
A L E X A N D E R  V O N  P L A T O

OPPOSITION MOVEMENTS AND BIG POLITICS 
IN THE REUNIFICATION OF GERMANY1

When Mikhail Gorbachev arrived for the celebrations of the fortieth anniver-
sary of the GDR on 6 October 1989, there was already some discord between the 
East German SED leadership under Erich Honecker and the Soviet leader. 
|!���	���%���������������!����%�$������!��%��!�������!�	����%�����������<���-
�!��!&� �%������Q� �%���
������� ���=!$������^_``�!������!&� �%����Q������
Sputnik�� �� �!������ �����%��� �*� �%�� �!$���� ��"� �Q���*� =!$!��� &!�� &!���Q��
countries. But it was clear that the SED could not observe the state’s anniversary 
without the Soviet leader; if he were absent at such a celebration it would have 
been a political scandal. After landing at Schönefeld Airport, Gorbachev’s dele-
gation was driven into the city in a car, encountering people shouting “Gorby, 
Gorby!” and holding up pro-Gorbachev signs. Only one man, a single person, 
was holding up a different sign which read “Keep it up, Erich.” Gorbachev turned 
to his comrades: “There must be something we haven’t noticed.”2

+������*��"��%��%���������Q��������������!&��!�%��%���
�������%���!$����(��!���
as well as the developments threatening in Poland, Hungary and above all the 
Baltic states,3 it seems hardly possible that Moscow was unaware of the profound 
significance of the opposition and the change of attitude in the population, both 
in those places and in the GDR. The number of Ausreiser, the GDR refugees 

1 This chapter is based on my book Die Vereinigung Deutschlands—ein weltpolitisches Macht-
spiel,�������\�~��������X%\�)��	�����_���"%��%�%����!����������������������������������!�
be published in English. During the last ten years, some of the state chancelleries and foreign 
ministries in different countries have published selections of their records concerning the re-
���[����!�� !&� ������*�� �� "�� ������*� �!��� �*� �%�� ������� ������ X%��������*� ���� �!���Q��
������*\�{��������!��!&��!�������&�!�������%����������%�Q!$������������������!�������%��
�!����%�$��!������!��%�$��&!��!"��\��%���!�����!���������������!&�Q!$��������&�!���%��
other involved countries have already appeared in these publications. These volumes of docu-
�����%�$����������*��!�[������%���������������"������*��!!	��"%��%�������������*�!���%��
���!���!&��%����������?����������Q!$����������%�����%�$��!&��%���!����%�$��!������!���
as well as on interviews with politicians in East and West. Concerning the dissidents and oppo-
���!�����!$�����������\Q\��+��<������$!��{���!������!���#�����	�"��%�{�!��������	!"	��
and Joanna Wawrzyniak (eds.), Opposition als Lebensform. Lebensgeschichten von Dissidenten 
�	��������������¯**���	���	�����	�~�±������)������^��\

2 On these events, cf. Plato, Die Vereinigung, 52–63.
3 �%��q�������X%����!&������!������������������]�!��������!�����+�Q��\�����%����$!����!��

in the Baltic states, see Karsten Brüggemann, “‘One Day We Will Win Anyway’: The ‘Singing 
Revolution’ in the Soviet Baltic Republics,” in this volume, 221–46.
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taking refuge in West German embassies, had grown to such proportions that the 
���������������������!����������������~`�+�Q���̂ _`_�����������~^��+�Q�����
Prague (23 August) and later in Warsaw (19 September) had to be closed because 
of sheer overcrowding. As had happened in Czechoslovakia in 1968 and 1971 and 
Poland in the 1970s and 80s, the communist party in the GDR—the SED (Sozia-
listische Einheitspartei Deutschlands�� �!������� (���*� {���*� !&� ������*�¥%���
also seen large parts of the society distancing themselves from the party. During 
the 1980s, contacts, networks and structures had emerged that went far beyond 
�%!�� �%��� %��� &!����� ��� �%�� ^_��� ���� ���� �!�%� "��%��� �%�� )��%����� X%���%��
which had become a refuge for dissent, and without. Just a month before the for-
�*>*���� ��������� �%��!��!���!���!$������=�"��!����~Neues Forum) had been 
established. In the group’s inaugural proclamation of 10 September 1989,4 a new 
direction was unmistakable: They wanted to emerge from the refuge of the church 
and its small opposition groups, and move into the mainstream of society—and 
"��%� �%��� �!� &�Q%�� &!�� �%�� ��Q�������!�� !&� &���� ������\��%�� "�� !��� !&� �%�� =�"�
�!����� Q������� ��%��$�����\� ?��%��� �� &�"� "��	�� !$��� ^������� ��!���� %���
signed its proclamation, and by late 1989, a few months later, it had become a 
million, as has been asserted by one of the founders, Rolf Henrich,5 although the 
number of supporters had become so many, he could no longer count them. He 
burned the lists, as he was still concerned for the signatories’ safety. Soon after 
�%��=�"��!����"��&!����������������!&�!�%���Q�!������%����%��
��!�������
Awakening (Demokratischer Aufbruch), were also formally established. Gor-
bachev himself had become a beacon of hope to which one could appeal.

