mencement address in Oklahoma to discuss the need for a new kind of
NATO, with a new strategy. He apologized to the graduating college
students for dwelling on such a seemingly faraway topic.

The new mission, Bush explained, would be much more political.
As for the military side, as Bush put it, “our enemy today is uncertainty
and instability.”!’

That phrase seemed like a vague hedge. It was. It also turned out to
be an accurate prediction.

Few, if anyone, predicted in May 1990 that NATO allies would face
two wars just in the next year. One would arise in the Middle East:
Irag’s August 1990 invasion and conquest of neighboring Kuwait. The
other, for which the storm clouds were already gathering, was a set of
wars that arose in the Balkans, as the disintegration of Yugoslavia led to
wars that began in 1991.

The Soviet threat seemed to be gone. But new sorts of conflicts and
dangers were already on the edge of bursting into flame. In April 1990
the Soviet government was placing an embargo on breakaway Lithua-
nia and the threat of violence was obvious.

Leaders liked and generally trusted Gorbachev. But they were al-
ready looking beyond him.

For instance, by 1990 Kohl and Mitterrand were as close as cous-
ins, or even brothers, including the occasional flareups. Meeting with
Kohl at Mitterrand’s country home in Latche near the southwest coast
of France on a chilly, windy day in January 1990, the two men talked
about what might come next in Moscow.

“The Gorbachev experiment will still go on for a certain time,” Mit-
terrand predicted. “What will come after, if he fails? “Ultras!” Mitter-
rand said, answering his own question. “Not Communists, but a tough
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military dictator.” If the military won, Mitterrand thought they would
stick with liberalization of the economy. “But the nationalist elements
would stand strong in the foreground. Blood would flow in Georgia
and other parts of the Soviet Union.”!8

Conjectures like these were common in 1990. They were one reason
why the existing allies valued their defense link to America.

Worries like these were also a reason to try to help Gorbachev stay
in power. It was why Bush, Kohl, Mitterrand, Thatcher, and others all
worked hard to find a way to help Gorbachev with the issue of Germa-
ny staying in NATO.

How to Help Gorbachev?

For his part, by May 1990 there was no doubt Gorbachev was inter-
ested in getting significant economic assistance for the Soviet Union.
The Soviet desire for economic assistance surfaced at last when She-
vardnadze spoke with Kohl in Bonn on May 4. It was getting hard for
the Soviet government to borrow money to import goods, especially
food. Their existing creditors (in Western Europe and Japan) would
not make new loans.

Shevardnadze asked the West German government for help. Kohl
was determined to help as much as he could.

Without informing his cabinet (but telling Genscher), Kohl con-
tacted leaders of two major West German banks. He sent his nation-
al security advisor, Horst Teltschik, with the bankers to Moscow, in
secret, to explore the Soviets’ needs and possible responses.!” The
Soviets asked for a credit line of DM 20 billion (about $12 billion)
guaranteed by the West German government. The West German
government could not back up that kind of loan.

Teltschik met directly with Gorbachev, who again linked the credit
issue to continuation of his overall program of economic reform and
perestroika. But Gorbachev was not interested in compromising on
the security issues involving Germany. They at least agreed that Kohl
would come back to the Soviet Union in the summer and visit Gor-
bachev in his home region, the Caucasus.
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When Kohl met with Bush in Washington a few days later, the So-
viet request for money was at the top of his agenda.?® Kohl said his
government could guarantee about $3 billion in loans. He hoped the
U.S. would guarantee some more.

Bush would not do it. He was still walking his tightrope. He had
tried not to be too tough about Lithuania. But with the Lithuanian
crisis not yet settled, adding more Soviet debt, without real Soviet eco-
nomic reform, did not make sense to him. The secret biological weap-
ons crisis (which we believe Kohl did not know about) could have been
in the back of Bush’s mind too, but we do not know.

Kohl urged Bush to change his mind.

But Bush stood firm. He did not think the Soviets could repay big
new loans under their current circumstances.

Kohl still disagreed. He urged Bush to help Gorbacheyv, not wait
for him to be overthrown.

Did Kohl think that there would be a military takeover? Bush
asked.

Yes, said Kohl, by a civilian group backed by the military. He
urged Bush again to think about the upcoming summit. Gorbachev
needed to be able to stand beside the American president as an equal.

Bush promised to treat Gorbachev as an equal, moving forward
on political relations and arms control. But the United States would
not give Gorbachev money, not unless the Soviets changed their
policy toward Lithuania.

The issue of economic assistance was left there for Bush to pon-
der as the U.S.-Soviet summit approached. Meanwhile, Baker was
meeting with Shevardnadze, then Gorbachev, in Moscow.

The meetings did not go well. Baker made little headway with
Gorbachev, but did deploy the set of nine assurances about manag-
ing Germany and changing NATO, which Zoellick had drafted and

tried out earlier in the day.

For weeks, Chernyaev had privately urged Gorbachev to stop
what he called this “nonsense,” this “false patriotism of the masses,”
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and adjust his position on NATO and not “again miss the train.”
Gorbachev, however, still seemed adamant.?!

Gorbachev moved the conversation with Baker to his agenda. He
challenged the Americans’ real intentions toward the Soviet Union,
given the clashes over issues such as Lithuania and Germany.

Then, just as Kohl had expected, Gorbachev presented to Baker the
same kind of request for money that he had made to the West Germans.
Gorbachev said he needed $20 billion in loans and credits to overcome
a significant funding gap over the next few years. The United States
had to be involved, at least symbolically, in the loan effort. The next few
years would be critical in easing the transition to a market economy.

Baker could offer Gorbachev little encouragement. It was hard to
justify spending U.S. taxpayers’ money if the Soviets were still sub-
sidizing the Cubans and economically squeezing the Lithuanians.
Baker was essentially making the same points Bush had made to
Kohl, in Washington, the day before.

Reflecting on this meeting in a message back to Bush, Baker’s
leading impression was that Gorbachev was clearly feeling squeezed
and would probably react strongly to any action that compounded
his political difficulties at home. “Germany definitely overloads his
circuits right now.”

It was one thing for the U.S. and the Soviet Union to no longer be
enemies. It was still another long road for the U.S. to actually consider
giving the Soviet Union large sums of money.

First, the United States at this point did not even have normal trade
relations with the Soviet Union, something which Bush could not do
alone. Any such deal would require support from the U.S. Congress,
controlled by the opposing Democratic party. U.S.-Soviet trade rela-
tions were not yet even on the level the U.S. had with China (normal
status, but temporary, up for renewal each year).

Next, someone would have to make a case about what the money
was for—how it would actually be spent. After that, Bush would have to
persuade the Congress, then embroiled in a taut battle with Bush over
his determined efforts to move back toward balancing the budget, that
the United States should appropriate large sums of money to a Soviet
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government that, on the surface, still seemed to be in pretty good shape
and was devoting an enormous part of its economy to its military-in-
dustrial complex and massively subsidizing governments like those in

Cuba and North Korea.

After Baker returned from Moscow, Scowcroft laid out, in a very
closely held memo, what he thought was the emerging “strategic
choice” for Bush. This was the first time the Soviet Union had asked
for help in this way from Western governments. “The decision,”
Scowcroft wrote, “is not in essence about aid to Soviet economic
reform—the chance that we can turn the Soviet economy around is
a slim one indeed.”

“This is—and you should view it as such—a strategic choice about
whether economic assistance is a direct and expeditious means by
which to secure the victory of the West in the Cold War by obtain-
ing the unification of Germany in NATO and the withdrawal of the
Soviet military from Central and Eastern Europe.”

On that question, Scowcroft thought that a big investment, even
$20 billion, was worth considering. “Some will say that we would
be paying for what the Soviets will have to do anyway—Ileave East-
ern Europe and Germany.” But Scowcroft explained how difficult
things could get. The Soviets “could make Central Europe a tense
place for the next few years—years that are critical to the solidifica-
tion of the Western gains of the recent period.”

It was true that the money to the Soviets might be wasted. It
“would probably be spent on a quick infusion of consumer goods to
blunt the impact of half-hearted economic reform measures.”

Nor would Congress support help “while the Soviet Union
spends $15 billion a year to arm its client states—3$5 billion in Cuba
alone—and continues to strangle the Lithuanian independence
movement.” But the U.S. had to concentrate on the most important
problems, even if such an understanding about assistance would be
a gamble on both sides.??
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Free to Choose

Mitterrand did not like to lean on Gorbachev. When he journeyed
to Moscow to meet again with the Soviet leader, in late May, about
a week after Baker left, the French president’s tone was more philo-
sophical. He threw in his weight on the German freedom to make the
choice of alliances for themselves. “I do not see,” Mitterrand told him,

“how to forbid united Germany from choosing its alliances as agreed
in Helsinki.”?}

The notion of Germans debating about NATO was not idle theo-
ry. In election campaign after election campaign, anyone who had fol-
lowed German politics that year, West or East, could see that their
political leaders—West or East—were offering a full menu of options.

Free to choose: the Soviet government had said it agreed with that
principle when it was codified in the Helsinki CSCE Final Act of 1975.
This had always been an argument that had stuck with Gorbachev, res-
onating as it did so strongly with his other political principles.*

By the end of May, as Gorbachev contemplated his trip to the Unit-
ed States, he faced a turning point in the course of East-West relations
and perestroika. The stakes in continued cooperation with the West
were enormous. Gorbachev and Shevardnadze had stated both publicly
and privately that their first priority was domestic reform. That meant
cutting military expenditures and avoiding the distraction of a major
international crisis.

In the spring of 1990 the Soviet Union appeared to be resigned
to the failure of its policy in Eastern Europe. A long document pre-
pared by the Central Committee staft spoke matter-of-factly about
the changed political and ideological face of Eastern Europe. The
analysis warned Soviet leaders that they currently had no policy to
respond to this situation. There was a vacuum, and the West was
filling it.

The USSR was withdrawing with “no rational explanation, with
no regard for the immense material and spiritual investment that we
made there.” The policy guidance grasped at straws. There was still a
chance to strengthen the Soviet cultural presence, interest in the Rus-
sian language, and so forth. The Central Committee staff even sug-
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gested to a leadership desperately short of hard currency that a new
policy in Eastern Europe might require a certain financial investment.
“We should not economize,” the staff told their impoverished leaders,
“because this is a matter of capital for the future.””

The fact remained, however, that Soviet policy in Eastern Eu-
rope—premised on the potential for reformed communism—was
dead. Germany and Lithuania, however, were a different matter.

The division of Germany and Soviet dominance of its eastern
half could be considered the most important achievements of half
a century of Soviet foreign policy. This Soviet emplacement in the
heart of Europe was the highest and last remaining measure of
meaning from the vast sacrifices endured during the Great Patri-
otic War. Now the West and NATO were threatening to overrun
this bastion of Soviet power. It seemed inconceivable that the USSR
could submit supinely to such a reverse. Gorbachev’s own political
survival could be jeopardized by such a concession, and Gorbachev
would face a full congress of the Soviet Communist party in July.

Gorbachev tried new economic reforms. On May 24 Prime Min-
ister Nikolai Ryzhkov announced a major new economic reform
program, to include liberalizing prices. This would sharply increase
the cost of food. The price of bread would triple. A wave of panic
buying and public unrest followed. Gorbachev addressed the nation on
television on May 27, pleading for calm.

The economic reform measures were eventually rejected by the Su-
preme Soviet before they could take effect. And, as if to underscore
Gorbachev’ beleaguered political situation, on May 29 the Russian leg-
islature chose Boris Yeltsin as its president despite Gorbachev’s oppo-
sition.

Kohl called Bush just before Gorbachev arrived in Washington.
Again, Kohl pressed on U.S. money for the Soviets.

But Bush had decided against the kind of $20 billion “strategic
choice” that Scowcroft had invited him to consider. There was just too
much against it. There were the problems with how the money would
be used.
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Also, though this was a seemingly technical detail, too time-consum-
ing to explain in top-level meetings, there was a crucial issue of differ-
ent legal authorities and institutions. Under its laws the West German
government had much more scope to offer government-guaranteed
loans to support its country’s exports than was (or is) the case in the
U.S. government.?S Bush and Baker had trouble seeing how to get the
tederal government to guarantee loans on this sort of scale, and cer-
tainly not while Lithuania (and the BW program) were still unresolved.

It would be hard enough just to try and normalize trade relations. As
Gorbachev was arriving, Bush had just been going through a very hard
battle with the Congress over his decision to renew normal trade with
China for another year.

So, Bush did not expect any breakthroughs with Gorbachev. He
hoped to at least maintain forward progress.?’

In this essay, we will not go through the details of the Bush-Gor-
bachev summit discussions, including the famous meeting on May
31 in which Gorbachev matter-of-factly agreed that Germany
should be free to choose its alliance status.

What is worth recalling again is that, the next day, the discussions
came back to whether to sign a U.S.-Soviet trade agreement. Bush
had checked views around his administration and on Capitol Hill.
Opinions were divided, but Baker recommended going ahead with

the deal.

Bush agreed. Gorbachev’s apparent move on Germany probably
contributed to the president’s decision to help the beleaguered So-
viet leader.

Moving from Washington to the presidential retreat at Camp David,
for more relaxed and private discussions, privately, Bush raised the
concerns about the discovery of the Soviet biological weapons pro-
gram. Gorbachev was defensive and promised to look into it.

Gorbachev raised the question of economic aid, of U.S. govern-
ment-guaranteed loans. Bush said that he wanted to help but need-
ed to see more economic reforms, movement on Lithuania, and a
reduction of subsidies to Cuba. Progress on Germany would also
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create the right political climate for Bush to seek money from the
Congress.

Bush did pledge that the G-7 would consider a broad multilateral
assistance program, including substantial credits. They would do
this at the Houston summit in July 1990, to be held right after the
NATO summit in London.?®

None of the reporters at the post-summit press conference ap-
peared to notice the significance of Bush’s press statement men-
tioning Gorbachev’s agreement that Germany was free to choose its
alliance status. Nor did American officials call attention to it. They
sensed that Gorbachev had finally turned a corner in his approach
to the German Question, but the situation was tentative and shaky.
Indeed, later in June, Shevardnadze continued to present a doctri-
naire line in the discussions about Germany.

Bush carefully reported on his press statement in phone calls to
Kohl, Thatcher, and Mitterrand. He did not dramatize the conces-
sion. He instead emphasized the need to follow up with a successful
NATO summit in July.

None of the other leaders appeared, at least at first, to grasp
the significance of the Soviet move; none even inquired about it.
(Teltschik, however, noted that this was “a sensation.”) Mitterrand
did remark shrewdly that Gorbachev would be counting on achiev-
ing his security objectives through West Germany’s domestic pol-
itics.

Bush then followed up with written messages. Again, Bush’s tone
was cautious: “We, of course, will have to see whether this reflects
real flexibility in the Soviet position.”?’

But, as Chernyaev recalled, the Americans were correct to take the
exchange on Germany’s right to choose very seriously. When asked
later when the Soviet Union agreed to membership of a united Ger-
many in NATO, Chernyaev “unhesitatingly” answered, “On May
30, at the Soviet-American summit in Washington.”3°
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Conclusion

In this chapter we just offer a snapshot of one phase in a remarkable
story. It is a phase in which, to the outside world, no great events oc-
curred.

But recall again what Bush said to Rice and others that spring:
“I don’t want people to look back 20 or 40 years from now and
say, That’s where everything went off track. That’s where progress
stopped.”

Progress did not stop. The superpowers walked the tightrope.
They found a way through the new crises over Lithuania and bio-
logical weapons. Though the United States could not see any eco-
nomic aid panacea for the Soviet Union’s problems in the spring of
1990, the United States did move forward on normalizing econom-
ic relations, for the first time, with its former Cold War enemy. The
United States and its allies did craft solutions for the core Soviet se-
curity concerns about Germany. The solutions used the institutions
of the Cold War and the institutions of the new Europe coming into
being.
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Chapter 4

The Soviet Collapse and the
Charm of Hindsight

Rodric Braithwaite

Those on the spot always get some things wrong: memory later be-
trays them. Those who subsequently try to disentangle the story always
miss part of the context. In politics, perceptions and emotions are as
important as reason. The theme of what follows is that we cannot un-
derstand the causes and consequences of the Soviet collapse unless we
take every account of its deep roots in the past and the strong emotions
that accompanied it. It is of course imprudent, or even impertinent, for
foreigners to pontificate about how “most Russians” think or feel. But
it is an essential part of the story.

In this deliberately personal account I attempt to recreate how the
collapse looked to me at the time and in the aftermath, drawing on a
detailed diary, my reporting to London, and on later writings.

I. How it Looked at the Time

A Kind of Democracy

Poland shows the way

I witnessed two attempts to bring a kind of democracy to the com-
munist world. The Polish experiment of the late 1950s and the Soviet
experiment of the late 1980s are now largely forgotten or ignored. Both
are significant for the history of the time, and for an understanding of
the events of today.

In October 1956 the Poles expelled their Soviet advisers, abolished
the collective farms, allowed people to travel abroad, and gave a de-
gree of freedom to the press. They were encouraged by Khrushchev’s
denunciation of Stalin, and driven by a combination of patriotism, a
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liberal faction inside the Party, and an alliance between students and
workers. When I arrived in Warsaw in February 1959 the secret police
were still demoralized. We had almost complete freedom to make Pol-
ish friends. Even the communists among them talked about such hith-
erto taboo subjects as the Soviets’ massacre of Polish officers at Katyn,
their betrayal of the Warsaw Rising, the ruthless way they had imposed
their rule in Eastern Europe.

Our friends hoped that Poland would lead the way to a social-dem-
ocratic communism they could live with. But as my wife Jill and I left
Warsaw in Summer 1961, they told us sadly that their achievements
would wither unless their “neighbors” to the East changed in funda-
mental ways. They watched aghast as the Russians suppressed reform
in Hungary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968. But they did not give
up. In the late 1970s students, workers and intellectuals formed a new
alliance in the Solidarity movement. Martial law in 1981 failed to snuff
it out. By autumn 1988 Solidarity was maneuvering towards a pow-
er-sharing deal with the communists.

The East Europeans were unconvinced when, at the 19th Confer-
ence of the Soviet Communist Party in June 1988 Gorbachev clearly
indicated that they could find their own way: “The imposition from
outside, by any means, let alone military force, of a social system, or
a way of life, is a dangerous trapping [nocnexu] of the past.” Even in
Poland formal negotiations between communists and opposition be-
gan only after the Soviet elections of March 1989 demonstrated that
the “neighbors” were indeed changing. The Poles held free elections
in June, the communists were comprehensively defeated, and Poland
formed the first non-communist government in the bloc. By the end
of 1990 the other countries of Eastern Europe had followed, and the
bloc dissolved.

The Russians Catch Up—Slowly

By the time I arrived in Moscow in September 1988, Gorbachev had
launched a whirlwind of political reform. The press was transformed,
almost scurrilous in its attacks on public abuse though still careful to
spare the top leadership. Nothing, it seemed, was sacrosanct. The
Chairman of the State Bank remarked to me that October: “I'm a Party



The Soviet Collapse and the Charm of Hindsight 77

member of forty years standing. But I don't see how we can have proper
guarantees as long as the Party has a monopoly of power.” My official
drivers, Sasha and Konstantin, freely criticized Gorbachev to me in pri-
vate (I naturally assumed that both reported on our conversations to
the authorities. After the Soviet collapse Konstantin told the Russian
press that for seventeen years he had reported to the KGB on succes-
sive British ambassadors).

History became a national obsession. People joked that the Soviet
Union was a country with an unpredictable past. Individuals burrowed
in hitherto closed archives to reveal the details of Stalin’s crimes. Al-
most everyone, after all, had lost friends and relatives under his brutal
regime. Now at last they could find out what had happened to them,
and discuss their fates in public without fear of the consequences.

In his chapter in this volume, Roderic Lyne describes the emotion-
al reaction of audiences at Krutoi Marshrut, the dramatized version of
Evgenia Ginsburg’s memoir of the gulag, which premiered in March
1989. After one performance the young son of a Russian friend of ours
had nightmares in which he heard the women prisoners screaming as
they were beaten by the guards. Such memories do not go away: Kruzoi
Marshrut is still running in Moscow.

Some thought that the process of uncovering the past was going too
far: it was becoming impossible for people to take pride in their coun-
try’s history. Others thought it was not going far enough. In December
1988 I called on Yuri Afanasiev, the Rector of the State Historical Ar-
chives Institute, and an organizer of the massive street demonstrations
which followed. He was firm: the process was still entirely inadequate.
It would not be complete until Lenin and the Revolution as well as
Stalin had been demythologized. Afanasiev accepted that Gorbachev
could not simply set the myths aside: that would give his enemies a le-
ver against him. But any attempt to ban the public debate would now be
harder to impose. There would be resistance and probably bloodshed.

It seemed like Warsaw all over again, a place where one could live
and work and talk almost as if it were a normal country. It was a time
of exhilarating hope, but also of deep apprehension. Like Afanasiev,
most of our friends worried that Gorbachev’s experiment could end in
bloodshed and civil war: fears exacerbated by the massacre on Tianan-
men Square in Peking in June 1989, and the bloody end to the Com-
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munist regime in Romania the following December. It was hard for any
of us to keep a proper sense of detachment: Jill and I found ourselves
emotionally committed to Gorbachev, and I may have been less than
fair to his rival, Yeltsin, in consequence.

It had not been like that when we lived in Khrushchev’s Moscow in
the 1960s, still largely closed to us despite his attempts at reform. Then
too there was hope. Khrushchev understood that something needed
to be done about the obvious and growing weaknesses in the Soviet
system. He permitted a genuine though limited economic debate. But
his ill-considered remedies failed to deliver. In October 1964 he was
overthrown without warning by a combination of the barons in the
Party, the army, and the KGB. Pravda reported laconically that he had
asked to be relieved of his duties “in view of his advanced age and the
deterioration of his health.”

Under Khrushchev’s successor Brezhnev the Soviet Union enjoyed
nearly two decades of apparent domestic stability and international suc-
cess. But the weaknesses ran deep. Sakharov told Brezhnev in 1970 that
unless the “bureaucratic, ritualistic, dogmatic, openly hypocritical, and
mediocre style” that governed Soviet life were replaced by “democra-
tization, with its fullness of information and clash of ideas,” the Sovi-
et Union would become a second-rate provincial power. In 1974 the
Chairman of the State Planning Committee warned that the economy
was in serious trouble. A decade later the Soviet Union was in seven-
ty-seventh place in the world for per capita consumption.!

Such facts could not be ignored. In March 1985 the Politburo chose
Gorbachev—young, energetic, effective, and apparently orthodox—to
put things right.

But Gorbachev had more radical ideas, many rooted in the debate
which flourished briefly under Khrushchev. He believed that the econ-
omy was being strangled by bureaucratic central planning. Defense ex-
penditure was a crippling burden. It would have to be reduced. That
would only be possible if the Cold War, hideously dangerous in itself,
could be brought under control.

Gorbachev spoke with unprecedented frankness and at first people
flocked to hear him. But his initial policies were rooted in the Sovi-
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et past. The economy continued to decline. People increasingly com-
plained that he was doing nothing to halt it.

Then in 1988 he set out on what amounted to a revolution in Soviet
politics. Soviet elections had been mere rituals: electors voted in droves
for the only available candidate lest they be penalized at work. He now
persuaded the Party that new elections should be held at which vot-
ers could choose freely between at least two candidates for each post.
There would be restrictions: for example, seats would be reserved for
the Central Committee, academicians, and others. (This is, of course, a
gross simplification of Gorbachev’s complicated proposals).

The intense campaigning which followed involved lively public
meetings, noisy TV debates, dirty tricks, and other trappings of gen-
uine democracy. We attended a rally in support of Gorbachev’s critic
Yeltsin, who was standing for a large Moscow constituency. It mustered
perhaps forty thousand people carrying nationalist flags and banners
attacking the Party. One slogan was “Bread and Freedom,” the tradi-
tional cry of Russians on the verge of rebellion.

The vote took place peacefully on March 26, 1988. The results were
spectacular. One in four of the powerful Obkom (Regional) Party Sec-
retaries were defeated. The local leaderships in Moscow, Leningrad
and Kiev were massacred. Senior military commanders lost the seats
they had always held by right. Yeltsin was elected by four fifths of the
voters in his seven million strong constituency. By contrast Gorbachev
was only elected by the six hundred-odd members of the Central Com-
mittee. His political legitimacy began to crumble.

“It was not,” I told London, “a genuine democratic election as we
understand it. The overwhelming majority of the candidates came from
one party, the Communist Party. In one constituency in four there was
only one candidate...Yet the election has aroused genuine public inter-
est and participation in the political process unprecedented since the
1920s.”2

The Congress of People’s Deputies opened on May 25, 1988. The
deputies relentlessly lambasted the leadership, including Gorbachev
himself. They accused the Party of corruption, the government of gross
mismanagement. They called the invasion of Afghanistan a shameful
crime and assailed the KGB for murder and torture. The proceedings
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were broadcast live. For two weeks people were glued to their TV sets
and transistors. The national economy suffered accordingly.

The euphoria soon dissipated as the economy continued to spiral
downwards and strikes spread across the country. But people were still
determined to make their voices heard. Tens of thousands demonstrat-
ed against the Party’s political monopoly: Konstantin and Jill marched
with them. The communists yielded. In March 1991 the constitution
was changed. Political pluralism was no longer illegal.

A kind of fragile democracy had arrived, thanks not least to the sus-
tained pressure of ordinary people. But the gloom and apprehension
continued: one Russian friend told us after the annual Victory Parade
in May 1991 that the anniversary of the victory over Nazi Germany was
the only occasion on which the Soviet people could still feel happy and
proud of their history.

The Failing Economy

Gorbachev never got a grip on the economy. He took advice from
good economists, but may not have fully understood it, and took no
decisive action because he feared that a botched reform would simply
lead to widespread hardship. The unreformed Soviet economy began
to enter free fall. Even basic commodities failed to reach the shops. By
the autumn of 1990 there was a real surge of sympathy among ordinary
people in the West for their counterparts in the Soviet Union—though
most Russians still do not believe that. Dutch TV organized a charity
telethon to produce food. Private citizens in Britain collected a million
books for Soviet libraries. Western governments organized technical
aid programs and arranged to supply food directly to Soviet consum-
ers. Bypassing the central Soviet government, which they regarded as
incompetent and corrupt, they sent teams of monitors to check that the
aid was reaching its destination. Some of the monitors were former or
current soldiers: inevitably the Russians suspected they were spies. So-
viet ministers forced themselves through gritted teeth to accept these
conditions with gratitude. But by 1992 the Commander of the North-
ern Fleet, Admiral Gromov, was asking the Norwegians to supply his
sailors with humanitarian aid.> Humiliation could go little further.
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Even under these conditions, Western aid was not always efficiently
distributed or gratefully received. We spent a night in May 1992 as
guests of Father Oleg, an ill-disciplined priest who had been exiled by
his bishop to a muddy parish north of Moscow. Oleg told us that there
had been a great local scandal over aid brought in by the Germans,
who had thrown sweets to the local children and then filmed them
scrabbling over the handfuls. Aid from Exeter in Britain turned out to
consist of flea-ridden old clothes. The only successful operation was
when a French group sent the aid to Oleg directly, and he was able to
distribute it through the parish. Such stories multiplied in the Russian
press, and were naturally resented.

As Soviet finances spiraled out of control in 1991, Gorbachev pressed
the Americans and the rest of the Group of Seven (G-7) for money to
plug the gap. The G-7 consists of the major capitalist countries, Cana-
da, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Britain and the United States, whose
leaders meet annually to discuss political and economic questions. Al-
though the Japanese and to some extent the Americans were initially
opposed, the British, who held the chair, successtully pushed for Gor-
bachev to be invited to the G-7 meeting in London in July 1991. Prime
Minister John Major sent a senior British Treasury official beforehand
to explain to Gorbachev that the G-7 could not help him effectively un-
til his government adopted a plausible plan of economic reform. There
would be no money on the table in London. If he asked for it, he would
be rebuffed: a political humiliation. He ignored the advice and sent
his own senior official to London to promote his case on the British
media. The G-7 leaders turned him down just the same. They sugared
the pill with a vague promise to facilitate Russian access to advice from
the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund: bricks without
straw which all concerned had to present as a success.

The coup took place within weeks of Gorbachev’s return from
London. A few days after it failed, he called me into the Kremlin late
at night. Still clearly in a state of shock from his experiences in the
Crimea, he told me that the country was on the brink of financial col-
lapse. It needed $2 billion new credits in the next two-three weeks, the
rescheduling of its debt, and urgent help with food and pharmaceutical
supplies. The West had spent $100 billion on the Gulf War that spring:
now he was asking it to make a small insurance payment against the
failure of his reforms and a return to the aggressive Soviet Union of
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the past. I could only tell him what he had already heard in London: no
money without a viable plan. It was a harsh line but, I still think, inevi-
table. John Major repeated it a few days later, when he became the first
Western politician to visit Moscow after the coup.

By January 1992, however, Yeltsin was in charge of Russia, and his
Deputy Prime Minister Gaidar was trying to implement a courageous
reform program. He too asked for financial support: $13 billion. My
American colleague Bob Strauss and I sent eloquent telegrams to our
governments, pointing out that the G-7 condition had now been met,
and that we should come up with the money. Our advice was ignored:
the Americans argued that they were having their own economic prob-
lems and that Congress would inevitably oppose the request.

Encouraged by Britain’s apparently greater sympathy for Russia’s
plight, Gaidar then asked the British to sponsor its application for mem-
bership of the IMF and the World Bank. I and my Treasury colleagues
from London found ourselves in the bizarre situation of sitting with
Gaidar in the former offices of the Central Committee of the Com-
munist Party of the Soviet Union, coordinating tactics to get around
continued opposition from the Americans and others. We succeeded.
On April 2 the Moscow press announced the “Sensational success of
the Russian Government: Russia will ... be accepted into the IME”*

The previous day President Bush had finally announced a $24 bil-
lion aid package, backed by other G-7 countries. It was less generous
that it looked, because much of it consisted of repayable loans already
promised.

It didn’t work. By the end of 1992, as he had predicted, Gaidar had
lost his job and inflation was approaching 3000%. Army officers, doc-
tors, teachers and pensioners went unpaid for months at a time. Factory
workers were paid, if at all, in kind not cash: we saw women workers
lined up along one of the main roads out of Moscow trying to sell car-
pets produced by their factory, some carrying pornographic designs.
Old ladies sold their family possessions on the sidewalks in the capital.
Russian newspapers reported that conscripts in the navy had died of
malnutrition.’
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The Lurch to the Right

It was always obvious, not least to Gorbachev himself, that unless he
was cautious and lucky he might easily go the way of Khrushchev.

In January 1989 Sakharov told the German press that Gorbachev
was about to be overthrown. I wrote to London that Gorbachev’s po-
litical and economic difficulties were piling up. He might have to trim
his policies. We might have no advance warning of his fall. Russian
nationalists, backed perhaps by the military, might attempt to reassert
national discipline, and imperial power. A return to repression or even
bloodshed was not impossible. The ascendency of these people would
nevertheless be nasty and brutish, but short. The underlying reasons
for change would not go away. Eventually reform would have to be
resumed. The Foreign Office thought I was too complacent.

Rumors of coups continued to succeed one another, stoked by sen-
sational reporting in the West. In autumn 1990 troops maneuvered
around the capital, for reasons never satisfactorily explained. Two dis-
affected army officers publicly called Gorbachev a traitor. Fifty-three
senior deputies to the Congress called for Presidential rule to hold the
Union together. The head of the KGB warned that the CIA was trying
to disrupt the economy. The forces of law and order, he said with men-
ace, would prevent chaos and anarchy.

Russia’s liberals increasingly switched their support to Yeltsin. Gor-
bachev began to lose his closest allies. He sacked his liberal interior
minister. His foreign minister Shevardnadze resigned, and warned
of impending dictatorship. Gorbachev recruited replacements from
among the reactionary barons of the KGB, the army, and the Party.

Under their influence, he put increasing pressure on the obstrep-
erous Balts, who had been massively demonstrating for independence
since 1988 at least.® In January 1991, Soviet special forces killed thir-
teen people in Vilnius. The liberal press in Moscow bitterly blamed
Gorbachev. He must have known, I told London. Either he had backed
the attack, or he had acquiesced in an initiative of the reactionaries, or
he had lost control. But he could not escape the responsibility.

Twwo months later Yeltsin called a massive demonstration to demand
that Gorbachev step down. Gorbachev banned it. Troops massed on
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the Moscow streets. Bloodshed seemed imminent. Gorbachev blinked
and withdrew the soldiers. He then tried to regain the political center.
But his authority declined still further.

Gorbachev’s priority was now to get the Union republics to agree
to a treaty to preserve the Union. But the Ukrainians, the Balts, and
the Caucasians were adamantly opposed to any hint of federalism. The
hard men were opposed to any weakening of centralized rule. Gor-
bachev maneuvered desperately between them to find a text that would
gain general support.

His time had run out. On August 18 conspirators from the Party, the
army, and the KGB—the combination that had overthrown Khrush-
chev—put him under arrest in his Crimean holiday home, moved tanks
into Moscow, and formed an emergency administration.

Their coup turned into a fiasco. They failed to arrest Yeltsin, who
defied them from the Russian government building, the White House.
His supporters flocked in their thousands to defend him: they included
my two official drivers and my wife. Perhaps because Gorbachev had
allowed them to think independently, the soldiers and secret policemen
were divided among themselves. Unwilling to shed blood, they lost
their nerve and withdrew the tanks.

Gorbachev returned to Moscow. But it was Yeltsin who won the
game. Throughout the autumn he ruthlessly whittled away at Gor-
bachev’s authority. He claimed until the last, perhaps genuinely, that he
wanted some kind of Union to survive. But he had long been explor-
ing—perhaps as a lever against Gorbachev—a draft treaty between the
Slav republics, Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus. On December 8, 1991,
without warning, he, the Ukrainian leader Kravchuk, and their Belar-
us colleague Shushkevich met to declare that the Soviet Union had
ceased to exist. On Christmas Day 1991 Gorbachev resigned and we
watched from the embassy window as the Soviet flag was replaced over
the Kremlin by the flag of Russia.

Ironically, in attempting to preserve the Union the conspirators
had accelerated its final collapse.
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The End of Empire

Once the idea of national independence takes hold it is almost im-
possible to eliminate, as the British discovered in the last decades of
their empire. Gorbachev’s loosening of political constraints enabled the
republics to express their discontent with Russian rule.

These trends were visible to domestic and foreign observers alike.
Soon after my arrival I wrote myself a note: “We are witnessing the
breakup of the last great European empire...The key could be the
Ukraine. It has remained comparatively—and ominously—quiet so far.
If it is now on the move, the consequences could be grim indeed.”

Ukraine was slower off the mark than the Balts. But its eventual de-
fection sealed the fate of the Soviet experiment. In autumn 1988 it was
still run by Volodymyr Shcherbytsky, a hardline disciplinarian. Soon
Gorbachev ejected him for someone more flexible. Before our eyes
hitherto orthodox Ukrainian Communists began to shift their views.
The foreign minister and the ideology secretary told a visiting Brit-
ish minister in January 1989 that Ukrainians wanted autonomy, but no
more. But the nationalists with whom we dined that evening talked of
outright independence.

That summer thousands of demonstrators carrying the Ukrainian
national flag picketed the Supreme Soviet in Kiev and denounced the
Party leadership. I asked Konstantin if it was a revolution or only a
rebellion. The people are just getting into practice, he replied. In July
1989 the Supreme Soviet passed a Declaration on Ukrainian Sover-
eignty, for the time only symbolic.

In September 1990 we visited Lvov, in fiercely nationalist Western
Ukraine. The nationalists had taken control. One of them asserted that
an independent Ukraine would reject the unpleasant Ukrainian tradi-
tion of anti-Semitism. I was skeptical, but he was right. Ukraine now
has a Jewish President and a Jewish Prime Minister.” The local commu-
nists, by contrast, were thoroughly demoralized, huddling in a couple
of rooms that they had been allowed to keep in the palatial former Par-
ty Headquarters. At the end of October student demonstrators forced
the resignation of the Ukrainian prime minister.
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By March 1991 Kravchuk, the self-confident new Chairman of the
Supreme Soviet, still claimed to favor the Union. But he and his col-
leagues were already determined that it should be their kind of Union,
where the Republics controlled their own resources, and delegated
only the most limited powers to the center.

After the failure of the coup against Gorbacheyv, the Ukrainians an-
nounced that their country would become independent in December
1991. Throughout that autumn they refused to cooperate in talks with
Russia on long-term political and economic links. The Union was
doomed.

Yeltsin had publicly supported the Balts during their struggles against
Moscow, and he quickly recognized their sovereignty. Immediately af-
ter the coup he called in the European ambassadors to meet Lennart
Meri, Estonia’s new foreign minister and later its president. Meri and
his family had been deported to Siberia in 1940, but survived. He told
us with much emotion that he had always opposed the Soviet regime,
but had never abandoned his admiration for the Russian people, whose
sufferings he had shared and whose culture was an integral part of his
life. It was a moving occasion and seemed like a good omen.

But Yeltsin’s handling of Ukraine was more scratchy. The coup was
barely over before the Russians started quarrelling with the Ukraini-
ans—over Crimea, the disposal of the Black Sea fleet, the division of
responsibility for Soviet debt. They threatened to raise frontier issues.
The Ukrainians accused them of old-fashioned imperialism. Yeltsin
sent his people to Kiev to soothe things down: but he himself was mak-
ing similar remarks in private.

Our Russian friends were increasingly distressed. Gorbachev’s diplo-
matic adviser Anatoly Chernyaev, wise and liberal, told me that though
Russia might be going through a bad time, the reality was thatin a de-
cade or so, Russia would reassert itself as the dominant force in its own
huge geopolitical area. If the Ukrainians were too provocative—over
Crimea for example—Yeltsin (whom Chernyaev did not admire) would
have to assert Russia’s position, perhaps even with force. As a Russian,
Chernyaev could not imagine a future in which Ukraine and Russia
were separated.
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Chernyaev’s feelings were widely shared. Gorbachev, Yeltsin and the
Kazakh leader Nazarbaev all said in private that they believed something
like the Union would eventually be reconstituted. One acquaintance
said that the breakup of the Union profaned a thousand years of Rus-
sian history: no Russian could accept it. Others repeated an entrenched
Russian view that the Ukrainians and their language were merely a
peasant version of Russian. The Russian parliament condemned the
cession of the Crimea by Khrushchev to Ukraine in 1954 as uncon-
stitutional. A young couple told us they strongly agreed: Crimea had
always belonged to the Russians, or perhaps to the Tatars, but never to
the Ukrainians. In early January I warned the Prime Minister’s office
in London—with deliberate exaggeration, to make a point—that war
between Russia and Ukraine was not impossible.

The conflict between Russia and Ukraine that blew up two decades
later had very deep roots.

II. The Charm of Hindsight

Despite the passage of time and the accumulation of new documen-
tary material, there is still no consensus on the reasons for the Soviet
collapse. Was the collapse inevitable? Could it have been averted by
a more competent or ruthless Soviet government? How far was it the
result of intense political and economic pressure from the Americans?
Could better Western policy have eased Russia’s path into the “West-
ern” community, or were the later antagonisms between Russia and the
West unavoidable?

Some argue that the Soviet Union could have staggered on, per-
haps for decades. Others argue that the collapse was foreseeable and
foreseen. Despite her reputation as an Iron Lady, Margaret Thatcher
was one of those who believed that the Soviet Union’s days were num-
bered.® One reason for Western failure to foresee the collapse was the
systematic tendency of Western intelligence estimates to exaggerate
the military and economic prowess of the Soviet Union, its stability,
and the aggressive intentions of its leaders. Few, including myself, fore-
saw the timing of the collapse when it finally came.’

Such questions will never be finally resolved. We are, after all, still
arguing about the reasons for the decline and fall of the Roman Empire.
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Western Policy

The negotiations between the West and the Soviet Union in its last
five years were not exchanges between equals. By the early 1980s the
Soviet Union was suffering from imperial overstretch, domestic de-
cay, and technical backwardness even in the military sphere, while its
arch-rival, the United States, was richer and politically more resilient,
had more powerful and widely-flung military forces, and an array of
cooperative allies. Marshall Ogarkov, the Soviet Chief of Staff, lament-
ed, “We cannot equal the quality of US arms for a generation or two.
Modern military power is based on technology ... we will never be able
to catch up ... until we have an economic revolution. And the question
is whether we have an economic revolution without a political revolu-
tion.”!?

