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Introduction

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

West German Chancellor Helmut Kohl seized the initiative in late Novem-
ber with a Ten-Point Plan for German unity, provoking the irritation of the vic-
totious World War II allies, save the United States. The plan—which envisaged
a slow transition from a vaguely defined “treaty community” linking the two
German states to “confederative structures” (rather than a confederarion)—was
soon overwhelmed by events on the ground as the economic, political, and so-
cial collapse of the GDR generated a massive westward flight of refugees and a
pro-unity consensus among the new East German democratic parties. In early
February, the four World War I1 victors with occupation rights in Berlin—the
United States, USSR, France, and Great Britain—and both German states set
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up the Two-Plus-Four talks to negotiate the international terms of a settle-

ment. Kohl and his party, the Christian Democratic Union (CDU), pushed

for rapid unification via the incorporation of the GDR Linder (states) into the
FRG via Article 23 of the Basic Law.! The East German CDU and its allies
won the first free GDR elections in March on a platform of rapid uniry, With
the momentum toward unity building weekly, the East and West German gov-
ernments worked to persuade their allies and, especially, the Soviet leadership,
that a united Germany should be a member of NATO. In dramatic summit
encounters with American President George H.W. Bush and Kohl in May and
July 1990, Gorbachev agreed to NATO membership in exchange for financial
-support for the withdrawal of Soviet troops from East Germany. The Two-
Plus-Four talks concluded in September, and reunification took place on Oc-
tober 3, 1990.

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

German unification is so clearly 2 turning point because all the relevant ac-
tors saw it as such at the rime. It is not an artifact of hindsight or theoretical
reinterpretation. Other events in the larger East-West relationship, for example
the “arms-control détente” of January 1989, were regarded at the time as deeper
versions of familiar Cold War easings of tension. Despite all the changes, the
fundamentals of the Cold War international system were still in place: two su-
perpowers heading two alliances, and managing their security relations through
arms control summicry,

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

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

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

For scholars who highlight the importance of the distribution of material re-
sources in international politics, German unification and the retreat of the Red
Army resulted from fundamental change in the balance of power. For theorists
who emphasize the autonomous influence of ideas, German unification marks
a break with ideational structures based on competing ideologically constituted
spheres of influence and the legitimacy of two German states. Most theories of
international politics expect changes of this magnitude in the international sys-
tem to come as a result or consequence of major war.? The peaceful end of the
Cold War thus represents a2 major puzzle for internartional relations scholarship,
and German unification is the turning point within the larger event that pre-
sents this puzzle in its sharpest form.

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

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

Material Incentives

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

In shorr, by the early 1980s the Soviet economy was losing the capacity to
generate the resources needed for the leadership’s three central objectives: a
minimally acceptable standard of living; traditional foreign policy goals; and
sufficienr investnent to ensure future growth, In the 1970s, the crisis was de-
layed somewhat by massive windfall oil profits, which the Brezhnev leadership
used to improve consurner welfare slightly and atcain overall military parity
with the United States. Bur those policies were achieved only by squeezing in-
vestment, which appears to have contributed 1o the new slowdown in growth
in the 1976-82 period. When the Soviet economy plunged into recession in
1980-82, Siberian oil production began to decline in 1983, and world oil
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prices plummeted in 1985, two powerful consequences for Sovier foreign pol-
icy followed.

First, economic decline created strong incentives for the Soviet Union to re-
verse the growth in the costs of its global position. This implied the need to limit
Moscow’s intervention in the domestic affairs of its Central European allies. The
more the Soviet Union and its dependencies declined, the higher the marginal
cost of maintaining Russian influence over the domestic choices of Central Eu-
ropean states, and the greater the incentives to devolve authority. Decline also
increased the incentives for engagement with the West, not only to reduce the
costs of confrontation but also to reap the potential gains from increased trade
and, especially, foreign direct investment (FIX} from rich Western partners.*
These incentives figured especially powerfully in relations with West Germany,
which was the Soviet Union’s number one trade partner, source of FDI, and gov-
ernment and private creditor.”