?%�����%�����"���$��!������"������!����*�	�!"���!��%��X{�(��Q�������
secretary, until then it did not appear they would shake the GDR to its foundations. 
At the anniversary celebrations, Erich Honecker did everything he could to pre-
sent the GDR as a haven of political and economic stability.

But during the evening festivities on 7 October, when the GDR’s official youth 
!�Q�������!����%���������������!��% (Freie Deutsche Jugend���
�����!����������
torchlight parade past the tribune of the guests of honor, shouts of “Gorby, Gorby” 
�!���� ��� %����� &�!�� �%�� �
�� �!������ �� "���� �� ����� !&� q������!�	�\]� ��� %��
���!�����!����%�$�����������%��������*@�"���	!"	���{!��%����������������
even translated the words “Gorbachev, save us!” to him. Regarding these rows of 
�
������������	!"	�����%�������q�%�����������*�����$��\��%�����%�����\]6 
After Honecker’s rather hostile reception, Gorbachev might well have been pleased 
to have become an inspiration to many people, but he was deeply troubled. 

It is possible to conclude from these reactions that the oppositional streams, 
which had even reached the party youth, alarmed those in power in the East 
deeply; they began to sense what could threaten their rule. This was the case, 

4 �%��!��Q������!�������������%���!������!��!&��%��|����������%��%����!����^__����^��\
5 �����$��"�+��<������$!��{���!�"��%��!�&�|�����%��_�+�Q�������\�
6 Mikhail Gorbachev, Memoirs�~=�"��!�	��
!������*��^__�������\�
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despite the fact that they didn’t even know about the protests being held in Ber-
lin and other cities in the GDR, or the fact that they were being repressed.

Gorbachev’s concern grew “when, after Honecker was replaced, a real picture 
of the situation came to light.”7 The newly installed SED leader, Egon Krenz, took 
a trip to Moscow on 31 October 1989—three weeks after the jubilee and two weeks 
after Honecker had been removed from office—carrying a quite blunt account of 
the economic and political situation in the GDR in his luggage. The concern was 
�$���Q�������������%���!$����(��!��%����<��������!�!������&&���������+�����>���-
den GDR would become a millstone around the Soviet neck, both financially and 
politically.8 Gorbachev sent Krenz back to Berlin with this advice: He should be-
�!����!��� ���������!����*� ��$!�$���"��%� �%���!$����(��!��� ����� �%��"���� q%����
*!����!��������������!��"��%��%�����\]�+���������������!���!&��!����%�$��	�*��!������
��������%��q�!$����(��!�����������?���������*������Q��\]9 Krenz left knowing 
�%����!���!�!���������!��������<�������&�!���%���!$������Q���!�%��\

?%������!����¡�����%����	����%��Q��������������*�"%��%����%���!$����(��!��
still stood by its “paternity” relationship with the GDR. After all, the GDR was 
���%����!&��%���!$����(��!���������������������%���!$������!�!�!��!&��%��������Q��
“decent people support their children; they certainly allow them to carry the fa-
�%��������\�~)�$��*�\]10 Gorbachev is said to have replied: 

|!"�����*!���$����	��������!����	���%����+������*�����!����	�!"���*����!�������!���������
"%!�"���������������*����������Q�X%������!��|������¡!%��§\\\ª��!������	�!"��%����������!��
politicians, including Thatcher and Mitterrand, Andreotti and Jaruzelski, even the Americans, 
���%!�Q%���"�%��������$����������%�����!���!�¥�!�!���"�����������[����!�\11

When interviewed, Krenz offered a different version of the discussion. Ac-
cording to him, Gorbachev remained silent after being asked about the Soviet 
paternity, spoke quietly with his interpreter, and then quoted a Russian proverb: 
“Even a very long thread has an end.”12 Thus, even Krenz became aware of what 
lay ahead. 