On the Western side the negotiations were driven by the Americans
and the Germans, whose interests were directly involved. The British
and the French played a lesser part, though they influenced the discus-
sions within the Western alliance. Margaret Thatcher’s role has been
somewhat exaggerated in British myth. But she took a well-informed
interest in Soviet affairs even before she became Prime Minister, she was
very active in supporting dissidents in Eastern Europe and the Soviet
Union throughout the 1980s, she was one of the first to recognize that
Gorbachev was an unprecedented factor in Soviet politics, and she was
important as a link between Moscow and Washington at times when
they were failing to communicate. Indeed, she developed something of
an attachment to Gorbachev the man. In autumn 1988 George Bush
Senior and Michael Dukakis were contending for the presidency of the
United States. When I called on Margaret Thatcher that September
before leaving for Moscow as ambassador, she remarked, “If Dukakis
wins the election, Gorbachev will be my only friend left.” Her inter-
national influence declined after 1989, partly because of her politically
illiterate opposition to German reunification. But she remained an ac-
tive supporter of Gorbachev and his project even after she left office.!!

President Reagan, too, recognized Gorbachev’s quality early on. Af-
ter being a vocal and effective opponent of Soviet policy, he underwent
an epiphany in the winter of 1983-84. He realized that the Russians
really were afraid of American aggression and that the nuclear con-
frontation was intolerably dangerous. Helped by Margaret Thatcher’s
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perceptions, and perhaps by the first-hand insights of Oleg Gordievsky,
a Soviet double agent who had been working for the British, he con-
cluded that something needed to be done, and that Gorbachev was the
man with whom he could do it.!?

But others in Washington and London saw Gorbachev as merely a
more cunning version of his predecessors, not to be trusted. In Decem-
ber 1988 Gorbachev announced to the United Nations that the Soviet
Union would withdraw a significant number of its troops from Eastern
Europe, including six tank divisions and assault bridging units which
had particularly worried the Western military. It was stunning evidence
of his willingness to move. But it was initially dismissed as just another
communist trick by senior security advisers to the incoming President,
George H. W. Bush, such as Brent Scowcroft and Robert Gates.* As
late as April 1989 the CIA judged that the Soviet Union would be the
main threat to American security for the next two decades.!*

Such attitudes led to a temporary but damaging hiccup in the rela-
tionship between Russia and America. The new President suspected
Reagan might have gone too far in his relationship with Gorbachev.!?
On taking office in January 1989 he imposed a pause to allow for a
thorough policy review. By April, Gorbachev’s diplomatic adviser Ana-
toly Chernyaev told me that his boss was deeply worried about the
prolonged silence from Washington. He was comforted by the knowl-
edge that Margaret Thatcher, at least, genuinely wanted Gorbachev to
succeed and was prepared to say so in pubic.

The relationship between Bush and Gorbachev recovered. At their
summit meeting in Malta in December 1989 they developed a spirit of
cooperation which enabled them to negotiate effectively on the central
issues of arms control and German reunification.

Reagan and his successors naturally pursued America’s interests re-
lentlessly. They also genuinely tried to spare Russian susceptibilities
and help Russia become a cooperative member of the world communi-

ty, peaceful and prosperous.

But after the Soviet Union had collapsed Bush sounded a damaging
note of triumphalism in his State of the Nation speech January 1992:
“By the grace of God, America won the cold war.... A world once di-
vided into two armed camps now recognizes one sole and preeminent
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power, the United States of America. Bill Clinton, who later developed
a close relationship with Boris Yeltsin, also misspoke himself from time
to time. At a meeting in the Hague in 2014, Obama slightingly called
Russia a mere regional power.!® Such incidents may seem comparative-
ly trivial to outsiders. But they helped to feed a settled belief among
many Russians that, whatever they claimed to the contrary, the Amer-
icans aimed to diminish or even destroy their country. Whether the
feelings were justified or not is barely relevant: as always, they fed the
politics.

German Reunification and NATO Enlargement

The Americans and the Germans led the negotiations over German
reunification with tact, though the Germans occasionally irritated their
allies by dealing directly with the Soviet Union: naturally enough, since
their interest was by far the greatest. The Americans were determined
that a reunited Germany should become a full member of NATO, an
ambitious goal. Soviet officials warned us that ordinary Russians re-
membered the German invasion and would turn against Gorbachev
and his reforms. But ordinary Russians to whom we talked, such as my
driver Sasha, saw nothing odd about Germans coming together half a
century after the end of the war. In August 1990 two cheerful Russian
lorry drivers in Weimar—still part of East Germany—told us that they
had been living there for four years. Life in East Germany had been
pleasant enough: but it would get a lot better now that the locals would
have a chance to get themselves organized.

Agreement was reached in September 1990, after a last-minute row
over wording about the deployment of Allied forces into former East
Germany. Some German ofhicials concluded that Margaret Thatcher,
unhappy at the prospect of German reunification, had given their Brit-
ish colleague private instructions to disrupt the treaty. The evidence is
slight.'?

This was the beginning of the subsequent bitterness over NATO
enlargement. During the negotiations for reunification and later the
Russians were given vague oral assurances by senior Western leaders
that NAT'O would not enlarge. Gorbachev’s Russian critics accuse him
of feebly failing to get a written commitment.
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The record of who said what to whom is well documented.!® The
Russians got no commitment in writing, and have never claimed other-
wise. Although Gorbachev’s critics say it was weak of him not to insist,
the Western allies would never have agreed to bind their hands formal-
ly for the future.

But ambiguous things were said by Western politicians, both in pri-
vate and in public. During the negotiation of the agreement on Ger-
man reunification some constructive ambiguity was perhaps inevitable.
Afterwards the need to jolly the Russians along was less pressing. By
the end of 1990 the President of newly independent Czechoslovakia
was already arguing strongly for enlargement. I was present when, in
response to a question, the British Prime Minister reassured his Soviet
interlocutors in the spring of 1991 that there was no intention of en-
larging NATO. That statement was true at the time it was made.

Still, it is not surprising that the Russians were upset when West-
ern intentions changed in the mid-1990s and the enlargement process
began. Their decades-old ambition to create a pan-European security
system in which they would be equal members was rebuffed. Attempts
to mollify them by offering forms of association with NATO that fell

short of full membership were unsuccessful.

They were equally disconcerted by NATO’s bombing of Serbia in
1999, which they saw as an illegal attack on a small sovereign Euro-
pean country, not sanctioned by the United Nations nor justified by
Serbian ethnic cleansing of Kosovo (Legal advisers in major European
foreign ministries were also uneasy about the legal justification for the
bombing).!” They worried that their own country might be next. They
were not soothed by the subsequent Western air campaigns in Iraq and

Afghanistan.

Some in the West believe that no assurances were given, and that
Yeltsin at least acquiesced in the enlargement. They argue that the
Russian reaction has been artificially stoked up by Russia’s leaders for
their own purposes. Here too the record is clear enough. Yeltsin was
erratic and inconsistent. On a visit to Poland in 1993 he did indeed say
that he understood Poland’s desire to join NATO.?° But he drew back.
He warned Clinton that Russia would be humiliated by the expansion
of NATO, and asked him to hold back from bombing Serbia, com-
menting prophetically that “our people certainly from now have a bad
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attitude with regard to America and with NAT'O.” That is indeed what
happened in the event.

NATO enlargement and the events surrounding it inevitably colored
subsequent Russian policy making. Enlargement was, however, all but
inevitable. The veteran American diplomat George Kennan and others
predicted serious damage to Russia’s reform effort and to its relations
with the West. But NAT'O countries, for reasons of domestic politics as
well as international policy, could hardly refuse membership to newly
independent Eastern European countries who still feared Russian ag-
gression, fears that were reinforced by subsequent Russian bullying of
the Baltic states and attacks on Georgia and Ukraine.

Aftermath

The dramatic events in Moscow and elsewhere in 1988-91 showed
that Russians were well able to take to the streets in pursuit of political
objectives. They did not need the later “color revolutions” in Tbilisi
and Kiev to show them the way. But like previous Russian leaders, Pu-
tin feared what Pushkin had called the mindless and pitiless Russian
mob?! He remembered the lesson and mixed carrots and sticks to en-
sure that no color revolution took place in Moscow.

The Soviet collapse was followed by a decade of economic misery
and political dysfunction. Western experts with ill-adapted theories
and little practical experience showered the Russians with inadequate
advice about how to dismantle a Communist economy of continental
scale. People later wondered why Poland was able to manage economic
change fairly smoothly, while Russia was not. The answer lies partly in
Russia’s vastly greater size, its lack of any recent free market experience,
and the fact that the communist system in Russia was imposed by the
Russians on themselves, whereas in Poland it was a comparatively re-
cent alien import, more easily disentangled and jettisoned.

The net result was that many Russians became deeply suspicious of
Western democratic and economic ideas, convinced that their country
had been brought low not by its own weaknesses, but by the intrigues
of domestic traitors and foreign spies.
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The sense of humiliation over NATO enlargement and resentment
over Ukrainian independence were reignited when NATO suggested
that Ukraine should join NATO. Among the motives which led Putin
to annex Crimea and destabilize eastern Ukraine was the prospect that
Sevastopol, a major Russian naval base with a glorious place in Russian
history and sentiment, might find itself on NATO territory.

Putin’s action was condemned in the West as illegal and it cast an
inevitable chill. Russia’s vulnerable neighbors concluded that its in-
tentions were as malign as ever. NATO deployed troops to support
its eastern members. Europe and America imposed sanctions. Russia
and its friends accused the West of double standards and provocative
overreaction. But if Putin’s advisers had not warned him of the likely
Western response, they were not doing their job.

Russia today is attempting with some success to reassert its place in a
world increasingly dominated by more powerful competitors. Russia’s
geographical size and position, the determined ingenuity and resilience
of its people, and the growing sophistication of its armed forces are
obvious and continuing assets. Its comparatively small population and
economy are not.

Gorbachev: An Assessment

Gorbachev has been criticized for excessive caution, for lacking a
strategy, and for letting himself be out-negotiated by the West. But he
faced an unprecedented task: to reform a complex and authoritarian
politico-economic structure in the grip of a deep crisis, while negotiat-
ing an equitable deal with a superpower rival which held many of the
cards. He himself argued that there could be no simple blueprint for
rejuvenating the Soviet system. Instead he claimed to set out broader
strategic lines which pointed in the right direction.

No one has come up with convincing alternatives. Doing nothing
was no answer. Disarray within the system had probably already gone
too far to permit a disciplined “Chinese” alternative—tight one-par-
ty control over a new kind of state-dominated capitalism. An attempt
to preserve the Warsaw Pact and hold the Union together by force
was probably well beyond the Soviet government’s strength, and would
have risked civil war and an international conflagration.
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Gorbachev made many mistakes. But his record is defensible. Future
generations may judge him more kindly.

The Geopolitical Catastrophe

As the Soviet Union collapsed, we in the Moscow embassy won-
dered if feelings of humiliation among the Russians could lead to the
rise of a revanchist right-wing regime, as it had in Germany after Ver-
sailles. Would such a regime exploit the Russian minorities who now
found themselves living abroad, as Hitler had exploited the Sudeten
Germans? It did not seem impossible, though we hoped otherwise.

In subsequent years a controversy has arisen in the West: did the
Russians have legitimate grounds for their sense of humiliation, or
were they being manipulated by the government for its own domestic
and international political purposes? Commentators especially picked
up on Putin’s remark in 2005 to parliament that “[T]he collapse of the
Soviet Union was a [or the] major geopolitical disaster of the centu-
ry.”?? Despite his failure to mention other even greater geopolitical
catastrophes, such as Hitler’s aggression and the Holocaust, Putin was
not calling for a return to Stalinism. Indeed, he subsequently remarked
to German television: “People in Russia say that those who do not re-
gret the collapse of the Soviet Union have no heart, and those that do
regret it have no brain.?’

But the events Putin went on to list—the loss almost overnight of
the Soviet Union’s international position, the collapse of the country’s
institutions and its military, economic and social welfare systems, the
impoverishment, the unemployment, and in some cases the near fam-
ine—were real enough. However the Russian government may subse-
quently have exploited them, the events surrounding the end of the So-
viet Union were indeed perceived as a humiliation even by our Russian
friends who had always been opposed to Communism.

Many Russians have retreated into a defiant nationalism. They exalt
Stalin and strong leadership, though few would like to see the reconsti-
tution of the Gulag. But there is no reason to think that their current
political system, however much one may dislike it, will lurch towards
the excesses of full-blown Nazism or Stalinism.
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The Matter of Democracy: A Misplaced Optimism?

On leaving Moscow in May 1992, I wrote: “I do not think it is an act
of mindless optimism to look forward to a future in which Russia has
developed its own form of democracy, no doubt imperfect unlike those
which have sprung up elsewhere, but still a vast improvement on what
has gone before.?*

"Today that may look incautious. Some—Russians as well as foreign-
ers—argue that democracy is not the Russian way, that reform in Russia
has always failed, that Russia has authoritarianism and empire “in its
genes.” That is pseudo-science. Countries are indeed conditioned by
their geography and history. But they also respond to circumstance.
Genes have nothing to do with it.

When the Soviet Union collapsed, Russians hoped that they could
now live in what they called a “normal” country, a hope many of us
shared. Russia has indeed become open and prosperous as never be-
fore. But it has returned to a form of authoritarianism, and is again at
odds with the West, with opportunities missed on both sides. It seems
unlikely that Russians will soon look to the West for a model. The pos-
sibility of “normality”—to be defined by the Russians themselves, not
by foreigners—nevertheless remains. Other countries have successful-
ly tackled an unpromising legacy. There is no compelling reason why
Russia should not do so t00.”
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Chapter 5

The End of the Cold War:
A View From the Trenches

Roderic Lyne

I was an intermittent foot-soldier in the vast army of Western offi-
cials dealing with the Cold War and its aftermath. Many fine treatises
have been written about the strategic dimensions and leading actors of
the Cold War. This is not such a treatise. It is simply the personal view
of an eyewitness who served for about twenty years in the trenches
between 1971 and 2004.

1989 and the Momentum of Change in Four Dimensions:
Perestroika, Politics, Nationalities, Eastern Europe

1989, Gorbachev’s fifth year as leader, was when perestroika came to
a head. It was also the year when the forces of change which he had
unleashed, inside the USSR and the Warsaw Pact, ran away from him
and developed unstoppable momentum.

To a foreign diplomat or journalist, what was happening in Russia
was extraordinary and exciting. To Russians, it was extraordinary—and
to most rather frightening. Old certainties were disappearing. They
didn’t know where their country was heading. Almost every day events
were occurring which they, and we, had not expected to see in our life-
times. Let me start with a small example.

In March of 1989, my wife and I were in a Moscow theatre to see
a dramatized version of Yevgenia Ginzburg’s account of her time in
the gulag, Krutoi Marshrut. Ginzburg’s book had been published in the
West in 1967,! part of the samizdat literature seeping out of the Sovi-
et Union. It had made a deep impression on me as an undergraduate
student.

A year earlier, Vladlen Dozortsev,? the editor of a small-circulation
monthly literary journal in Latvia called Daugava, had told me that he
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was beginning to publish Krutoi Marshrut chapter by chapter to test
how far he could get before the Soviet authorities stopped him. He
wasn’t stopped, and within a year the ice had melted to the point where
this subversive work could be placed on public view in Moscow.

On the streets outside the theatre, the election campaign for the
Congress of People’s Deputies was in full swing: over four thousand
candidates competing in 1500 constituencies in the first partially-free
general election held in the Soviet Union (partially free, because a fur-
ther 750 seats had been reserved for the Communist Party and affiliat-
ed organizations).

When the curtain fell at the interval, no one in the packed audience
moved for some minutes. There was no applause. As we looked around,
many of the audience were in tears, reliving the past experiences of
their own families. The same happened at the end of the play. Because
to admit that one’s family had included an “enemy of the people” was
taboo, few of those weeping had appreciated the extent to which others
had shared their suffering, even years after Khrushchev’s de-Staliniza-
tion.

The Soviet Union was to last for another 21 months, and few in that
audience would have predicted its dissolution; but, if Krutoi Marshrut
could be put on stage, and individuals could compete freely for election
on differing platforms, there was no doubting the profundity of the
change under way to the communist system.

* * *

The Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact were held together by force.
Gorbachev removed the force. He never intended to dismantle the
USSR and the Warsaw ‘Treaty organization, but he aspired to change
them into voluntary organizations which would work more effectively
by consensus and the rule of law than through coercion.

1989 was both the peak of Gorbachev’s achievements as a reformer
and also the point where he became mired in his own contradictions.

Within the Soviet Union, overlapping battles were being fought
over the economy, democratization, and the relationships between the
constituent parts of the Union. On the USSR’s periphery, communist
rule and Soviet hegemony were coming into question. Merely to keep
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abreast of these four dimensions as an observer was demanding; to lead
and control them, as Gorbachev was trying to do with a relatively small
team, turned out to be almost impossible.?

It was the failure of the Soviet economy which had induced the Polit-
buro to elect Gorbachev, desperately hoping that a young and dynamic
leader could turn it around. A neon slogan on a power station by the
Moscow River used to proclaim, quoting Lenin,* that “Communism is
Soviet power plus the electrification of the whole country.” The elec-
trification of this vast territory had indeed been a huge achievement.
But the most significant achievement of communism was to bankrupt
a country with by far the world’s largest stock of natural resources and,
most importantly, a country with exceptional human resources and tal-
ent—in all areas of science and technology, in culture and the arts.

On my first visit to the Soviet Union in 1961, I stood on Gorky Street
to watch the triumphal return of the second cosmonaut, German Titov.
I admired Moscow’s historic and grandiose architecture and exploited
its fine public transport system. I also queued for the most basic food-
stuffs; observed people who almost universally were poorly clothed and
badly fed; and peered into communal housing and ramshackle hovels
where families lived, often three generations to a room. In the villages
outside, living standards were even lower. It did not take an economist
to see that the command economy wasn’t working. When I returned in
the 1970s and 1980s, there were marginal improvements, particularly
in housing, but Russia’s living standards had fallen even further behind
the developed world. The USSR’ civilian needs were being sacrificed
to the gargantuan demands of its military machine.

Gorbachev was the only Soviet leader to tell his people the truth
about the economy: their socialist state was not catching up with the
West. As more Western images seeped into the country, the message
was reinforced in unexpected ways. A live TV debate screened with
a British independent channel featured advertisements for succulent
meat and gravy marketed as dog food; a Soviet film intended to high-
light Western decadence showed a Russian girl, lured into prostitution
in Sweden, driving in a smart car to a supermarket laden with goods
unseen in her own country. These small insights had a riveting effect.

Gorbachev’s initial approach was to try to modernize and “accel-
erate” the command economy, rather than to attempt radical restruc-
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turing: “For some time we indeed hoped to overcome stagnation by
relying on such ‘advantages of Socialism’ as planned mobilisation of
reserve capacities, organisational work, and evoking conscientiousness
and a more active attitude from the workers.” He then tinkered at the
edges with small experiments in private enterprise, such as “coopera-
tive” restaurants. As a lifelong socialist, however, he could not bring
himself to make the big leap into private property and market econom-
ics advocated by his more liberal advisers. His critics complained that
he was trying to cross an abyss in small steps.

Democratization became the second dimension of Gorbachev’s
struggle. From the outset he had encouraged greater openness through
glasnost. The resistance that Gorbachev encountered to economic
reforms, however, convinced him of the need for more fundamental
changes to dismantle the top-down command system. He came to rec-
ognize that economic, political and constitutional reforms were insep-
arably linked.®

In the summer and autumn of 1988 Gorbachev fought his way
through the 19" CPSU Conference and past heavy opposition from
the Party’s old guard to secure agreement for a reconstructed Supreme
Soviet, to be chosen by an elected Congress of People’s Deputies.

In 1989 Gorbachev’s experiment with democracy was put into oper-
ation. Beginning with the selection of candidates for the Congress of
People’s Deputies in January, moving into elections in March and April,
and sessions of the Congress of People’s Deputies and the reformed
Supreme Soviet from May to December, the experiment ran through
the year and effectively beyond the President’s control, breaching (al-
though not yet breaking) the Communist Party’s monopoly of power.

As with his economic reforms, Gorbachev was not able to make the
final leap. He had alienated much of the Communist Party, from which
some of his key advisers were departing. He had allowed Boris Yeltsin
back into the political arena, making the running with non-communists
such as Andrei Sakharov (until his death in December 1989). But the
Party was still Gorbachev’s political base, and he dared not leave or de-
molish it: “I can’t let this lousy, rabid dog off the leash. If I do that, all
this huge structure will be turned against me.”’
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The third dimension of internal change was what used to be called
“the nationalities question.” The coexistence within one country of
over a hundred national and ethnic groups had theoretically been re-
solved with the establishment of the Soviet Union in 1922 as a purport-
edly federal state, enlarged in 1939 with the annexation of the three
Baltic states. Stalin had used extreme force to suppress dissenting na-
tional groups, including forced deportations. From the West, it was
hard to assess the extent of ethnic tensions within the USSR, not least
because 90% of Soviet territory was off limits to foreigners and vis-
its to the other 10% were tightly controlled by the organs of security.
We were aware of the deep longing of the Balts for the return of their
freedom, but the superficial appearance was that the other nationalities
incorporated for far longer in the Soviet and Russian empires had set-
tled for their lot and in some cases were benefiting from it. That said,
I recall a perceptive analysis written in the late 1970s by an expert in
the Foreign Office’s Research Department® which argued that the na-
tionalities question could boil over if the Stalinist lid was ever lifted off
the saucepan.

Starting in 1987, steam was escaping from the saucepan. Protests
grew in the Baltic states, Ukraine and Georgia, and conflict between
Armenians and Azeris erupted in Nagorno-Karabakh in February 1988.
By the end of 1988, Popular Front movements had been established in
each of the Baltic republics, and a campaign for independence was also
under way in Georgia. In April 1989 Soviet troops, acting in panic and
under local command, killed two dozen unarmed demonstrators in the
Georgian capital. Early that year, Rukh, which was to develop as an
independence movement, was founded in Ukraine.

Gorbachev was slow to appreciate the risk of nationalist unrest.
He sought to conciliate the nationalities, not coerce them. Anatoly
Chernyaev has recorded Gorbachev’s (remarkable) conclusions follow-
ing a Politburo discussion of the Baltic states in May 1989: “we have to
learn to communicate with them ... If we hold a referendum, not one
of the three republics, even Lithuania, will walk out. What we need to
do is bring Popular Front leaders into government, give them positions
in the administration ... in general we must keep thinking how to trans-
form our federation or else everything will really fall apart ... Use of
force is out of the question.”
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In September Gorbachev told Thatcher that a Plenum of the CPSU
had decided to “create mechanisms...to remove tensions from in-
ter-ethnic relations without interfering with the basic interests of in-
dividuals, nationalities, and society in the economic, cultural and other
spheres. Otherwise inter-ethnic tensions could bury perestroika.”'°

Once again, the processes he had facilitated ran beyond Gorbachev’s
ability to direct them. In regional elections in 1990, the CPSU lost
control of six Union Republics—the three Baltic republics, Armenia,
Georgia and Moldova. Lithuania and Estonia declared independence
in March and Latvia in May. All six republics boycotted the referendum
of March 1991 to approve Gorbachev’s new Union Treaty, designed to
consolidate the Soviet Union as a looser, voluntary federation. By Sep-
tember, after the failed coup in Moscow, the Baltic states had achieved
internationally recognized independence and membership in the UN;
and in December a referendum in Ukraine produced a majority for
independence in every region, including Crimea. The pot had boiled
over. Nationalist movements had buried not just perestroika, but the
Soviet Union.

The developments on the USSR’s periphery that we were observing
from Moscow from 1989 were a no less dramatic fourth dimension.

The year began—optimistically—with the end of the Soviet Union’s
ill-fated military involvement in Afghanistan (although President Na-
jibullah’s Soviet-backed regime hung on until April 1992, outliving the
USSR). General Gromov led the last troops out on February 15, 1989.
Gorbachev (as we have since learned) had resisted pressure to deploy
a fresh brigade in January, and then to mount air strikes in March, in
breach of the 1988 Geneva accords. Chernyaev records him as arguing

that “I won’t permit anyone to trample the promise we made in front
of the whole world.”!!

The invasion of Afghanistan had been recognized as a strategic er-
ror. The view from Moscow towards Central and Eastern Europe was
different. These were countries integrated militarily and economically
into the Soviet bloc. Soviet control was expensive to maintain, but seen
as vital to strategic defence. We had watched Soviet tanks crush Hun-

gary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968.
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Nonetheless, in his speech to the UN of December 1988, Gorbachev
announced that the USSR would withdraw six armored divisions from
the GDR, Czechoslovakia and Hungary by 1991. He stressed freedom
of choice and refraining from the use of force in international affairs.
Both his message and his rhetoric differed sharply from Soviet ortho-
doxy, and were rightly acclaimed.

Three months later Gorbachev set out the principles of relations
with socialist countries as “unconditional independence, full equality,
strict non-interference in internal affairs, and rectification of defor-
mities and mistakes linked with earlier periods in the history of so-
cialism.”!? For all his fine words, we assumed that, whatever licence
they were given in their internal affairs, the East Europeans would
have to remain within the constraints of the Warsaw Treaty; and that
the Soviet Union would retain its large military presence in the GDR
and a tight grip on that country. I do not think that any of us in the
Embassy would have conceived in December 1988 that within twelve
months the Soviet leadership would have allowed Communist regimes
to collapse throughout the Warsaw Pact area, the Berlin Wall to be
breached and the Iron Curtain to be eroded.

Gorbachev’s refusal to licence the use of force will stand eternally to
his credit. It allowed new post-Communist leaders such as Lech Walesa
in Poland and Viclav Havel in Czechoslovakia to assume power peace-
tully and democratically. A small vignette: in early 1990, Havel visited
Moscow as the new President of Czechoslovakia. The political coun-
sellor at the Czechoslovak Embassy came to me in a panic to ask if the
British could provide contact details for the reformers and ex-dissidents
whom Havel was asking to meet. He also sought a crash course on how
to report on the policies and internal affairs of the Soviet Union—pre-
viously off limits for Warsaw Pact diplomats.

The End of the Cold War—and of the Soviet Union

When Gorbachev came to power in 1985, there were few expecta-
tions in the West that he would make dramatic changes to the Soviet
system!? or the USSR’ foreign policy. Fears were expressed that, by
revitalizing the Soviet economy, he would make the Soviet Union a
stronger opponent.
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From 1987, this initial caution was progressively replaced in West-
ern Europe by a desire to work with Gorbachev, notably on the part of
Margaret Thatcher and Helmut Kohl. The caution was reciprocated
on the Soviet side. Politicians, officials and generals in both East and
West were putting out feelers, but struggled to move beyond deeply
ingrained suspicions and the fear of being tricked.!* Chernyaev records
that as late as Gorbachev’s meeting with Thatcher in April 1989 he was
striving to convince a skeptical Gorbachev that “Thatcher was genu-
inely well-meaning toward us” and helping perestroika, notwithstanding
years of hostility between the UK and the USSR.?

Ronald Reagan had followed a similar course, reviving détente and
arms control negotiations through five summit meetings with Gor-
bachev between 1985 and 1988; but the U.S./Soviet relationship went
cold when George H. W. Bush succeeded Reagan in January 1989.
Bush’s closest advisers had reverted to the idea that Gorbachev was
potentially more dangerous than his predecessors and persuaded the
President to hold off meeting Gorbachev while the U.S. administra-
tion reassessed its policy. Bush changed his view in mid-year and met
Gorbachev on a ship off Malta in December 1989, less than one month
after the fall of the Berlin Wall. Gorbachev told Bush that the USSR
was ready to cease considering the United States as an enemy; Bush
assured Gorbachev of his support for perestroika and readiness to give
concrete assistance.

This effectively brought Bush into line with the Western Europeans.
The West would support Gorbachev. So long as he could maintain his
position and hold off his hard-line opponents, the Cold War was over.
A great deal of work remained to be done to implement this funda-
mental realignment of relations and, especially, to resolve the status of
Germany and its relationship to NATO; but, by September 1990, the
Two Plus Four Treaty had been signed, leading to the reunification of
Germany on October 3, 1990. The six remaining Warsaw Pact states
declared the end of their alliance in February 1991, and it was formal-
ly dissolved on July 1. The final chapter saw the discrediting of the
Communist Party and the KGB in the failed coup of August 1991, the
supplanting of Gorbachev by Yeltsin from his power base as President
of the Russian Republic, and the dissolution of the Soviet Union in
December.
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My account has focused heavily on Gorbachev and events within
the Soviet Union because the ending of the Cold War was a by-prod-
uct rather than the central purpose of the upheaval in the USSR. The
Cold War ended because of the unravelling of a system, an ideology
and an empire. The West claimed “victory” (President George H. W.
Bush declared, “It’s a victory for the moral force of our values. Every
American can take pride in this victory”!6), but it was the peoples of
the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact countries who ended the Cold
War by overthrowing Communism. That the Cold War ended when
it did, and how it did, was due, not to Ronald Reagan, but to Mikhail
Gorbacheyv, and to the legacy of the failing system which he inherited
and tried to reform.

Gorbachev knew that the Soviet Union needed relief from the pres-
sure of the superpower competition with the United States. He knew
that it was becoming harder to sustain both the USSR’s dominance
of Eastern Europe, especially with Poland and the GDR becoming
deeply indebted to Western lenders, and the Soviet ability to project
power globally and subsidize allies such as Cuba. He therefore worked
to achieve a more harmonious relationship with the West and to re-
duce armament levels, but by reinvigorating the economy he aspired
to maintain the Soviet Union’s status as a Great Power with a socialist
model of development, protecting its zone of influence as the head of
an alliance of neighbors. Had he achieved his vision of a “Common
European Home,” I believe it would have been on a basis of peaceful
coexistence rather than full integration.

The Aftermath: Russia and the “West” Since 1991—
Is the Cold War Really Over?

There is a myth, assiduously propagated and widely believed in Rus-
sia, that the West plotted the breakup of the Soviet Union, and then set
out to humiliate, weaken and even dismember the Russian Federation
through the 1990s and beyond.

Vladimir Putin has given voice to this sense of victimhood on many
occasions, in progressively more direct terms, even to the extent of
comparing the West to Hitler. In 2004 he complained that “It is far
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from everyone in the world that wants to have to deal with an indepen-
dent, strong and self-reliant Russia.”!” By 2007 he was claiming that

Some, making skilful use of pseudo-democratic rhetoric, would
like to return us to the recent past, some in order once again to
plunder the nation’s resources, and others in order to deprive our
country of its economic and political independence. There has
been an increasing influx of money from abroad being used to
intervene directly in our internal affairs ... Some are not above
using the dirtiest techniques, attempting to ignite inter-ethnic and
inter-religious hatred in our multiethnic and democratic country.!®

Announcing the annexation of Crimea in March 2014, Putin said
that: “the infamous policy of containment, led in the eighteenth, nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, continues today. They are constantly
trying to sweep us into a corner.” When the USSR had broken up,
Russia “was not simply robbed, it was plundered.”!’?

In December of the same year, speaking of the 1990s and early
2000s, Putin declared that:

the support for separatism in Russia from across the pond, includ-
ing information, political and financial support provided by the
special services, was absolutely obvious and left no doubt that they
would gladly let Russia follow the Yugoslav scenario of disinte-
gration and dismemberment ... It didn’t work ... Just as it did not
work for Hitler ... who set out to destroy Russia and push us back
beyond the Urals.?

He later accused the West of controlling a whole series of “color
revolutions:” “the real masterminds were our American friends. They
helped train the nationalists, their armed groups, in Western Ukraine,
in Poland and to some extent in Lithuania. They facilitated the armed
coup.”!

It was after the 2004 Beslan massacre, shockingly mishandled by
Russian security forces, that Putin (and his adviser Vladislav Surkov)
first made the ludicrous accusation that the West was supporting
Chechen terrorism. It has been repeated by Putin’s close associate and
former colleague from the Leningrad KGB, General Nikolai Patru-
shev, Secretary of the Russian Security Council, who claimed that in
Chechnya, “extremists and their adherents were supported by the US
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and British intelligence services, as well as allies in Europe and the Is-
lamic world.”?? In the same interview, Patrushev asserted that the So-
viet collapse had been the result of a plot by Zbigniew Brzezinski to
undermine the economy and dismember Russia. In a press conference
of December 2014 Putin declared: “After the fall of the Berlin Wall and
the breakup of the Soviet Union, Russia opened itself to our partners.
What did we see? A direct and fully-fledged support of terrorism in
the North Caucasus. They directly supported terrorism ... this is an
established fact.”?

From a different angle, Russian liberals and some Western commen-
tators have argued that the 1990s were a “lost opportunity for insti-
tutionalising cooperation” and that the chance should have been kept
open for Russia to join the European Union and possibly also NATO.?*

Did the West seek to precipitate and exploit the breakup of the So-
viet Union? Did we try to sweep Russia into a corner?

My impression was the opposite. The overriding preoccupation of
Western policy from 1989 onwards was to support (but not try to di-
rect) a peaceful transition and minimize the huge potential risks to Eu-
ropean and international stability from the Soviet collapse.

This was an argument used by Margaret Thatcher against the re-
unification of Germany when meeting Gorbachev in September 1989:
“We do not want the unification of Germany. It would lead to changes
in the post-war borders, and we cannot allow that because such a devel-
opment would undermine the stability of the entire international situ-
ation and could lead to threats to our security. We are not interested in
the destabilization of Eastern Europe or the dissolution of the Warsaw
Treaty either.”

Nor would we interfere in internal processes in Eastern Europe and
spur decommunization. She added that President Bush had asked her to
tell Gorbachev that “the United States would not undertake anything
that could threaten the security interests of the Soviet Union, or that
could be perceived by Soviet society as a threat.”? Concern about the
risks to stability led President Bush, like Margaret Thatcher, to sup-
port Gorbachev’s proposed Union Treaty, providing for a decentralized
tederation combining “greater autonomy with greater voluntary inter-
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action,” in his much-criticised speech to the Ukrainian parliament on
August 1, 1991.26

The Soviet collapse presented the West with a formidable list of
headaches and challenges. First among them was to ensure that the
USSR’s vast arsenal, including some 35,000 nuclear weapons as well as
stockpiles of chemical and biological weapons, remained under secure
control, and that Soviet adherence to arms limitation and non-prolifer-
ation agreements was maintained. This was a prime reason for accept-
ing the Russian Federation as the legal successor state to the USSR and
for transferring the USSR’s seat at the UN and Permanent Member-
ship of the UN Security Council directly to Russia (whereas the other
new states emerging from the Union, except for Ukraine and Belarus,
were required to apply for membership). Negotiations then took place
to arrange the transfer of nuclear weapons to Russia from Ukraine,
Kazakhstan and Belarus, culminating in the Budapest Memorandum of
December 1994 in which security guarantees were given to these three
states by Russia, the United States and the UK. The United States
provided practical and financial assistance in the dismantling of stock-
piles under the Cooperative Threat Reduction Act (better known as the
Nunn-Lugar program) which widened into a multinational initiative
under the G7, and which lasted until 2015. By 1997 the United States
had sent 33,000 fissile material containers to Russia. The G7 program
contributed around a billion dollars to the construction of a plant in the
Urals to decommission chemical weapon agents.

Control of weaponry, however, was only one element of a daunting
agenda confronting Western policy-makers as the Soviet Union dis-
solved. Russia was reeling from the loss of nearly half of the USSR’s
population. The Russian economy was in deep distress as shock ther-
apy was applied to make the transfer from socialism to the market. In
1992 inflation in Russia reached an annual rate of 2,300%. Fourteen
other new states, with a combined 140 million people, had emerged as
independent, self-governing entities—with no preparation, ill-defined
borders, interdependent economies and security arrangements, mixed
populations, and (with the exception of the Baltic states) little recent
history of nationhood. There were fears of regional conflict and mass
migration across the European continent. In Central and Eastern Eu-
rope, six former members of the Warsaw Pact and CMEA comprising
110 million people, with a stronger history of nationhood, were strug-
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gling to convert and develop their economies and establish sustainable
democracies. While their transformation was remarkably peaceful, in
the former Yugoslavia Serbia, Croatia and Bosnia were at war for the
first half of the decade. Coping with war in the Balkans became the top
priority for European governments and NATO, diluting their atten-
tion to developments to the East.

The resources of Western governments, the EU, NATO, the UN
(especially in Bosnia) and other multinational organizations were
stretched to the utmost. As the head of the Foreign Office department
dealing with the former Soviet Union, I was constantly asked to submit
briefings on different possible scenarios. Our most optimistic projec-
tion was that somehow the region would “muddle through” without a
major catastrophe. I recall the Director for Defence and Intelligence
looking at one of my papers and saying that the only answer was to get
under the bedcovers with a bottle of whisky.

As it turned out, the former Soviet empire did better than to muddle
through the aftermath of the Cold War. However imperfect and vari-
able the process and the results, all of these states began to function,
and—except in the former Yugoslavia—with very low levels of conflict.
The primary actors were the peoples of the countries themselves, but
very substantial help was given from outside—by the EU, the IMF,
the IBRD, the EBRD, and national governments, including through
technical assistance programs. As late as 2003, my own government was
spending around £50 million a year on technical assistance programs in
Russia ranging from educational reform, regional administration, ag-
ricultural development, combating HIV/AIDs and tuberculosis to the
retraining of military officers for civilian life (under the latter program
we assisted some twenty thousand officers to find new careers).

None of this—and a thousand more examples could be quoted, es-
pecially of the efforts made by Western companies to build cooperation
and investment in Russia—supports the narrative that the West’s ob-
jective was to weaken, undermine and isolate Russia. Russian attitudes
to Western help were ambivalent. As the progeny of a Great Power,
the Russian people did not want to be in receipt of charity or to be pa-
tronized, but in every sector they were keen to form partnerships and
to absorb modern practices previously denied to them. They were ea-
ger to attract foreign investment: in Putin’s words, “Russia is extremely
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interested in a major inflow of private, including foreign, investment.
This is our strategic choice and strategic approach.”?’

Some have argued that the West should have done yet more to help
Russia (for example, that the inherited Soviet debts should have been
wiped off the slate), but that is a different point.

What about the argument that we could and should have gone fur-
ther to integrate Russia into Western structures in the 1990s? This was
not a question of will so much as one of feasibility.

The Group of Seven (G7), being not an organization but a club with
an annual meeting, had the flexibility to start inviting, first Gorbachev
(to the 1991 London Summit) and then Yeltsin to sessions tacked onto
its meetings. Putin pressed for full membership, although Russia was
not one of the world’s eight largest economies; it was granted when
Washington wished to reward him for support over Afghanistan after
9/11.

The European Union, as an organization tightly defined by treaty
and its “acquis,” had less flexibility. It was able, with some difficulty
then and now, to incorporate former members of Comecon because of
their size (Poland being the largest, at 38 million), because their econ-
omies could be turned around fairly rapidly with substantial EU help,
because they established acceptable standards of democracy and the
rule of law (from which there has been some backsliding), and because
they were keen to accept the conditions of membership. None of these
factors applied to Russia. Russia has never sought EU membership. It
is inconceivable that Russia would buy into the acquis or accept sub-
ordination to qualified majority voting even if it reached the point of
meeting the economic and democratic criteria for membership. The
EU therefore adopted the approach of seeking to build cooperation
with Russia progressively in as many areas as possible (articulated, for
example, in the Partnership and Cooperation Agreement of 1997 and
the “Road Maps for the Four Common Spaces” of 2005), against the
declared and ambitious objective of trying to create a strategic part-
nership.”® Until Russia and the EU found themselves in conflict over
Ukraine, the Russian government did not treat the enlargement of the
EU as hostile or threatening to its interests. In 2004, Putin spoke pos-
itively of the accession to the EU of the three Baltic states and four
former Warsaw Pact members (Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic
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and Slovakia): “The expansion of the European Union should not just
bring us closer geographically, but also economically and spiritually ...
This means new markets and new investment. Generally it means new
possibilities for the future of Greater Europe.”?’

Much ink has been expended on the question of who said what to
whom about the future of NATO in the frantic times leading up to the
end of the Soviet Union. These semantic debates seem to me to miss
the three central points.

First, Russia has never asked to join NATO or shown any serious
desire to do s0;*° is not within sight of meeting the criteria; could not,
hypothetically, adapt its armed forces to the requirements of the Alli-
ance within decades; and would not accept the pooling of sovereignty
and subordination to NATO command, but would insist on the power

of veto over NAT'O decisions.

Second, far from seeking to provoke, “encircle” or threaten Russia,
NATO sought to implement enlargement in a cautious and deliberate
way which would not destabilize relations with Russia. A twin-track
policy was adopted of developing closer relations between NATO
and Russia in parallel with preparing to admit applicant states which
manifestly met NATO’s criteria. A critical step was the Russia-NATO
Founding Act, signed by President Yeltsin in Paris on May 27, 1997 on
the explicit understanding that NATO was on the path to enlargement.
As Yeltsin explained to the Russian people, “Any split is a threat to ev-
erybody, and that is why we opted for talks with NATO. The task was
to minimize the negative consequences of the North Atlantic alliance’s
expansion and prevent a new split in Europe...We trust each other
more and have begun to get to know each other really well ... there will
be a new peaceful Europe, not divided into blocs.”*! This cleared the
way for the eventual accession to NATO in 1999 of the Czech Repub-
lic, Hungary and Poland—eight years after they had applied.