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

When Gorbachev assumed office, the Soviet Unton had been growing on av-
erage 1 percent per year slower than the United States for a decade. Defense
claimed at least 15-20 percent of GDP and the defense burden was rising mea-
surably and steadily in the 1975-88 period.” The Central European allies were
a large and dramarically growing drain on resources.®? The United States was
ramping up the arms race to 2 new technological level, and the Soviet military
was clamoring for scarce technological resources to meer the challenge. Unless
the marerial rrends were reversed, at some moment in the furure the Soviet
Union would lack the capability to maintain the Cold War status quo.

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

of the question. Given that the status quo or a new offensive were off the table,

that left as the only realistic policy reducing the economic burden of the Cold
War and restoring the economic competitiveness of the Soviet Union.

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

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

In 1989, the Soviet economy entered a devastating crisis, with no growth, a
ballooning deficit, rampant inflation, and a burgeoning foreign exchange crisis.”
In late Ocrober, both Moscow and Berlin learned just how impoverished was the
GDR—keystone of Moscow's Central European arch—when East German
Planning Minister Gerhard Schiirer produced a report that concluded that the
economy was shattered." Aside from declining living standards and abysmal
productivity, the most pressing crisis was servicing the forcign debr: the country
was headed for bankruptcy. Without new capital from the west, scemming the
tide of indebtedness for the next year would require an immediate drop of the
people’s standard of living by 25 to 30 percent, which would make the GDR
“ungovernable.” The report proposed a profound economic reform thar would
require an infusion from West Germany of DM 2-3 billion aéove the cxisting
line of credit.

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

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

Once the depth of decline was understood, the punishingly high costs and
low benefits of using force to prevent East Germany’s collapse were appar-
ent—and not just to Gorbachev and the new thinkers, bur to most “old
thinkers” in the Soviet Union as well. Large-scale use of force would have
ended the detente with the West, increased the West's allocations for defense,
closed off all credits to a Soviet economy in desperate need, and shut down all
technology transfers or joint ventures. Moreover, intervention would imply
the assumption of direct responsibility for the GDR'’s foreign debt, whose ser-
vicing would have added massive burdens on the Soviet economy; or, of
course, a defaulr, which would have further closed Western markets. Had it
intervened, Moscow would then have had to establish a new client regime
whose obvious dependence on the Soviet Union would imply even higher gov-
ernance costs for the Sovier budget than the old GDR. A major use of force
would, in short, have entailed Soviet isolation unseen since the 1950s, and it
would have required Moscow to extract 1950s-tevel sacrifices from irs own
population. But in the 1950s, the Sovict economy was growing at 8 percent
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yearly, and Russian rulers had a rational confidence in their system. Fifteen
years of decline had sapped that confidence, and with it the willingness to die,
kill, and impose material hardship in the name of socialism. Given these ma-
terial trends, it is not surprising that no old thinker advocated the use of force
in 1989, and none has since suggested that such a decision would have served
Soviet interests. !4

Given the immense costs of using its military muscle in Central Europe,
Moscow had limited bargaining room. Indeed, only rwo concrete alternatives to
capitulation have emerged from the documents—both of which were based on
impossibly optimistic assumptions. In November 1989 the Soviet ambassador
in Bonn suggested that the GDR seize the initiative with a plan for a state-to-
state confederation, preserving the Warsaw Pact and NATO. The proposal as-
sumed that the Berlin government possessed the capability and organizational

- coherence to retain power democrarically and pursue a concerted international
initiative.!> More important, it assumed that Bonn would fork over new billions
of Deutschmarks to continue to prop up the GDR. Neither assumption was re-
motely plausible.

