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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