The Russians froze their relationship with NATO in response to the
bombing of Belgrade in 1999, but it was then unfrozen less than a year
later by Vladimir Putin, one of whose first decisions as acting President
was to invite NAT'O Secretary General George Robertson to Moscow.
The twin-track approach resumed.
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In 2002, NATO upgraded the NATO-Russia Council at a summit
with Putin in Rome. Like Yeltsin before him, Putin then publicly ac-
quiesced in the further enlargement of NATO (to include the three
Baltic states and Bulgaria, Romania and Slovakia), notwithstanding the
objections of his generals.’> Where NAT'O went wrong was at the 2008
Bucharest Summit, when the George W. Bush administration sought to
put Ukraine and Georgia on the path to membership—neither country
being in a condition to join, no consensus within the Alliance, and with
the certainty of triggering a violent Russian reaction. While Chancel-
lor Merkel succeeded in blocking this outcome, a compromise commu-
nique was adopted which faced, absurdly, in two opposing directions
and placed incendiary matter in the hands of Russian hard-liners.

The third, and most fundamental, point is that what separates Rus-
sia from “the West” is not NATO, per se, but irreconcilable views of
the sovereignty of the states now on Russia’s periphery and formerly
within the Russian and Soviet empires. To the West, the sovereignty of
these member states of the United Nations is paramount. They must
be free to determine their own affiliations without threat or coercion,
and Russia should respect its formal pledges in numerous international
agreements to respect their independence, sovereignty and territorial
integrity. The Russian view is that these countries (above all Ukraine
and Belarus) have been closely linked to Russia historically and through
myriad personal and economic connections, form Russia’s security pe-
rimeter, must be recognized as within Russia’s sphere of strategic inter-
ests’? or “zone of influence,” and not be permitted to form affiliations
deemed to be contrary to Russia’s interests. Russia claims the former
Soviet Union as its “Near Abroad,” as part of its value system, and
as the home to Russian “compatriots,” who (like expatriates of many
countries) have chosen not to return to the motherland but over whom
the motherland still asserts rights and responsibilities. In the Russian
view, these countries enjoy limited rather than complete sovereignty.**

The expansion of NATO is a proxy for the sovereignty dispute. It is
this which has led to Russia’s deepening confrontation with the United
States and the leading actors of Western Europe since the Orange Rev-
olution in Ukraine of 2005, the Bucharest Summit and Georgian war of
2008, and especially since the ouster of Viktor Yanukovych, the annex-
ation of Crimea and Russia’s intrusion into eastern Ukraine five years
ago. Itis a confrontation which would have arisen, sooner or later, with
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or without the enlargement of NATO; which long antedates the pres-
ent Kremlin regime; which is underpinned by Russia’s self-image as a
“Great Power” with satellites; and which no longer requires the phys-
ical occupation of territory. It has been well described by Keir Giles:

Russia is content to exert control remotely, including organising
state capture without any military intervention at all. This attitude
is related to the permanent and persistent belief throughout his-
tory that Russia’s land borders present a critical vulnerability and
that, in order to protect itself, Russia must exert control far beyond
them ... Russia demands a veto over security arrangements within
its self-declared sphere of influence.’’

It is misleading to label this a “new Cold War.” The present situa-
tion differs in so many respects: it is not a war between ideologies; it is
not a bipolar global struggle between two superpowers; Russia is not
threatening to expand into Central and Western Europe; the Russian
Federation is not the Soviet Union.

Nevertheless, we are dealing with the Jegacy of the Cold War. Russia
hankers after a variant on the Yalta and Potsdam understandings under
which, during the Cold War, the West de facto accepted Soviet control
of the territories behind the Iron Curtain. Behavior and attitudes in
the current confrontation have inevitably been influenced by Cold War
DNA. Most of the leading figures in Russia and the countries of the
former Soviet Union, and many of their Western counterparts, were in
their late twenties or thirties when the Soviet Union collapsed (Putin
was 37 when the Berlin Wall was breached, serving far from perestroika
and glasnost in Dresden). They had been born and brought up, and
their outlook formed, in the Cold War (which is not to say that they
all—or we, for I am of this generation—remained life-long Cold War-
riors). Not only the mentality but also some of the structures and doc-
trines of the Cold War remain, adapted to a greater or lesser degree:
the Russian General Staff, the GRU, the successor organisations to the
KGB, and (necessarily) elements of NATO. The Cold War embedded
in both East and West an “enemy image” which has yet to be dispelled,
and which leads to mutual paranoia.

I witnessed a cameo of this paranoia in 2003. Vladimir Putin’s state
visit to the UK, the first by a Russian leader for a century and a half,
marked a high spot in the warm relationship which had developed be-
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tween the Putin and Blair administrations. At around the same time, a
British court of law rejected a patently unsound Russian request for the
extradition of a Chechen political representative (and former theatre
director), Akhmed Zakayev—a man who the Russians themselves had
previously declared not to have “blood on his hands.” Shortly after-
wards, the British government had no choice, on judicial grounds, but
to grant asylum to Putin’s critic, Boris Berezovsky. The Russian gov-
ernment demanded the return of Zakayev and Berezovsky. I was told
that they could not understand why Mr Blair’s government had taken
these hostile “political” decisions. My efforts to explain that, in the UK,
the government did not control the courts cut no ice with the Kremlin.
I suspect that the Russian intelligence agencies were telling Putin that
his friend Blair (for whatever reason) had betrayed and humiliated him.
General Patrushev, then the head of the FSB, told me bluntly that, if we
did not send Zakayev and Berezovsky back, we could expect “reciprocal
measures.”

These duly arrived in the form of raids on the offices in Moscow and
other cities of the British Council by leather-jacketed security agents,
who stole computers and detained and interrogated staft. The British
Council ran libraries and cultural and educational programs in fifteen
centers across Russia, as an important part of our policy of building
closer relations, and greatly to the benefit of the Russians. It was an
entirely open organization, employing mainly Russian nationals; but
the KGB and its successor, the FSB, had always been hostile to the
Council, presumably seeing the spreading of enlightenment and West-
ern values as subversive. The paranoid reaction to a false analysis of le-
gal decisions in the UK—a knee-jerk from the Cold War—did material
damage to Russia, and began a downward spiral in relations with the
UK which has continued to this day (notably with acts of murder and
attempted assassination carried out on British soil).

To conclude, for about seventeen years, from 1987 to 2004, Russia
and the West were on broadly convergent courses. There were dis-
agreements and points of serious tension (notably the wars in former
Yugoslavia and Chechnya in the 1990s), but significant progress ap-
peared to have been made towards the erasure of the dividing lines in
Europe and in Russia’s closer association with Western organizations,
reaching a high point when Russia became a full member of the G-8
in 2002. Russia’s attitude to integration, however, was ambivalent. It
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wished to have a seat at all the top tables, but even more strongly as-
pired to act as an independent Great Power with a cluster of subser-
vient neighbors, not constrained by international law or the rules of
any club it might have joined. On this, the post-Cold-War integration
foundered.

Vladislav Surkov (perhaps seeking to provoke, as is his wont) has
described this as “the conclusion of Russia’s epic journey towards the
West, the ending of numerous fruitless attempts to become part of
Western civilisation, to inter-marry with the ‘good family’ of European
nations” and the precursor to “100 years of geopolitical solitude.”

Many in Russia would share this pessimistic view, though I do not.
I doubt if recent history would have been greatly different under any
other likely successor to Boris Yeltsin. Putin’s strength has rested in
large part on his ability to reflect and enhance the perceptions of his
countrymen about Russia’s identity and place in the world.

Russian history has followed a cyclical pattern, with periods of West-
ernization and emulation of Europe alternating with introverted, so-
cially and spiritually conservative nationalism.’” At some point, though
perhaps not for another decade, the present cycle of xenophobic na-
tionalism and alienation from the West will be subsumed by a renewed
desire to modernize. Russia will enter a new phase of development.
The Cold War generation will have gone. New leaders will need to plot
Russia’s course—as a huge country which wishes to be an independent
power, but with a diminishing population and a backward economy,
overshadowed by a much more powerful and assertive neighbor in Chi-
na. NATO does not encircle Russia; but under the slogan of One Belt,
One Road, China is investing heavily in countries on Russia’s periph-
ery, from Central Asia all the way around to Belarus. This will pose
some awkward choices for Russia’s future leaders. The perception of
the West as an enemy, seemingly interred by the events of 1989 to 1991
but resurrected by the Putin administration, may well change.
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Chapter 6

Bonfire of the Vanities:
An American Insider’s Take on the Collapse of
the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia

David C. Gompert!

Setting the Stage

As the Cold War ended, the Berlin Wall was demolished, and Cen-
tral and Eastern Europeans freed themselves from communism, the
demise of both the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia would be just a matter
of time. Yet, the stunning speed of events left Western policy-makers,
not to mention Eastern ones, in catch-up mode. Each of these two
multi-national communist states was held together by autocratic rule,
thuggish security services, and ideological vanity. The glue had gotten
brittle, owing to economic failure, pervasive cynicism, and heightened
public awareness of how badly living conditions compared with those
in the West, and it gave way when last-ditch efforts at reform only fed
demands to discard communism altogether.?

The bonfire of communism in the Balkans and Eurasia caught the
U.S. administration of George H. W. Bush pretty much by surprise.
The strategic goals of the United States at the time were clear and
steady enough: end East-West confrontation, spread liberty, and ex-
tend the Western liberal order. The Gulf War of 1990 underlined the
potency and value of American leadership and, dare to say, the pros-
pect of unipolarity. However, even as Berliners danced on the Wall,
the swiftness and extent of revolution in the East were not anticipated.

As if a pause button could be pressed on the rush of change in the
East following German unification, the United States and its European
partners shifted attention to adapting their institutions to the end of
the Cold War. Toward the end of 1990, they began debating in earnest
the future of NATO, the rationale for U.S. troops in Europe, the na-
ture of a “European pillar” of the Alliance, the next phase of European
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political and economic integration, and the mission of the Conference
on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE). The Atlantic allies
were not braced for the approaching crash of communism’s multina-
tional states.

When it dawned on the Bush administration that developments in
the East were out of control, its lofty notion of a whole, free and peace-
ful “Euro-Atlantic community” was made to compete with heightened
anxiety over the dangers of havoc, conflict, mass migration, and loose
nuclear weapons. At the same time, there was no interest in seeing
communism endure. As secessionism intensified in Yugoslavia and the
Soviet Union, U.S. policy-makers had one foot on the accelerator and
one on the brakes, as well as (mixed-metaphor alert) a left-hand/right-
hand problem.

While concerned about the potential for violence in the commu-
nist East, Western policy-makers were lulled by the fact that the rev-
olutions until then in Central and Eastern Europe had on the whole
been of the velvet variety.’ Internal support for the old regimes melt-
ed away, as did their politicians. The Soviet leadership under Mikhail
Gorbachev had become too concerned for the Union’s own survival to
continue the policy of using force to save communism in neighboring
states: The “Brezhnev Doctrine,” invoked to justify military interven-
tion since the Czech Spring of 1968, had been replaced by the “Sinatra
Doctrine,” which allowed any country wishing to leave Soviet orbit to
“do it my way.”*

Still, the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia in 1991 were different than
Poland, Hungary and Czechoslovakia (which would soon break in half
without much hassle, let alone bloodshed). It could be assumed that
Belgrade and Moscow would use force to prevent secession by any
republic. Also, each state had several republics with minorities of the
most powerful nationality, Serbs and Russians respectively, supplying
kindling for civil war in the event of breakup.’

Within three years of the fall of the Wall, both states had gone out of
existence, one peacefully and the other in a paroxysm of killing. While
Yugoslavia’s mayhem, ethnic cleansing and mass murder were horrific
on their own terms, Western governments observed that similar flam-
mable materials existed in the Soviet Union, made far more danger-
ous by the deployment of nuclear weapons in Ukraine, Belarus and
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Kazakhstan. Yet, the breakup of the Soviet Union in December 1991
proved to be remarkably well-ordered. The reasons for this contrast
are worth examining.

Events leading to the collapse of Yugoslavia and of the Soviet Union,
as well as the violence in one and the absence of violence in the other,
were largely beyond the control of the United States and its European
partners. Whether things could have been different had the Atlantic
allies been more proactive, purposeful and coordinated is unknowable,
but doubtful. As we will see, the United States and its NAT'O allies
reacted more jointly to the break-up of the Soviet Union than to the
break-up of Yugoslavia. The hypothesis here is that events were gov-
erned by the character, outlooks and actions of peoples and leaders of
these states, with Western allies often ambivalent or at odds, capable at
most of nudging events by saying how they might react to steps taken
by actors in the East.

In addition to geopolitics, important principles of international law
were at issue in both Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union. The right of
self-determination was in tension with the prohibition of unilateral
(non-consensual) change of international borders. Relatedly, Western
states were generally respectful of the norm against interference in the
internal affairs of recognized sovereign states. In the end, though, such
precepts did not determine Western policy. Support for self-determi-
nation was accepted insofar as peoples used democratic means to escape
undemocratic rule. As for non-interference, there were ample grounds
for forcible humanitarian intervention in Yugoslavia, whereas interven-
ing in the Soviet Union, still a superpower, was never under consider-
ation. In both cases, the policies of the United States and its European
allies were dictated by constraints of feasibility and hard-headed calcu-
lations of interests.

Even as the United States lacked the means to manage the demise of
communism’s two multilateral states, its domestic politics and bureau-
cratic misalignments hindered policy-making. Americans of Croatian
descent urged taking Zagreb’s side, whereas Serbs had no such lobby.
Support within the United States for Baltic independence, waiting fifty
years for this moment, brooked no delay. There was zero domestic af-
finity for the Soviet Union. President Bush’s proclivity toward restraint
in both cases did not go down smoothly at home. The State Depart-
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ment and the Defense Department pulled in different directions in both
cases (for reasons and in ways detailed below), handicapping efforts by
the National Security Council (NSC) to broker policy. Meanwhile, the
West Wing of the White House was not convinced that being proac-
tive was politically wise in either case. Thus, the inherent limits of U.S.
influence in the Balkans and Eurasia were reinforced by presidential
prudence and political contention.

If the United States neither caused Yugoslavia to break up violently
nor enabled the Soviet Union to break up peacefully, what did?

Yugoslavia

Serbia had been the cradle of World War 1. After the war, the
“Union of South Slavs” was organized out of Balkan fragments of the
Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman empires. The founding agreement
among Serbs, Croats and Slovenes was for the most part voluntary,
though the victorious allies pressed hard for it in hopes of stabilizing
this ethnic crazy-quilt. Serbia, having been a state, had the upper hand
in negotiations and named Aleksander I to head a constitutional mon-
archy. There ensued feuding and skirmishing among Croatian fascists,
Serbian royalists, and communists, which burst into civil war during
World War II, until communist strongman Josip Broz Tito put a lid
on it.

In view of Tito’s central role in controlling the South Slavs, the U.S.
Government drew up contingency plans for what might follow his
death, anticipating civil war and possible Soviet invasion to end Yu-
goslav independence. Yet, for ten years following Tito’s death in 1980,
Yugoslavia held together: a new rotating presidency functioned more
or less well, interspersed nationalities lived more or less harmoniously,
and the monster of ethnic warfare remained in the closet.

As communism buckled elsewhere in Central and Eastern Europe,
however, Serbian leader Slobodan MiloSevié¢ and Croatian leader
Franjo Tudman, among others, ditched that discredited ideology in fa-
vor of ultra-nationalism. As a way of saving themselves politically, they
dredged up ancient grudges and stoked enmity among ethnic groups.’
The Yugoslav case suggests that diverse ethno-sectarian peoples can
co-exist unless incited to hate by demagogues.
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As Serb-Croat tensions increased, Slovenes plotted to remove them-
selves from undemocratic Serb-dominated Yugoslavia and to follow the
trail toward Western freedoms and institutions blazed by their Central
European neighbors. With 90% of its population ethnic Slovene and
only 2% Serb, Slovenia had less to fear from Serbia than did Croa-
tia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, with their large Serb populations. Yet,
it became apparent, including to Western governments, that Slove-
nia’s secession would trigger a Croatian decision to bolt. With over a
half-million Serbs in Croatia (of 4.7 million people), and Croat nation-
alism whipped up by Tudman, there was a high potential for sectarian
violence between Roman Catholic Croats and Greek Orthodox Serbs.
Croatian independence would in turn make it difficult if not dangerous
for other republics, especially Bosnia and Herzegovina, with its million
ethnic Serbs, to stay inside a rump Yugoslavia increasingly dominated
by Serbs and governed by an autocratic Serb nationalist. Though with
few Serbs—but many Albanians—Macedonia would also break free.
Domino Theory may not have applied to Indochina, but it described

the disintegration of Yugoslavia.

Anticipating this scenario, the European Community (EC)—on
course to become the European Union (EU), in adjusting to German
unification with deeper economic and political integration—insisted on
taking the lead in handling the Yugoslav crisis. Such European hubris
coincided with a French-led effort to create an EC-based alternative
to NATO. Yugoslavia was seen in Paris and at EC headquarters as a
chance to exercise newfound EC unity and clout. The U.S. Govern-
ment, which was more alarmed than European governments were of
Yugoslav dangers, was only too glad to defer, thinking the Europeans
would either succeed or, by failing, be reminded of the importance of
American leadership.®

In early 1991, the administration of George H. W. Bush was wrap-
ping up a spectacularly successful war to liberate Kuwait from Iraq and,
with the president’s approval rating hovering at 90%, hesitant about
getting drawn into another, far riskier conflict. With history in mind—
deep Balkan enmities, Nazis’ difficulty in gaining control of Yugoslavia,
and U.S. experience in the quagmire that was Vietham—DBush, Sec-
retary of Defense Dick Cheney, Secretary of State James Baker, and
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Colin Powell opposed military

intervention in what seemed to be a lost cause. The administration
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defended its hands-off posture publicly by explaining that Yugoslavia’s
rows were too complicated, immutable, and removed from U.S. vital
interests to warrant U.S. involvement.

Wiashington was right to see the Europeans as naive about Yugosla-
via’s chances and their ability to exert unified and effective influence.
For one thing, Germany was predisposed to recognize the indepen-
dence of both Slovenia and Croatia, mainly for domestic political rea-
sons, whereas the UK and France were hesitant. Recall that the British
and French had had reservations about German unification, whereas
that same experience turned Germans into cheerleaders of self-deter-
mination. In the event, all would follow Germany’s lead in order to
avoid a rupture that would derail the move toward a more common
European foreign policy.

Predictably, European diplomacy was no match for the secessionist
momentum of Slovenia and Croatia. So, on the eve of Slovenia’s dec-
laration of independence, Secretary Baker visited Yugoslavia to warn
against unilateral secession and urge pursuit of a middle ground, e.g., a
loose confederation proposed by Macedonia and Bosnia. Baker’s appeal
for Yugoslavs to avoid abrupt and complete dissolution was based on
the American assessment—correct, as it turned out—that Yugoslavia’s
disintegration was sure to be bloody, given the nationalist baiting of
unprincipled politicians, the aim of MiloSevi¢ to create a “Greater Ser-
bia,” and the potential for civil war where large Serb minorities lived.
A 1990 CIA analysis showed that if Yugoslavia disintegrated into its
constituent states, half the population would be left as minorities in the
“wrong” place. Critics of Baker’s plea for Slovenia and Croatia to post-
pone independence overlook the fact that the prospect for a peaceful
breakup of Yugoslavia was a mirage.

As forces of secession gathered strength, the EC offered sizeable
emergency assistance and debt relief on the condition that the Yugoslav
republics settled their differences peacefully and consensually. Given
conditions in Yugoslavia, the European aid package was dead on arrival,
and economic intervention was abandoned. Worse yet, EC mixed-sig-
nals regarding unilateral pursuit of independence by Slovenia and Cro-
atia—Germany in favor, France and the UK against—aggravated Yu-
goslav divisions. The United States, once a source of economic aid to
anti-Soviet Yugoslavia, formally suspended its support when fighting
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erupted and violence began to spread. Against the centrifugal forces of
Yugoslavia, neither offers nor denials of economic assistance had any
effect.

In late 1990, 88% of Slovenes voted in favor of independence, which
was declared the following June. Serb-dominated Yugoslav armed forc-
es under Milosevic’s control made only a perfunctory, unsuccessful ef-
fort to thwart Slovenian independence. But they reacted ferociously
when Croatia promptly followed suit. With Serb militias inside Croatia
taking the lead, that republic burst into flames.

Certain American officials, including Deputy Secretary of State Law-
rence Eagleburger and his protege and friend at the NSC (this author),
argued that NATO military intervention—if only U.S. air strikes—
might stop the killing in Croatia and its spread to Bosnia, Macedonia
and eventually the Serbian province of Kosovo. They reasoned that the
appearance of U.S. air power could be enough to persuade the Serbs
to back off and permit independence, and that if the United States had
any chance to nip Yugoslav warfare in the bud, it was early in the fight-
ing.? Their superiors and Pentagon colleagues, however, felt the Unit-
ed States should not intervene in the Balkans—indeed, should never
intervene anywhere—unless it decided in advance that it was prepared
to escalate as needed to win. To these opponents, entering the Yugoslav
war could prove open-ended, costly and unsuccessful.

Meanwhile, ethnic hatreds throughout Yugoslavia ignited the worst
violence and forced human relocations in Europe since World War I1.
In Bosnia, Serbs targeted Croats and Muslims. Once leaders injected
nationalist venom, people who had been living side-by-side now en-
gaged in vendettas for acts committed generations ago. The demo-
graphic mixing-bowl of Bosnia made it all the more incendiary. Mi-
losevi¢, having become torch-bearer of Serb nationalism and pride,
had no incentive to restrain Serbian militias, especially when it became
obvious, early on, that NATO would not intervene and that he would
keep control of the Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA).

A 40,000-strong UN peacekeeping force (UNPROFOR) was
formed, mainly with European contingents, and inserted into Bos-
nia. But it could barely keep relief supplies flowing, much less stop
the fighting and atrocities. Peacekeepers could not keep peace that the
parties themselves rejected. It is conceivable that if UN forces in Bosnia
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had had rules of engagement and armaments permitting use of force—
peacemaking instead of peacekeeping—killing might have been less.
But the Europeans sought no such mandate.

Hope for peace further dimmed when the EC, cued by Germany,
recognized Slovenia and Croatia as independent in December 1991.
By April 1992 Bosnia held a referendum, seceded and had its inde-
pendence recognized by the Atlantic allies. Yet contrary to what the
German Chancellor Kohl and Foreign Minister Genscher had wished,
independence did not safeguard Croatia and Bosnia from descending
further into war or stopping Milosevic’s relentless and worsening ag-
gression. Western recognition contributed nothing to deterrence, as
Europeans and Americans did nothing to back it up. There was grous-
ing in Washington, London and Paris about Berlin’s eagerness to rec-
ognize breakaway independence knowing that its allies, not Germany,
would be the enforcers.

Even after President Bush proclaimed at the 1992 Helsinki CSCE
summit that the United States would do “whatever it takes” to stop the
bloodshed, the United States did not use force. Without the United
States, the Europeans lacked the will and ability to stop the fighting
in Yugoslavia even if they could agree to do so. As things got worse in
the Balkans, Washington and most Americans (per Gallup polling) did
not believe that U.S. interests at stake in the fighting or the fate of Yu-
goslavia warranted a protracted, and unpromising war, lacking public
support. The case for intervening to salvage the credibility of NATO
and U.S. leadership was not convincing enough.

Meanwhile, at NATO’s 1991 fall summit, the United States pro-
posed a post-Cold-War “New Strategic Concept” for the Alliance: to
preserve stability and, as needed, keep peace in the emerging “Europe
whole and free.”!® Of course, NAT O’ failure to stop the violence in
Yugoslavia flew in the face of this concept. Questions about NATO’s
continued relevance resurfaced, though these were answered subse-
quently by the Clinton administration’s use of airpower against Serbia
(and some years later by the Alliance’s stalwart response to the 9/11
attacks).

George H.W. Bush paid a political price for his hesitation to support
the independence of Yugoslavia’s seceding states, particularly where
Croatian-Americans were concentrated and activated. Bill Clinton, his
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Democratic opponent in the 1992 election, denounced Bush’s inaction.
But, as noted, the American public at large was hardly clamoring for
a military intervention. And, with the U.S. economy in recession in
1992, opinion shifted against a president who seemed more attuned
to foreign than domestic affairs. Bush’s achievements in the Gulf War
and in supporting East European liberation did not help his reelection
prospects; intervention in Yugoslavia would at best have amplified crit-
icism that he was inattentive to problems at home.

The instinctive wariness of U.S. leaders was complicated by the di-
vergent views of the State Department and the Defense Department.
State, concerned about the credibility of U.S. leadership and relevance
of NATO, post-Cold-War, argued behind the scenes for U.S. activism
if not military intervention. Pentagon E-Ring civilians and brass were
strongly opposed, exercising a veto in effect because the NSC was in
no position to push for intervention over the objections of a military
establishment that had just liberated Kuwait with minimal casualties.!!

One cannot exclude that the United States and its allies might have
been able to prevent the violent break-up of Yugoslavia by acting early.
However, that presumes that they could have foreseen the magnitude
of horrors to come if they did not act. The longer the United States
delayed, the harder it became for those who favored intervention to
claim that it would succeed. And it was never obvious what U.S. forces’
objectives would be or whom they would fight if sent in. Bush, Baker,
Cheney, and Powell and Co. were staunch believers in having clear
war aims.

The Soviet Union

Unlike Yugoslavia, the Soviet Union was formed by conquest—first
by Red Army invasion, then by Stalin’s edict. For much of its histo-
ry, the USSR was maintained by force and relocation, combined with
central control of republic governments by appointing and propping
up Soviet hacks. Communism was imposed and with time became en-
trenched, as fewer and fewer Soviet citizens knew anything else. Again,
unlike Yugoslavia, no other Soviet nationality had the wherewithal to
challenge Russian domination (as Croats challenged Serbs). Even as
uprisings spread through its satellite states, the Soviet Union’s domes-
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tic status quo held. Even with its economy in a tailspin and democratic
dissidence on the rise, in Russia as elsewhere, neither revolution nor
dissolution appeared inevitable, much less imminent.

Starting with the Kremlin’s 1981 decision not to intervene against
Poland’s Solidarity uprising, followed by Gorbachev’s attempt at re-
forms, acceptance of German unification, and withdrawal from Af-
ghanistan and then from Eastern Europe, the main goal of Soviet lead-
ers was to save the Soviet Union, and themselves.!? They were helpless
in preventing decomposition, however, due to inexorable political-eco-
nomic decay. Toward the end, Gorbachev was on the defensive both
from hard-liners, who despised reform, and Russian president Boris
Yeltsin, who demanded democratization and free markets—thus, the
end of communism.

The end came more dramatically than anyone expected. The abor-
tive coup against Gorbachev in August 1991 by old-line party and mil-
itary bosses exposed not only his political weakness and but also that of
the very figures and forces opposing him. Gorbachev may have been
rescued by Yeltsin during the attempted coup, but the “Center” was
finished.

Even as the United States and its European allies cheered the coup’s
failure and democracy’s brighter prospects in the Soviet Union, they
had misgivings: Would the Soviet Union’s disintegration turn bloody;, as
Yugoslavia’s had?!* Would elements of the Red Army use force against
secessionists? Would turmoil cause a tsunami of refugees? Would the
Soviet Union’s huge, far-flung arsenal of nuclear weapons remain un-
der firm, accountable control? How large would the bill for economic

aid be? Would food distribution fail and hunger follow?

The Bush administration’s proactive role in German unification
within NATO, followed by its Gulf War victory, raised expectations
that the United States would take the lead in the more momentous
process of Soviet disintegration. Moreover, the stakes were higher in
the Soviet case than they were in Yugoslavia. Would Washington, de-
spite the perils, insist on independence for peoples who sought free-
dom—something it had done grudgingly in Yugoslavia? At the same
time, apprehensions about instability, control of nuclear weapons, and
implied aid obligations held back Washington—and London and Ber-
lin and Paris and Brussels. Although Bush’s handling of the collapse
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of communism in Europe and then of the Soviet Union was his most
important legacy prior to the coup, he had been criticized at home for
tardiness in recognizing Baltics’ independence and for his “Chicken
Kiev” speech warning Ukraine against “suicidal nationalism” and say-
ing that “freedom is not the same as independence.”

As the Soviet Union started to split at the seams, the highest priority
of American diplomacy was to build arrangements to control nuclear
weapons, which it eventually did. In addition, Bush and Baker stressed
with their Soviet counterparts the special importance of finding a grace-
ful path for independence, or something resembling it, for the Baltic
states. This reflected domestic U.S. politics and appreciation that the
nationalities most likely to fight and die for freedom from Soviet rule
were the Balts. Whether Washington’s entreaties dissuaded Moscow
from using massive force to prevent Baltic secessionism is unknown.
Anyway, the most dangerous corner of the Soviet Union did not erupt
in violence.

The Bush administration did offer economic support of sorts,
though that also was fraught with internal contradiction: how to as-
sist materially without propping up a failed system. Washington helped
organize emergency distribution of food, though it was clear to those
of us involved at the time that the only sustainable solution to food
distribution was creation of markets. In addition, the Departments
of State and Treasury supported reformers in planning the shift from
central planning.!* But leading reform economist Grigory Yavlinsky,
who authored a 500-day transition plan, lost out to party heavies (e.g.,
Yevgeny Primakov), and Gorbachev’s ignorance of how markets work
left reformers to twist in the wind. Some Americans—even Richard
Nixon!—called for massive aid, but the government rightly argued that
that would be a colossal waste without transition, which aid could ac-
tually delay.

After the failed coup of August 1991, the end of the Soviet Union
came quickly. Ukraine promptly declared independence from the
USSR, and there was nothing the remnants of the Soviet state could do
about it. In December, Russian president Boris Yeltsin called George
Bush to inform him that he and Ukrainian president Leonid Kravchuk
had agreed that both states would immediately leave the Soviet Union.
Of course, Russia’s departure meant the Soviet Union’s extinction. In a
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dazzlingly creative career move, Yeltsin promoted himself by eliminat-
ing his boss’s job, which required eliminating the Soviet Union. When
Bush asked what would happen to his friend Mikhail, Yeltsin explained
that he would be out of work but otherwise fine. Bush thanked Yeltsin
for the heads-up. Without fuss, Gorbachev resigned at Christmas and
turned out the lights.

What followed was nothing like the warfare then engulfing Yugo-
slavia. The Union dissolved along the boundaries of its republics, albe-
it with some sporadic fighting over certain territorial disputes, namely
Ossetia, Abkhazia and Nagorno-Karabakh. The Red Army was intact
but demoralized, its top leaders having been implicated in the farci-
cal coup attempt. Moreover, whereas Serbia opposed with force other
republics’ secession from Yugoslavia, Russia in the end took the lead
in precipitating the breakup of the Soviet Union. Former Soviet Re-
publics, except the Baltics, formed a Commonwealth of Independent
States (CIS) around Russia. (Recall that the attempt to reconfigure Yu-
goslavia as a confederation had failed, leaving no ties at all among the
warring ex-republics.) Creation of the CIS, with Russia the unques-
tioned leader, quelled fears of what would happen to Russian minori-
ties in other independent states. Russia would not need to use force
to protect fellow Russians, as Serbia felt it had to do when Croatia
and Bosnia broke away with some one-and-a-half million ethnic Serbs.
Russians were not attacked in Ukraine, Kazakhstan, or anywhere else,
including the Baltic states.

Western concern about control of Soviet nuclear weapons stationed
outside Russia was allayed by U.S. intelligence reporting that officers
in the chains of command of all such weapons were all Great Russians.
In addition, Russia was recognized as the sole successor-custodian of
Soviet nuclear weapons, and non-proliferation assurances were secured
from other former republics. Force was never needed to secure the
Soviet arsenal.

With President Bush setting the tone, U.S. policy-makers reacted
cautiously and tactically as the Soviet Union self-destructed. One false
step, they feared, could ignite a conflagration with nuclear risks. They
walked a fine line between discouraging reckless unilateral moves to-
ward independence, which could strengthen hard-liners in Moscow,
and encouraging those who sought freedom. In the end, U.S. officials
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exhaled when the Soviet Union’s dissolution proved peaceful, given
what could have been.

As in the Yugoslav case, the State Department and the Defense De-
partment (DoD) were of two minds regarding the disintegration of the
Soviet Union, but their positions toward the latter were a mirror-im-
age of those toward the former. Simply put, doves and hawks swapped
sides. DoD policy-makers, taking what they said was a strategic view,
saw such opportunity in the demise of the USSR that they argued for
unqualified support for secessionist republics, breakage be damned.
State argued for promoting a soft landing, as well as for not alienat-
ing Soviet transition leaders or giving ammo to remaining hard-liners.
Although U.S. domestic politics, still anti-Soviet, resonated with the
Pentagon’s view, the President was cautious—more so than he had been
toward German unification in 1989 or the Gulf War in 1990. Having
sided with Defense in the Yugoslavia case, Bush sided with State in the
Soviet case—and with restraint in both cases. His hallmark of prudent
pragmatism prevailed as the Soviet Union crashed. Although he never
bullied his advisors and agencies with his own views—preferring in-
stead to foster debate, options and consensus—the President’s views set
the tone and limits of U.S. policy.

Comparison

Why was the breakup of Yugoslavia violent and that of the Soviet
Union not? They were comparable in political structure and multi-na-
tional composition, and both were bulwarks against forces of democra-
cy. Yet one exploded and the other more or less petered out. Although
important situational differences can be found, two differences—both
internal to these states—stand out: attitudes of people and qualities of
leaders.

Great Russians were largely disliked by other nationalities and in
other republics of the USSR. Often, Russian minorities and function-
aries had power and perks indigenous peoples did not (unless they
were lackeys of Moscow). Moreover, the Soviet Union came into being
largely through conquest and imposition of the conqueror’s ideology. It
was sustained for three-quarters of a century by central power, security
services with tentacles everywhere, appointment of local leaders be-
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holden to Moscow, and a massive Red Army that the Center was liable
to use. While there was a long history of animosity between Russia and
other nationalities, Russians and Ukrainians had common racial roots
(“Rus”), common culture, and general affinity. Also, Stalin’s terror was
not discriminatory: even during the worst of his purges, forced collec-
tivization, mass relocations, show trials and executions, Russians were
not spared.

Soviet cohesiveness, imposed at first, was reinforced by World War
II. Soviet defense against and then defeat of Nazi Germany was both
unified and unifying. Most peoples rallied to the Soviet cause, cheered
Soviet victories, supplied soldiers and casualties, and saw Stalin, the
Georgian, as a hero. Although German forces got some support from
non-Russian partisans, the Red Army that defeated them was multi-
national.

Yugoslavia went through no such “Great Patriotic War.” Quite the
opposite: pro-Nazi Croatian fifth column (Ustashe) and anti-Nazi Ser-
bian partisans (Chetniks) tore at each other lustily during World War
II. What German troops did in Yugoslavia was mild compared to the
unspeakable atrocities Croats and Serbs committed against each other.
While it is true that Croats and Serbs, as well as other nationalities,
lived together in relative quietude under Tito and in the years after his
death, it did not take much dog-whistling by Milosevi¢ and Tudman for
killings to resume, often in revenge.

Yugoslavia’s fault lines were essentially religious—Orthodox, Roman
Catholic, and Muslim. There are only minor if any racial (Slavic) or
linguistic (Serbo-Croatian) variations. Although historically religious
differences are often compounded by political and/or economic griev-
ances (think Lebanon, Northern Ireland, Iraq, and lately Yemen and
Syria), Yugoslavia is not the first place, nor will it be the last, where
whipped-up religious fervor motivates extreme violence. Where East-
ern Orthodoxy and Islam brushed up against each other in the Sovi-
et Union, the former had, and has, the upper hand (think Chechnya).
That there was no dominant religion in Yugoslavia made it inherently
more unstable and more violent than the Soviet Union.

If Yugoslavia’s nationalities were more predisposed toward violence
than those of the Soviet Union, the same can be said about their re-
spective leaders. Generally speaking, Milosevi¢, Tudman and other Yu-
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goslav despots were not interested in stability—indeed, they feasted on
conflict. In contrast, Soviet transitional leaders dreaded the destabili-
zation of the Soviet space, and they made clear to Western counter-
parts their desire that change be peaceful. The Soviet Union’s ethnic
problems had largely been settled, though often brutally, through in-
ternal and external wars, purges, gulags, and mass dislocations. With
minorities (e.g., Muslims and Armenians) living on the fringes, the So-
viet Union was largely segregated, except where Russians lived outside
of Russia. Nothing had been genuinely resolved in Yugoslavia, leaving
ethnic problems to fester and tempting leaders to exploit these prob-
lems for their own power.

Leaders matter, even when their days are numbered. Indeed, handling
failure and transition can test a leader’s moral principles differently but
no less stressfully than can power. As communism’s two multi-national
states were on their last legs, Soviet leaders conducted themselves for
the most part responsibly and humanely. Gorbachev tried his level best
to make the Soviet state authentically legitimate and viable via perestroi-
ka and glasnost, and he revoked the Brezhnev Doctrine and worked to
end the Cold War. When it was clear that these moves were too little
too late—indeed, had released a revolutionary genie—he ordered the
use of force reluctantly and sparingly. For tactical reasons—in hopes of
saving reform—he accepted the return of hardliners in the fall of 1990,
which led foreign minister Eduard Shevardnadze to resign.!”> Once the
Soviet Union was formally dissolved in later 1991, Gorbachev resigned
with dignity. He has since then been a voice of moderation and paragon
of statesmanship, though still an avowed socialist.

Though he could have, Gorbachev did not order a full-bore Red
Army offensive to crush dissidents, satellite states, separatists or repub-
lics that were abandoning his beloved Union. He could have incited
Great Russians in and out of Russia to use force against other national-
ities, but he never did. Unlike his Yugoslav contemporaries, Gorbachev
did not embrace and exploit nationalism as communism failed. Indeed,
he was anti-nationalist.

Paradoxically, Milosevi¢, a Serb loyalist, was ready to use force to
preserve multi-national Yugoslavia, but Gorbachev, a Soviet loyalist,
was not ready to use force to preserve multi-national Soviet Union.
One explanation is that Milo$evi¢ was motivated by a nationalist vi-
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sion of a “Greater Serbia” alloyed with concern for the safety of fellow
Serbs stranded in seceding states, not by some attachment to the Yu-
goslav state per se. MiloSevi¢ was also ruthless, egoistic, and quick to
deflect blame. On trial in The Hague, he showed no hint of remorse
for Serb atrocities.

In contrast, Gorbachev’s allegiance was to the Union—the history,
the ideology, the Soviet ideal—not to Russia or Russians. Gorbachev
had a romantic view of the Soviet Union. As a devout communist of
mixed Russian-Ukrainian descent, he regarded the Union as organ-
ic, transcendent and, ideally, voluntary. Using force to save it should
not be necessary, or else it would shatter the Soviet ideal to which he
clung. In any case, he found the use of force repellent. Gorbachev had
spent most of his career on domestic affairs, far from the organs of
Soviet hard power. He was a relentless reformer, and he stridently sup-
ported Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization. Being a true child of the Soviet
Union, Gorbachev had neither a vision of Greater Russia nor a fear of
what would become of fellow Russians living in seceding states—again,
Ukrainians and Russians had lived side-by-side peaceably for centuries
and fought side-by-side to repel the Nazis.

In any case, force was a less practicable option for Gorbachev than
for Milosevié, especially after the failed coup had sapped his authori-
ty and discredited the army’s leadership. Once Ukraine left the USSR
right after the failed coup, it was too late for Gorbachev to hold the
state together with force. Recall that the Red Army depended heavily
on non-Russian soldiers and officers, and Ukrainians were integrated
into combat forces.

Gorbachev’s foreign minister, Eduard Shevardnadze of Georgia,
played an especially principled role. A Soviet career success-story, like
Gorbachev, Shevardnadze knew nonetheless that sweeping change was
coming, perhaps better than Gorbachev did. He explained in 1990 to
his American counterpart, James Baker, that he would not resist change
provided it did not lead to “catastrophic destabilization,” and he as-
sured Baker that Moscow would not use force against those peoples
and countries that wished to leave communism and Soviet rule.!® The
Shevardnadze-Baker relationship was critical in managing the end of
the Cold War, the Warsaw Pact, and the Soviet Union. Shevardnadze
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counselled against the use of force, and he resigned when Gorbachev
reluctantly turned to hardliners in late 1990.17

Then there is Boris Yeltsin, another alumnus of the Soviet system.
For all his flaws and failures, Yeltsin neither fomented Russian unrest
in former non-Russian republics nor called out the security forces to
crush opposition. He may have ruled ineffectively, but he ruled more
or less democratically. Like Gorbachev, he maintained a rapport with
George H. W. Bush, and his foreign minister, Andrey Kozyrev, stressed
cooperative relations with the West (much to the dismay of Russian
nationalists and revanchists). Outgoing and transitional Soviet leaders
had a sense of history, humanity and decency.