In February 1990 veteran Soviet arms negotiator Oleg Grinevsky vetted the
idea that Moscow should immediately support unification but insist on a neutral,
demilitarized Germany. This assumed that Moscow had the power and legitimate
rights of a victor over a vanquished state.'® But West Germany and the United
States were the victors in the Cold Wat, not the Soviet Union. A Soviet assertion
of power or residual rights over Germany would probably have had to face an
overwhelming diplomatic countercoalition. According to Western officials, Wash-
ington and Bonn had contingency plans in case the Soviets balked and asserted
their tesidual four-power rights from World War 11."7 The Western three would
simply have unilaterally withdrawn their rights, leaving Moscow alone against the
Germans. Few policymakers in Moscow thought the Soviet Union could prevail
if the West was truly willing to risk a return of Cold War confrontation rather than
acquiesce to German neutraliry. If negotiations broke down—or if Moscow sim-
ply announced “our troops are not leaving until you accept our terms ---the like-
lihood was that the Soviets' bargaining position would only deteriorate with time
as the Soviet and Eastern German economies continued their precipitous decline,
Meanwhile, the West German government was in effect beginning to provide gov-
ernance for the Eastern German territory. Moscow simply lacked the resources ro
counter this influence—unless it was truly willing to crack down forcefully and as-
sume full responsibility, something no one in Moscow wanted to contemplate.

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

1deas

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

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

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

sion makers or inform the preferences of public opinion.

Non-use of Force

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

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

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

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

The puzeling fact of the matter is that the use of force o restore order in the
GDR and to prevent the unification of Germany was never discussed in the
Politburo. It is doubtful that no one in the leadership of the milirary or KGB
thought about the use of force as a means to slow down the pace of change and
regain Soviet influence over the course of events in the GDR. Thar such ideas
were not raised with Gorbachev is probably due to the fact that Gorbachev’s
views on the use of force were widely known. As Gorbachev’s foreign policy ad-
visor Anatoly Chernyaev put it: “1 know for a fact that Marshall Yazov, who was
defense minister at the time, never even asked Gorbachev [about the use of
force]. He couldn’t afford to ask thar question, because he knew whart the answer
would be, that Gorbachev would never allow any kind of use of Soviet troops
thar were at that time in Germany.”*

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

Self-determination

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

For his part, Chancellor Kohl consistently maintained char cthe East Germans’
right to self-determination was guaranteed by the Helsinki Final Act (1975), a
position that was echoed by American President George H. W. Bush.?® Gor-
bachev explicitly recognized the Germans' righr 1o self- determination on the
occasion of Kohl's visit to Moscow on February 10, 1990. The move was sig-
nificant. By granting the Germans the right to decide their own future, Gor-
bachev reduced the risks that either half of Germany would face Soviet
retribution in the event thac the two states should pursue the goal of national
unification, It is in this context that the February 12 announcement of the Two-
Plus-Four-—rather than Four-Plus-Two, or Four-Plus-Zero—mechanism for ne-
gotiating the terms of unification is important.”” Though certainly not a
sufficient cause of German unification, the outcome of East German demands
for political reform would quite likely have been different had the norm of self-
determination been absent and the World War II allies insisted on their rights
to negotiate a peace treaty with the erstwhile vanquished foe.

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

“Wir sind ein Volk"

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

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

Popular sovereignty and the right to self determination were clearly reflected
in the original slogan of the mass demonstrations across East Germany: “Wir
sind das Volk!” {We are the people). However, on November 19, demonstrators
in Leipzig began to chant a new slogan that rapidly displaced the first in protests
across the GDR: “Wir Sind ein Volk!” (We are one people). The discursive shift
was consequential, for it signified a move from merely 2 demand for popular
sovereignty in the GDR to an assertion of the national unity of all Germans.*
Withour a strong reserve of nationalism, unification would not have occurred in
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Domestic Politics

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

Domestic Processes are Endogenous to the Balance of Power

The capaciry of a state to coerce or entice others is critically dependent on the
efficacy of its domestic institutions and the outcomes of crucial choices over