Compare these Soviet figures to those of Yugoslavia, especially Slo-
bodan Milosevi¢ (compared to whom Tudman was mild). Milosevi¢
instigated ethnic cleansing of non-Serbs in Bosnia and elsewhere, and
he condoned if not inspired such atrocities as the murder of eight thou-
sand Bosnian Muslims at Srebrenica. He was the author of genocide,
for which he was brought to justice in The Hague, where he died in
prison. Milosevié’s associates in Bosnia, notably Radovan Karadzi¢ and
Ratko Mladié¢, were the ones with fresh blood on their hands; both were
tried for genocide and war crimes. One European statesman opined to
a U.S. diplomat that Yugoslav leaders “are all killers.” Another added,

“they are all liars.”!® Both comments ring true to this author.

The diplomacy of President Bush and Secretary Baker neither
caused violence in Yugoslavia nor prevented it in the Soviet Union. But
they were more directly and continually engaged in contacts with their
Soviet counterparts than with Yugoslav leaders, which is understand-
able given the enormous risks of collapse of a superpower. Other than
Baker’s unsuccessful visit in 1990, the only substantive contact either
had with Yugoslav leaders was when Bush met in 1992 with Bosnian
president Alija Izetbegovi¢, who appealed, in vain, for American help to
stop the holocaust in Bosnia. Those who met with Milosevi¢ during the
crisis, including this author, knew that presidential diplomacy would
have had no real effect. Left to leaders who wholesaled hate, the peo-
ples of Yugoslavia resorted to violence to avenge acts of earlier genera-
tions, as Western leaders, diplomats and armies watched.

In both cases, the caution of “Bush 41” shaped U.S. policy. Gone was
the boldness he had shown during German unification in 1989 and Ku-
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wait’s liberation in 1990. But those cases were comparatively easy and
well aligned with U.S. domestic politics. The breakup of Yugoslavia
and, all the more, of the Soviet Union involved daunting complexities
and presented huge risks. Given what we knew then, it is hard to ar-
gue that the policy of non-intervention in either collapsing communist
state was wrong at its core.

Epilogue

What became of former Yugoslavia and former Soviet Union thirty
years on could be viewed as surprising. Following NATO intervention,
peace agreement, and removal and war-crimes prosecution of Serbian
leaders, each ex-Yugoslav state went its own way. Most of them experi-
enced economic recovery and adopted democracy. Croatia, Montene-
gro and Slovenia have become NATO members. Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina, North Macedonia and Serbia are members of the Partnership for
Peace. Croatia and Slovenia are EU members, and North Macedonia,
Montenegro and Serbia are official candidates for membership. The
EU has recognized Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo as potential
candidates. All have signed Stabilization and Association Agreements
with the EU. At present, none of the Balkan’s territorial disputes or
inter-ethnic flashpoints seems capable of re-igniting war.

Given that Yugoslavia broke apart violently while the Soviet Union
did so peacefully, it is ironic that what was the latter is now mired in
conflict. Some of those conflicts, such as in the Caucasus, have been
ethno-territorial. Some have had religious undercurrents, such as in
Central Asia. But the worst have been caused by Russian revanchism.
Prior to Vladimir Putin, Russia’s economy sputtered, investors stayed
away, oligarchs flourished, democracy frayed, and the military dete-
riorated; but at least Russia did not threaten its ex-Soviet neighbors.
Under Putin, democracy has been deep-sixed, old oligarchs have been
replaced by Putin’s new ones, the economy has improved—owing to
high oil and gas prices (not to investment)—and the military has been
rebuilt. Under Putin, Russia has threatened or attacked a number of
ex-Soviet states: Georgia was invaded and effectively partitioned;
Crimea was taken; Ukrainian territory and sovereignty are under as-
sault; and the Baltic states look anxiously to NATO for protection. A
common theme is Russia’s intent to protect Russians residing outside of
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the motherland, if not to expand the motherland or even to re-assem-
ble the Soviet Union. The conflict that did not occur when the Soviet
Union disintegrated—when Russia did not try to control the former
Soviet space by force—is now occurring wherever Putin see a chance.

Russia’s economy is now in a prolonged funk, thanks to deflated
prices of oil and gas, lack of investment, and Western sanctions. Yet
its belligerent foreign policy and reliance on threats and force persist.
Although Russia may not be able to finance such an expansive external
strategy indefinitely, Putin finds it useful if not essential to continue
trying in the interest of rallying patriotic support despite poor domestic
conditions. While post-Soviet violence was delayed for two decades,
there is no sign that it will end soon—not while Russia is ruled by a man
who lacks the humanity of the Soviet Union’s last leaders.
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Notes

1. The author wishes to thank Raymond Seitz, Robert Hutchings and Rob-
ert Zoellick for their inputs to this chapter.

2. For an excellent and efficient explanatory narrative, I recommend Robert
L. Hutchings’ American Diplomacy and the End of the Cold War (Washington,
DC: Woodrow Wilson Center Press and Johns Hopkins Press, 1997).

3. Romania was the exception, and violence there was brief and limited to
the execution of the communist dictator.

4. Coined by Soviet Foreign Ministry spokesman Gerasimov on October
25, 1989, though first explained by Gorbachev to the UN General Assembly
in December, 1988.

5. About 2 million Serbs lived in other Yugoslav republics, and 15 million
Russians lived in other Soviet republics.

6. It is estimated that Croatian-Americans number 500,000 to one million;
Serbian-Americans are only a small fraction of that.

7. Apart from anti-Croat sentiment, Serbs saved their deepest, racial, and
sectarian animosity for ethnic Albanians of Kosovo Province, whose separat-
ism was seen as a desecration of fallen Serb heroes at the Battle of the Field of
Blackbirds six hundred years earlier—a point Milo$evi¢ found to have political
traction.

8. In early 1990, the United States called for NATO to take up the Yugoslav
crisis. The French reaction was to claim that the United States was exaggerat-
ing the problem in order to demonstrate the importance of NATO.

9. This argument surfaced around the time of Serbian bombardment of the
treasured Adriatic city of Dubrovnik in October of 1991.

10. Rome NATO Summit, 1991.

11. President Bush’s National Security Advisor, Brent Scowcroft, was to
become a role model in part because he did not permit his staff to make policy
on its own.

12. At a meeting of Soviet leaders during the Polish crisis, then-KGB chief
Yuri Andropov said, “Even if Poland falls under the control of Solidarity, so be
it...We must be concerned above all with our own country.” Mark A. Kramer,
Working Paper No. 1, from the Cold War History project, cited in David
Gompert, et al., Blinders, Blunders, and Wars (Washington, DC: RAND, 2014).

13. Bush administration officials also could not forget the 1989 crushing of
democratic forces in Tiananmen Square.
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14. Treasury’s push for Soviet debt refinancing proved unhelpful by taking
the focus off of internal transition to markets.

15. Author was present at a conversation between Bush and Gorbachev
during which the Soviet leader explained that Baltic separatism put him under
heavy pressure to lean toward a hard line, though he intended to make this
temporary.

16. Hutchings, op. cit., p. 71.

17. Shevardnadze returned as foreign minister of the Soviet Union for the
final month of its existence.

18. Thanks to Raymond Seitz, then-ambassador to the Court of St. James,
for this telling anecdote.
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The German Question






Chapter 7
Gorbachev and the GDR

Daniel S. Hamilton

The German Democratic Republic (GDR) was the illegitimate off-
spring of the Cold War, in the words of one writer, the “state that can-
not be.”! Even after forty years of separate existence, the GDR never
became a nation; it was never seen as a legitimate state by its own
people, by West Germans or even by its own superpower patron, the
Soviet Union.?

The illegitimate nature of the East German regime proved to be an
incurable birth defect. It was also a characteristic that distinguished
East Germany from its socialist neighbors. Unlike Polish, Hungarian
or Czechoslovak rulers, the GDR regime could not fall back on distinct
national traditions or a sense of historical continuity binding its citi-
zens to its leaders. The Finnish diplomat Max Jacobson captured the
essence of the GDR’s precarious position:

The GDR is fundamentally different from all other Warsaw Pact
members. It is not a nation, but a state built on an ideological con-
cept. Poland will remain Poland, and Hungary will always be Hun-
gary, whatever their social system. But for East Germany, main-
taining its socialist system is the reason for its existence.’

As J.F. Brown put it, “history has been full of nations seeking state-
hood, but the GDR was a state searching for nationhood.”

This lack of legitimacy afflicted the regime during the entire 40-year
existence of the East German state. Without legitimacy, the regime
could never consolidate its internal authority or its external stability.
The imperative to gain legitimacy on each front—at home, from the
West, and from the East—became the driving force behind the regime’s
policies. Yet the requirements to do this on each front were mutually
exclusive. Full legitimacy would have been conferred by the West only
if the GDR had transformed itself into a democratic state, which would
then be relatively indistinguishable from the Federal Republic of Ger-
many (FRG). Legitimacy in the eyes of the East German people would

145



146 EXITING THE COLD WAR, ENTERING A NEW WORLD

have meant the right to travel, to free expression and free elections, and
greater material well-being. These conditions were not only unaccept-
able to the East German regime, they would have posed a fundamental
challenge to the Soviet Union. Full legitimacy was unlikely to come
from an imperious ally who viewed the GDR as little more than war
booty, the largest chunk of German flesh and soil that the Soviet Union
had been able to command in return for the deaths of untold millions
of Soviet citizens at the hands of the Nazis during World War II. In
Soviet eyes, the purpose of the GDR was to keep Germany divided
and partially under Soviet control, and to guarantee Soviet influence in
European developments.

Brezhnev and the GDR

As the westernmost outpost of the East, the clamp of stability on
the restless Soviet empire, the hinge of Soviet power in Europe, and
the Soviet Union’s most important economic partner, the GDR was
critical to Soviet external and internal policies.’ In the summer of 1970,
Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev made this view brutally clear to Erich
Honecker, who at the time was the heir apparent to Walter Ulbricht,
the GDR’s hard-line leader:

The GDR is an important post for us, for the fraternal socialist
countries. It is the result of the Second World War, our acqui-
sition, obtained with the blood of the Soviet people. I told you
already once before that the GDR is not just your affair, but ours
together ... After all we have troops in your country. Erich, 'm
telling you frankly, don’t ever forget it: without us, without the So-
viet Union, its power and strength, the GDR cannot exist. With-
out us there is no GDR.

Brezhnev’s discussion with Honecker took place as rifts appeared
between Soviet and GDR assessments of East-West détente in the ear-
ly 1970s. From Walter Ulbricht’s perspective, relaxation of East-West
tensions, particularly West German leader Willy Brandt’s new Ostpoli-
tik, were dangerous attempts to undermine his efforts to build socialism
at home and bolster the GDR’s position in the East, thereby forcing its
eventual acceptance by the West. His foreign minister, Otto Winzer,
fumed that Brandt’s “change through rapprochement” was nothing
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more than “aggression on felt slippers.”” Ulbricht stuck to a maximalist
position: de jure recognition of the GDR; an end to West Berlin’s ties
to the FRG; no easing of people-to-people contacts; and a combative
intensification of the ideological struggle to prevent greater West Ger-
man influence in the GDR.

The Soviet approach to détente was based on a different assessment
of the relative opportunities and risks involved. Economic pressures
and related demands for technological development were pushing
the East toward greater reliance on the West for highly valued goods,
technology, credits and markets. Brezhnev clearly recognized the sedi-
tious possibilities inherent in the new Ostpolitik. Nevertheless, the risks
seemed tolerable given Bonn’s offer of de facto recognition of the GDR
and the territorial status quo in Europe. Moscow overruled Ulbricht’s
opposition, yet warned its allies that vigilance was still required. Mos-
cow remained firm in its position that the German Question had been
resolved and reaffirmed the Four Power status of Berlin, which provid-
ed Moscow with a lever of influence over all of Germany. The Kremlin
brushed aside Ulbricht’s demand that the GDR have a direct role in
any settlement of Berlin’s status. Some progress in German-German
ties was also in Soviet interests since these developments, if gradual and
controlled, promised to contribute to the political stability and eco-
nomic survival of Moscow’s key ally in Eastern Europe. The pull of
German-German ties was also seen as a means for the Soviet Union
to seek greater influence over the Federal Republic, less in the sense of
a direct bid for German neutrality and more in terms of anticipatory
compliance by the Federal Republic with Soviet desires related to se-
lected issues, a kind of “preventive good behavior” that might lead to a
less active FRG within the West.

Ulbricht’s continued obstreperousness in foreign policy, coupled
with his assertiveness on matters of Marxist doctrine, in which he pre-
sented himself more as teacher than student, rankled the Soviet leader-
ship. His intransigence was even more irksome given that his ambitious
economic program was collapsing and his domestic power base was
unraveling.® In the end, Brezhnev worked with Honecker to engineer
Ulbricht’s ouster as party first secretary in early May 1971.

During Erich Honecker’s entire tenure as leader of the East German
regime, he would be preoccupied with managing the openness generat-



148 EXITING THE COLD WAR, ENTERING A NEW WORLD

ed by relaxation of East-West tensions in ways that could enhance, rath-
er than disrupt, domestic stability. Whereas Ulbricht had been hostile
to détente, Honecker sought to limit its domestic impact while using
the process to advance stability at home, promote the GDR’s indispens-
ability in the East, and bolster its legitimacy in the West. Honecker’s
rule was predicated on the notion that the GDR could manage Ger-
man division and its own inherent illegitimacy by sustaining a series
of precarious balances: between exposure to the West and insulation
from it; between loyalty to the East and latitude within it; and between
domestic viability and control. What appeared to be a relatively stable,
even rigid, European order rested, in fact, on a number of delicate bal-
ances, each of which had to be sustained to compensate for the abiding
absence of legitimacy in the GDR.

Over time, economic ties to the Federal Republic became the umbil-
ical cord that nurtured Honecker’s ambitious domestic economic and
social program. The GDR began to rely on German-German trade as a
stop-gap to overcome production bottlenecks or protect against short-
term economic disturbances. At the same time, Honecker was careful
to reaffirm and strengthen East German ties to its patron power, the
Soviet Union. The GDR enhanced its position as Moscow’s most im-
portant economic and strategic ally. The East German economy con-
tinued to deliver valuable machinery, chemicals and other industrial
products, and provided an essential military contribution.” Having
chafed under their second-class status for so long, GDR leaders rel-
ished the chance to act as Moscow’s loyal agents, castigating Eurocom-
munists for ideological deviation, aligning themselves behind Kremlin
policies, and supplying military and technical training as well as sophis-
ticated weaponry to key Soviet clients in the Middle East, Latin Ameri-
ca, and Africa.!? In the eyes of the regime, a higher international profile
would enhance the GDR’s prestige and visibility around the world and
at home. Honecker also realized that any latitude he might have to pur-
sue more specific GDR state interests would derive from his utility to
Moscow. Support for the Soviet economy, the Soviet military alliance,
and Soviet global adventures might allow some greater maneuvering at
home and vis-a-vis the West. The more indispensable the GDR was to
the Soviet Union, the more leeway it would have.

These efforts also coincided with Soviet interests. From the Soviet
point of view the very process of détente required a high degree of
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bloc discipline. Although the Soviets had pushed the GDR regime to-
ward a more conciliatory stance toward Bonn in the early 1970s, Mos-
cow remained interested in a status-quo policy regarding the German
Question. The Soviet Union’s principal stance was that the network of
East-West agreements concluded in the early 1970s—the 1970 Mos-
cow Treaty, the 1971 Quadripartite Agreement on Berlin (which the
USSR and the GDR continued to try to apply only to West Berlin),
the treaties between the FRG and its eastern neighbors (including the
GDR), and the 1975 Helsinki Final Act—constituted a “settlement”
of the post-World War II European territorial and political order. In
the Soviet view, these agreements constituted legal and political recog-
nition by the FRG that the German Question was irrevocably closed.
Any attempt to reopen it was ipso facto “revanchism” and a danger to
peace. Conversely, continued adherence to these agreements, as Mos-
cow and East Berlin interpreted them, was a precondition for contin-
ued good relations.!!

Thus, despite improved West German-Soviet relations and some
initial hopes in Bonn, for years there was no “Soviet card” for Bonn to
play in its relations with East Berlin. Some in Bonn began to argue that
any attempts to pressure East Berlin, even if initially successful, could
prove counterproductive in the long run by destabilizing the East Ger-
man leadership and unnerving Moscow. Bonn was interested in inter-
nal liberalization in the GDR, but not to the point of political upheaval
which, it was feared, could lead to unpredictable and possibly violent
consequences on the front line of the Cold War. Richard Lowenthal
summed up what he called the “silent consensus” in Bonn:

unless there were a major change in the nature and policy of the
Soviet regime that would open the door to basic transformation of
the Soviet bloc in Eastern Europe, no change in the status of East
Germany could occur. Even in that case, the consequence would
be a rapprochement rather than a reunification of the two German
states. Short of such a basic change in Soviet policy, even a major
crisis in East Germany would be most unlikely to provoke active
West German intervention because such intervention would not
only be contrary to the international commitments assumed by
West Germany, but might also lead to its physical annihilation by
the Soviets.!?
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The Lull Before the Storm

As the motorcade glided up to the squat black Chancellery building
in Bonn, what from a distance appeared to be a harmonious sea of black,
red and gold circling the Chancellery courtyard was transformed upon
closer inspection into the colors of German division. A hammer and
compass within a garland of wheat, the symbol of East German sover-
eignty, was imposed on every other black-red-gold tricolor. The flags
hung limply in the wan Rhineland sunshine as the leader of East Ger-
many stepped from his limousine onto a red carpet. The West German
Chancellor welcomed his guest with a stiff handshake and the gray-uni-
formed Bundeswehr band struck up the anthems of the two states. As the
discordant sounds of German division rang out, the two men standing
uneasily at attention seemed to have become frozen caricatures of the
states they represented: a wooden Erich Honecker, resolute yet con-
veying a hint of frailty; and a huge, hale and hearty Helmut Kohl.

Honecker’s visit to Bonn in September 1987 was the first by an East
German leader to West Germany. It was marked by a variety of con-
flicting positions and ambivalent images that appeared simultaneously
to dilute and harden the 38-year-old partition of the country. The man
who supervised the building of the Berlin Wall, the symbol of German
division, was now standing next to a man who held eventual German
unity to be a sacred constitutional and moral obligation. For Honecker,
the visit was a triumphant affirmation that Bonn accepted the sover-
eignty and legitimacy for which East Berlin had struggled for so long.
For Kohl, the visit was proof that his efforts to deepen the cohesion of
the nation were bearing fruit.

This tension characterized the entire five-day trip. Honecker de-
clared that “socialism and capitalism are as incompatible as fire and wa-
ter;” Kohl insisted that the “unity of our nation is our goal.” Honecker
evoked the common responsibility of both German states to ensure
that “war never again emanate from German soil;” Kohl gave his visitor
a tongue-lashing about the order given to East German border guards
to shoot on sight anyone attempting to escape to the West.

Despite Kohl’s efforts during the visit to convey the enduring unity
of the nation, the ceremonial honors bestowed on Honecker all ap-
peared to confirm its division. At the same time, Honecker’s strident
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affirmations of this division seemed to be undermined by his visit to his
own dingy Saarland hometown of Wiebelskirchen—a testament to the
very personal ties that continued to unite Germans across the barbed-
wire border. When Honecker drove to Dachau, one of Nazi Germany’s
most terrible concentration camps, and laid a giant wreath of red roses
before a wall inscribed with the words “Never Again,” he validated the
deep bonds of obligation imposed on both German states by a common
history.?

Honecker’s visit to Bonn in 1987 was the most visible ratification of
the tacit consensus that had come to govern intra-German detente. It
was less a breakthrough than a benchmark of the progress that had been
reached over the 17 years since Willy Brandt’s visit to the East German
city of Erfurt in 1970 had ushered in a new era of German-German
ties. Each German state remained a loyal member of its respective al-
liance, yet both had built a relatively extensive network of relations
across the Iron Curtain. German-German cooperation had expanded
beyond a tense and narrow tradeoft of East German political conces-
sions for West German economic concessions to incorporate cultural
exchanges and cooperation on energy, environmental, scientific and
transportation matters.

In retrospect, this period of budding German-German cooperation
was but the lull before the storm. Yet at the time, Honecker’s visit was
the most concrete signal yet to most observers that the German Ques-
tion had been transformed from the issue of reunification in a unitary
German state to the more practical issue of how German-German re-
association might affect the East-West balance in Europe. “The unifi-
cation of Germany is not on the agenda in the historically anticipated
future,” the Polish government newspaper Rzeczpospolita declared on
the eve of Honecker’s visit. Neither, of course, was the demise of com-
munist Poland. Yet gathering forces of change were to prove the “his-
torically anticipated future” wrong on both accounts, and with breath-
taking speed.

The Eroding Pillars

By the time of Honecker’s visit, the pillars of the regime’s rule in the
GDR were eroding. Yet the extent of the damage was not clear to the
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rulers or the ruled. The ascension of Mikhail Gorbachev to power in
Moscow not only unleashed a new dynamic in the Soviet Union, it clar-
ified and accelerated two other important factors shaping the historical
forces at the heart of the Cold War in Central Europe. The GDR, the
Soviet Union’s key strategic and economic partner, formerly the most
active protagonist of socialist conformity in Eastern Europe, quickly
emerged as the strongest proponent of individuality. This dynamic was
compounded in turn by a new, complex triangular relationship between
Moscow, East Berlin and Bonn that transformed the German Ques-
tion. These currents of change, together with Gorbachev’s own agenda
for reform, produced a voluble potion that was to recast the balance of
European and global power.

The German Democratic Republic, no longer a child of the Cold
War, remained a 38-year old political adolescent. Outward manifesta-
tions of self-assertion were motivated by more deep-seated feelings of
insecurity, which in turn were aggravated by a veritable volte face in
the behavior of its guardian power. An excessively intransigent Soviet
Union suddenly became a dangerously reformist Soviet Union. Sovi-
et subsidies reversed themselves into Soviet demands. As the rest of
COMECON slid into economic disaster and the domestic GDR econ-
omy began to falter, German-German ties provided the only source of
external relief. At the same time, the GDR could not afford to stray too
far from the Soviet fold, for the limited latitude it enjoyed resulted from
its utility within its Eastern alliance. Drifting too close to West Ger-
many would further erode the regime’s chronically weak domestic le-
gitimacy and forfeit Moscow’s support for continued German-German
ties. While Bonn was supporting the GDR economically, the seditious
effects of détente, marked by increased travel and communications,
had only increased the attractiveness of the West. A relatively cohesive
Western alliance faced an increasingly diffuse Eastern alliance.

While Moscow continued to support East Berlin’s position on the
finality of the German Question, it was undermining it politically and
economically. East Berlin’s refusal to acknowledge, let alone resolve,
the inherent contradiction between its abiding political rigidity and the
imperative of economic modernization was bankrupting the country.
Dealing with detente with the West, glasnost from the East, and disaf-
fection at home required an impossible dexterity in turning the spigots
of power that were at the heart of Honecker’s complex balancing act.
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Gorbachev and the German Question

The deterioration and eventual rejuvenation of Soviet foreign pol-
icy was related to a prolonged triple succession crisis prompted by the
death of three General Secretaries of the Communist Party of the So-
viet Union in less than three years. “I can’t get down to business with
Soviet leaders,” President Ronald Reagan complained. “They keep dy-
ing on me.”1*

In March 1985 relatively young and highly energetic Mikhail Gor-
bachev emerged as the new leader of the Soviet Union. He promptly
set out to rouse his country from the lethargy associated with its pro-
longed leadership crisis. Gorbachev had “iron teeth,” Andrei Gromyko
noted approvingly; the veteran Soviet foreign minister hoped the new
leader would be able to convince audiences at home and abroad that the
Soviet Union was again a dynamic force to be reckoned with in world
affairs. Gorbachev intended to do just that, but hardly in the way Gro-
myko had expected. One of the new General Secretary’s most signifi-
cant early acts was to bump Gromyko up to the ceremonial presidency
and thus out of the Foreign Ministry he had dominated for decades.
Eduard Shevardnadze, a Gorbachev ally and a Georgian with little for-
eign policy experience, was appointed Foreign Minister in July 1985.

Concerned with stagnating economic performance, deteriorating
social conditions and relative isolation in foreign affairs, and buffeted
by pressures from a new, educated, urban social strata that came of
age in the late 1970s and early 1980s, Gorbachev advanced a triad of
reforms in domestic and foreign policy. He initiated a major campaign
for domestic economic and social “restructuring”—perestroika; pushed
for a new transparency and self-critical attitude—glasnost—within the
Soviet state and Soviet society; and proclaimed a “new thinking” in the
Soviet approach to international affairs.

The spectacle of an energetic, reform-minded Soviet leader was a
daily fascination for audiences at home and abroad who had grown ac-
customed to a plodding and heavy-handed group of old men in the
Kremlin. Yet despite Gorbachev’s vigorous image, the early stage of
his tenure, which lasted until the fall of 1986, was characterized by a
confusing mélange of old and new thinking. On the one hand, he issued
tantalizing proclamations about human rights and human values. At
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the Central Committee plenary in April 1985, for instance, he spoke
out for “civilized relations between states based on true adherence to
the norms of international law.” This was followed by a speech before
French parliamentarians on October 3, 1985 in which he praised Eu-
rope as “a cradle of spiritual values” and stressed that the Soviet Union
attributed “greatest importance” to human rights. After his first meet-
ing in November with President Reagan, Gorbachev emphasized that
every people had the “right to choice...the choice of their system, their
methods, forms and friends ... If one does not recognize that, I don’t
know how one can shape international relations.”!’

On the other hand, there was continuing evidence of old thinking,
such as Gorbachev’s report to the 27th Party Congress of the Com-
munist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) on February 25, 1986, in
which he charged that the main dangers to peace emanated from the
West. Even his toughest rhetoric, however, was modified by references
to global interdependence and the resultant need for cooperative rather
than competitive “peaceful coexistence.”!¢

Early contradictions were apparent in Moscow’s European policies.
In the fall of 1985 Gorbachev spoke for the first time in public at some
length about the “European House,” an initial indication that arms
control initiatives were to be only the beginning, and not the end, of his
foreign policy reforms, and that for the first time a Soviet leader would
not be reluctant to link arms control to human rights concerns.!” De-
spite such images of cooperation and isolated pronouncements about
a “socialist commonwealth” and new notions of “socialist internation-
alism,” it was unclear whether the Kremlin was prepared to risk a fun-
damental redefinition of its relations with its East European neighbors.
Traditionally, Moscow wanted regimes that were economically and
politically viable but whose policies and domestic systems came under
broad Soviet control. The abiding tension between these two goals led
to periodic eruptions. By the mid-1980s Eastern Europe had entered
a period of economic and political change marked by a conjunction of
destabilizing elements, including economic decline, open social unrest
and the dwindling appeal of ideology, all against the backdrop of highly
uncertain leadership succession issues in various countries. For many
observers, it appeared that the added impact of the winds of reform
from the Soviet Union itself could so aggravate these processes that
things would get out of control. Scholars were comparing Gorbachev
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with Khrushchev, wondering whether he would become so preoccu-
pied with internal problems that he would miss the signs of impending
turmoil in Eastern Europe until it would be too late.!® The optimal
mixture of alliance cohesion, internal autonomy, and controlled open-
ing to the West was quickly becoming the unresolved and ultimately
unresolvable equation in Soviet-East European relations.

Gorbachev reflected this ambivalence. While he tolerated more in-
dividual expression of national interests in Eastern Europe and was
careful to stress “their autonomy in their internal affairs,” at the same
time Moscow urged more “efficient” economic integration among
the COMECON states and raised its expectations of East Europe-
an economies. The resulting push-me pull-you policies promoted
individualism on the one hand and increased demands for tighter
bloc efficiency on the other. Yet economic cooperation among the
COMECON nations remained indifferent. Although the Soviets were
keen on stepping up COMECON integration, the economic interests
of the East European countries led them to look westward. In addi-
tion, Gorbachev remained tied to elements of the Brezhnev Doctrine.
In Poland on June 30, 1986 he declared that “socialist achievements”
could never be reversed, nor could this or that country be ripped out
of the socialist community. Any other policy, he added, would mean
“challenging not only the will of the people, but the entire postwar
order and, as a final consequence, peace.”!’

In sum, despite a fresher rhetorical approach to differences within
the socialist camp, there was no indication, as 1986 ended, that Mos-
cow would abandon its traditional twin goals of viability and control
in Eastern Europe. While the degree of diversity and experimentation
in Eastern Europe was remarkable by postwar standards, the parame-
ters of permissible political reform and national autonomy ultimately
remained undefined. The “Gorbachev Doctrine” vis-a-vis Eastern Eu-
rope had neither been formulated nor tested. While Gorbachev was
clearly prepared to sacrifice some control for greater viability, it seemed
unlikely at the time that he would risk too much in this regard. The
benefits of a somewhat more dynamic Eastern Europe appeared to be
insufficient to risk a revival of such crises as in the GDR in 1953, Hun-
gary in 1956, Czechoslovakia in 1968, and Poland in 1980/81. And a
serious future eruption in Eastern Europe, so the common wisdom,
would certainly reverberate in Moscow.
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The limits of new thinking seemed most clear in Moscow’s position
on the German Question. Despite rumors and eager talk in the West,
there was little indication until 1989 that “new thinking” would lead
to any Soviet initiative regarding a new framework for the German
Question. Upon entering office Gorbachev did little to change the
Brezhnev position on the closed German Question and general Soviet
foreign policy toward the two German states. There were only vague
and superficial hints of change in the “principal stance” of the Soviet
Union toward the German Question, a position supported fully by the
GDR. During the interlude between Brezhnev’s death in 1982 and the
first two years of Gorbachev’s tenure, the Kremlin’s ties with Bonn, its
major European partner during the heyday of détente, were in the deep
freeze.

Honecker had been acquainted with Gorbachev since the 1960s and
did not believe him to be a radical reformer.?® Gorbachev, for his part,
had been struck by Honecker’s willingness to buck Moscow’s hard line
during the early 1980s with his call for “damage limitation” in the wake
of the stationing of the INF missiles. During their first serious encoun-
ter as general secretaries of their parties on May 5, 1985, both appeared
keen to reconfirm their close ties and present an image of unity on
all major issues, particularly on the eve of the 40th anniversary of the
end of World War IL.?! Any West German hopes for new flexibility
were quickly dashed by the uncompromising language of the final com-
munique, which stated that both leaders “firmly rejected any concept
regarding an ‘open German question’.” Internally, Gorbachev told his
advisors that while the GDR was “stronger” than the other east Eu-
ropean countries, “it could never withstand a union with the FRG.”??
The orthodox Soviet position was so strong, in fact, that Gorbachev re-
jected Honecker’s plan to visit the Federal Republic, did so again when
the two leaders met in Moscow during the 27th Party Congress of the
CPSU on February 26, 1986, and did so a third time in East Berlin for
the 11th Party Congress of the SED in April 1986. “We were resentful
of his playing games with the West Germans,” recalled Shevardnadze’s
chief aide Sergei Tarasenko.?’

First signs of serious conflict between Honecker and Gorbachev be-
came apparent in the fall of 1986. Two weeks before the two leaders
met in Moscow, West German Foreign Minister Hans-Dietrich Gen-
scher had traveled to the Soviet capital to revive the tenuous relation-
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ship between Bonn and the Kremlin. While the West Germans de-
tected no sign of change in the Soviet position on the fundamentals of
the status quo, a new flexibility was apparent in Moscow’s view of both
German-German ties and the West German-Soviet relationship.?*

New Thinking

When Honecker arrived in Moscow, Gorbachev made it clear that
he was ready to redefine the West German-Soviet relationship as part
of his concept of the European House. One had to be careful of the
West Germans, the Soviet leader said, but for “peace in the world and
for the development of Europe this triangle of USSR-GDR and FRG
has extraordinary weight.”?> While Honecker was somewhat wary of
the new warmth evident in the West German-Soviet relationship, he
welcomed Soviet efforts to reinvigorate détente, and was pleased now
that it was clear that nothing stood in the way of his visit to Bonn.

The East German leader reserved his harshest words for what he
believed to be a much more significant challenge: glasnost. Soviet artists
and writers were telling their East German colleagues to “overthrow
their generals,” Honecker charged angrily. “Political deviants in the
GDR could quickly use this to their advantage.” He demanded that
Gorbachev reign in such comments. “It is important for us to have to
fight on one and not on two fronts,” he fumed.

The battle had been joined. By the turn of the year Soviet diplomats
were circulating word that Hans Modrow, the SED party chief in Dres-
den, was considered favorably by Kremlin reform circles and was Gor-
bachev’s candidate eventually to replace Honecker. KGB Vice-Chair-
man Kryuchkov visited Dresden in 1987 to discuss reform proposals
with Modrow. The East Berlin gerontocracy was further distressed by
Gorbachev’s pronouncement to the Central Committee of the CPSU
in January 1987: “We need democracy as we need the air to breathe.”
Honecker promptly told Anatoly Dobrynin that what Moscow did at
home was its own business.?

During 1987 and 1988 Moscow sought to recapture the gains of
Soviet-West German detente that had languished during the previous
five years, although Gorbachev was unnerved when Chancellor Kohl
compared his public relations talents to those of Nazi propaganda chief
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Josef Goebbels. Moscow focused on Bonn’s stand on arms control ne-
gotiations, seeking to persuade West Germany that it was not in Ger-
man interest to modernize short-range nuclear weapons. The Krem-
lin also courted the SPD and the anti-nuclear opposition. During this
period Moscow also focused much more clearly on the potential role
West German trade and investment could play in ensuring the success
of Gorbachev’s ambitious program of economic reform.

The Kremlin made it clear, however, that a “new page” in relations
with Bonn could only be based on the political and territorial status
quo in Europe. Gorbachev clung to the “reality” of two German states
and was not prepared to acknowledge the continued existence of one
German nation, as he indicated in his discussion with German Presi-
dent Richard von Weizsicker on July 7, 1987. There were two Ger-
man states with different socio-political systems and differing values,
he said. This was the reality. “What will happen in a hundred years will
be decided by history...No other approach is acceptable.” For the time
being, he warned, “one should proceed from the existing realities and
not engage in incendiary speculations.”?’

1988 was the turning point, as Gorbachev himself has acknowl-
edged. When he came to power in 1985, he believed he could work
through the party-dominated bureaucracy to implement his agenda
for reform. But the Communist Party apparatchiks upon whom he was
relying to push through change stood to lose most from it and there-
fore resisted.”® There was little movement. “By the beginning of 1988,”
Gorbachev recalls, “it became clear that the efforts to implement the
reforms - primarily the efforts toward radical economic reforms—were
foundering on the political structures, on the regime itself, on the pre-
vailing property relationships. That was the point when it became clear
to me that we were in a systemic crisis and that the system itself would
have to be transformed.”?’

A shake-up of revolutionary proportions was launched. Gorbachev
and Shevardnadze now went beyond such earlier isolated statements
as “no single party has a monopoly on the truth” and that socialism
had “no model to which all must orient themselves” by renouncing
the Brezhnev Doctrine itself. In a Soviet-Yugoslav declaration in mid-
March 1988, both states declared that neither intended to “force others
to comply with its views on the development of societies” and that each
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rejected “any threat and use of force and interference in the or internal
affairs of other states.”?

Behind the scenes, deeds followed words. The Soviets privately
made it clear to Hungary’s beleaguered communist party boss, Janos
Kadar, that he could no longer count on Soviet support in the event
of a major internal crisis. Kadar was replaced in May 1988 by Kiroly
Grosz, a Gorbachev admirer who received complete Soviet support for
further political and economic liberalization in Hungary, including the
implementation of a multi-party system.!

At the 19 All-Union Party Conference in Moscow on June 28,
1988, Gorbachev declared that a key element of new thinking in for-
eign policy was the concept of freedom of choice. “We are convinced
of the universality of this principle,” he proclaimed. “In this situation,
outside imposition of a particular social order, a particular way of life
or a particular policy—by whatever means, not to mention military
ones—is a dangerous rudiment of a bygone age...to resist freedom of
choice means to oppose the objective course of history itself.”3?

For the first time Gorbachev spoke not of getting more out of the
old system, but of “radical reform.” Later that year he announced what
he called a “blowing up” of the old political system: freer elections, a
full-time working parliament, more powers to the local councils, or
soviets, all of which were intended to shift power away from the bu-
reaucracy.*’

Hungary was not the only country that appeared to be free to pursue
its own course. Reform-minded forces in Poland also gained new room
for maneuver. In September 1988 Nikolai Shishlin, a Gorbachev advis-
er from the Central Committee, told Le Monde that Moscow had aban-
doned the Brezhnev Doctrine. The Kremlin, he said, no longer had a
“right of veto” in Polish internal affairs. Other Soviet officials indicated
they would not be overly concerned if Solidarnos¢ reemerged. Soviet
reform circles were openly calling for “an evolutionary path between
the neo-Stalinist, centralized bureaucratic ‘socialist’ system in the East,
and the pluralist, social democratic, market-oriented ‘capitalist’ system
in the West.”?*

Gorbachev’s ultimate goal was a more humane and productive so-
cialism, not the end of socialism itself. Leading circles in Moscow se-
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riously considered whether an explicit bargain should be offered to the
east European “allies:” in exchange for a pledge by the east European
regimes to remain socialist, Moscow would drastically reduce, and per-
haps even withdraw, its military forces.*’

A bitter battle was simultaneously underway within the Soviet bu-
reaucracy regarding German policy. For years the Third European
Department of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, led by Alexander Bond-
arenko, had been the guardians of Soviet orthodoxy on the German
Question. Nicknamed “the Berlin Wall” by their own colleagues, the
German experts in the Foreign Ministry had made a career out of de-
fending the status of Berlin and Moscow’s rights regarding Germany as
a whole from any and all challengers. “German problems were isolat-
ed” from other areas of foreign policy-making, recalled Shevardnadze’s
aide Tarasenko. “They had a special status and were under the author-
ity of a close-knit company” within the bureaucracy. For decades they
had enjoyed a privileged position under the watchful eye of Foreign
Minister Gromyko, who prided himself on his own knowledge of and
steadfastness on German issues, and who did not hesitate to punish
Soviet diplomats who did not toe his rigid policy line in this area. A
turther bureaucratic division of labor in Moscow complicating German
policy was that relations with socialist countries, including the GDR,
traditionally fell under the purview of the International Department of
the Central Committee, led by Valentin Falin, former Soviet Ambas-
sador to Bonn.

The Third European Department was “stonewalling on every-
thing,” Tarasenko recalls. “They saw their role as spoilers.” By 1987,
with relations with East Berlin increasingly tense and ties to Bonn still
in limbo, even Moscow’s German experts realized that changes were
necessary—up to a point. They understood better than Gorbachev or
Shevardnadze that the GDR’s economic and political position was not
what it seemed, and that closer economic ties between Bonn and East
Berlin were inevitable to prevent the GDR from slipping into “Polish
conditions.”® They were eager to open a new chapter in Moscow’s
relations with Europe’s economic powerhouse—the Federal Republic
of Germany. At the same time, they were resentful that East German
insecurities hampered fuller bilateral ties between Moscow and Bonn.
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That there was little serious consideration of any fundamental
change in the basic status quo was made clear by an explosive meet-
ing in the fall of 1987. Upon assuming office Shevardnadze formed
academic advisory councils as a mechanism to discuss unconventional
ideas. Vyacheslav Dashichev, a controversial department head at the
Institute for the Economics of the Socialist World System, was made
Chairman of the Advisory Council for the socialist states. In April 1987
Dashichev continued his heretical ways with a 26-page paper on the
German Question, which he presented to an Advisory Council meet-
ing on November 27, 1987.%7 In the paper Dashichev examined a wide
range of possibilities in the future evolution of the German Question,
including the continuation of the two German states; confederation or
unification based on the principle of neutrality; and a unified German
state integrated into the Western alliance. That Dashichev would re-
ject option three right away was hardly controversial. But he unleashed
a storm of controversy by arguing for option two—a unified, neutral
Germany—instead of the status quo. The existing situation was disad-
vantageous to Soviet interests, Dashichev claimed. It could only pro-
long Cold War confrontation and the economic burdens of empire.
The real cause of East-West confrontation, he argued, was German
division. As long as the key to the solution of the German Question was
in Moscow’s hands, the Kremlin should use it to unlock new possibili-
ties for a new relationship between Germany and the Soviet Union that
could significantly advance Soviet interests. If it didn’t, he predicted,
unification would occur regardless of Soviet wishes.

Even in the prevailing atmosphere of “new thinking,” Dashichev
had broken a long-standing taboo. He was accused of “political sins”
and all copies of his paper were ordered destroyed. Sergei Tarasenko
commented on the reaction by the senior leadership at the time: “We
heard about his early paper and were in general agreement with his
position, but the basic attitude then was still ‘if it ain’t broke, don’t fix
it.” We were distracted by many problems. We didn’t see that Germany
was broken, and so we didn’t try to fix it. In our gut we knew that soon-
er or later there would be a problem, but it seemed far enough away so
we were not preoccupied with it.”?8

Dashichev persisted in his efforts. In a May 18, 1988 article in Litur-
naya Gazeta he presented a comprehensive critique of Soviet Cold War
policies. Blind Soviet adherence to a status quo policy in Europe, he ar-
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gued, was damaging Soviet interests by imposing inordinate economic
burdens on the country and isolating it from the rest of the world. The
Cold War had resulted in an intolerable militarization of Soviet society.
The only way to change this was to change the Soviet position vis-a-vis
the division of Germany and Europe, which was the true source of East-
West antagonism. He again proposed various solutions to the German
question, including a neutral confederation. This was followed by his
highly publicized remark in June 1988 that the Berlin Wall was a relic
of the Cold War and would disappear under more favorable political
circumstances. A virulent response, most likely drafted by Honecker
himself, appeared the very next day in Neues Deutschland, the official
communist party newspaper. Soviet Foreign Ministry spokesman Gen-
nady Gerasimov was forced to disavow Dashichev’s remarks.*

New Winds of Change

As these debates continued, Bonn and Moscow struggled to revive
their own relationship after five frosty years. Shevardnadze visited
Bonn in January 1988 and Genscher visited Moscow in July to prepare
a visit by Chancellor Kohl to Moscow in October.

New momentum was clearly apparent. At the summit German busi-
ness executives and Soviet representatives signed 16 agreements on
economic cooperation and a consortium of German banks approved a
credit of 3 billion Deutschmark (DM). The two governments signed a
cultural agreement that had been in the deep freeze since 1973 as well
as an environmental agreement that had also been on hold for years
because of persistent differences whether and how such agreements
would include West Berlin. For the first time since World War II the
defense ministers of the two countries met for an exchange of views.
Outside the wintery Kremlin walls the temperature was -6°C, but in-
side Gorbachev announced that “the ice had been broken.” In advance
of the summit Bonn officials looked hard for signs that Moscow might
be willing to reconsider its “principal position” on the German Ques-
tion and the situation of Berlin.

During the summit the Chancellor was so insistent on both issues
that Gorbachev chose to respond in public with the toughest of various
responses that had been prepared for him in advance by the Foreign
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Ministry’s “Berlin Wall.” The present situation was the result of histo-
ry, the Soviet leader declared. Any attempt to “force the pace of events
through unrealistic policies,” he warned, was an incalculable and even
dangerous undertaking.” He did not object to Bonn including West
Berliners in its international activities, but the West Germans had to
realize that “the special status of the city remains unshakable.” Quoting
Goethe, he admonished Kohl that “nothing is as dangerous for the new
truth as old mistakes.”*

Privately, however, there were clearer hints that the Soviet position
was changing. “All the possibilities to overcome the phenomenon of
the ‘Iron Curtain’ have not yet been exhausted,” Shevardnadze told
the West German delegation. Both sides agreed to explore these pos-

sibilities in advance of a visit by Gorbachev to Bonn in the summer of
1989.4

Among the East European regimes, responses to Soviet debates on
the nature and scope of perestroika, glasnost, and “new thinking” were
mixed. While Hungary and Poland joined the Gorbachev course, Ro-
mania openly scorned the Kremlin’ initiatives, and in Czechoslovakia
and Bulgaria the leadership was paralyzed. For East Berlin, however,
Gorbachev’s calls for reform threatened to undermine the GDR’s very
rationale for existence as an “antifascist, socialist alternative to the Fed-
eral Republic,”* in the words of Otto Reinhold, one of the party’s lead-
ing theoreticians. If the GDR introduced reforms a la Gorbachey, it
would lose its socialist identity and be only a poor copy of the Federal
Republic. Under such circumstances pressures for reunification would
grow and the GDR would eventually be swallowed up by its economi-
cally more powerful sister state. Hence, the regime felt it had to resist
taking any steps, however, small, down the slippery slope of reform.

The GDR regime differentiated its response to Gorbachev’s triad of
reform by supporting “new thinking” wholeheartedly in broad terms,
while hoping thereby to gain some margin of maneuver, particularly in
German-German relations and to retain some influence over Moscow’s
own Deutschlandpolitik; interpreting perestroika narrowly to mean sim-
ply economic restructuring, which the GDR then sought to dismiss by
pointing to the relative success of its centralized command economy;
and rejecting glasnost outright by building new walls to shelter its soci-
ety from the fresh winds blowing from the East.
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Perestroika and the East German Economy

A key to the GDR’s maneuvering room internally and externally was
how well it could maintain its reputation as socialism’s economic work-
horse. Viewed from East Berlin, perestroika looked like a prescription
for disaster rather than a solution to the GDR’s problems. While ac-
knowledging that the Soviet economy was in need of massive reforms,
they denied that this was true for the GDR. “Many of the changes in
the Soviet Union are already routine in the GDR,” Honecker sniffed.*
Kurt Hager, secretary of the Central Committee and chief ideologue
of the SED, presented Gorbachev’s domestic reform policies as noth-
ing more than interior decorating, a cosmetic touch-up for which the
GDR had absolutely no need. “If your neighbor would re-wallpaper
his apartment,” he asked rhetorically, “would you also feel compelled
to repaper your apartment?”*

The relative economic success of the GDR did in fact give the lead-
ership some breathing space, particularly given the quite incoherent
nature of Gorbachev’s own plans for economic reform. The GDR, East
German officials argued, enjoyed the highest standard of living, the
highest economic productivity, the strongest and the steadiest growth
in COMECON. The GDR was the largest supplier of machines and
consumer goods within COMECON. It was the Soviet Union’s most
important trading partner. For most of the other COMECON coun-
tries the GDR was the second most important trading partner after the
Soviet Union. The GDR population of less than 17 million produced
more than its 37 million Polish neighbors. COMECON countries
looked to the West, if possible, to secure leading technology, but when
left to their own resources, they looked to the GDR. In fact, GDR
officials argued, the Soviets themselves counted on the GDR economy
to make important contributions to the long-overdue modernization of
the Soviet economy. GDR officials were particularly keen to distance
themselves from Soviet economic reforms also because they found that
Gorbachev’s efforts at COMECON efficiency would chain the GDR
to its uncompetitive partners and drag down east German standards of
living. Thus, while their minimum goal was to limit the impact of the
Soviet debate on the GDR, their maximum goal was to exploit Mos-
cow’s higher tolerance for east European autonomy by diversifying
their economic ties.
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Given this position, GDR officials could be relatively secure that
there would be little chance of Soviet pressure to undergo an East Ger-
man version of perestroika. Soviet officials confirmed this view. “We
thought Honecker’s position was strong, we were convinced the GDR
was a bulwark of socialism composed of good solid socialists,” recalled
Tarasenko.® Throughout this early period the new Soviet leadership
still had an unrealistic picture of the GDR’s economic achievements.
Warnings about the real situation from other Politburo members
were ignored. “We were so busy with our own problems,” recalled
Vyacheslav Kochemasov, the Soviet ambassador to East Berlin, “we left

the GDR to its fate.”*

Behind this facade of superior economic performance, however, lay
a grimmer reality. Honecker’s commitment to consumerism and pres-
tige-oriented technology-driven growth had bankrupted the GDR
economy. Growth had eased under the weight of growing subsidies,
sagging investments, flagging productivity and poor export perfor-
mance. By 1985 the economy had eroded so badly that the regime has
forced to assign up to 55,000 soldiers to work each winter in coal min-
ing, aluminum, and chemical factories even though it refused to ease
up on its high standards of defense readiness. This led to increasing
morale problems and contributed to the inner erosion of the National
People’s Army (NVA).¥

The gap between official propaganda and reality on the streets had
become so wide that in 1987 and 1988 the SED was forced to concede
openly for the first time since 1971 a clear failure to achieve the targets
of the plan, even though this had been true for some time and the Po-
litburo had been falsifying the data on a regular basis. For the average
East German, official proclamations of “social rights” rang increasingly
hollow when medicine was unavailable, housing remained problematic,
the wait for a Trabant automobile or a telephone connection was 12-15
years, and social status was dependent partially on who had access to
hard currency.*®

Official recitations of the GDR’s economic achievements compared
to its COMECON partners also overlooked one significant fact: for
most East Germans, the yardstick of progress was the alternative Ger-
man state, the Federal Republic of Germany, rather than any of the
GDR’s Eastern neighbors. Yet despite its position as the most produc-
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tive socialist economy and its favored access to Western technology,
goods and finance through the special German-German channel, the
gap in performance and living standards with the FRG widened steadi-
ly. Western estimates at the time consistently overestimated the GDR’s
economic capabilities. Productivity in the GDR was about one-third
the level in the FRG. Per capita purchasing power in the GDR was
at least 60% behind the West German level. Even more significant
than quantitative comparisons, however, was the fact that the growing
number of GDR visitors to the FRG were now able to experience
first-hand the gap in living standards and the possibilities of a modern
social market economy.*

In the face of these massive economic challenges, the regime was
running on borrowed time and borrowed money. By 1987 the GDR’s
net foreign debt had climbed to 34.7 billion valuta marks. Domestic
economic policy had been reduced to managing scarcity and securing
sufficient infusions of quick cash from the West simply to meet the
interest payments on its growing mountain of debt.’

In sum, by the late 1980s much of the Honecker regime’s hard-
fought internal and external achievements were being undermined by
the GDR’s precarious economic situation. Economic performance was
no longer able to compensate for its lack of internal and external legit-
imacy. The fundamental dilemma for the regime was that in the new
global economy economic development could not be commanded from
above. Technological innovation, creativity, modern communications
and information flows were essential to the GDR’s own goals of inten-
sive and extensive growth. Yet this presumed a degree of openness and
decentralized authority the SED was unwilling to tolerate for fear of
political destabilization. The regime was caught between the conse-
quences of greater openness as a precondition for competitiveness and
the equally unnerving alternative of stagnation on the front lines of the
East-West divide. In short, economic pressures were directly related
to the political pressures facing the regime, which in turn were being
aggravated by a far more disturbing aspect of the fresh winds blowing
from the East—glasnost.
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Abgrenzung to the East

During the 1970s and 1980s, East Berlin responded rather success-
fully to West German attempts at “change through rapprochement”
with its own policies of “change through Abgrenzung”—a policy of
carefully controlled opening that maintained the party’s control over
society. Now, in a remarkable turn of events, the GDR’s leadership was
faced with a similar challenge of openness; this time, however, the chal-
lenge was coming from its own superpower patron, the guarantor not
only of East Germany’s external security but also of the regime’s inter-
nal authority. Bewildered, yet skeptical that Gorbachev’s reforms would
succeed or, for that matter, that Gorbachev himself would remain in
power, Honecker attempted to ride out the storm with a stopgap ver-
sion of Abgrenzung, directed this time at the East yet derived from the
same fear that unsettling ideas could loosen the regime’s precarious
grip on its own society.

Fearful that its own population might contract glasnost fever, the re-
gime cracked down harshly on internal dissent. It also took active de-
tensive measures to insulate East German society from the provocative
ideas now coming from Moscow. Media restrictions were tightened,
the internal Soviet debate was censored, and the notion of individual
paths to socialism was promoted.

Nonetheless, the mixture of years of détente with the West and now

glasnostfrom the Eastwasforcing change on three frontssimultaneously—
the West, the East, and from within.

New Thinking and the GDR

Internal retrenchment was accompanied by external activism. GDR
officials sought to compensate for their rejection of glasnost and per-
estrotka at home by embracing Soviet proclamations of “new think-
ing” abroad, which promised to reduce East Berlin’s military costs and
grant the GDR greater autonomy to advance its interests in the Ger-
man-German relationship.

The initial focus of Soviet “new thinking” was in the field of arms
control. A variety of new initiatives by Gorbachev reflected arguments
Honecker himself had used in 1983-1984 against Moscow’s hard-line



168 EXITING THE COLD WAR, ENTERING A NEW WORLD

positions at the time. Thus, the GDR supported the military security
aspects of “new thinking” wholeheartedly, primarily out of GDR state
interests rather than blind allegiance to the Soviet Union. GDR offi-
cials echoed their Soviet colleagues by explaining that the imperative
of “new thinking” in foreign policy was defined out of the “logic of the
atomic age” with the purpose of avoiding a “nuclear inferno.”! Given
the economic strains facing the regime, one motivation for GDR sup-
port for new thinking was to reduce the burden of defense spending on
the economy. Next to the Soviet Union the GDR’s defense spending
was the highest in the Warsaw Pact, both in absolute and per capita
terms and in relation to national income.>

Yet “new thinking” could only extend so far. The regime made it
clear that “cooperative peaceful coexistence” would not erase the divid-
ing line between socialism and capitalism but provided “the framework
condition for peaceful contest between the two different systems and
is, at the same time, the major prerequisite for both sides to exist ac-
cording to their own needs and to do things their own way.”** In other
words, such a condition would bolster the position of the GDR as an
accepted member of the interstate system.

The regime had greater difficulties with Gorbachev’s growing em-
phasis on respect for human rights as the basis for a new internation-
al order. East German officials stuck to their traditional position that
peace between societies (read: full acceptance of the GDR) “is the
prerequisite for any human right and its implementation.” In addi-
tion, they relativized such political rights as free expression and travel,
placing them on a par with social rights and even vaguely defined be
“cultural” rights. “We do not discriminate between more or less as im-
portant rights,” declared Max Schmidt, Director of the Institute for
Politics and Economics. “Any claim to exclusiveness by one side would
be counterproductive, not to speak of attempts to pervert the human
rights issue to a lever of discrediting and eventual elimination of the
system opponent.”*

The Home Front

At the time of Honecker’s 1987 visit to Bonn, it appeared from the
outside that the regime had proven itself able to contain pressures for
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change: it had garnered a more legitimate standing from Bonn; it had
wrested a degree of maneuverability from its superpower patron; and it
appeared to be maintaining its domestic balance rather successfully due
to a combination of repression and carefully calibrated doses of open-
ness. Dissidents were either isolated internally, by being sentenced to
jail or confined to the shelter of the Church; or were isolated externally,
through emigration or expulsion.

Upon closer inspection, however, the overall effect of the regime’s
doses of openness was similar to that of splashing water on a hot stone
in a sweathouse: it only made the atmosphere hotter. Easier emigra-
tion, greater possibilities for travel to the West, the rehabilitation of
significant figures and epochs in German history, the greater maneu-
vering room granted to the Church, and support of “socialist” con-
sumerism were all designed to build down domestic dissatisfaction. Yet
they served to create higher popular expectations that were inflamed by
the regime’s economic mismanagement and ideological rigidity. Thus,
just as the regime was faced with growing pressures of détente from
the West and glasnost from the East, it found itself confronted with an
equally challenging situation at home.

The GDR dissident population, torn between those seeking emigra-
tion to the West and those preferring to stay and press for reforms at
home, remained one of the smallest, least vocal, and most isolated in
the Soviet bloc until 1987. Moreover, on the whole east German dis-
sidents continued to seek an “improvable socialism,” whereas most of
their counterparts in other East European countries sought to overturn
it. Gorbachev’s assumption of power in the Soviet Union and dramatic
changes in Poland and Hungary accelerated the efforts of East German
opposition groups to transcend single issue themes such as the envi-
ronment, peace or the Third World and demand fundamental political
reforms that would lead to “improvable socialism.” “Gorbachev was
our source of hope and we viewed him as a secret ally,” said activist
pastor Friedrich Schorlemmer. “The situation is exactly the reverse of
1945,” noted maverick communist intellectual Jirgen Kuczynski in his
diary on March 3, 1987. “Then at the top close allegiance to the SU
and down below hate in the population. Today at the top true anti-So-
vietism, down below enthusiasm for Gorbachev.”?
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By early 1989 a different kind of solidarity had become apparent
within the East German population. Whereas in the past the divergent
goals of those seeking to change the system and those seeking to escape
it through emigration had dissipated the strength of domestic opposi-
tion, the two now joined to form a new critical mass of unrest in the
population that started alarm bells ringing within the SED leadership.
East German writer Monika Maron commented at the time that the
realization had slowly dawned that “the Emperor has no clothes, and
the latest fashions from Moscow are simply too revealing.”’¢

Spurred by dramatic events in 1989, the diverse currents of domestic
dissent that had been gathering force over the preceding months and
years coalesced into the revolutionary movement that ultimately would
sweep the SED from power. Yet these strands of opposition, in and of
themselves, were too weak to be much more than the kindling wood of
revolution. The sparks came from external events. They did hollow out
sufficiently the SED’s claims of legitimacy, however, so that when the
GDR’s external framework collapsed, its brittle interior immediately
shattered.

The Pot Boils Over

Erich Honecker’s thin voice quavered with fury and bewilderment.
“The Wall,” he fumed, “will still be standing in 50 or even 100 years...
That is quite necessary to protect our Republic from thieves, not to men-
tion those who are prepared to disturb stability and peace in Europe.”’

Honecker was supporting his Wall so vociferously because he had
his back up against it. At first glance, Honecker’s shrill defense was
directed at challenges made by Western leaders in January 1989 at the
closing ceremonies of a marathon two-year meeting of the Conference
on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE). The Vienna CSCE
meeting had just produced an agreement promoting East-West trade
and safeguarding a broad range of human rights, including freedom
of travel and emigration. The Vienna accord pledged the 35 signatory
nations, including the GDR, to “respect fully the right of everyone...
to leave any country, including his own, and to return to his own coun-
try.”’8 The retiring U.S. Secretary of State, George Schultz, used the
Vienna meeting to issue a blunt challenge to Moscow and East Berlin:
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tear down the Wall. The Cold War would not be over, Schultz de-
clared, as long as the Wall remained standing. It remained, he said, the
“acid test” of improved East-West relations.*”

During the Wall’s 27-year existence Honecker had grown accus-
tomed to Western bluster. That was not his primary concern. His
real message of defiance had been directed at the much more palpable
and threatening challenge posed by his own patron power, the Soviet
Union. The long-simmering feud between Moscow and East Berlin
had now boiled over into public. “We didn’t build this Wall—this is not
our Wall,” Aleksandr Yakovlev, one of Gorbachev’s key advisers, de-
clared a few days before. Asked to comment on the Wall, Shevardnadze
said that it was a question for the two Germanys to decide, but hinted
that in Moscow’s view, it was time for a change. “When the Wall was
built,” Shevardnadze ruminated, “there were most likely reasons for it.
One must see whether these reasons are still there.” Oskar Fischer, the
East German Foreign Minister, was indignant. The factors that led to
the construction of the Wall, he snapped, still existed. Shevardnadze
was undeterred. In an expansive mood, he leveled his sights on his East
German ally in his closing remarks to the Vienna conference. “The
Vienna meeting,” he declared, “has shaken the Iron Curtain, has weak-
ened its rusty bars, has torn new holes and sped its corrosion.”®0

In response to Yakovlev’s remarks, SED Politburo member Werner
Krolikowski sniffed that he “never listened to Yakovlev in his life and
wasn’t about to now.” His colleague Giinter Schabowski, himself mar-
ried to a Russian, proclaimed to anyone who would listen that “ev-
erything the Russians do is nothing but manure and cheese.” Given
Gorbachev’s embattled position at home and the sluggish progress of
perestroika, Honecker remained skeptical that the Soviet leader would
remain in power. He continued to pin his hopes on Gorbachev’s con-
servative opponents in the Politburo while rejecting any suggestion
that the GDR itself was in need of fundamental reforms.

One year earlier the Honecker regime had agreed to grant its citi-
zens a right to apply to leave the GDR. This was not the same as agree-
ing to the right to leave, and authorities could still decide whether to
approve an application. Such a step was part and parcel of Honecker’s
Abgrenzung policies—limited concessions that remained under state
control. By the time of the CSCE Vienna meeting in January 1989,
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however, this limited step was insufficient, and the GDR came under
pressure from both East and West to sign the Concluding Document.
Honecker was intent on circumventing such pressures.

Honecker’s brazen attitude was on full display in a private meeting
on January 5, 1989 with Yuri Kashlev, the head of the Soviet CSCE del-
egation. The GDR could not accept two points in the final draft of the
Vienna document, Honecker said. The first dealt with granting CSCE
observer groups access to average citizens. “We all know what is con-
cealed behind so-called Helsinki observer groups,” Honecker declared.
“This would mean legalization of counterrevolutionary activities.” The
second point was a clause that would further legitimize West German
demands that the minimum daily currency exchange requirement be
abolished. The GDR would not veto the final document, Honecker
told his guest, but if these two points were not dropped, Kashlev was
asked to convey to “comrade Gorbachev that the GDR would not hon-
or the two points.” The GDR, he reminded his guest with more than a
hint of Schadenfreude, was a “quiet island” compared to Poland, Hunga-
ry, Czechoslovakia, Estonia, Lithuania, Azerbaijan, Armenia and Geor-
gia.®! Stasi chief Erich Mielke ordered his colleagues to block imple-

mentation of the Concluding Document wherever possible.®?

During the first four years of Gorbachev’s tenure, Moscow had
tolerated Honecker’s obstreperousness for various reasons. First, the
GDR’s role as Moscow’s leading economic partner played an important
role in Gorbachev’s own calculations for reform in the Soviet Union.
Second, the GDR’s critical position as one of two German states on the
front lines of the ideological divide and the clamp of stability on a more
fluid, fragmented Soviet empire imposed some caution on impulsive
reformers. Third, the GDR remained a powerful symbol among the
Soviet people of the Soviet victory over German fascism. Fourth, Gor-
bachev continued to be preoccupied with his reform efforts at home.
Finally, Gorbachev and Shevardnadze did believe in and adhered to the
policy of non-interference they had been proclaiming.

As 1988 came to an end, however, so did Soviet patience. The Wall
and the man who built it were becoming embarrassing anachronisms
in the age of glasnost and perestroika; they were damaging the credi-
bility of Gorbachev’s entire program of reform. Gorbachev was anx-
ious to move ahead with a new approach to international relations that
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had little room for walls of concrete and barbed wire, automatic guns,
and shoot-to-kill orders. “We felt we could not hinge our policy on
Honecker,” recalled Shevardnadze’s key aide Sergei Tarasenko. “He
would be a passing leader. We were ready to proceed in our own way
whether it pleased him or not.”%3

In his speech to the United Nations on the morning of December
7, 1988, Gorbachev declared that in an age of global mass communica-
tions, “the preservation of any kind of ‘closed’ society is hardly possi-
ble.” Then, in a signal about Soviet intentions toward Eastern Europe,
Gorbachev declared that “all of us, and first of all the strongest of us,
have to practice self-restraint and totally rule out any outward-orient-
ed use of force.” He went on to say that “the principle of freedom of
choice is a must” for all nations, a universal principle that “knows no
exceptions.” In other words, East European regimes could no longer
rely on Soviet military intervention to keep them in power. They would
be responsible for sustaining their own legitimacy and viability. To un-
derscore his position, Gorbachev issued a stunning announcement: the
Soviet Union would undertake massive unilateral military cuts, includ-
ing the withdrawal of 6 tank divisions and other forces from the GDR,
Czechoslovakia and Hungary, which amounted to about 10% of Soviet
armed forces and much higher percentages of the most threatening
Soviet forces in Central Europe.

These cuts had been under discussion in Moscow for more than a
year between Gorbachev and his military establishment. Earlier that
year, in a Warsaw Pact meeting in July, Gorbachev had proposed a uni-
lateral cutback of 70,000 men in the GDR, Czechoslovakia and Hun-
gary, but the proposal was blocked by those regimes. That same month
the Soviet General Staff was instructed to begin work on a bigger cut-
back. Several events during the fall, including a September shakeup in
the Politburo in which the influence of the conservatives was reduced,
were important in making the cutbacks possible.5*

In Moscow’s secondary elite, the debate over German policy con-
tinued. At the end of 1988 Vyacheslav Dashichev was invited to make
a brief presentation to the Central Committee’s senior advisers on
European policy. He repeated his heretical position that the division
of Germany hurt, rather than helped, Soviet interests. Valentin Falin,
Chief of the International Department of the CPSU Central Commit-



174 EXITING THE COLD WAR, ENTERING A NEW WORLD

tee, exploded with rage, shouted that the Cold War had been unleashed
by the United States, began a rambling response and then abruptly left
the room.%

Dashichev refined his views in a paper dated April 18, 1989 that was
presented to Shevardnadze and most likely also read by Gorbachev.
The East-West confrontation had damaged the Soviet Union badly, he
argued, and could not be overcome without a solution to “the German
Question.” Dashichev criticized the “ideological primitivism” of the
GDR regime, based as it was “on force against its own population,”
and derided Honecker’s assertion that the Berlin Wall would still be
standing in 100 years as “absurd.” Only radical reforms could bring
the GDR out of the dead end in which it now found itself. This would
lead to a “revolutionary rapprochement between both German states”
and thereby “defuse the German question” which could “open pros-
pects for the creation of a confederation of both German states...or
a unification on the condition that the security of all the countries of
Europe would be guaranteed. One cannot conceive of a common Euro-
pean home without overcoming the division of Germany in its present
form,” he concluded, although he added a cautionary note: “It is very
important that this process take place under conditions of internal and
external stability.”6¢

Lightning Strikes

By 1989, a mutually reinforcing confluence of accelerating change
abroad and deepening disillusionment at home was transforming the
East German situation fundamentally. Cumulative changes emanating
from the West, the East and at home were causing the triple high wire
upon which Erich Honecker had conducted his delicate balancing act
for eighteen years to wobble badly. During the mid-to-late 1980s the
Soviet tides of change in particular had been carving channels in which
the issues at the heart of the Cold War in Europe were now flowing
with gathering speed. The quickening pace of events was creating its
own dynamic, generating a heady sense of anticipation that was soon to
transfix, and ultimately transform, the continent.

Anticipatory gusts began to blow in from Poland and Hungary.
Despite seven years of suppression by Poland’s martial law regime,
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Solidarnos¢ retained its resonance throughout Polish society. General
Jaruzelski’s regime, buffeted by gales of economic crisis and political
illegitimacy, initiated discussions with So/idarnosé leaders in early Feb-
ruary. Arduous roundtable talks followed, resulting in legalized status
tor Solidarnos¢ in April. The communists agreed to free elections for a
new upper house of the Polish parliament, on the condition that they
and their traditional parliamentary allies would continue to control the
more powerful lower house.?’

The Hungarian path of reform, in contrast to that in Poland, had
been charted by the party itself. These efforts had progressed far enough
that on February 11 the Hungarian Central Committee endorsed, with
Soviet approval, the idea of a multiparty system. On March 14, the
Hungarian government took a little noticed yet fateful step by becom-
ing the first East European state to accede to the 1951 Geneva Conven-
tion and 1967 Protocol relating to the status of refugees (under which
states agreed not to expel refugees or return them to their homeland if
they would face persecution there). The Protocol obligated Hungary,
alone in the East bloc, not to force refugees to return home. On May 2,
Hungarian soldiers began to tear down the twin barbed wire fences and
electronic fortifications along Hungary’s 260 km border with Austria.®
By the end of the year, the government announced, the Iron Curtain
between Austria and Hungary would completely vanish.

These actions unnerved East Berlin, which had signed a treaty with
Budapest in 1968 that committed each country to prevent each other’s
citizens from crossing into a third country without specific permission
from the home government. In their discussions with East German of-
ficials, the Hungarians downplayed the significance of these steps. The
actions were intended only to build down the more inhumane aspects
of the border installations, Budapest argued. Hungarian officials con-
tinued to prevent east Germans from fleeing to Austria. But this was
an untenable long-term position, and the reformist leaders in Budapest
knew it.

The GDR leadership clearly underestimated the magnitude of the
Hungarian action. Honecker preferred to focus on the annual specta-
cle of hundreds of thousands of East Germans marching for socialism
during the traditional May 1 parades than on the increasingly real pros-
pect that those same masses, given the opportunity, would turn their
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backs on socialism in a flash, risking their livelihoods and even their
lives in a headlong dash through the now-porous Hungarian border to
the West.

There were also darkening clouds at home. The first thunder claps
were heard in Leipzig on January 16 and again on March 13, when
hundreds of young people protesting the right to free expression and to
emigration took to the streets after regular peace services in the Nikolai
Church. Throughout the spring, the Stasi provided the leadership with
an unvarnished picture of popular concerns: housing and infrastructure
problems, environmental damage, an overbearing bureaucracy, con-
sumer shortages, problems with drinking water, limited opportunities
to travel. Even “progressive” (i.e. loyal party) forces, it was reported,
were concerned that “the general mood among broad segments of the
population has noticeably deteriorated.”® Rather than acknowledge
the need to introduce reforms, however, the regime stepped up its
means of reprisal.”’

Lightening finally struck on May 7 when independent monitoring
groups produced hard evidence that local elections had been manip-
ulated by the regime. Instead of backing down, the regime responded
with a new crackdown. Over one hundred protesters were detained in
Leipzig. Yet this only fanned popular outrage. Over five hundred peo-
ple demonstrated in Leipzig on May 8 to protest the elections and the
detentions of the previous day. A subsequent demonstration scheduled
for June 7 in East Berlin was disrupted by state security forces. In a sign
of growing sophistication and organization, the demonstrators quick-
ly regrouped and arranged services the next day in the Gethsemane
Church that attracted 1,500 people.”! The communal elections made
clear that popular dissatisfaction had reached broadly throughout the
population and the people were losing their fear. Popular outrage over
the elections had infused new life into the opposition groups. By June
1, over 160 opposition groups—most of them still weakly organized—
existed throughout the GDR.”?

The polarization of the East German internal scene was sharpened
further by external developments in June as a cascade of unprecedent-
ed events hammered the ideological foundations of the communist
world. The stark contrast between the situation in the GDR and in
neighboring Poland was brought home on June 4, when pro-So/idarnos¢
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candidates won overwhelming victories in elections for the Polish Par-
liament. In Hungary, roundtable talks between regime and opposition
were about to begin. On June 27, the Hungarian and Austrian for-
eign ministers gathered near Sopron to cut away the border of barbed
wire separating their two countries—a symbolic act opening the Iron
Curtain. On the other side of the world, the Chinese army launched a
bloody suppression of a peaceful student demonstration in Tiananmen,
Beijing’s Square of “Heavenly Peace.”

The Open Wound

For the Honecker regime, the seemingly inexorable moves in Po-
land and Hungary toward democracy and pluralism raised the spectre
of encirclement and isolation by reformist states. The SED Central
Committee responded by denouncing the changes in Hungary, lashing
out at Dresden party chief Modrow, who had been drawing greater
domestic and international attention as the one prominent reformer
within the party, and moving energetically to form a rejectionist front
by forging closer ties with reactionary communists in Czechoslovakia,
Romania, China and Albania. On June 8 Egon Krenz offered a reso-
lute defense of the Tiananmen Square massacre, and the East German
parliament approved an official statement supporting the actions of the
Chinese government. This was followed on June 19 by an official visit
by Foreign Minister Oskar Fischer to isolated hard-line Albania, the
first visit of a Warsaw Pact foreign minister to Albania since it broke its
alliance with Moscow in 1961.

The frosty relations between East Berlin and Moscow stood in stark
contrast to the thaw evident in relations between Moscow and Bonn.
Honecker was now not only being challenged by Gorbachev direct-
ly regarding the nature and development of socialism, he feared be-
ing outflanked by an improved Soviet-West German relationship that
might sacrifice East German interests. Such fears were fanned by in-
tense speculation inside and outside of Germany that Gorbachev would
soon signal a dramatic turn in Soviet policy on the German Question.

Expectations of such a change were heightened by Gorbachev’s state
visit to the Federal Republic in June. The visit heralded a new stage
of Soviet Deutschlandpolitik that aimed to strengthen Soviet ties to the
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Federal Republic, Europe’s economic dynamo and Moscow’s most im-
portant Western economic partner.

In anticipation of Gorbachev’s visit to Bonn, West German officials
conducted intense discussions with their Soviets counterparts in an ef-
fort to win Soviet endorsement of a common document that would lock
in earlier Soviet statements about self-determination, human rights,
and freedom of choice. The Joint Declaration of the two states, signed
by Gorbachev and Kohl on June 13, did in fact reflect elements of new
thinking and fundamental principles of the Western community of val-
ues. In addition to the aim of securing peace, both states affirmed the
“right of all peoples and states to freely determine their destiny.” Both
states described their “primary task” as “overcoming the division of
Europe,” a goal to be reached through the construction of “a European
Peace Order, a common European home in which the USA and Canada
also have their place.” The building blocks of a new “Europe of Peace
and Cooperation” included “unconditional observance of...peoples’
right to self-determination” and “realization of human rights.” Kohl,
beaming with delight, called it a “sensational” accord.”® The Soviet
Union had endorsed the right to self-determination—which the West
Germans had always declared to be the core of the German Question—
in an official declaration together with the Federal Republic.

In his meetings with Gorbachev, Kohl used the pledges inherent
in the Declaration to press his guest on the German Question. Ger-
man partition remained an “open wound,” he declared. “The feeling
of belonging together is unbroken among Germans in east and west.”
At their October 1988 encounter in Moscow, Gorbachev had sharp-
ly refuted Kohl’s references to the German Question. The division of
Germany was a product of a specific history, Gorbachev had said, and
to change it at that time would be “an unpredictable and even danger-
ous undertaking.” This time he was less categorical. While cautioning
against deepening existing difficulties and alluding to “certain realities”
and “obligations,” he observed that “nothing is eternal in this world,”
and said that the Berlin Wall could be removed as soon as the condi-
tions that had led to its construction no longer existed. “I do not see
a particularly big problem here,” he added.”* During the entire visit
Gorbachev mentioned the GDR, his most important strategic and eco-
nomic partner, only peripherally.
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These intriguing new turns were balanced by more familiar state-
ments on Berlin and on state sovereignty. While the visit did not result
in any breakthroughs on the German Question, there were clear signs
that major Soviet rethinking was under way. While Soviet Foreign Min-
istry officials continued to reiterate the dangers of a new German Reich,
others, particularly those close to Gorbachev and Shevardnadze, were
expressing different views. They spoke of Soviet interests being better
served by a “reassociated” Germany tightly integrated into a broader
European political and economic community than by the maintenance
of an artificial division of Europe in which one German state remained
threatened by chronic domestic upheaval.”

The GDR regime was acutely sensitive to the Gorbachev visit. Of-
ficials avoided any reference to “self-determination.” The East Ger-
man media featured the distant Chinese crackdown on dissent far more
prominently than the Gorbachev visit next door.

In subsequent weeks Gorbachev reaffirmed the principles to which
he had agreed in Bonn despite vigorous objections by hardline states.
At a tense meeting of the political advisory committee of the Warsaw
Pact, Romania called for military intervention to suppress the reforms
in Poland. In the end, however, reformist forces carried the day. On
July 7, the Warsaw Pact joined Gorbachev in a public repudiation of
the Brezhnev Doctrine: “Any interference in internal affairs, any at-
tempt to restrict the sovereignty of states, whether by friends and allies
or other states, is unacceptable.”’® The hardliners went home in disar-
ray, but the battle was not over.

Meeting Shevardnadze in Paris on July 29, U.S. Secretary of State
James Baker said that U.S. support for the reform process in Poland
and Hungary was not an attempt “to create problems for the Soviet
Union.” Serious problems would arise, however, if Moscow were to
use force to stop the development of peaceful change. U.S. officials
were particularly keen to ascertain the Soviet threshold of tolerance
should the East German state start hemorrhaging. Shevardnadze an-
swered U.S. concerns in Paris and in a subsequent meeting in Septem-
ber with Secretary Baker in Jackson Hole, Wyoming by stating that the
use of force to stop the reforms in Eastern Europe “would be the end
of perestroika.” He insisted that these reforms were not a threat. “The
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pace, the movement, the process” in those countries was up to them,
Shevardnadze told Baker.””

Despite these momentous changes and hints of more to come, con-
sensus opinion among experts in and out of governments in East and
West was that neither the GDR nor the Soviet Union could afford
my fundamental change in their “principal stance” toward the German
Question. While Washington and Bonn welcomed the pronounce-
ments ostensibly undermining the Brezhnev Doctrine, Gorbachev’s
rhetoric had not been put to a practical test, and some skeptics won-
dered whether the GDR might be exempt from such proclamations.
The end of the Wall, so the mainstream argument, would shatter the
modicum of domestic legitimacy garnered painfully by the GDR re-
gime over the past 40 years and immediately question communist rule.
The GDR was the keystone of the Warsaw Pact, the chief economic
and strategic partner of the Soviet Union. Its disruption, it was argued,
would accelerate the destabilizing elements already discernible in the
East and ultimately deal a shattering blow to the Soviet system itself—
certainly an unacceptable consequence even for Gorbachev. Thus, evi-
dence of Soviet and East German “new thinking” in various areas of in-
ternational affairs, particularly security relations, had not yet extended
to the core issues at the heart of the German Question, nor, did it seem
to most analysts at the time, was there much prospect of this occurring
in the foreseeable future. U.S. views were conveyed through an edito-
rial in the Washington Post:

If there is anything that could incite Soviet military intervention,
it would be instability in East Germany. That’s why there is a tac-
it but powerful agreement among Western politicians and gov-
ernments, including the West Germans, that for the present East
Germany’s status needs to remain as it is.”®

This “tacit agreement” actually extended much further, embracing
most of the east German opposition and the Moscow reformists as well.
All had pinned their hopes on a gradual, stable East German evolution
toward “improvable socialism.” Georgy Shakhnazarov, Gorbachev’s
chief advisor on Eastern Europe, said that the Poles and Hungarian
could “do what they want,” but that the GDR was “a special case,”
although not one that Gorbachev would have to worry about anytime
soon.
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Most East German dissidents agreed. “The Wall seemed stable,”
recalled Friedrich Schorlemmer. That summer, at a German-German
forum on the “European House,” he said, “I don’t believe it appropri-
ate to erect a pan-German room in this house, but rather two rooms
separated by a sliding door. I see our chance in speaking with one voice
while remaining in two states.””’

There was also no indication that any leading West German politi-
cian believed that the division of Germany could soon be ended. While
Kohl and the CDU remained committed to reunification as a declara-
tory principle, it was not part of operational policy.*°

Skeptics could also point to the lack of a reformist faction within the
upper echelons of the SED. Some leadership changes were thought
possible at the next party conference, which had been brought forward
from 1991 to May 1990, but when Honecker finally did depart the
scene, the likelihood seemed great that he would be replaced by an East
German Chernenko, not an East German Gorbachev.

Finally, most Western leaders harbored deep doubts whether Gor-
bachev would remain in power. The CIA reported in May 1989 that the
Soviet situation was so volatile that Gorbachev had only a 50% chance
of surviving the next few years unless he stepped back from his reform
policies. Given his tenuous situation it was practically inconceivable
that he would be prepared to sacrifice East Germany. According to this
broad consensus, any overt moves by the West toward reunification, or
any attempt by the East to impose a “Chinese solution” on domestic
unrest would represent an intolerable exacerbation of tensions on the
most sensitive border in the world.

“Almost everyone agrees to that prudent proposition,” the Wash-
ington Post commented, “except, of course, the people who live in east
Germany.” The challenge was to find ways to accommodate “these en-
tirely legitimate aspirations of the East Germans without bringing in
the Soviet tanks.”

The Make-Or-Break Point for the Brezhnev Doctrine

By August the situation in the GDR was transformed dramatically
by a series of synergistic developments. Honecker had collapsed at the
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Warsaw Pact Summit in July, underwent gall bladder surgery and was
not to return in any significant way until September. With the advent
of summer vacation, the trickle of East Germans who had been escap-
ing via Hungary’s open border turned into a gushing stream. Hundreds
of would-be emigrants jammed West German missions in Budapest,
Warsaw and Prague, forcing them to close their doors. East German
dissenters were emboldened to emerge from the shelter of the Church;
there was a sudden proliferation of independent opposition groups
throughout the GDR.

These developments were being monitored carefully in Moscow.
Valentin Falin told Soviet political leaders in mid-August that the SED
leadership itself was to blame for the growing exodus, and that it was
“powerless and perplexed” as its citizens continued to leave. He warned
that popular dissatisfaction “will, in a relatively short time—by spring
of next year at the very latest—lead to mass demonstrations which
would be very difficult to control.”8!

The emergence of a Solidarnosé-led government in Poland in late
August was the make-or-break point for the Brezhnev Doctrine, the
real-life challenge that would test Gorbachev’s rhetoric of reform.
Hard-line communist resistance still could have prevented the forma-
tion of a non-communist government.

Eduard Shevardnadze was vacationing on the Black Sea. His aide,
Sergei Tarasenko, had received an urgent early morning call from Mos-
cow and relayed the message to the foreign minister, who was sunning
himself on the beach. Romania’s Ceausescu was demanding decisive
military action against Solidarnosé, and was offering to host an emer-
gency Warsaw Pact meeting to approve the intervention. “Others,” he
said, shared his view. For the next few hours Shevardnadze and his close
aides sat on the beach and discussed the situation. There would be no
intervention, Shevardnadze declared. The Polish predicament could
not be resolved by military force. But “from now on” Moscow would
have to accept the consequence of losing eastern Europe.®?

Ceausescu’s demands were rebuffed. On August 22 Gorbachev spent
40 decisive minutes on the telephone urging Polish Communist Party
first secretary Mieczystaw Rakowski to convince his comrades to join
the Solidarnosé-led government in the interest of national unity.®
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The emergence of a non-communist government in Poland further
accentuated the GDR regime’s problems. Whereas the communist
Polish government had been circumspect in its commentary on the in-
ternal situation in the GDR, members of the new government headed
by Tadeusz Mazowiecki openly urged the GDR to undertake reforms.
Mazowiecki and Foreign Minister Krzysztof Skubiwszewski remained
relatively cautious in their approach toward the issue of German uni-
fication, but other leading members of Solidarnosé, such as Bronislaw
Geremek, Adam Michnik and Lech Walgsa, took a much more positive
attitude, arguing that it would be hard to deny the Germans the very
right of self-determination that So/idarnos¢ had been fighting for in Po-
land. By mid-October Walgsa was calling the division of Germany “il-
logical” and stated that it could be overcome through the reunification
of Europe.

Statements such as these galvanized the east German opposition and
sent a shudder of anticipation through the populace. As a 35-year-old
worker exclaimed, “Think of Solidarnosé. Back then we never would
have thought that they would accomplish anything. Now they’re sitting
in the government. Watch out, now it’s going to happen here.”®

“The Most Difficult Decision of My Life”

The next dramatic development came when Hungarian Prime Min-
ister Nemeth and Foreign Minister Gyula Horn, after meeting se-
cretly in late August with Kohl and Genscher in Bonn, decided that
on September 10 they would break Hungary’s treaty with the GDR,
which pledged that Hungary would return East Germans attempting
to escape to the GDR, and open permanently its western border to
the East Germans. “It was the most difficult decision of my life,” Horn
recalled.® He flew to East Berlin on August 31 to deliver the news.
GDR Foreign Minister Oskar Fischer stammered that Horn was black-
mailing the GDR and accused him of “treason.” Horn called Fischer a
“blockhead” and flew back to Budapest.®’

The Hungarian decision was doubly significant due to the lack of
Soviet reaction. Before making his fateful decision, Horn had asked his
deputy minister, Liszl6 Kovécs, to sound out the Soviet reaction should
Hungary let the East Germans go. “We didn’t specify, but we hinted,”
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said Kovécs. “The Soviets did not object.”® Horn in fact waited to in-
form the USSR until the day before the action was taken. The GDR, of
course, had informed the Soviets earlier. But the Soviets swung behind
the Hungarian decision. Furious GDR attempts to call an emergency
Warsaw Pact meeting fell apart due to Soviet reluctance.®

The GDR regime’s cataleptic response to these developments was
not only due to intransigence or old age. It also reflected a lack of viable
options. Otto Reinhold, one of the SED’ chief theorists, defined the

true dilemma succinctly:

The key question...is what one might call the socialist identity of
the GDR. In this question it is quite obvious that there is a funda-
mental difference between the GDR and other socialist countries.
They all had already existed as states with capitalist or half-feudal
orders before their socialist transformation. Their statehood was
therefore not primarily dependent on the societal order. This is
not so for the GDR. It is only conceivable as an antifascist, as a
socialist state, as a socialist alternative to the FRG. What right to
exist could a capitalist GDR have next to a capitalist FRG? None,
of course.”

According to this definition of East German identity, which was
shared by many regime leaders, any true reforms, however well inten-
tioned, would mean the beginning of the end of the GDR. Even in its
40th year of existence, the GDR continued to draw its identity from
the confrontation with the political, economic and social system of the
FRG. This had always been fragile. In the wake of the dramatic chang-
es in the Soviet Union, Poland and Hungary it had become even more
so. The Politburo’s inflexibility could thus not be attributed solely to
incompetence or senility: it went to the heart of the GDR’s very exis-
tence as a state. “Socialism in the colors of the GDR,” said Reinhold,
was “an essential expression of our national identity.””!

By September 22 over 120 east Germans had sought refuge on the
grounds of the FRG Embassy in Warsaw and over 900 had done so in
Prague. Unsanitary conditions forced the Embassy in Warsaw to close.
The non-communist government in Warsaw announced that East
Germans would not be forced to return to the GDR. The hard-line
communist government in Prague, in contrast, closed its border with
Hungary to east Germans attempting to escape.
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Still in convalescent care, Honecker reasserted command from his
sickbed. He authorized negotiations with Bonn to resolve the situation
in the FRG embassies in Warsaw and Prague. Genscher also pressed
Shevardnadze, who showed some understanding for the situation and
agreed to press East German Foreign Minister Oskar Fischer and
Czech Foreign Minister Jaromir Johanes for a “quick solution” for the
embassy refugees. In the end, East Berlin agreed to let the refugees
head west in special trains on the condition that they pass through the
GDR, from which they would be formally “expelled” for disloyalty—an
empty face-saving gesture.”

The solution to the refugee problem in Warsaw and Prague had also
been preceded by contacts between Kohl and Gorbachev. Gorbachev
let the East Germans know that he would not go to East Berlin to
attend ceremonies marking the 40th anniversary of the GDR, which
were to take place little more than one week away, if there were the
danger of his being implicated in the refugee drama. He had already
had that experience during his June visit to China, which had been
eclipsed by pro-democracy demonstrations in Tiananmen Square and
their brutal suppression soon thereafter. Gorbachev told his aides that
he was “disgusted” with Honecker’s “inept” handling of the refugee
issue.”

To Honecker’s horror, the refugee drama did not end. As soon as
the refugees had left the embassies in Warsaw and Prague, thousands
more arrived. Despite efforts by the Czech police to seal off the West
German embassy grounds after the last refugees had left for the West,
by the very next evening another 350 seeking to escape had arrived in
Prague. In Warsaw another 200 arrived. The very next day, October
3, over 3000 refugees had again ensconced themselves on the embas-
sy grounds in Prague. Hundreds more stormed the embassy grounds
during the afternoon.

Honecker again agreed to allow all the refugees to leave yet at the
same time slapped a visa requirement on GDR citizens seeking to trav-
el to Czechoslovakia, the last country to which East German citizens
could travel freely. In 1988 more than 4 million East Germans had va-
cationed in Czechoslovakia and several millions more crossed the bor-
der regularly on business. Although East German authorities called the
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ban a “temporary measure,” it appeared to foreshadow a longer-term
crackdown.

The Wall was now complete--to the East and the West. The country
that called itself a democratic republic had finally become a prison for
its people.

The situation had become dramatic. In a series of secret meetings
in the fall of 1989, officials tasked with monitoring the GDR’s eco-
nomic health had come to a stunning conclusion. The regime’s rosy
public presentations of GDR economic strength belied the fact that
export targets had not been met since 1982, and if the target was not
met for the current fiscal year, the GDR would “become insolvent al-
ready in 1989.” In 1988 the GDR’s entire national income increased
by only 11 billion east marks, whereas the interest payments alone on
the state’s Western debt were DM 5 billion—the equivalent of 20 bil-
lion east marks.”* Yet consumed by domestic political upheaval, neither
Honecker nor his top lieutenants responded to these warnings.

“He Who Comes Too Late Will Be Punished By Life”

Buffeted by internal pressures, the Honecker regime was now to
receive another twist of the screw from its patron power, the Soviet
Union.

For Mikhail Gorbachev, the GDR had been transformed from the
bastion to the ballast of socialism. Arriving for the GDR’s 40th anniver-
sary on October 7, Gorbachev was determined to give his East German
hosts a clear message.

Honecker clearly was wary of the visit. On his motorcade route into
the center of East Berlin, Gorbachev was greeted only by thin lines
of selected welcomers waving plastic East German and Soviet flags
that had been issued for the occasion. After attending a ceremony in
memory of Soviet war dead and victims of the Nazis at Treptow Park,
Gorbachev moved into a nearby crowd. “The Berliners welcomed
Gorbachev as a savior,” Shevardnadze later remarked. He was quickly
surrounded by cries of “Gorbi! Gorbi” and “We are staying here!”

“Don’t panic. Don’t get depressed,” he replied reassuringly. “We’ll
go on together, fighting for socialism. Be patient.” Throughout his visit
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Gorbachev remained a model of public diplomacy and outward courte-
sy. Asked whether he thought the situation in the GDR was dangerous,
he replied, “Alongside our problems in the Soviet Union, there is no
comparison. Perestroika would not have begun if it had been suggested
to us from outside.” And then in a carefully worded message he was to
repeat throughout his visit, he proclaimed, “I think that dangers exist
only for those who don’t grasp the situation, those who don’t react to
life. We know our German friends have the ability to learn from life, to
make changes.” In response to questions by Western reporters, he said
“whoever picks up the impulses generated by society and shapes his
policies accordingly should have no fear of difficulties.”®’

Honecker and Gorbachev then proceeded to East Berlin’s Palace of
the Republic, where they were scheduled to give major speeches mark-
ing the 40th anniversary. Each speech was the subject of intense spec-
ulation. Would Honecker now use the occasion, with Gorbachev at his
side, to signal that reforms would be undertaken, that the message of
the streets and from Moscow, Budapest and Warsaw had been heard?
The answer was a resounding Nein. In a speech full of empty slogans
and self-congratulatory phrases, Honecker addressed none of the se-
rious challenges facing his regime. As thousands streamed out of the
country and as massive demonstrations and violent altercations erupted
outside the Palace of the Republic, Honecker spoke of a “trusting dis-
cussion in the cities and the countryside.””

Honecker’s dismal performance outraged the East German popu-
lation as well as members of the party itself. It was another example
that the GDR had been transformed, in Schabowski’s words, “from the
bastion of Marxism-Stalinism to the bastion of Marxism-Senilism.”%’
Modrow added bitterly that “there was never a more unrealistic and
hypocritical speech in the GDR as Honecker’s address.””® The speech
served to convince other SED senior leaders that Honecker had com-
pletely lost touch with reality and that changes at the top were impera-
tive if an explosion was to be avoided.”

Gorbachev then stepped to the podium. In clear, measured tones, he
stressed the challenges and necessities of reforms throughout the so-
cialist world. He referred directly to Ronald Reagan’s appeal two years
earlier to tear down the Berlin Wall without explicitly rejecting it. He
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stressed the sovereignty of the GDR, but by so doing sought to dis-
tance himself from the Wall:

One has even heard the call: Let the USSR remove the Berlin
Wall! Then we will at last believe in its peaceful intentions...our
Western partners must proceed on the understanding that matters
affecting the GDR are decided not in Moscow, but in Berlin.

Gorbachev’s statement not only underscored East German sover-
eignty, it made the point that the rules of the game had changed: the
East Germans were on their own and could not count on the Sovi-
ets to bail them out. Gorbachev had pulled the plug on the East Ger-
man leadership, leaving them little choice but to embark on a reform
course. Standing only a few blocks from the Wall, Gorbachev promised
that as East-West rapprochement progressed, “all walls of enmity, es-
trangement, and distrust between Europeans will fall.” The speech was
a careful yet clear rebuke of the Honecker regime and an appeal for
reforms in the GDR.!%

Gorbachev repeated his message more bluntly the next morning in a
tense one-on-one talk with Honecker in Niederschonhausen Palace.!%!
"This was followed by a meeting with the Politburo in which Gorbachev
again pressed for change. He appealed both to the gerontocratic lead-
ership’s incessant hunger for legitimacy as well as their deeply root-
ed feelings of superiority vis-a-vis their Eastern allies. “The German
Democratic Republic is our primary partner and ally,” Gorbachev pro-
claimed. It was precisely East Germany’s economic success, he argued,
that would “permit you to restructure more easily.” He then pressed
home the point:

I can assure you it is not an easy thing to pass a resolution regard-
ing political changes...Courageous times await you, courageous
resolutions are required...a good deal of sausage and bread is not
everything. People then demand a new atmosphere, more oxygen,
a new breath, particularly for the socialist order...A human being
needs the appropriate material conditions, but at the same time
he needs the corresponding intellectual atmosphere in society. I
believe it is very important not to miss the moment and to pass up
any chance...If we remain behind, life will punish us immediately.
Our experiences and the experiences of Poland and Hungary have
convinced us: if the Party does not react to life, it is condemned.
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In his response, Honecker directly rebuked Gorbachev’s admoni-
tion for change, stubbornly reiterating yet again his time-worn litany
of self-congratulatory praises. He even went so far as to cite Fried-
rich Engels’ remarks at the grave of Karl Marx, “where,” according to
Honecker, “he is known to have said that man first needs something
to eat, to clothe himself, and to live. As he said this he of course did
not underestimate the intellectual problems that we have to solve even
today.” The SED, concluded Honecker, had already chosen the correct
answer: “to continue the policy of continuity and renewal...we are the
party of innovators.”!%2

After Honecker was finished, he looked around the room. Every-
one was silent. Gorbachev quietly looked up and down the table. Fi-
nally, he turned to one of his Soviet colleagues, uttering nothing more
than an incredulous “Tsss!” and, with a final, piercing glance into the
lifeless faces of the Politburo, abruptly stood up and marched out of
the room.!%

That night, as the Leipzig Thomas Church’s Men’s Choir sang
Bach’s cantate Frieden sei im Lande for the assembled dignitaries in East
Berlin’s Palace of the Republic, 3,000 people on the other side of the
Spree river chanted “We are the people!” and “Gorbi, help!” Reality
and facade stood face to face. The regime wanted to celebrate 40 years
of the GDR; the people want to celebrate 200 years of the storming of
the Bastille. As the rulers sought to demonstrate the achievements of
socialism in East Berlin, the ruled preferred to demonstrate for “De-
mocracy, now or never!” in Berlin, Leipzig, Plauen, Jena, Potsdam,
Karl-Marx-Stadt, Magdeburg, Ilmenau, Arnstadt, and other cities in

the largest demonstrations to that point since 1953.

As the Stasi beat down the demonstrators and the melee on the
streets turned ugly, Gorbachev left the official festivities directly for
the airport. Back in Moscow, he declared on Soviet television that
he had found many “fiery supporters of perestroika” in the GDR. To
underscore Gorbachev’s anger and impatience, Gennady Gerasimov

repeated Gorbachev’s phrase that “he who comes too late will be pun-
ished by life.”10¢

Despite the regime’s escalating use of force, over the next two days
protesters chanting “Gorbi, Gorbi” and “Democracy, now or nev-
er” demonstrated across the GDR. Tensions peaked on October 9 in
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Leipzig. Faced with tens of thousands of demonstrators, in the end the
regime backed down from its threatened use of force. Various Soviet
sources have stated that the Kremlin had issued a directive to General
Snetkov, Commander of the Western Group of Soviet Forces, not to
intervene in such events under any circumstances. Military units were
to remain in their garrisons and not engage in any military exercises;
military personnel and their families were not to leave their military in-
stallations—a clear sign that the renunciation of the Brezhnev Doctrine
was real, not rhetorical.1%

The weight in the Politburo had clearly shifted away from Honeck-
er’s hard line. On October 13 the National Defense Council issued
Secret Order 9/89, which explicitly prohibited the use of deadly force
against the demonstrators.!% The same day, all the demonstrators who
had been arrested were released. The regime also agreed that the ap-
proximately 1,000 refugees in the West German embassy in Warsaw
would be allowed to leave for the West, without the previous stipula-
tion that they travel over GDR territory.!?

On October 17 Honecker was deposed and replaced by Egon Krenz,
who immediately announced prospects for more liberalized travel reg-
ulations, more open media and a more self-critical discussion of domes-
tic problems with broader elements of society. Krenz quickly demon-
strated, however, that he was less reformer than renovator—certainly
not the Mikhail Gorbachev of East Germany. He continued to seek to
control the pace of change while maintaining the leading role of the
party and isolating democratic opposition groups. Krenz’s glimmers of
glasnost reflected no overarching plan for a viable socialist GDR; they
simply reflected his attempt to buy time and find alternative channels
of control. True pluralistic reforms were equated in his mind with the
end of the GDR as a separate country; a reformed GDR would have no
inner rationale to distinguish itself from West Germany.

Krenz’s promises of reform, however, did little to mollify popular
fury. Throughout the rest of October and early November hundreds
of thousands of people from across the GDR marched peacefully to
demand democracy and free elections, ending the power monopoly of
the communist party, legalizing independent political groups, tearing
down the Berlin Wall, and committing to the rule of law and freedom
of the press. Notably, there were no calls for reunification.!%
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Meanwhile, on October 23, Shevardnadze again declared that the
Soviet Union recognized freedom of choice for all countries, includ-
ing those in the Warsaw Pact. Two days later, Soviet Foreign Ministry
spokesman Gennady Gerasimov declared that the Brezhnev Doctrine
had been exchanged for a new and far more humorous doctrine. “You
know the Frank Sinatra song ‘My Way’?” he asked stunned reporters.
“Hungary and Poland are doing it their way. We now have the Sinatra
Doctrine.”1%

By mid-October, Krenz’s economic advisers now presented him with
truly devastating news: the GDR was essentially bankrupt. “Stopping
the debt alone,” they concluded, “would require a reduction in liv-
ing standards in 1990 of 25 to 30 percent and would make the GDR
ungovernable.” The only way out, they contended, was “fundamen-
tal change” toward a “socialist planned economy oriented to market
conditions,” coupled with a grand German-German bargain in which
Bonn would provide a DM 3 billion credit in exchange for a pledge by
East Berlin that “the conditions could be created still in this century to
render the nature of the border between the two German states, as it
exists today, superfluous.”!'® GDR emissaries held confidential discus-
sions with West German officials in Bonn to see what the West Ger-
mans might be prepared to give the East German regime in exchange
for greater political liberties in the GDR and “de facto unlimited travel
between the two German states.” On October 26 Krenz pitched the
deal to Helmut Kohl personally in a phone call. Kohl was noncommit-
tal; West German officials felt that Krenz’s negotiating position was
weakening by the day.!!!

On November 1 Krenz flew to Moscow to consult with Gorbachev.
The Soviet leader had little sympathy for the GDR’s problems. Honeck-
er had believed himself to be “the number one in socialism, even in
the world,” Gorbachev exclaimed. “He no longer saw what was really
happening.” Gorbachev also harbored deep doubts that Krenz would
be able to pull the GDR out of chaos. His advisors viewed Krenz as a
“transitional solution,” and preferred Hans Modrow or even Markus
Wolf, the long-time head of the GDRs intelligence services.!!?

Krenz knew of Gorbachev’s doubts, yet he was reluctant to embrace
the Soviet leader’s admonition to “get rid of any unnecessary prob-
lems that hinder you,” perhaps because he understood quite well what
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the full consequences would be. The party was prepared “to look the
truth in the eye,” Krenz said unconvincingly. He was afraid that if the
full truth about the desolate economic situation was revealed, “it could
unleash a shock with devastating consequences.” ''* Gorbachev him-
self was unnerved by Krenz’s depiction of the GDR’s economic woes,
particularly since the GDR was Moscow’s largest trading partner, and
Gorbachev was consumed by the Soviet Union’s own economic chal-
lenges.

The two discussed East Berlin’s relations with Bonn. Krenz indi-
cated that he was considering further opening of travel opportunities
for GDR citizens, but only if they had a passport, a visa, and could
demonstrate they could pay for their travel. Gorbachev responded that
extensive contacts between the people in both German states could not
be prevented, one simply had to be able to control and channel them.!!*

This was precisely the goal behind a new travel regulation that the
GDR authorities were drafting.!’> The regime touted it as a compre-
hensive revision; the reality was that those seeking to travel would still
need to apply for permission, they would still need a passport (which
most citizens did not have), and the government could still deny appli-
cations for a range of opaque reasons.

An initial version of the draft law was released on November 6. The
public denunciation was thunderous. The legal committee of the East
German parliament, normally a rubber-stamp for party decisions, took
the unusual step of rejecting the law. Bewildered, the regime attempted
to focus on the most urgent question: that of emigration.

On November 7 GDR Foreign Minister Oskar Fischer met in East
Berlin with Soviet Ambassador Vyacheslav Kochemasov and his dep-
uty Igor Maximychey, informing them that the regime was consider-
ing a new exit, or hole, on the German-German border (not in Berlin,
which was subject to Four-Power control) to facilitate emigration by
East Germans to West Germany without them having to go through
Czechoslovakia. Fischer asked for Soviet “opinion” on the plan.

The Soviet embassy concluded that what it called the “hole vari-
ant” was simply a further example of Krenz’s weakness and confusion.
Kochemasov reached Shevardnadze, who responded that if Krenz
thought such a solution was possible, Moscow would probably not reg-
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ister objections. He told Kochemasov, however, that the Foreign Min-
istry in Moscow should still review the idea—after the major Soviet
holidays of November 7 and 8—before giving Krenz an official reply.!16

The same day, East German emissary Alexander Schalck-Golod-
kowski met with officials in Bonn in an attempt to secure more than 10
billion DM in exchange for a vague promise to open the Wall.!'” West
German officials demurred. Kohl had a different bargain in mind. On
November 8, he announced to the West German Bundestag that if the
GDR government wanted Bonn’s support, it would have to agree to
free elections.

As of the morning of November 9, Krenz had still not heard back
from Moscow. Meanwhile, four mid-level officials from the GDR In-
terior Ministry and the Ministry for State Security formulated yet an-
other draft travel law, this time addressing not only permanent emi-
gration but also temporary travel, and not only between the GDR and
the FRG, but also, fatefully to “Berlin (West).” This addition, which
was initiated without any consultation with the Soviet embassy or with
Moscow, clearly circumvented Soviet and Four-Power authority over
all of Berlin, a prerogative the Soviets guarded jealously. While the
draft law still required would-be travelers to apply and receive permis-
sion to leave, it also stated that the new regulations would come into
effect “right away.” A press release announcing the next draft law was
embargoed for November 10 at 4:00 am.

Later that day, unaware of the new draft law, the wording of which
rendered the “hole variant” obsolete, and having been unable to reach
Shevardnadze, Kochemasov was able to find Deputy Foreign Minister
Ivan Aboimov, who told him to inform the East Berlin Politburo to
proceed with the “hole variant.” Armed with the group of four’ text,
which he did not read thoroughly enough to understand its signifi-
cance, and with what he thought was Moscow’s approval of the deci-
sion represented by the text, even though Soviet approval was for the
now-superseded “hole variant,” Krenz pushed the document through
the Politburo and the central committee that afternoon. He then told
Politburo member Giinter Schabowski to read the press release at his
evening press conference. Schabowski also simply glanced over the text
without comprehending its true meaning, fumbling through the text at
the press conference. Bewildered journalists couldn’t believe what they
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heard. When would this new regulation take effect? Schabowski again
rummaged through his papers and then gave his historic reply: “As far
as [ am aware it goes into effect right away, without delay.”''® The run
on the Wall had begun.

The Berlin Wall was breached suddenly and peacefully late in the
night of November 9 without Soviet knowledge, participation or in-
tervention. The Soviet embassy was furious that the travel law includ-
ed Berlin, which treaded on Soviet authority for the city, yet Soviet
diplomats remained passive observers as thousands poured across the
open Wall from East to West Berlin.!!? The Soviet Ambassador slept
through the night; the deputy ambassador decided against informing
Moscow. Krenz waited until the morning of November 10 to inform
Gorbachev of the events. He claimed that things were under control,
and that only East Germans who had passports and who had applied
for and received a visa were being let out, even though masses of peo-
ple without documents had gone back and forth across the now-open
barrier at will.!?

Writing in his diary, Gorbachev confidante Anatoly Chernyaev cap-
tured the moment. When “the Berlin Wall fell,” he wrote, “a whole
era of the socialist system ended.” It meant “the end of Yalta, the finale
for the Stalinist legacy,” and the “overcoming of Hitler’s Germany.”!?!

Into the Vacuum Steps Helmut Kohl

“My God, someone has put us in a real mess!” Krenz complained on
November 10, only hours after the first East Berliners had crossed over
to West Berlin.!?? As the Wall crumbled, so too did the East German
communist party’s chances to revitalize itself. The regime had botched
one of the greatest opportunities imaginable to demonstrate that it was
committed to real reforms, and had forfeited its chance at a grand bar-
gain with Bonn, as Krenz’s economic advisers had urged. The party was
in free fall.

On November 13 Hans Modrow—touted as the Gorbachev of the
GDR—was pulled out of provincial exile in Dresden, named successor
to Willi Stoph as Chairman of the Council of Ministers, and tasked
with building a new government. Modrow’s subsequent actions be-
lied his reformist rhetoric, however. His half-hearted attempts at re-
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form were doomed from the beginning. Something fundamental had
occurred. The party had proven unable to convince the east German
people not only that the government seriously intended to implement
reforms, but that an East German raison d’etre still remained. Honeck-
er’s carefully cultivated image of the GDR as the one country where
socialism had actually produced exploded in a matter of days amidst
a string of revelations detailing the extent of the country’s insolvent
financial situation, repressed inflation, price distortions, uncompeti-
tive industries, scarce consumer goods and widespread environmental
degradation. Ordinary east Germans who had previously half-believed
government propaganda about socialist economic success were given a
severe jolt. The quickly deteriorating situation further robbed many of
the hope that they could improve their lives under communism or “im-
provable socialism,” accelerating demands for unification and fueling
the continued exodus abroad, as 2,000 people a day fled the country.!?}

East German opposition groups were also caught flat-footed by
the opening of the Wall. Having pushed the people into the streets,
the East German opposition now began to follow rather than lead the
spontaneous, angry revolt from below.

With the SED and the opposition in disarray, the mood quickly
changed among the Monday marchers on East German streets. On
Monday, November 13 a single placard calling for “Reunification!” was
lost among the sea of slogans in Leipzig demanding “Free elections
now!” and a variety of other political reforms.!** Yet only one week
later a new message rang out in the political void. In deafening chorus
hundreds of thousands chanted “Germany united Fatherland,” a phrase
from the GDR anthem that had been banned since 1974. The banner
cry of the revolution, “We are the people,” was suddenly transformed
into “We are one people!” The East German people had jumped on the
roller coaster of unification.

West German political leaders, alarmed by the intensity of East Ger-
man anger, were increasingly concerned that the peaceful revolution
could turn violent. Politicians urged caution, but the demand for unifi-
cation threatened to drown out all other voices.

Beyond stuttering steps toward intensified collaboration on practical
issues, however, Bonn had no plan, secret or otherwise, to cope with
the situation that West German politicians always said they wanted but
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in reality had not thought about seriously for years: the unification of
Germany. In part this was because eager pursuit of such a goal would
have raised the suspicions of Germany’s neighbors in the East as well
as in the West, and also because there seemed to be no realistic pros-
pect of even visible progress toward that end. As a result, West Ger-
man politicians made ritual proclamations about unity while assuring
the world that the Federal Republic, unlike the Germanys of the past,
would never go it alone or even do much to bring about unification.
Policymakers concentrated on small steps to alleviate the lot of their
oppressed countrymen.!?’

Now all this changed. Into the vacuum stepped Helmut Kohl, whose
10-point plan outlined a path to unification that forever changed the
context of the East German revolution.

While Kohl was convinced that German-German reassociation was
now inevitable, he was anxious that the number of East Germans de-
serting the GDR for the West might swell to millions, incapacitating
the East and sowing chaos and resentment in the West. He was wor-
ried that the so far heroically disciplined East German marchers on
the streets might get carried away by frustration, provoke the Soviet
Union, and spark a dangerous and unpredictable confrontation. He
was also concerned that the Bush-Gorbachev summit meeting at Malta
might take up the German Question without any Germans at the table.
He thus sought an approach that would establish himself as the navi-
gator of German unity by channeling the revolutionary energies in the
East in such a way that the historic opportunity that had now appeared
would not be squandered by popular chaos or fears, and preempting
any possible moves by the Four Powers that might impinge on German
interests.!?¢

The opportunity came at the end of November. In this atmosphere
of anxiety and uncertainty in the face of growing unrest, Kohl’s nation-
al security advisor, Horst Teltschik, met on November 21 with Nikolai
Portugalov, a German expert in charge of the Soviet Central Commit-
tee’s department responsible for international relations. Krenz would
not survive the party congress in December, Portugalov ventured, and
would be replaced by Hans Modrow. He handed Teltschik a paper in
which the Soviets aligned themselves with the changes in the GDR
and, in a bit of revisionist analysis, declared that ever since the “dawn of
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perestroika” they knew the situation in the GDR would have to develop
in this way. At the same time, they expressed their concern about the
galloping dynamic in German-German relations.!?’

“On the German question we are considering all possibilities, even
quasi-unthinkable alternatives,” Portugalov told Teltschik. He could
even imagine the Soviet Union giving a “green light” to a “German
confederation.” Teltschik was, in his words, “electrified.” He immedi-
ately suggested to Kohl that a speech outlining realistic and workable
step-by-step plan for unification be prepared for the Chancellor to give
during the Bundestag’s budget debate the following week. If the Chan-
cellor did not present such a plan soon, Teltschik argued, rival parties
would beat him to the punch. Kohl quickly agreed.

To secure the optimal surprise effect, the initiative was kept under
wraps. During the weekend of November 24 and 25 an internal work-
ing group developed a ten-point plan charting a course via confederal
mechanisms between the two German toward an eventual German fed-
eration embedded in European structures.!?

Then, without warning to most of his party compatriots, his coali-
tion partners, his allies in the West, or his neighbors in the East, Kohl
stepped to the podium of the Bundestag on November 28 and outlined
a ten-point plan for German-German cooperation based on an “ever
closer network of agreements in all areas and on all levels.” He was
cautious not to give any timetables, and emphasized that such a pro-
cess would have to proceed in harmony with broader European events.
“The development of inter-German relations remains embedded in the
pan-European process and in East-West relations,” he declared. “The
future architecture of Germany must fit in with the future all-Europe-
an architecture.”!?”

Nonetheless, the speech awaked hopes by some, and concerns by
others, that German unity was now a real possibility. Despite its many
caveats, the speech surprised and alarmed Germany’s neighbors. It
also omitted any reference to German borders. The joy with which
non-Germans viewed East German advances was tempered with con-
cern about the pace of change and the uncertain direction in which it
was heading. Kohl’s speech exposed this raw nerve.
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The harshest reaction to the galloping pace of German develop-
ments came from Moscow. The initial Soviet reaction to the opening
of the Wall was muted. Gorbachev instructed the Soviet ambassador
to the GDR, Kochemasov, not to interfere and told the GDR lead-
ership to ensure a “peaceful transition”—a signal that there would be
no repeat of the events of June 17, 1953 or the bloody suppression in
Tiananmen Square." Soviet spokesman Gennady Gerasimov repeated
his “Frank Sinatra Doctrine” and hinted that the Soviet Union would
accept a non-communist government in the GDR as long as the GDR
remained a member of the Warsaw Pact, as had non-communist Po-
land. He dismissed the question of unification as “groundless gossip”
and warned against “recarving the boundaries of postwar Europe.” So-
viet officials warned that Moscow would not tolerate the demise of its
“strategic ally.”13!

Gorbachev reformers were concerned that the breakneck pace of
change in Germany could overwhelm efforts by GDR authorities to
retain political control of the situation. They feared that Soviet forc-
es could be drawn into the turmoil and that Gorbachev’s position at
home could be undermined. Just as Kohl was about to speak to a mass
assembly in Berlin on November 10, the Soviet ambassador in Bonn,
Kvitzinsky, phoned Kohl’s adviser Teltschik to relay a message from
Gorbachev, who called on the Chancellor to ensure that “chaos” not
be allowed to erupt at such a delicate time.!*? Kohl and Gorbachev
spoke by phone the next day. Change in Eastern Europe was unfold-
ing much faster than had been expected, said Gorbachev. Each country
must proceed at its own pace; the GDR would require time to imple-
ment its reforms. There was no threat or warning, only the request
to let prudence prevail.1** While Gorbachev’ call reassured Kohl that
Moscow would not interfere in the internal developments in the GDR,
it also underscored the Kremlin’s concern that events could spin out of
control. Shevardnadze, who had been receiving reports warning that
the situation in Berlin was quite dangerous, asked Genscher directly
about the situation by phone. Genscher replied that while there was
certainly a crush of people visiting the West, the situation was peaceful
and under control.’3*

Although the Kremlin had been engaged in “new thinking” on Ger-
many’s future, it was not yet prepared for a historic reversal of Germa-
ny’s division. In Gorbachev’s view, long-overdue reforms in the GDR
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were intended to save East Germany, not undermine it; the opening
of the Wall, if managed properly, would stabilize German division,
not end it. But ordinary East Germans, Poles, Czechs and Hungarians
were teaching Gorbachev a lesson he would eventually be compelled
to learn at home as well—that the forces of democracy, once released,
could escape the party’s guiding hand and take oft down avenues of
their own choosing. The breathtaking collapse of the GDR was par-
ticularly shocking. Despite many differences, what united Gorbachey,
the Krenz/Modrow leadership and most of the East German opposi-
tion was their overestimation of the capacity of “improvable socialism”
to sustain the second German state. Their earlier notions of reform
were all predicated on change within socialism. Events forced them to
realize that freedom of choice could also mean the freedom to reject
socialism.!®

Nonetheless, in the weeks following the opening of the Wall, the
internal battle in Moscow raged on. On November 16 the Krenz re-
gime received a written set of recommendations from Moscow as to
how to proceed following the fall of the Wall. The so-called “non-pa-
per” praised the fall of the Wall as a “bold and significant action” that
demonstrated that the party leadership not only understood the situa-
tion but was committed to overcome the growing alienation between
the populace and the government. It recommended that Krenz take
the high road and characterize the opening of the Wall as a humanitar-
ian decision grounded in respect for human rights. At the same time,
the document reiterated the standard Soviet position: “Any attempts to
exploit the situation to try to force the reunification of Germany or to
revise the territorial order in Europe will unquestionably be doomed to
fail.” A precondition for closer cooperation with West was “Uncondi-
tional recognition of the existence of two German states as a factor of
stability in Europe.” It warned that “attempts to put the unification of
Germany on the current political agenda and to negate the existence
of the sovereign socialist state GDR not only affect the interests of the
citizens of both German states but also the extremely sensitive security
interests of the entire European continent.” It affirmed that the GDR
could expect continued Soviet support for this position.!3¢

The non-paper, which exemplified both a traditional Soviet view
of its interests regarding Germany as well as its foreign policy dilem-
ma—as Ambassador Kochemasov told West Berlin Governing Mayor
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Walter Momper, Moscow did not want to “occupy” the GDR “a sec-
ond time”—was one of the last examples of the classical mechanisms
through which the Soviet leadership sought to influence the East Ger-
man communist party. But it also revealed how far behind the political
curve Moscow was. The pace of events in eastern Germany was being
set on the streets, and the world was racing to catch up.

Another example that Gorbachev had yet to embrace any change in
position regarding the two German states came in a message from him
to Egon Krenz on November 24. In that message, which was intend-
ed to foreshadow his discussions with U.S. President Bush in Malta,
Gorbachev indicated that he was ready to move ahead with significant
arms reductions, but reiterated the standard Soviet position that such
efforts would only be possible if “the foundations of European stability
are maintained and strengthened,” that “existing borders” could not be
questioned, and no “territorial claims” could be allowed, because those
were the causes of the two world wars. “Peace in Europe,” he wrote,
“will last as long as this Pandora’s box remains closed.” He then went
on to state that the “existence and development of the GDR was and
is an extremely important underpinning for the European equilibrium,
for peace and international stability.”13

Only two weeks after the opening of the Wall, key Soviet reformers
had already given a conditional yes to unification. They argued that the
Soviet Union was not in a position to prevent it and could actually use
the unification process to harness German energies to propel Soviet
reforms. Soviet officials began to call for the transformation rather than
the dissolution of the blocs. They started to view the German Ques-
tion as the lever by which they could pry open the rigid bloc structures
toward pan-European security arrangements based on the CSCE.13#

But there were reservations. Kohl’s 10-point plan convinced many
in Moscow that Bonn was steering East German developments in a
nationalist direction and proscribing the nature and pace of reform.
They were genuinely worried about a revival of extreme right-wing
activities in Germany and about German attitudes toward the Polish
border. Most importantly from their point of view, loose German talk
about quick unification would play into the hands of the conservative
Soviet opposition. For the dogmatists the GDR had become legend: a
model for the viability and effectiveness of a disciplined socialist econ-
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omy. The shock of Honecker’s removal, the fall of the Wall, the arrest
of Politburo members and the abolition of the security apparatus by
their German communist comrades sparked a conservative revolt. Ele-
ments of the Soviet bureaucracy and the army launched a fierce attack
on Gorbachev and Shevardnadze for having “lost” Eastern Europe.!*’

The Soviets, deeply concerned over the course of events, called for
a Four-Power meeting with the three Western allies—a not-so-subtle
signal to Bonn that the still-occupying powers were not to be disre-
garded or neglected.!*

The Four React

The rapidity of change within East Germany not only caught the
Germans by surprise, it stunned the Four Allied powers who retained
rights and responsibilities for all of Germany resulting from their vic-
tory in World War II. More than 40 years later, the formal legal frame-
work of the German Question had not changed since the wartime allies
split over Germany’s future between 1945 and 1947. Since Cold War
animosities had overwhelmed efforts, envisioned at the 1945 Potsdam
Conference, to conclude a peace treaty with Germany, the four powers
still reserved rights and responsibilities for “Germany as a whole,” its
borders and a peace settlement, despite the creation in 1949 of two
separate German states. These rights represented the legal basis of the
Four Power role in the negotiations leading to unification.!*!

The initial assumptions in the White House was that unification,
though perhaps inevitable, would—and should—unfold gradually.!#?
Scowcroft said that Krenz was “buying time for himself, and for the
system.” He saw no reason yet to presume that either Moscow or East
Berlin would allow the east German people to “go their own way and
take the state with them.” He could not imagine that Gorbachev would
allow the GDR to leave the Warsaw Pact. “The basic reality,” he said,
“East Germany as a Communist state within the Soviet sphere—hasn’t
changed and probably won’t change.”!#

American concerns appeared justified by the initial Soviet response
to the opening of the Wall. Gorbachev sent a message to the other
three leaders in which he endorsed the leadership change in the GDR
but cautioned against any Western attempt to exploit the situation.
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Events in Germany were moving at such breakneck speed, Gorbachev
warned, that they could still become violent or spin out of control. He
repeated his standard line that history had dictated there be two Ger-
manys. He suggested urgent consultations and insisted on being part
of any forthcoming decision-making process. “This guy’s really upset,
isn’t he?” Bush said after reading Gorbachev’s note. After consulting
European allies, Bush sent back a vague reply, emphasizing the impor-
tance of German self-determination but not, at this point, accepting
the Soviet demand for a role in decision-making.!'**

Soviet attitudes toward unification were also colored by Moscow’s
changing relationship with Washington. The Malta summit began only
four days after Kohl announced his 10-point plan. On the eve of the
conclave, Gerasimov’s lighthearted quip about a progression of historic
events “from Yalta to Malta” contrasted sharply with Kohl’s stern ad-
monition that Malta could not be a “status quo summit.” Kohl sought
to assure both superpowers that the tremendous changes underway in
the GDR would neither result in chaos nor in West German attempts
to exploit the situation to seek unification “unilaterally.” He asked Bush
to support his policy when the President met with Gorbachev. Bush
was careful to reassure those Europeans who were concerned that Mos-
cow and Washington might cut a deal to decide Europe’s fate that there
would be “no Yalta at Malta.”'¥

Opening the summit in the midst of a raging storm on board the
Soviet ship Maxim Gorky, Bush expressed support for perestroika and
disclosed a variety of initiatives intended to aid Gorbachey, including
faster track arms control proposals and U.S. willingness to begin ne-
gotiations on trade and investment treaties. In all, 19 initiatives were
proposed, partially with the German situation in mind. The U.S.
would not exploit Soviet weakness, Bush told Gorbachev. He also
tried to persuade the Soviet leader that German unity within Western
security structures would be in Soviet interests. Little progress was
made on this point. “We have inherited two Germanys from history,”
Gorbachev replied. “History created this problem, and history will
have to solve it.” Adopting what he had been told was Bush’s favorite
word, he said, “Where the question of Germany is concerned, I have
a prudent and cautious policy.” Shevardnadze told Baker during their
separate talks that there was “deep unease” within his government
about German unification and West German ambitions to regain ter-
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ritory lost at the end of the war, a point underscored in Gorbachev’s
private talk with Bush.!* Nonetheless, the U.S. delegation believed
that Gorbachev remained open to further developments on the Ger-
man question.'¥’

The new era of Soviet-American relations being charted off of Mal-
ta had profound implications for developments in Germany. Whenev-
er the superpowers clashed during the Cold War, the Germans found
their margin for maneuver squeezed. A much more cooperative So-
viet-American relationship, in turn, was not only likely to facilitate a
more forthcoming Soviet approach to developments in Germany, it
was likely to free German policy options vis-a-vis both Washington
and Moscow.

The day after the NATO Summit Genscher flew to Moscow where
he received a tongue-lashing from Gorbachev and Shevardnadze for
events in Germany. Both rejected Kohl’s 10-point plan as a “Dikzat;”
Gorbachev called it an attempt to “annex the GDR.”148

On December 4 Gorbachev briefed Warsaw Pact allies on his meet-
ing with Bush. Gorbachev was critical of Kohl’s proposal for a Ger-
man-German confederation. Such a confederation would mean a com-
mon defense, common foreign policy, common armed forces. Would
this confederation be in NATO or in the Warsaw Pact? Or did it mean
a neutral Germany? He said that nothing good could come of Kohl’s
“immature” idea except more tensions and greater instability.!#

Soviet alarm over developments in the GDR reached such a peak
that it placed some military forces in the GDR on a higher alert status
out of concern for safety of Soviet bases and nuclear weapons depots.'>°
The primary fear of the Soviet leadership was that German political
leaders might take advantage of the street-driven chaos in East Ger-
many to engineer unification as a fait accompli without any regard to
Soviet interests. If such a situation were to develop, Gorbachev told
Mitterrand in Kiev on December 6, “there would be a two-line report
that a Marshall had taken over my position.”!’!

This did not mean, however, that Gorbachev objected in principle to
unification. Gorbachev had in fact already conducted a radical reassess-
ment of the Soviet position, one much more favorable to a gradual and
predictable process of deepening cooperation between the two Ger-



204 EXITING THE COLD WAR, ENTERING A NEW WORLD

man states, perhaps even leading to unification, channeled if possible
by the Four Powers and “synchronized” with broader efforts to trans-
form East-West relations in Europe. Humiliation of Germany would
be counterproductive, Gorbachev told Mitterrand. The Germans had
a right to unity, he said. The time had come to develop a framework to
channel the process. Soviet officials underscored this approach. Mos-
cow was not trying to brake German unity, they insisted, but rather
sought “a synchronization between the political relations among the
German states and the parallel development of the renewal of the Hel-
sinki system.”"5? The key, they said, was the security arrangements for
Germany. They pushed the new line that the German Question, if con-
trolled, could unlock the entire Cold War alliance confrontation and
lead to new cooperative pan-European structures based on the CSCE.

Behind the scenes Moscow’s hard-line German experts were waging
an all-out bureaucratic war with the group of flexible thinkers who had
been assembled by Shevardnadze, most of whom had far more expe-
rience dealing with the United States than with Germany, to deter-
mine Moscow’s approach to Germany. Long years of experience with
the legalistic and arcane minutia of the German Question had condi-
tioned the Foreign Ministry’s “Berlin Wall” to stick to an unyielding
position regarding the evolution of the two German states and Four
Power rights in Germany as a whole. The Americanists, on the other
hand, were accustomed to more flexible opening positions that could
be molded and shaped to that “one did not paint oneself into a corner.”
The conflict of styles between the two groups exacerbated more sig-
nificant conflicts over substance, and contributed to the erratic picture
Moscow presented during most of the unification process.!** Shevard-
nadze, who was beginning to believe that unification was inevitable,
was concerned that if it came too soon, negative domestic reaction in
the Soviet Union could mean the end of Gorbachev’s reforms.!>*

Moscow’s fear of chaos in the GDR and its hope for controlled
change prompted the Soviets to urge the UK, France and the United
States to convene an urgent meeting of the Four Powers on December
8. It was the first such meeting since 1972, when they had signed the
Quadripartite Agreement on the status of Berlin. Soviet officials told
their Western counterparts that if the domestic situation in the GDR
erupted into violence, they “would be obliged to use force.” Hard-line
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elements in the military and the KGB were demanding that Moscow
intervene militarily to prevent the collapse of the GDR.

The Four Power meeting turned out to be relatively short on sub-
stance, apart from an agreement to stress “the importance of stability.”
Kochemasov welcomed the changes in the GDR yet added that one
had to proceed from the realities of the postwar period, which included
two independent sovereign German states. To question this would en-
danger stability in Europe for which the Four Powers were responsible.
The Soviet Union was prepared to negotiate Four Power agreements
to contribute to the normalization and improvement of the situation
“in the affected area.” His proposal for regular meetings and the forma-
tion of working groups was rejected by the three Western ambassadors,
who said that they were only prepared to speak about Berlin. U.S. Am-
bassador Vernon Walters stressed that even though the Four retained
legal authority over Berlin as a result of agreements signed by the Allies
after World War I1, and that the rights of the Four in Berlin mandated
that they be involved in the unification question, they could not simply
dictate terms of settlement to the Germans. A further meeting was not
agreed upon.'¥

Uncertainty about Germany’s future security orientation was com-
pounded by the lack of an acceptable framework in which to balance
the German right to self-determination with the right of Germany’s
neighbors to peace and security, all in a Europe in which the Cold War
was rapidly dissolving. Britain, France and the Soviet Union initially
preferred that the Four Powers discuss the future of Germany among
themselves—and not, at first, with the Germans. The British and
French proposed a meeting of the Four alone, to be followed by a con-
ference of the six powers, i.e. Four Plus Two. The Soviets were more
interested in Four Plus Zero. The Germans rejected both. “We don’t
need four midwives” to give birth to unity, snapped Kohl upon hearing
in early January that the Soviets had again approached the Americans
to hold a Four Power meeting to discuss German issues. Eventually all
came around to the U.S. proposal that the Germans had to be in on the

negotiations as equal partners from the start. The idea quickly became
known as “Two Plus Four.”1%6

Debate on both the internal and external aspects of unity remained
inconclusive until the furious pace of change on the ground in East
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Germany forced the German Question to the forefront of the inter-
national agenda. On January 28, 1990, with an average now of 3,000
East Germans a day flocking to the West, Modrow announced that
he was advancing the date of the GDR’s first free elections to March
18, instead of May as originally planned, and would form an interim
government that would include members of the opposition. A unified
Germany now loomed as an imminent certainty.

The collapse of the GDR wrenched Moscow from its preoccupa-
tion with its own internal chaos. On January 26, 1990, Gorbachev and
Shevardnadze, meeting with their closest advisors, finally came to the
conclusion that “the reunification of Germany was unavoidable.” They
agreed that the Soviet Union should take the initiative to call a confer-
ence among the four powers and the two German states. Contacts with
the East German leadership should be maintained, but Soviet policy on
Germany should also be more “closely coordinated with London and
Paris.” Marshall Akromeyev was asked to examine the question of the
withdrawal of Soviet troops from the GDR.!’7

Two days after Modrow’s announcement, Gorbachev accepted the
inevitable by signaling publicly his tentative and reluctant acceptance
of unification. “No one casts any doubt upon it,” the Soviet leader told
journalists just before receiving Modrow in the Kremlin. After meeting
Gorbachev, Modrow could only conclude that “the unification of the
two German states is the prospect that now lies before us.”1%

The Balancing Act Comes to an End

To the casual outside observer, the German Democratic Republic
may have seemed marginal to the world’s affairs: a small, loyal and re-
pressive satellite of the Soviet Union. In fact, however, the GDR proved
to be pivotal, rather than peripheral, both to the Cold War European
order and the eventual breakdown of that order. As the fulcrum of the
two central issues that had ignited the Cold War in Europe—the future
of Eastern Europe and the German Question—the GDR was the em-
bodiment of Cold War division.

In retrospect, the relative stability of the East German system is as
much in need of explanation as is its sudden and dramatic collapse in
the fall of 1989. Both the Cold War and East-West détente rested in
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part on the question of East German domestic stability. Yet this stabil-
ity was inherently precarious, because the regime was never regarded
as just and legitimate. To compensate, the regime sought to sustain a
series of delicate balances on three different fronts: to the East, to the
West, and at home. The regime could only advance its authority at
home if guaranteed support from its patron in the East and a modicum
of legitimacy in the West. It could only gain legitimacy in the West by
granting greater freedoms at home and receiving greater latitude with-
in the East. And it could only gain latitude and be ensured of continued
support in the East if it maintained its authority at home and controlled
the destabilizing effects of its relations with the West. The complex,
contradictory and fluid dynamic among these three fronts did much to
shape the evolution of the German Question and the Cold War order
in Europe.

In the end, the regime was unable to sustain this triple balancing
act because of shifting dynamics on each front. After Soviet leaders
had argued for decades that European stability rested on the division
of Germany, Mikhail Gorbachev made the opposite case: stability in
Europe was now endangered by continued European divisions, includ-
ing those between the Germans. At home, the East German people,
emboldened by the fresh winds coming from Moscow and the rise of
non-communist governments in Eastern Europe, and fearful that their
peaceful, democratic revolution could end badly unless East Germany
was tied quickly and irrevocably to a stable and prosperous democracy,
swept aside the opposition’s dreams of “improvable socialism” in favor
of rapid unification. And West German leaders, particularly Helmut
Kohl, who had neither believed they would experience unification nor
had operational plans to achieve it, seized the historical moment to end
the divisions of Berlin, of Germany and of Europe. As the unification
express sped ahead during the course of 1990, the GDR was becoming
the Gradually Disappearing Republic.

Exiting the Cold War, Entering a New World

On January 17, 1991, Helmut Kohl stood before the Bundestag as
the newly-elected Chancellor of a Germany united in peace and free-
dom. The main subject of his inaugural address, however, was war.
That very day multinational forces under the leadership of the United
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States launched a fierce “Desert Storm” to reverse Iraqi leader Sadd-
am Hussein’s August 2 invasion of the oil-rich Middle East sheikdom
of Kuwait. The Iraqi crisis built up steam through the late summer
and fall of 1990, but German leaders and the German public remained
riveted on unification and the subsequent all-German election. As a
result, Germans were completely unprepared for the dramatic and vio-
lent conflict that now erupted in the Persian Gulf.

For a brief period, the heavens had opened to allow German unity.
They now closed with a thunderous clap. Kohl had gotten “the hay in
the barn” before the storms came, but the sky had now darkened. Only
three days before Desert Storm rumbled, a hail of bullets in the Baltics
killed perestroika as Gorbachev ordered Soviet military forces to stop
Lithuania’s bid for independence. Some weeks earlier, Eduard She-
vardnadze suddenly resigned, warning of impending dictatorship and
bloodshed. Gorbachev suddenly appeared to be the sorcerer’s appren-
tice who, after having unleashed changes of historic scope, now proved
not only unable to contain them but likely to be swept away by them.
“He who comes too late will be punished by life,” Gorbachev once told
Erich Honecker. One abortive putsch later, Gorbachev himself was
forced to resign as republic after republic asserted its independence. By
Christmas Day of 1991, the Soviet Union was no more.

Europe had exited the Cold War. It was now entering a new world.
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Chapter 8

“Say One Thing and Think Another:”
Internal British Debates in the Late 1980s on
Germany’s Potential Reunification

Liviu Horovitz

During the 1980s, no one within the British government welcomed
Germany’s probable and irresistible reunification. On this very issue,
“we have to say one thing and think another,” Charles Powell, the prin-
cipal foreign policy advisor to Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, not-
ed already in 1984.! He articulated what many within the UK’ chan-
celleries wrote in various memos, reports, and summaries of discussions

throughout the decade.
The Cold War status quo suited the United Kingdom well, but Brit-

ish officials concluded it was unsustainable. Soviet power was slowly
waning. Without this constraint, the Germans were bound to seek
to live together. British planners believed that the Americans, slowly
moving away from Europe, were going to become less invested on the
continent. Hence, the most likely outcome was a less constrained Ger-
man state at the center of Europe. Britain’s interests would be harmed,
and London’s leverage to avert such result would be limited. A major-
ity argued that novel, creative, or radical policy solutions were need-
ed. And yet, as newly declassified documents attest, UK policymakers
concluded that others would pull Britain’s chestnuts out of the fire.
Many claimed that France would oppose German reunification. Most
important, however, was the mainstream view: the Soviet Union, in
spite of its worsening situation, would once again let its tanks roll into
Eastern European capitals rather than see Germany unified. In addi-
tion, a number of British diplomats concluded that further European
integration would anyhow constrain the Germans, despite the fact that
London’s own political leadership resented the consequences of such
deeper European ties.

For all these reasons, throughout the decade, UK policymakers did
not foresee either the contours of the ultimate outcome or the swift-
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ness of eventual developments, and so postponed confronting painful
choices. To underpin this conclusion, I rely primarily upon recently
declassified documents from the Foreign Office and the Prime Minis-
ter’s Office, both collected at the UK National Archives, as well as upon
various other documentary records.

Changed Circumstances: Britain, Europe,
and the World in the 1980s

Consigned to the backdrop of international politics throughout the
1970s, the German Question gained increased importance during the
1980s. Massive changes in global and regional politics pushed it back
on center stage. Most crucially: the Soviet Union, ever the weaker great
power, now faced significant challenges to even sustain its competi-
tion with the United States. British planners concluded already during
the summer of 1979 that the fundamental contest between East and
West was being settled. The Soviets were losing. The menacing size
of Moscow’s armed forces could not but threaten European nations.
Yet things were looking grim from the Kremlin’s perspective. In eco-
nomics, the balance had been firmly tilted. Technologically, the Rus-
sians were behind. In military affairs, both economics and technology
were weighing increasingly heavy. More important, however, was the
fact that the political foundations were crumbling, as Moscow had to
rely more and more on coercion to control an otherwise rather pliant
population. The British concluded that such Soviet power retrench-
ment would ultimately eliminate the restrictions under which the two
German states had conducted their policies since the late 1940s. And
yet, with an attitude that permeated UK thinking from the late 1970s
to the final days of the 1980s, the British planners also determined that
Moscow would not relax its grip on Eastern Europe, and would rath-
er intervene by force than lose control. As the 1970s came to an end,
various UK diplomats wrote that change—in Europe and, implicitly,
in Germany—was unavoidable, but assessed that it was not likely “for
many decades.”

In addition to the transformation of the East-West conflict, tech-
nology, demography, and growth were sharpening an economic con-
test between the advanced industrial centers of Europe, Japan, and the
United States—with stark implications for the regional European con-
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text. Whereas the United States had been the widely dominant eco-
nomic power throughout the first decades after the war, both Europe
and Asia were quickly catching up—aggressively competing with both
the American industrial heartland and between each other. Such com-
mercial rivalry, in turn, was pushing the European Community toward
deeper economic and, implicitly, political integration. Within this re-
gional context, the German economic powerhouse was facing fewer
security pressures, and was gradually dominating the European Com-
munity. “A long-term trend towards normality should not surprise,”
the British embassy reported from Paris. Four decades had passed since
the war. The scars on various Europeans psyches were becoming “less
and less visible.” Nevertheless, the French still did not trust the Ger-
mans “very far.” While the British believed growing German concerns
for their “purse” to be “perfectly understandable,” the French seemed
to resent such German assertiveness. Hence, for both structural and
ideational reasons, the Federal Republic’s closest partners were seeking
institutions that limited Bonn’s clout.?

British planners throughout the Foreign Office concluded in the
mid-1980s that Paris, eager to preserve its sway over West Germa-
ny and thus influence Europe’s future, was prepared to invest signifi-
cant political capital in its “fellowship” with Bonn. The French feared
“greatly” the possibility of a neutral Germany—a scenario that con-
stituted their “angoisse eternelle,” UK diplomats assessed. Conversely,
intent on preserving European stability, the Germans were still willing
to “give preferences to France beyond what rational self-interest would
suggest.” This constellation generated both benefits and costs for Brit-
ain. On the one hand, Franco-German amity was greatly preferable to
enmity for the stability and prosperity of Western Europe. For instance,
Britain often benefited from the “curbs” set on German behavior by
deference to France. On the other hand, such fellowship between the
two most important continental actors meant less consideration and
fewer resources to spare for others’ “needs and interests.” British of-
ficials determined that France’s concessions to Germany were limited.
In contrast, the privileged attention the Germans gave to French views
allowed Paris to punch well above its weight in Europe. Therefore,
once common Franco-German positions were agreed upon, they al-
most automatically became the “European line,” a test of loyalty for
others and—sometimes—a difficult hurdle for British policies.*
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Officials in London understood that protecting British sway in Eu-
rope—and, indirectly, around the world—required becoming more at-
tuned to continental preferences. On the question of “beat them or join
them,” all British diplomats concluded that forming a “rival axis” with-
in Europe was neither “responsible” nor “workable.” Yet “joining” was
anything but easy. France and Germany shared “common attitudes” on
“progress towards European unification,” Anthony Brenton, a UK dip-
lomat on the Planning Staff, wrote, for instance, in 1985. If Britain was
not willing to change its attitude to these questions, it had to reconcile
itself with “remaining in the outer tier.” British officials concluded that
their country’s international orientation, its domestic politics, and its
allocation of government resources would all need to be altered signifi-
cantly in order to retain a comparable seat at the Franco-German table.
Both French and Germans had made real sacrifices to achieve even the
limited amount of unity on display. To put it simply, one diplomat not-
ed, the British people had to become “much more European-minded”
than they were. British politicians and officials would have to develop
a “more sophisticated” and “indirect” conception of the national inter-
est. Within the bureaucracy, some thought such adjustment would be
in Britain’s long-term interest. Conversely, even the most committed
Europeanists were aware that the country’s political and economic in-
clinations diverged markedly from such a path.’

Most important, the Conservative Party of Prime Minister Thatcher
loathed all implications—at home and abroad—of such realignment.
At home, the Iron Lady was hard at work to free British capitalism of
its shackles—and opposed to what she believed were leftist setbacks. In
Europe, by the second half of the 1980s the British Prime Minister had
succeeded in reducing the UK net contribution to the EC budget. She
sought an integrated European market, but resented any concessions
on the social, monetary, or fiscal front. As long as the Soviets posed a
fundamental threat to democracy and capitalism, as long as Britain re-
mained an indispensable link across the Atlantic, and as long as Germa-
ny was divided, Thatcher believed she could achieve her agenda in both
Britain and Europe. On top of these political considerations, Britain
had been a global power for three hundred years, German Chancel-
lor Helmut Kohl told French President Francois Mitterrand in August
1986. The British had a “hard time adapting” to Germany being the
dominant player in Europe. Both Paris and Bonn had to “hold the door
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open” for London, Kohl concluded. Mitterrand agreed, but noted that
Thatcher was and would remain particularly difficult—an able forecast
of problems to come.®

Careful Planning: Germany’s Eventual Reunification

Against this international and domestic backdrop, UK foreign policy
elites realized that Germany’s eventual reunification was not Britain’s
first-best option—but that London could not say this loudly. By the
middle of the decade, officials in London agreed that “history [had] not
yet spoken its last word” on the German Question, as Julian Bullard,
the UK envoy to Bonn, aptly phrased it. Foreign Secretary Geoftrey
Howe had “no doubt” that the problem of two Germanys in Europe
was “not dead.” It was not going to “go away” just because “a politician
declares it so.” The division had attractions, for almost all the actors
on the European scene, Howe noted in January 1985. “But Germany
cannot be permanently divided,” he recognized, “or at least we cannot
tell the Germans thatit is to be so,” he wrote to his top diplomats. With
Germans valuing democracy and capitalism more than unification, such
outcome was predicated upon overcoming the division between East
and West in Europe. Such “healing” was hard to “visualize,” a change
“too profound to contemplate.” Therefore, Britain could offer a ver-
bal commitment to a goal of self-determination that could only come
about in circumstances that could not be foreseen at present, Howe
concluded. Nevertheless, a policy of providing assurances of support
for an outcome nobody desired raised many questions within the Brit-
ish establishment. A vivid bureaucratic discussion ensued.’

By autumn 1987, policy planners in the Foreign and Common-
wealth Office submitted a wide-ranging analysis regarding Germany’s
potential reunification. Its lead author, Mariot Leslie, a promising
young diplomat, would become London’s envoy to NATO two decades
later. The planning paper noted that the imperfect status quo suited
Britain “well,” and the UK had “no interest in bringing it to an end.”
Nevertheless, eventual change in Central Europe and thus in Germany
was “inevitable.” Such change would have profound implications for
the United Kingdom, and there was little leverage available in order
to prevent it. To reach these conclusions, Leslie and her colleagues as-
sumed that communism was a “spent force.” Therefore, Soviet dom-
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inance would eventually end. The Americans, more interested in Asia
and in their own domestic affairs, would cease their security activities
in Europe. Hence, the two alliances would be dismantled. A Europe of
free states stretching from the Atlantic to the Black Sea would emerge.
At its center would be a united German state, swiftly seeking reconcil-
iation towards an Eastern Europe that would be “inevitably” attracted
by “what the Germans have to offer.” The British planners argued that
Bonn and Moscow would have a “keen interest in each other,” but also
compete for influence on the European continent.?

Such a world would pose great challenges for the United Kingdom.
Britain would try to remain one of the “Big Three in Europe,” but the
relationships would be unequal. Germany would be larger, richer, and
uninhibited—a “Central European state which looked East as much as
West.” The ties binding advanced industrial societies would restrain the
Germans somewhat, but the continent’s center of gravity would move
further to the East—“the tone and style of Bismarck’s former capital
no doubt rather different from the unpretentious bourgeois comfort
of Bonn.” On the one hand, both London and Paris would scramble to
use their existent links in order to establish a “privileged relationship”
with the new Germany. On the other hand, France, the Netherlands,
and Italy would worry. Some—or all—would seek reinsurance in the
United Kingdom and, perhaps, also in Russia. In the global arena, eco-
nomic and technological change would render the “developed world”
even “more interdependent.” And even if Japan was rising on the Pa-
cific rim, the United States would remain the most powerful state on
the planet, and retain “the closest interests” in Europe. Still, significant
differences in European and American “material interests and interna-
tional priorities” would render the relationship “much more difficult
to manage.”

Negative repercussions notwithstanding, most British officials con-
sidering Leslie’s planning memo concluded that German reunification
was not coming anytime soon. On the one hand, the Soviets could
break the stalemate in Central Europe. Yet the British thought that
the Soviets had no interest in doing so. Moscow would welcome Ger-
man neutrality and NAT O’ dissolution. However, to achieve such an
outcome, decisionmakers in the Kremlin would have to accept a ma-
jor confrontation with the West, the loss of their Warsaw Pact allies,
instability in the Baltic states and in Ukraine, and a major ideological
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retreat with unpredictable domestic repercussions. Therefore, Moscow
was liable to seek other ways of deploying its “German card” than “lay-
ing it bluntly on the table.” On the other hand, the West Germans
could also elicit change, but only at an unacceptably high price. A small
minority within the Federal Republic was ready to contemplate reuni-
fication notwithstanding the consequences. Nevertheless, there was a
broad consensus around democracy, capitalism, and prosperity in West
Germany. Michael Llewellyn-Smith, Howe’s personal secretary, sum-
marized what all believed: “Chancellor Kohl (like Adenauer) has given
to freedom a higher priority than to unity.” Thus, as long as the Soviets
controlled Eastern Europe, Bonn would not contemplate forcing the
pace of reunification.’

Consequently, the crux of the matter rested with correctly assess-
ing the probability of the Soviet Union remaining willing to uphold
the Brezhnev Doctrine of intervening militarily to safeguard the status
quo. A broad majority within the British establishment could simply
not imagine change on this front coming anytime soon. It was far from
certain that history would take the course described by Leslie, senior
diplomats believed. Gorbachev might fail and his reforms might wither
away. The Kremlin’s attitude towards Eastern Europe might harden in
an attempt to hold on to postwar gains. “Violent convulsions” might
shatter Eastern European regimes. The bilateral confrontation between
East and West might once again become “fiercer.” There were so many
uncertainties that predictions had to be “of necessity [...] highly specu-
lative,” Foreign Secretary Howe concluded. Therefore, the end of such
Soviet control was either unpredictable, “many decades” away, or at
“the middle of the next century,” officials opined. Or perhaps “much
sooner,” Leslie wrote cautiously in her study, but even she was probably
oblivious to how prescient her postscript would end up being. Given
these considerations, British ministers and diplomats concluded that
London should focus more on improving its relationship with Bonn,
but that no radical measures were needed.!”

Bolder Proposal: Advance into Germany,
not Retreat into France

Notwithstanding British trust in the immovability of Europe’s post-
war security architecture, as 1988 progressed change appeared in-
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creasingly probable. Developments in the Soviet Union and in East-
ern Europe proceeded at a pace that even a year earlier had seemed
“unimaginable.” The European Community made very rapid progress
toward a single market, thereby increasing its attractivity towards the
East, giving cause for concern to U.S. planners worried about Europe-
an protectionism, and challenging Conservative British politicians to
worry about what would come next on the European integration front.
As the Reagan Administration was winding down, the expectation of a
reduced American commitment to Europe became conventional wis-
dom in London. With Soviet willingness to constrain Eastern Europe-
ans increasingly questioned and the Germans increasingly in a mood
of “national self-consciousness,” many concluded that change was in
the air. British officials feared that German political elites were keen to
rush to capitalize on Gorbachev’s glasnost, were determined to develop
closer relations with the East, and had “little feel for the sensitivities
of allies.” Most within the UK foreign policy establishment concluded
that the artificial division of Europe and of Germany could not and
would not continue indefinitely.!!

For all these reasons, by summer 1988 intrepid planners within
the Foreign Office were challenging their doyens’ conventional wis-
dom. Britain should adopt a strategy that “advances into Germany,
not retreats into France,” Donald MacLaren, a young Scottish diplo-
mat within the London FCO, advised. His logic: The barriers were
“coming down.” Gorbachev did not want to abandon socialism, but his
economic and political reform efforts were genuine. Britain, Europe,
and the world would all be more secure if the Soviet leader succeeded.
While the Kremlin could still use force to “reverse the foment [Gor-
bachev] knows he is causing” in Eastern Europe, such action could only
be completed with dramatic consequences at home. Hence, the mighty
Germans, “riven with neurosis,” were bound to seek “not to remain
dissatisfied forever.” Leaders in Bonn had the nationalistic determi-
nation, the strength of purpose, and the economic prowess to achieve
their aims. Moscow would accept a neutral Germany, but not tolerate
a unified German giant in NATO. Therefore, MacLaren assessed that
neutrality was the imperfect but only viable option for the Germans. As
the ideological conflict faded away, Washington policymakers would be
less and less interested in Europe, the planner suggested. Therefore,
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the Americans, having “other fish to fry” and “smaller rations of cook-
ing oil,” might accept the German neutrality outcome.!?

Consequently, MacLaren argued that a different strategy was need-
ed. He accepted that the British, like most other Europeans, “shud-
dered” at the idea of a large united Germany. Confronted with Ger-
many’s impending reunification and neutralization, Britain’s default
policy was to team up with France in restraining the West Germans. In
the short term, this was a correct tactic, aimed at preventing the Ger-
mans from forcing overly large Western concessions vis-a-vis Moscow.
Nonetheless, over the long term MacLaren argued that the policy of
opposition “will blow up in our faces.” Widely expanding the “Silent
Alliance” with Bonn was London’s only way to ensure that the Federal
Republic’s eventual choices would be taken “in accordance with British
advice and not over British objections.”® The memo’s bottom-line: it
might be possible to cut a deal with the Germans at the expense of
the French. Implicitly, MacLaren recognized that his proposed deal
would be expensive, and hid the various costs and compromises behind
vague formulations. However, his proposal could potentially work, he
claimed, in contrast to the other options available on the table—op-
tions that simply masked a desire to hedge one’s bets and do nothing.
The Germans “always have and always will dominate Europe,” Ma-
cLaren concluded. Britain, for once, should “back a winner.”

Senior members of the British government retorted that change
was not expected to come so fast. They hoped that Moscow’s obdura-
cy would absolve them of confronting uncomfortable policy options.
Most within the UK foreign policy elite accepted that the “glue” was
“starting to come out” of the Eastern framework and that the Ger-
mans might be “tempted.” However, a majority did not believe that a
neutral unified Germany was very likely—as the Germans themselves
would not want it, even if the Americans were to leave. In contrast,
most agreed that Bonn’s influence in Europe would significantly rise.
In terms of solutions, some simply assumed that the Soviet leadership
would soon “damp down” the process in Eastern Europe, rendering
change anything but “imminent.” Others were less optimistic about
Moscow’s abilities, and believed the key lay in European integration.
Deeper and deeper ties were offering a basis for cohesion within the
continent’s West and a “pole of attraction” to Eastern Europe. In ad-
dition, these officials concluded that the “Community bicycle” of Eu-



234 EXITING THE COLD WAR, ENTERING A NEW WORLD

ropean integration had to keep moving forward for the Germans not
to “fall off” and choose a path towards neutrality in order to achieve
reunification. Yet these Europeanists were fully aware that keeping this
bicycle in motion contrasted “rather sharp” with the British govern-
ment’s policy—and, in particular, with Prime Minister Thatcher’s ob-
jectives. This clear incongruity with British political preferences not-
withstanding, other options but for relying on Moscow or pursuing
European integration were not considered.!*

By the end of autumn 1988, after reading the planning exchanges
within his own department, Secretary Howe chose to delay and post-
pone, relying on the Soviets to save the British establishment from dis-
agreeable decisions. Howe told his personal secretary that there were
many “striking insights” in MacLaren’s paper. Keeping an open mind
vis-a-vis the German Question was no longer enough. The British gov-
ernment had to respond “imaginatively” to the German reunification
challenge. MacLaren’s paper was “provocative,” however. Its analysis
was “absolutist” and “more challenging than prescriptive.” There was
“deep-rooted Soviet suspicion of all things German,” Howe claimed,
following the view of a majority within the FCO. It was therefore
“wrong” to put all British eggs today into the German “basket” that
might well be the “market leader” in “some years’ or decades’ time.” In
terms of action, the Foreign Office should “try to get across” to Prime
Minister Thatcher the “sensitivity of the subject,” Howe concluded,
understanding early on that frontal opposition would be counterpro-
ductive. And yet the Secretary determined that London’s diplomats in
Bonn should only try “filling the role of confessor or candid (listening)
friend” when it came to West German officials’ views on their own fu-
ture. Such “confessor” policy was very far from MacLaren’s “advancing
into Germany” option, and UK diplomats spent the subsequent months
doing what they had already done before: observing and worrying.!?

Conclusion

By not taking any leaps of faith throughout 1988 or during the first
months of 1989, the British set themselves up for either accepting Ger-
many’s unification without protestation or frontally opposing Bonn’s
designs. As other scholars have noted, there was little at the end of 1989
and the beginning of 1990 that the British could ask for in exchange for
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their acquiescence.!® The Americans were able to remain a European
power by ensuring that Germany unified within NATO. The French
were able to advance European integration as a means of expanding
Paris’ influence and constraining Bonn. The Germans, in turn, got to
see their country unified and sovereign. Even the Soviets, the true los-
ers of the 1989-1990 affair as they were forced to abandon an empire in
Eastern Europe, got some consolation prices and promises from Bonn
and Washington.!” In contrast, anything the British could ask for went
against German, American, or French preferences. Having waited for
so long, hedging its bets throughout the 1980s, London got nothing.
Had the Germans considered MacLaren’s proposal, had it been articu-
lated? We will have to wait for a broader opening of German archives
to pass judgement on this. Nevertheless, given that London never tried,
it wasted even the smallest of chances to have succeeded.
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Chapter 9

1989-1990:
The End of the Cold War
and Challenges for Europe

Markus Meckel

The Difficulty of Remembering—Differences in Assessment

Thirty years after the end of the Cold War and the upheavals and
revolutions in Central Europe, it is significant that internationally,
German unification counts as a great success story. I can only share this
perspective: 1989-90 was the happiest hour for the Germans! Forty-five
years after we Germans had brought so much terror and horror to all
of Europe, we had the opportunity to live in freedom and democracy,
united again, and with the acceptance of all our neighbors. I wouldn’t
ever have dared to dream that I would experience this!

At the same time, there is currently a discussion in Germany that
focuses on dissatisfaction with the way unification has evolved. Particu-
larly in eastern Germany there is a feeling among some that they were
“colonized” by the West and that their contribution to German unity
remains underappreciated.

Of course, when it comes to describing and assessing events 30 years
ago differences are apparent not only in Germany. Poland and Hun-
gary, who blazed the trail for freedom and democracy with the mili-
tant slogan “back to Europe” and were the paragons of transformation
in the 1990s, have become symbols of a considerable Euroskepticism
under their current governments. Anti-liberal politics and nationalist
goals are gaining ground and upending European politics—and not just
in these countries. How we remember the revolutionary years 1988 -
1991 has become a battleground for values and different points of view.

If 30 years ago Gorbachev’s policies were an essential prerequisite
for change, in today’s Russia he is largely regarded as the gravedigger
of former (imperial) grandeur. For current Russian President Vladimir
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Putin, “the greatest catastrophe of the 20th century” was the disinte-
gration of the Soviet Union and not, for example, Stalin’s crimes or
Hitler’s destructive war. While the Soviet Union was ready to grant
full sovereignty to united Germany in 1990, today’s Russia does not
accept the sovereignty of its neighboring nations. The annexation of
Crimea and the hidden war in eastern Ukraine are only the most ob-
vious examples of this. International law and common values, as they
were celebrated in the 1990 Charter of Paris, are under great pressure
today. Worries about a new Cold War are circulating.

Therefore, it makes a lot of sense to connect memories of the up-
heavals at that time with an analysis of current challenges, because our
challenge is how the values that were asserted and proclaimed then
can be realized today. The situation is made even more challenging by
the fact that under President Trump there is now an administration in
power in the United States that similarly disparages these values.

In this chapter I will limit myself essentially to events and experiences
in Germany and keep things as personal as possible. In the process,
however, it is necessary to keep in mind that these German events did
not take place separately from their European and global contexts.

The Peaceful Revolution in the GDR in 1989:
Opening the Prospect for German Unity

On February 4, 1989, two Protestant pastors, Martin Gutzeit and I,
decided to establish a Social Democratic Party in the German Demo-
cratic Republic (GDR). This was by no means a spontaneous idea, but
rather the logical consequence of a long pre-history and previous joint
work.

At the time of our decision, we did not suspect that two days later,
round table negotiations would begin in Poland. The result of these
was that for the first time in the Eastern bloc semi-free elections took
place that led to Tadeusz Mazowiecki becoming Poland’s non-commu-
nist prime minister.

How much things were fermenting in Central Europe at this time
was something that I first experienced first-hand in Hungary in Octo-
ber 1988. I was on my way to Romania, where Ceausescu had begun a
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village destruction program that was attracting great international at-
tention and generating tensions with Hungary. Hungarian society was
starting to change very rapidly. I found this fascinating. In the reign-
ing party (MSZP), Janos Kadar had been replaced and decisions had
been made about economic reforms that were still inconceivable for
the GDR. Nevertheless, the economic crisis deepened, which caused
polemics against the Hungarian reforms in the GDR press. The dem-
ocratic opposition was organizing itself; the dissidents had a “network
of free initiatives” and founded the “Democratic Forum.” Countless
associations arose, the historical Hungarian parties and a first free
trade union were established. The opposition’s samizdat, or under-
ground pamphlets and materials, was growing in circulation and was
influencing public debate. Starting in 1987 in the samizdat newspaper
“BESZELQ,” a program of the opposition called a “social contract”
appeared that put increasing pressure on the MSZP.

The essential background for these Central European developments
and also for our own actions were the policies of Mikhail Gorbachev.
He had been the General Secretary of the Communist Party of the
Soviet Union since 1985. He proclaimed the need for “new thinking,”
and with glasnost and perestroika in the Soviet Union he set in motion a
reform process that gave us hope, even if it was clear that his intention
was to reform communism in order to preserve it. However, at the
same time it was perceptible in his speeches that he was not wearing
blinders like the communist leaders that we had known. He seemed to
really want to solve problems and to have an understanding of global
challenges, from the necessary reconfiguration in the security sector
with respect to global armament as well as with regard to ecological
questions. In his speech to the United Nations in December 1988, he
endorsed the “principle of the freedom of choice,” which he declared
to be “a universal principle to which there should be no exceptions” and
dedicated himself to

the increasing varieties of social development in different coun-
tries. (...) This objective fact presupposes respect for other people’s
views and stands, tolerance, a preparedness to see phenomena that
are different as not necessarily bad or hostile, and an ability to
learn to live side by side while remaining different and not agree-
ing with one another on every issue.!
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This was the rejection of the Brezhnev Doctrine, proclaimed on the
world stage: independent developments might be possible in the So-
viet Union’s own satellite states without having tanks roll again. We
slowly began to hope that something could really change. In Poland
and Hungary, things had developed further, which gave us in the GDR
courage, because the questions with which we were confronted were
essentially the same. Our concern was to finally create the prerequisites
for enabling the opposition to act politically. The decision to seek new
organizational structures outside the church and to establish a Social
Democratic Party was a very conscious change of strategy for us. Even
after the fact it sounds daring, but we were striving for a basic and
categorical change: an overcoming of the communist system. With the
founding of the party, we were posing the de facto question of power; we
wanted a parliamentary democracy of the Western kind.

Up to that point, we had not believed that we could really change
anything with our actions, never mind achieve democracy or overcome
the division of Germany. It was more a moral action. The concern was
to be able to look at ourselves in the mirror in the morning or, as Viclav
Havel put it, “to live in truth” in the midst of this empire of lies. We
had concerned ourselves with the German resistance to National So-
cialism (NS). We considered this resistance important even if it did not
bring down the NS system; to a certain extent, it salvaged Germans’
honor. We looked at ourselves in similar vein: we wanted to put an end
to our silence and do something! It was important in specific instances
to say NO clearly.

Martin Gutzeit and I came from a Protestant tradition. We both
grew up with a critical distance from the socialist state and its ideolo-
gy. There were conflicts when we were in school and we were refused
higher education. Both of us rejected military service completely. We
did not even join the Bausoldaten (a military service without weapons
that existed only in the GDR, although each of us also managed to
avoid the usual imprisonment. Thus, we received our education only
in church institutions independent of the state. We met in 1974 at the
Sprachenkonvikt, a theological university of the Protestant church in
Berlin, where a course of study completely free of communist influence
was possible, one that was in no way inferior to Western universities.
These theological universities—there were two more in Naumburg
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and Leipzig—were places of spiritual freedom that were otherwise dif-
ficult to find in the GDR.

In addition to these theoretical considerations, starting with a small
group in 1976 we began to become politically active in small steps.
We duplicated political texts on old printing machines and distributed
them to people. These included lectures by Rudolf Bahro about his
book Die Alternative and the “memory logs” of Jirgen Fuchs about
his imprisonment by the Staatssicherbeit. There had always been such
student groups in the GDR. Frequently, participants were imprisoned
and—at least in the later years—landed in the West in the end. We
were lucky and did not get caught.

I assumed a position as vicar in 1980 and as a pastor in 1982 in a
village in Mecklenburg on Lake Miiritz. Martin Gutzeit assumed a po-
sition nearby. In these years, groups arose in many parts of the GDR
that concerned themselves critically with questions regarding peace
and the environment. Over the years, the range of topics became ever
more varied and fundamental. In my village in Mecklenburg in 1982,
I founded such a peace circle. Participants came from all around the
region. At the same time, we created networks in order to bring the
various groups into contact with one another and to enable cooper-
ation. In Mecklenburg, beginning in 1981 this included the Arbeits-
gruppe Frieden (Peace Working Group) and the GDR-wide delegate
conference Frieden konkret (Practical Peace), which had been meeting
annually since 1983. Beginning in 1982 we in Mecklenburg organized
the Mobile Friedensseminare (Mobile Peace Seminars) for a week at the
beginning of August. At these seminars, participants from all over the
GDR and from abroad formed groups in various locations around the
region focusing on different political topics; in the end, there was a
larger joint public event commemorating the dropping of the atom-
ic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Through these networks and
seminars, many opposition activists got to know each other in the first
half of the 1980s. This was an essential prerequisite for the Peaceful
Revolution years later. These—mostly church—groups sought change
in crucial social questions. The topics were broad and varied: the agen-
da included security questions, parenting and education concepts, en-
vironmental problems, human and minority rights, as well as global
development strategies. Individuals perceived themselves differently in
these groups than otherwise in this communist state; here, they were
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responsible for the community, they learned and experienced solidarity.
Therefore, to a certain extent, these political groups became schools of
civil courage and responsibility.

Frequently, people say that these groups arose under the umbrella
of the church. However, it is more correct to say that most of these
groups arose within the church, were established by politically engaged
Christians, who at the same time were open to cooperation with oth-
ers. Until the end of the 1980s, these groups’ networks found their
place within the church. At the same time, groups that also empha-
sized their independence from the church were in intense contact with
church-leading representatives and used them as intermediaries as well
as their institutional and organizational possibilities.

The churches were the only large organizations in the GDR with
their own independent and (for the Protestant church) democratic
structures. They had their own facilities and a certain openness, even
if it was limited. As becomes clear from Gutzeit’s biography and mine
as well, the church’s own educational resources were also important.
The church had people who were trained in its own spiritual tradition
and practiced in free communication. Thus, it was no wonder that in
many places engaged Christians, pastors, and church employees played
an outsized role in the establishment of opposition movements and the
moderation of the round tables.

The Soviets gave the churches in their occupied zone of Germany
more freedom than in other countries of the Eastern bloc since they
recognized the Bekennende Kirche (Confessing Church) of the NS era
as resistance. Its representatives occupied leading positions in the Prot-
estant church after 1945. The church’s social significance was further
enhanced by its youth work, which still represented a field of conflict
with state authorities who were operating under the rule of the Sozial-
istische Einbeitspartei Deutschlands (SED).

In the churches themselves, at the start of the 1980s socio-politically
active groups were controversial; this dispute affected all levels, from
church communities to the leadership levels. Some people understood
this political work as an important dimension of Christian proclama-
tion; others regarded it as foreign infiltration and instrumentalization
of the church for political purposes. Acceptance of the political groups
increased within the church structures, however, when in 1983 the
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Ecumenical Council of Churches in Vancouver called for a “conciliar
process for justice, peace, and the preservation of creation”—and thus
took up the topics that were the focus of these groups’ work. When in
1988-89 the churches in the GDR called an “ecumenical assembly for
justice, peace, and the preservation of creation,” many representatives
of these groups participated and significantly influenced the results. At
this assembly, I myself led the working group on development policies
and then also had the opportunity to participate in the European Ecu-
menical Assembly in Basel in May 1989. The substantive results of the
assembly in the GDR were incorporated a few months later in various
places, among others in the programmatic introductions of the new
opposition movements in fall 1989, since a number of their members
were among the founders of the various new movements and parties of
the opposition.

By 1987, many people in the opposition hoped that the SED “would
learn from the Soviet Union (under Gorbachev)” and could make im-
provements by initiating a step-by-step reform process from above.
This perspective dissolved after SED leader Erich Honecker took mas-
sive action against the opposition after his visit to Bonn that year. The
storming of the Umweltbibliothek (Environmental Library) in Novem-
ber 1987 and the imprisonments and deportations to the West at the
start of 1988 in connection with the Rosa Luxemburg/Karl Liebknecht
demonstration represented a turning point. For Martin Gutzeit and
for me, but also for others, it became clear that new forms of oppo-
sition were needed. The church alone could no longer form the ba-
sis for these activities. We had increasing hope that essential change
might be possible—but it would have to be asserted. The church could
incite people and encourage them toward freedom-oriented thinking
and action—and we had done that for years—but the church could not
present programmatic opposition. Therefore, at the start of 1989, we
decided to establish a Social Democratic Party in the GDR.

Why didn’t two Protestant pastors want to establish a Christian
party? I have answered this question frequently: for theological rea-
sons. We wanted to resist any political instrumentalization of Christian
belief for political purposes. The Bible cannot really justify practical
transport or health policies, it can only provide a basic ethical orienta-
tion; no party may claim that it is more Christian than another. Every
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individual must focus on the dignity of human beings and therefore
enable the weak to participate and integrate.

But why did we decide to establish a Social Democratic Party?

In my programmatic lecture upon the establishment of the party on
October 7, 1989, the 40th birthday of the GDR, I justified this in three
ways.

First, we placed ourselves in the tradition of Germany’s oldest dem-
ocratic party, through which the disadvantaged and downtrodden be-
came the subjects of political action in the 19th century. Accordingly,
with this establishment we wanted to leave space so that subjects in the
GDR could become citizens, political subjects who assume responsibil-
ity for their own reality.

Second, with the establishment of this party, we placed ourselves in
an international context in order to do justice to global challenges and
overcome the provincialism of the communist GDR. Willy Brandt’s re-
port on North-South issues,? Olof Palme’s report about joint security,?
and Gro Harlem Brundtland’s report about sustainable development*
were all important orientation points.

Third, by establishing a Social Democratic Party we were with-
drawing the social democratic hand from the symbol of the SED party
badge (the handshake of Pieck and Grotewohl, KPD and SPD) and
withdrawing its ideological legitimation from the SED. This went to
the roots of the self-definition of the SED—and it was intentional. We
were objecting to the SED’s monopoly on truth and power and we
wanted it to face up to the need for legitimation from citizens.

With the establishment of this party, we anticipated the break with
the dictatorial system of the GDR and at the same time called for the
right to define ourselves politically in the framework of democratic plu-
rality—and to fight as an alliance of democratic initiatives for the for-
mation of democratic institutions and structures. In contrast to some
others in the opposition, we demanded not just democratic reforms
(which would be created by those in power). Our concern was to create
the institutional prerequisites to guarantee adherence to human rights
and democratic participation through rule of law and division of pow-
ers. For this, however, it was necessary to be prepared to assume polit-
ical responsibility.
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During the first half of 1989, I tried, in discussions with various
comrades-in-arms in the opposition, to advocate for participation in
our project. Of course, this could only happen in secret, but these ef-
forts met with little success. Most people did not want any parties and
democracy of a Western kind, but instead were still striving for a basic
democracy of any kind. Over the summer, a series of friends in the
opposition became aware of our project, including people who them-
selves later established other movements. Thus, it is possible to say
that all groupings that later selected other organizational approaches
consciously stepped away from our approach.

Iissued our appeal on August 26, 1989, in the final plenary session of
a seminar about human rights questions (it was the 200th anniversary
of the declaration of citizens’ and human rights in the French Rev-
olution). The formal establishment of the party, with elections, took
place on October 7. In the course of September, other initiatives of the
opposition came to light, such as Neues Forum and Demokratie Fetzt,
which regarded themselves as forums for public dialogue about neces-
sary social changes. On October 4, 1989, the Kontaktgruppe der Oppo-
sition, comprised of representatives from different opposition groups,
met for the first time; important agreements were made here. This is
also where the suggestion on November 10 for the establishment of a
round table originated, which then met from December 7 to the mid-
dle of March and prepared the first free East German election.

Crucial for the success of the Peaceful Revolution were both the
common political action of the democratic opposition and the mass
demonstrations that lent this action the necessary weight. When
70,000 people appeared on the streets of Leipzig on October 9, 1989,
the commanders did not dare to deploy the troops on hand and end
the demonstrations with force. I experienced this in Magdeburg, where
between 5,000-8,000 people had gathered. We were in the Magdeburg
Cathedral. The armed troops were down by the Elbe River, but they
did not intervene in the end. From that point on I was convinced: we
would succeed in establishing a democracy!

After the fall of the Berlin Wall on November 9, contact between the
Social Democrats in the East and West became important. Before then,
we hadn’t made contact with them. Crucially, this happened entirely on
our own authority. However, in connection with the establishment of
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the party, we turned to Willy Brandt as Chair of the Socialist Interna-
tional (SI) and applied for membership. Willy Brandt reacted quickly
and sent Swedish Social Democrats to make contact with us. After the
fall of the Wall, he invited us to the SI council meeting in Geneva,
where we received status as observers in November 1989.

The Berlin Wall fell on November 9, 1989. It was totally unexpect-
ed. The SED had no intention of opening the Wall; it was seeking to
render it more transparent. Just beforehand the Central Committee
of the SED had agreed to a new travel regulation that would give ev-
ery GDR citizen the right to apply for travel to the West. Previously
such applications required a specific reason, for instance family circum-
stances. Now no such reasons would be needed in such applications.
Poles and Hungarians had long enjoyed such rights; now this was to
apply to GDR citizens as well. On November 9, however, when Giinter
Schabowski, a leading SED spokesman, announced the new regula-
tion to a press conference, he gave the impression that GDR citizens
could simply travel to the West without first applying to do so. Masses
gathered at the checkpoints to West Berlin and pressed the Wall open;
there was no shooting, as there had also been none at the mass demon-
strations in the previous weeks.

Suddenly, peacefully, everything was different. Since October 9, we
were, as I have just described, increasingly certain that we would suc-
ceed in establishing democracy in the GDR. It was also clear to us at
the time, however, that two democratic German states divided by a wall
would be absurd; it was not a viable proposition. Our belief that we now
had a real chance for democracy meant that for us the Wall had already
lost its menacing nature. It was not clear what the options would be, but
the hope that German unity could be achievable was already apparent.

In October 1989 we did not focus on specific ways we could help
make this happen, because Europe and the Soviet Union were in the
midst of dynamic changes. Possibilities were likely to become clearer
with time—that was our perspective before November 9.

With the fall of the Wall, the realization of democracy in East Ger-
many and the question of German unity were now simultaneously on
the agenda. Yet it remained unclear how the process could unfold. The
stance of the Soviet Union remained uncertain. Moscow, Washington,
London and Paris still retained their Four Power Rights over all of
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Germany. Negotiations would certainly also have to take place with the
Federal Republic of Germany.

On December 3, 1989, the Executive Board of the East-SPD issued
a declaration in which it committed itself to unity, at the same time,
however, making clear that this must be designed by both German
states, and in such a way that nobody must fear it, neither the socially
weak nor Germany’s European neighbors. Equally, recognition of Po-
land’s western border was necessary. The first delegates’ conference on

January 14, 1990 declared:

The goal of our policy is a united Germany. A government of the
GDR led by Social Democrats will take the necessary steps on
the path to German unity in cooperation with the government of
the Federal Republic. That which is possible immediately should
happen immediately. A Social Democratic government will take as
its first and foremost task an economic and currency agreement.
All steps of the German unity process must be integrated into
the pan-European unity process, for we want German unity only
with the agreement of all our neighbors. For us their borders are
inviolable. We are striving for a framework of European security
and peace. We regard as our particular responsibility the encour-
agement of the democratization process and economic renewal in
Eastern Europe.

The round table that had been working since December 1989 had
the task of negotiating the conditions for free elections, ensuring the
government would hold them, and dissolving the state security ser-
vices. The government formed after the election on March 18, 1990
under Prime Minister Lothar de Maziere of the Allianz fiir Deutschland,
a CDU-led coalition of parties, for which I served as Foreign Minister,
confronted the challenge of establishing German unity in negotiations
with the Federal Republic. Originally, we had intended to pursue the
“merger” of the two Germanys via Article 146 of the Federal Republic’s
Basic Law, which provided that the Basic Law—essentially West Ger-
many’s constitution—would cease to have effect whenever the whole
German people adopted a constitution in a free election. With the elec-
tion results of March 18, 1990, however, it was clear that unification
would take place as accession via Article 23 of the Basic Law, by which
the eastern Linder would accede to the FRG’s structures. The large



250 EXITING THE COLD WAR, ENTERING A NEW WORLD

majority of the East German population wanted things this way. It was
the legally easier and thus faster way.

In the subsequent coalition negotiations with the East-CDU, we as-
serted that it would be recorded explicitly that accession would only
take place after treaty negotiations in which the conditions of unity
were negotiated. It was clear to us that such negotiations were nec-
essary in the interest of East Germans, for it would not be so easy to
combine legal and social structures that were so different. At the time,
many East Germans underestimated the significance of such negotia-
tions and believed some promises that “immediate unity” would also
mean “immediate prosperity” without having to worry about the spe-
cific conditions.

For want of space I cannot describe the many details associated with
the path to unity and the different positions of the various sides. For
us as the East-SPD, contact with the West-SPD was important, yet
we faced a growing problem given the great differences within the
West-SPD and specifically the positioning of Oskar Lafontaine, the
party’s candidate for Chancellor. The older generation of West Ger-
man Social Democrats, led by Willy Brandt, were ardent supporters
of German unity. The feeling of belonging to a common nation had
diminished among members of the successor generation, however.
Oskar Lafontaine felt more at home in Tuscany or in France than in
Dresden, Leipzig or Rostock. He treated the idea of the “nation” as a
backward-looking concept. This made it hard to develop a common
political strategy.

The process of German unity was also burdened by the fact that
1990 was also an election year for the Bundestag. Helmut Kohl, whose
poll ratings were decidedly poor at the end of 1989, saw—correctly as
it turned out—the opportunity to win the election and declined West-
SPD leader Hans-Jochen Vogel’s offer at the start of 1990 to manage
this process in a joint national effort. For Kohl, the unification process
was also a great election campaign. Domestic unification politics played
a central role in every decision he made. For example, his behavior with
regard to the border question with Poland made this abundantly clear:
he always kept in mind the opinions and sensitivities of the conservative
Vertriebene/expellees.
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German Unity in the European and International Context

Foreign policy questions did not play a large role in the 1990 elec-
tion. The immediate concerns were questions of internal unity, such as
the role of the Deutsche Mark as a currency for all of Germany, and
issues related to economic and monetary union. We Social Democrats
wanted to design German unity so that even our European neighbors
would not have to fear it. This was not accentuated by the conservative
parties, but it was also not really very controversial. Therefore, there
was no dispute about the foreign policy passages of the coalition agree-
ment. The government declaration of Prime Minister de Maiziére on
April 19, 1990 incorporated all the important statements of the coali-
tion agreement.

For us, it was of central importance that we accepted the responsi-
bility stemming from our history. This happened on April 12,1990 in a
declaration of the East German parliament, the Volkskammer, during its
second session, when the new ministers of the de Maiziére government
were sworn in. This declaration stated:

During the time of National Socialism, Germans caused the peo-
ple of the world immeasurable suffering. Nationalism and racial
fanaticism caused genocide, especially for Jews from all European
countries, the peoples of the Soviet Union, the Polish people, and
the peoples of the Sinti and Roma. This guilt may never be for-
gotten. From it we want to derive our responsibility for the future.

The SED had always denied such responsibility. In its view, the
GDR stood by the side of the illustrious Soviet Union, to a certain ex-
tent by the side of the victor of the Second World War and of progress.
Because according to its ideology history was always the history of class
struggles, it believed itself free of any national responsibility. This is
how anti-fascism also quickly became a legitimation ideology for the
SED leadership. There was no reappraisal of National Socialism that
reflected the incorporation of society and the responsibility of the in-
dividual in the Communist GDR. There was no Vergangenbeitsbewdilti-
gung (effort to overcome the legacies of the Nazi past) in the Western
sense either. Even in earlier years, only the Protestant churches and
various oppositional groups were aware of a responsibility stemming



252 EXITING THE COLD WAR, ENTERING A NEW WORLD

from the nation’s guilty history, and they tried to do justice to this
through concrete activities.

For the democratic GDR, this admission of guilt on April 12, 1990
was intended to be an essential basis of its policies. Whereas relations
with neighboring European countries were previously marked by com-
munist ideology and association with the Soviet sphere of influence
within the East-West conflict, they would now be redesigned com-
pletely and put on a new basis.

The acknowledgment of responsibility that stemmed from the past
for us as Germans, also in the GDR and together with the Federal Re-
public of Germany, was supposed to make clear on which spiritual and
moral basis both the unification of Germany and, until that time, the
foreign policy of the GDR, would be founded. This declaration was of
special significance for our relations with our eastern neighbors, who
had suffered with us under communist dictatorship, but who had also
been thoroughly inculcated with the historical amnesia of the GDR.

It was also important to convey that we would not just act as if our
only responsibilities derived from the atrocities of the war. We could
not suppress the guilt of the communist period; it too had to be in-
corporated into the national responsibility. This dimension played an
important role both with respect to the Jewish people and Israel and
with respect to Czechoslovakia. The joint declaration unfurled this re-
sponsibility in four different directions and tried to substantiate and
update them.

First was the responsibility to the Jewish people. In its depiction of
National Socialism, the SED had always minimized the Shozh (Holo-
caust). The Volkskammer asked for forgiveness for the “hypocrisy and
animosity of official GDR policy with respect to the state of Israel and
for the persecution and abasement of Jewish citizens in our country
even after 1945.” The practical political consequence was that Jewish
religion and culture had to be promoted and protected, and cemeteries,
synagogues, and memorials maintained and cared for. Even if German
unity was about to occur, for symbolic reasons, talks to establish diplo-
matic relations between the GDR and Israel had to be initiated. Perse-
cuted Jews would be granted asylum in the GDR. To the consternation
of the government of the Federal Republic, we implemented this reso-
lution very quickly, with the consequence that even in 1990 and in the
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years that followed (for the Federal government saw no opportunity to
stop this after unification) there was a significant immigration of Jews,
which has measurably enriched Jewish life in Germany.

Second, it was also important to us to place future relations with
the Soviet Union in historical context. We did not want to identify the
Russians and the other peoples of the Soviet Union with Stalin and
communism. We wanted to make clear that Russians and the other
people of the Soviet Union were largely themselves victims of commu-
nist dictatorship, just as Germans were Hitler’s first victims. We under-
stood German guilt for the invasion of the Soviet Union and wanted
reconciliation. We also wanted to make clear that Gorbachev and the
changes in the Soviet Union had made a significant contribution to the
victory of freedom and democracy in our country. We believed that
this should be considered in the future design of Europe. We believed
that peace and security in Europe could only be guaranteed if Germany
and the USSR were both be integrated into a pan-European security
system. We further declared that the treaties signed by the GDR and
the USSR should be adjusted by mutual agreement to the new realities.

Third, with regard to Czechoslovakia, the Volkskammer acknowl-
edged the complicity of the GDR in the suppression of the Prague
Spring of 1968 by troops from the Warsaw Pact and apologized: “In
fear and despondency, we did not prevent this violation of international
law. The first freely elected parliament of the GDR apologizes to the
peoples of Czechoslovakia for the injustice done.” At the time, we did
not yet know that, at the last minute, the National Peoples’ Army did
not, in fact, march into Czechoslovakia in 1968.

Fourth, the relationship to Poland has special significance in con-
junction with German reunification. Over the decades of communist
rule there was opposition and resistance in all of the Central and East
European countries. Particularly since the 1970s, however, that resis-
tance had been broadest and deepest in Poland. The SED did what it
could to squash internal dissent and was not afraid to stoke anti-Pol-
ish resentment. In the GDR, however, there was great recognition of
the independent trade union Solidarnosé, which made the communist
regime waver for the first time through civil resistance. Still more im-
portant than this historic bond was the need to validate permanent-
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ly the German-Polish border along the Oder and Neisse Rivers. The
Volkskammer reinforced this unconditionally:

In particular, the Polish people should know that its right to live
in secure borders will not be challenged by us Germans through
territorial claims, either now or in the future. We reinforce the
inviolability of the Oder-Neisse border to the Republic of Poland
as the basis of the peaceful coexistence of our peoples in a common
European house. A future pan-German parliament shall confirm
this contractually.

The revolutions and changes in Central and Eastern Europe put
many old and new questions on the agenda. It had to be the goal of
the Western states to take the initiative after the tumultuous upheaval
of fall 1989. The United States had a lot riding on this game—no less
than its future role in Europe. As 1990 dawned it was clear that Ger-
man reunification would come. When and how were still open ques-
tions. Of central significance for the United States was NATO mem-
bership of united Germany. This was the most important instrument
of the leadership role of the United States in Europe. German with-
drawal from the Alliance would have greatly reduced the significance
of NATO and essentially restricted the influence of the United States
in Europe. Thus, President Bush, out of his own national interest,
supported Helmut Kohl’s concept of as rapid a unification as possible
under Article 23 (with the GDR subsumed into the FRG)—naturally

under particular conditions.

When after the first free election in the GDR on April 12, 1990 I was
selected as Foreign Minister, important international constellations
had already been defined. The 2+4 mechanism among the two German
states and the four World War II allies had been devised and agreed
upon. Hans-Dietrich Genscher described the background to me during
a visit to his home immediately after my selection. In fall 1989 in my
programmatic lecture for the establishment of the Social Democratic
Party in the GDR (SDP), I had still been advocating for a peace treaty
to solve the German question. Now, Genscher made clear why such
terminology and any such procedures must absolutely be avoided: just
fifty years after the end of the war, the Federal Republic’s democratic
history and its long-term partnership in Western Europe in NATO
and the EC could not be abandoned. Germany could not allow itself
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to become the mere object of four-power talks or even that of a large
peace conference. Instead, the Federal Republic had to be regarded
as an equal partner among the democracies of the West. Last but not
least, it was important to prevent more than fifty former enemies from
wanting to have a say over German unification or make new demands
for reparations. He emphasized the necessity of having both German
states be equal negotiating partners whose agreement was the prereq-
uisite for any settlement. This argumentation illuminated for me that
I completely shared these intentions. Furthermore, I felt that we could
indicate with pride that we had fought for democracy in the GDR it-
self. We East Germans had learned from our history. We wanted to
help shape self-confidently the design not just of German unity, but
also Europe’s future.

This urge to shape the future architecture, infused as it was by a
strong sense of moral legitimation, nevertheless faced some daunting
realities. This became clear to me only little by little. The goal of the
freely elected GDR government was the establishment of German uni-
ty. Our task was to prepare and execute the voluntary self-dissolution
of the GDR into the Federal Republic of Germany, which would offer
the legal frame for a united Germany. This alone rendered clear the
uneven influence each German state would be able to exercise in the
process, regardless of any difference in political experience among the
actors involved.

My acceptance into the foreign minister’s circle was very friendly.
Despite some contrary statements, people did not—and essentially did
not want to—count on having a real actor step onto the playing field
in the form of the truly democratic GDR. This was abundantly clear
when, after the Ottawa agreements about the 2+4 mechanism in Feb-
ruary 1990, none of the countries concerned waited until there were
democratic elections and thus legitimate representatives of the GDR.
The first official meetings of the 2+4 talks, the task of which was to
prepare the first meeting on the foreign ministers’ level, took place four
days before the first free selection of the Volkskammer in the GDR!

Despite these conceivably poor prerequisites for a truly indepen-
dent role in the negotiations, we developed our own concepts. The
most important positions had already been agreed upon in the coalition
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agreements. In the following, I will restrict myself to questions relating
to the 2+4 talks.

First, we wanted to embed the process of German unification not
just in the process of European unification—which was also the goal
of the Federal Republic’s government—but to design it so that it could
also be a catalyst for this. Therefore, with respect to the essentially
same goals, our approach to the negotiations was quite different from
the very beginning. The Western states, including the Federal Repub-
lic, wanted first and foremost the Soviet Union to agree to German
unification and sovereignty, dissolution of four power rights, and uni-
fied Germany’s membership in NATO. Otherwise, they wanted to reg-
ulate the future as little as possible. According to this perspective, all
other options should be kept open, for it was clear where the center of
power in Europe would be in the future—namely in the West. We, by
contrast, believed it was important to determine central questions not
just of German, but also of European unity and development, at least
in rudimentary fashion. We believed there should be transitional rules
with respect to various questions in order to keep the process in flux
for the future and at least to specify its direction. Precisely such tran-
sitional rules were rejected categorically by the West for the reasons
mentioned above and, in retrospect, for very justified reasons.

Second, we hoped that after the end of the confrontation of the two
blocs in the Cold War that it would be possible to overcome the two
camps step by step. Therefore, we strove for drastic disarmament steps
and transitional rules for pan-European security structures. In this pro-
cess we believed the CSCE should have played a central role, which is
why we sought ways to strengthen it. We took up a Polish proposal and
worked jointly with Warsaw and Prague to develop an initiative for the
enhancement and institutionalization of the CSCE (the so-called Tri-
lateral Initiative). At the beginning of March 1990, that is, still before
the GDR’s free election, I visited Washington for the first time with my
undersecretary-to-be Hans Misselwitz and formally to a certain extent
in parallel with SPD members of the Bundestag Dietrich Stobbe and
Horst Ehmke. During this trip, it became clear to me that a united
Germany, at least for a transition period, would have to be a member
of NATO. However, we only wanted to agree to such a membership
if NAT'O would also be prepared to make the necessary changes with
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respect to its function and strategies (forward defense, flexible response
and first use of nuclear weapons).

Third, according to our understanding, the recovery of German
sovereignty was supposed to go hand-in-hand with sovereign German
declarations, taken freely and without pressure, that united Germany
would adhere to certain self-restrictions intended to contribute to a
European framework for peace. These included, for example, the re-
linquishment not just of the manufacturing, possession, and control,
but also of the stationing of atomic, biological, and chemical weapons.
We would have preferred to have this restriction set down in the Uni-
fication Treaty or in the Basic Law. We also wanted to provide an im-
petus for conventional disarmament and reduction of troop strengths
in Europe. The troop strength of unified Germany should be reduced
radically. When in June at the 2+4 Foreign Ministers’ Conference in
Berlin I proposed reducing the number of German troops to 300,000
(or as a compromise to 380,000), this was rejected vehemently by the
Western negotiation partners as a “singularization of Germany.” A
little later, however, this happened anyway at Kohl and Gorbachev’s
Caucasus summit, even without making reference to my proposal: at
the end of August 1990, both German states declared before the Vien-
na Disarmament Conference of the CFE Treaty that unified Germany
would limit its troops to 370,000 men. This declaration became part of
the 2+4 treaty.

Fourth, as described above, we felt deeply connected to our Eastern
neighbors, who had suffered with us under dictatorship and who had
also freed themselves from it. This also included the peoples of the
Soviet Union, for they had also started down the path of democratiza-
tion, which had to be much rockier for them than for us because there
was no democratic tradition there. However, not just because of this
moral and historic bond, but also especially for basic political reasons,
it seemed indispensable to us to reach an agreement with the Soviet
Union that it could bear.

Any sense that the Soviet Union agreed to terms of German uni-
fication due to momentary weakness could leave a feeling there that
they actually did lose the Second World War. This could prove to be a
lingering factor of insecurity for the Europe of the future. We wanted
to avoid a “Versailles” for the Soviet Union. From our point of view,
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not just the agreement itself, but real, appropriate consideration of the
Soviet Union’s interests was in the interest not just of Germany, but of
all of Europe. This is why it was important to us that even after Soviet
troop withdrawal from Germany the Soviet Union needed to remain
permanently bound to Europe—politically, culturally, economically
and in terms of security policy. Among other things, it was a problem
for the Soviet Union that it would withdraw its troops completely after
unification, while not a lot would change for the Western allies.

In order to treat all four allies equally in at least one respect—some-
thing that was of great psychological value to the Soviet Union—I
proposed at the second 2+4 Foreign Ministers’ Conference in Berlin
in June 1990 that all four victorious powers leave Berlin as soon as
possible. That wouldn’t have cost anything from a security policy point
of view, but it would have been an important symbol of the equal treat-
ment of the four allies for the Soviet Union. Of course, such a proposal
was believed to be completely impossible at that time, even though it
has long since been implemented.

Fifth, for us the recognition of Poland’s western border was a high
priority. It had to be recognized as quickly and easily as possible, in
binding fashion under international law and permanently. Only this
way could we expect our neighbors to greet German unification and
dispel the more or less latent fears of the Polish people. From our point
of view, this recognition should have occurred voluntarily. We believed
that any impression that we Germans had been forced to do this would
be damaging. Nobody was supposed to have to tell us where Germany
lies! Germany could prove its maturity by freely recognizing its neigh-
bors’ territorial integrity.

We therefore strove for a border treaty that was supposed to con-
firm in binding fashion according to international law the existing Ger-
man-Polish border as it was described in 1950 in the Gorlitz Treaty
between the GDR and Poland and in 1972 in the Warsaw Pact be-
tween the Federal Republic and Poland. In the process, we joined with
a proposal by Polish Prime Minister Mazowiecki, for we wanted to do
everything to avoid doubts and insecurities on the part of the Poles
about German behavior. Accordingly, we believed that a treaty between
the two German states and Poland should be negotiated and signed
immediately after unification by the unified German and Polish gov-
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ernments and ratified by both parliaments. Helmut Kohl vehemently
resisted this, so that the talks between the two German states and Po-
land fizzled out after a brief time.

I believed that the phrase used frequently by Helmut Kohl and
Wolfgang Schiuble—that the recognition of the border was the “price
of reunification”—was extremely problematic. Anyone who employed
such characterizations could not have been surprised when fears arose
within neighboring countries that Germany—as soon as unity had been
achieved—could have adopted very different positions on the border
or on other issues. Nonetheless, in contrast to Willy Brandt, who in
1970 risked a great deal politically when he initiated a dramatic process
of reconciliation with Poland and signed the Warsaw Treaty, Helmut
Kohl was not prepared to risk losing any votes—even though it was
clear he would decisively win the election. Instead, he left Tadeusz Ma-
zowiecki, the first non-communist Prime Minister of Poland, high and
dry even though Mazowiecki urgently needed a success with regard to
the border issue.

From our point of view, the territories had been lost as a conse-
quence of the criminal war by Nazi Germany. United Germany should
recognize it permanently.

The French in particular tried to calm the Poles and carefully influ-
ence Helmut Kohl. Later, the Federal Republic agreed to an identical
declaration of the German Bundestag and the Volkskammer in which
the existence of the German-Polish border was guaranteed. Soon after
that, a solution acceptable to all sides could be found at the July 1990
2+4 Foreign Ministers’ Meeting in Paris.

An important prerequisite for this was our proposal to differentiate
between a treaty regulating the German-Polish border and a second
treaty intended to cover other areas of bilateral cooperation. Originally,
neither Poland nor the government of the Federal Republic wanted to
accept our proposal, however each for different reasons. Poland wanted
to clarify all future questions related to German unity that affected it,
not just the border question. The government of the Federal Republic,
in contrast, was aware that such an extensive treaty would require a lot
of time. This was fine, since it was playing for time due to the Decem-
ber Bundestag elections. Thus, in Paris in July 1990 it was agreed that
the border treaty should be signed immediately after unification, and
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that a bilateral treaty covering other aspects of the bilateral relationship
would follow later.

In November 1990, however—following unification on October
3—Helmut Kohl walked back from this sequencing, declaring that
Germany would only ratify a border treaty with Poland together with
the bilateral treaty. This announcement, three weeks before the feder-
al elections, was a signal to the expellee organizations that they could
include their claims against Poland in the negotiations on the bilateral
treaty. This was pure electoral politics, bought by abdicating solidarity
with Poland. This appalled me at the time.

The German—Polish Border Treaty was signed on November 14,
1990 in Warsaw, ratified by the Polish Sejm on November 26, 1991
and the German Bundestag on December 16, 1991,° and entered into
force on January 16, 1992. The bilateral Treaty of Good Neighborship
and Friendly Cooperation was signed between Poland and Germany
on June 17, 1991.

The intent of the Western powers to limit the 2+4 process to a few
points of negotiation so as to facilitate quick agreement helped to make
prompt German unification possible. It was a great gain for Germany
and its European neighbors. Moreover, the “Treaty on the Final Set-
tlement with Respect to Germany” of September 12, 1990 did not just
clear the path for German unity, it also influenced the wording of the
Charter of Paris for a New Europe, signed by the member states of the
CSCE in November 1990. Anyone who reads these texts today can still
sense something of the vision of a new Europe founded on common
values that motivated us and many people all across Europe at that
time.

Because unification proceeded under Article 23 of the Federal Re-
public’s Basic Law, the GDR also automatically and without negotia-
tions became a member of the European Community (EC). From our
point of view, the prospect of EC membership was also necessary for
the states of East Central Europe. In those days, and in fact for many
years following, Western discourse about “Europe” tended to be re-
duced to considerations affecting only the members of the European
Community (later the European Union). We, by contrast, wanted to
develop a pan-European perspective and make clear that a stable Eu-
rope of the future could only be created with the integration of these
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East Central European states and with a binding cooperation with the
Soviet Union. Thus, the coalition treaty of the Grand Coalition in the
GDR of April 12, 1990 stated that “The GDR wants to develop and
deepen its special connection to the people of Eastern Europe, eco-
nomically, politically, and culturally. It espouses a quick, stepwise ex-
pansion of the European Community.” For me, these sentences were a
mandate and a legacy that inspired me to advocate for the membership
of Poland and the other new democracies into the EU and NATO. I
joined the NATO Parliamentary Assembly in 1991 and led the German
delegation there from 1998-2006.

At the beginning of the 2000s, there was an intensive debate about
NATO membership for the three Baltic states. It was not just the
German government that hesitated since it feared Russian resistance.
In 2001, I organized a statement by European parliamentarians that
advocated for including the Baltic states since it was precisely these
newly-independent states that urgently needed this solidarity and as-
surance. We sent this statement to the U.S. Senate, which at that time
had not stated a clear position. In my view, we Germans bore special
responsibility with respect to this question, given German history, par-
ticularly the Hitler-Stalin pact.

Opverall, the democratic GDR had little maneuvering room in for-
eign policy. The reasons for this were many and varied. Certainly, we
made some mistakes due to our own shortcomings and inexperience.
The lack of unity within our own government did not help. For me,
the brief spell as Foreign Minister was my “apprenticeship” as a politi-
cian. The most important reason however, was that the East German
people voted to accede to the Federal Republic of Germany. The East
German people wanted unification quickly. They were not interested
in the negotiations that were being conducted on their behalf. They
did not see their importance and viewed them as delaying unification.
Only later, after unification, did the “mistakes of unification” become
a topic of debate.

In February 1990, with a view to the increasingly clear inability of
Hans Modrow’s communist GDR government to govern, Condoleezza
Rice and Philip Zelikow characterized the GDR in February 1990 as
“simply a mutating corpse.”® Yet that was no justification for starting
the first official round of 2+4 talks before free elections could be held
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and a democratically legitimized GDR government could be formed.
In essence this was an act of disrespect with regard to the new govern-
ment even before it could develop a position. Efforts by the Western
partners to decide things before there was even a legitimate GDR ne-
gotiating partner were highly questionable. We were not being treated
any better than we had been under the communist government. The
Western partners never considered that the new GDR government
would become an equal partner in the negotiations on German unity.

In retrospect, I believe that the 2+4 Treaty was the best path to re-
solve the German question and achieve German unity. It also created
the central basic principles for future European development. In con-
trast, both the German-German unity treaty and the withdrawal agree-
ment with the USSR for its troops were full of errors and led to many
difficult problems.

Even if I believe in hindsight that it was correct not to incorporate
into the 2+4 negotiations topics that I wanted to put on the agenda—
such as the question of nuclear weapons and their proliferation as well
as German responsibility for pan-European security—it is problematic
that these topics were sorely neglected in subsequent years, particularly
in light of German history. It is no wonder, for instance, that questions
about reparations in Greece and Poland have become a current topic.
In 2015, German President Joachim Gauck reminded people about the
more than three million Soviet prisoners of war who had previously
been overlooked completely in German “memory culture.” Only re-
cently did Germany’s Grand Coalition decide to create a place that
tells the story of Germany’s war of destruction in the East and that is
dedicated to the memory of its victims. Debate continues on this issue
as well.

The Path to German Unity as the Process of East German
Self-Determination

Even 30 years later we Germans are still far from having a common
view of the process of German unity, or even an understanding of the
various perspectives that shaped it. Official anniversary events make
this clear time and again. For most (West) Germans, Helmut Kohl’s
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image shapes German unity, as if it were his work alone. With all due
respect to his important role, this is simply not the case.

For most Germans, the 15 months from summer 1989 to October
3, 1990 have become one event. But I believe that for an appropriate
understanding of this time, it is important to distinguish between three
important periods.

The first was the culmination of the crisis in summer 1989, amplified
by the East German exodus and the opening of the Hungarian-Austri-
an border; the fall of the dictatorship in the fall 1989 revolution; and
the fall of the Berlin Wall. In this phase, the political action and leader-
ship of the new opposition groups and organizations and the powerful
pressure on the streets and in the squares produced a symbiotic dynam-
ic that swept the regime from power.

The second phase took place between November 1989 and March
1990. It was the time when the prospect of free elections became real,
when opposition groups met with the government of Hans Modrow to
address popular concerns and pave the way for elections, and the build-
ing pressure that pointed the way to German unity.

The third phase took place between March and October 1990, be-
ginning with the free elections in the GDR on March 18, the decision
of the elected Volkskammer that the GDR would accede to the Federal
Republic of Germany according to Article 23 of the Federal Republic’s
Basic Law, and the internal and external negotiations on German uni-
fication, leading to the currency union on July 1 and the subsequent
unification treaty and the 2+4 treaty.

These three phases had one common thread: the path to German
unity was driven first and foremost by the actions of East Germans.
The dictatorship in the GDR was brought down from the inside, not
the outside. The East German people fought for free elections, which
became a vote for unity. Accession to the Federal Republic was decid-
ed by the freely elected Volkskammer. In short, East Germany’s path
to freedom led directly to German unity. Seen from this perspective,
German unification was the self-determined path of the East Germans,

who pursued this with their heads held high.

Therefore, I believe that it is not accurate to speak of a victory of the
West over the East. It is even dangerous to do this. Anyone who speaks
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like this is probably referring to the victory of freedom and democracy
over the communist dictatorship that ruled Eastern Europe. Referring
to this as the victory over the East is mistaken, for people who live there
do not feel they were defeated. Throughout East Central Europe, in-
cluding the GDR, the dictatorships were swept away by the peoples of
the East, not the powers of the West. The end of the barriers separat-
ing the German people and Europeans East and West was a victory of
the people who advocated for freedom and democracy in Central and
Eastern Europe.

Of course, the West created basic conditions that were an import-
ant prerequisite for this transformation: among others, the successful
and magnetic model of the European Community; freedom and de-
mocracy; prosperity and peaceful accommodation of various national
interests; and the clear position of NATO, which relied simultaneously
on deterrence and dialogue. The West was not inactive. On its own,
however, it could not bring down the Soviet system without endanger-
ing peace. That was the problem. When suppression occurred in 1953
in East Germany, people looked on helplessly—as they did in Hungary
in 1956, in East Germany again in 1961, in Czechoslovakia in 1968,
and in Poland in 1981. The ultimate breakthrough, the freeing from
dictatorship, had to come from within these countries themselves. And
just that happened in 1989.

Through these years the Federal Republic could only react and try to
influence these dynamics by facilitating people-to-people contacts and
influencing East German actors. For the key lay in the GDR. When
the revolution finally occurred in the East, it was then incumbent upon
the West to bring the ship of German unity into harbor without great
shocks, for this is precisely what the East Germans were not in a po-
sition to do. This included securing Four Power agreement to unity
through the 2+4 talks, ensuring that all parts of a united Germany were
included in the EC and in NATO, and reaching broader agreements
with the Soviet Union and other European neighbors. This is where I
acknowledge the special contribution of Helmut Kohl.

The many-layered nature of the decision-making process has not yet
been appropriately researched nor is it present in the public conscious-
ness. However, a differentiated view of this history is important because
it is associated with our self-image today.
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Legacies

We originally entered the negotiations on German unity intent
on forging a unified Germany that would not simply be an expanded
Federal Republic in the sense of a “West Germany writ large,” but a
new joint state in which East Germans would not have to adopt ev-
erything that had grown up in West Germany. Some reformers in the
West shared this hope. They showered us with reform proposals that
we were supposed to incorporate into the negotiations even though
they had failed time and again in the West. We were not even in a posi-
tion to read everything that came across the table! In the end, however,
we were unsuccessful. German unity was an acquisition, not a merger.
This has led to great disappointments.

The German-German treaty on the internal aspects of unification
became a tour de force of the administration of the Federal Republic. It
was the generously designed attempt to adapt the completely different
social relationships in the GDR to the German Federal legal system
so that it would cause as little pain as possible in the East, but also not
make changes unless absolutely necessary. As Wolfgang Schiuble, the
lead Western negotiator of the internal aspects of unification admitted,
“the concern now is unity and not with this opportunity to change any-
thing for the Federal Republic.”’

One important consequence of this approach is the lingering sense
among large parts of the population in eastern Germany that their
concerns and contributions were—and are—not really taken seriously.
Implementation of unification has also been problematic. Despite mas-
sive economic transfers, in many respects the eastern Linder represent
Germany’s Mezzogiorno—a region where dim economic prospects are
exacerbated by outward migration. 30 years later, east Germans largely
teel that their contributions are inadequately recognized. They have
yet to arrive in unified Germany.

For some years, the reconstituted communist party, the PDS, reaped
the political benefits from this disillusionment. Today, the protest vote
is going to the right-wing Alternative fiir Deutschland (AfD). Germany’s
various grand coalitions have failed to devote the necessary attention
to the problems of eastern Germany. Even though Chancellor Angela
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Merkel and former President Joachim Gauck are each east German,
they did not act on their special identity.

Nobody today denies that mistakes were made. To what extent al-
ternatives at the time could have offered a better approach to the prob-
lems, however, is something that is still assessed very differently today.

One important example, which I still believe today was a big mis-
take, were decisions made regarding the constitution. Even in the con-
stitution commission of the round table and in the Volkskammer there
was considerable controversy around the nature of unified Germany’s
constitution. However, the common goal was that unified Germany
should provide itself with a new constitution based on the Basic Law.
The West-SPD supported this explicitly. In March 1990, in a Der Spie-
gel conversation with Wolfgang Schiuble, I mentioned that for us the
concern was not to change so very much about the Basic Law, but rath-
er that all Germans should create a constitution. I still believe today
that even if this were a largely symbolic move, it would have strength-
ened the identification of East Germans with unified Germany as their
state and common weal. But that too was rejected. What remained was
the constitution commission of 1991-1994, a joint project between the
Bundestag and Bundesrat, the two houses of the German Parliament,
which produced meager results.

Thirty years after the Peaceful Revolution and German unity, Ger-
mans east and west each face the task of recontextualizing their indi-
vidual histories and experiences. Most people socialized in the West
regarded the East as a “special zone,” and in their eyes, German history
took place in the West. This overlooks the fact that much of German
history in the 20% century was that of a divided postwar country of two
different states. It cannot be understood if one fails to examine both
halves and their intense relationship.

Thirty years on, the Germans are the people in Europe who know
themselves the least. A national conversation is urgently required.
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