7 In a letter he wrote to me dated 6 March 2001. 
8 Gorbachev’s shock is also clear in the German transcript of his conversation with Krenz, where 

���������q����������*��%�������]�����q����������%��	��%��������!��"���%����������!�\] Conversa-
��!��¡�����"��%��!����%�$���������������!�!�!���^�=!$������^_`_�������������%�$�~�+���
�+{����
������#����\��_��^_��^�`��_��%����^��\�

9 ���*��"!���*��&���� �%��������Q�"��%�¡�������!����%�$������%���<����!�\�{!������!���!-
�!�!�����=!$������^_`_�����+\�X%���*��$��#\����$���$���\��%�	%�����!$����\��V Politbyuro 
TsK KPSS… Po zapisam Anatoliya Chernyaeva, Vadima Medvedeva, Georgiya Shakhnazarova 
(1985–1991)�~�!�!"��+��������������	�����������`��^����^\�)������!����%�$������!����
this triangle repeatedly.

10 X!�$�����!���!����%�$�"��%�¡�������!$������!�!�!���̂ �=!$������̂ _`_������!����%�$��!����-
��!��~�����`_=�#�^\��%��"!���q��$��*]�����!����!����\

11 Ibid.  
12 As based on an interview of Hans-Christoph Blumenberg with Egon Krenz 1999 as well as 

some of my interviews with international politicians. These interviews were made for Blumen-
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�%���<�������!&��"!�����������������!����%�$�������������%�����	�"��%�
Krenz and then repeated again and again in the following months, was the result 
and a condition “of our successful politics.” Reunification was not on the agenda.

�����=!$������^_`_��%!���*��&����¡������$������%��{!������!�!&��%��X{�(�
Central Committee held a session. There, Gorbachev declared that “The GDR is 
living beyond its means by up to a third,”  and intelligence chief Vladimir Kryu-
�%	!$� ���!������ �%��� �%�� ��<�� ��*�� �� =!$������ ^_`_�� !��� �����!�� ��!������
would go onto the streets in Berlin.13��!���Q�����������%�$��������������	����
“It would be better if they [the Germans] got rid of the ‘Wall’ themselves.” Per-
spicaciously, Gorbachev said: “They will sell out down to their guts. […] And 
when they step out onto the world market, their standard of living will drop 
immediately.”

All this reveals the pressure that the Soviet leadership felt from the opposition 
(and from the economic decline). And this was not only felt by the Soviet gov-
���������������!��*������%��!�%���Q!$����������$!�$�������%����!��\�(���!�����
��������Q�=!$������^_`_¥�����%�����*�&����������%��¥�%��	�*����*������
the rush of events were the opposition movements.

International politics until December 1989

But international political protagonists, who until autumn 1989 had seemed 
only to be following the oppositional movements, were also active.

�������%�^_`_����!�Q��|\?\���%�� �%��(������������"%!���� �%��� �����"��
������$��*�&��%����!&&�������Q����%�������"��!���*����&!��!"����*�=+����������
member states in response to Gorbachev’s compelling motto “Common Europe-
an Home.” The national security advisor at the time, General Brent Scowcroft, 
together with his assistant Philip Zelikow, was significantly involved in drafting 
the new policy.

In the so-called Scowcroft Memorandum, which was also written by Zelikow, 
it reads: 

�!��*���%���!�����!���*�&!��+��������&!���Q���!���*�������!���%!��������%��&����!&��%�������-
al Republic of Germany. […] Even if we make strides in overcoming the division of Europe 
through greater openness and pluralism, we cannot have a vision for Europe’s future that does 
not include an approach to the “German question.”14

berg’s TV documentary Deutschlandspiel��!��������������[����!�\��������!������!��Á"�����

����%�������%���!���_���������������\

13 {!������!���!�!�!�����=!$������^_`_���`_&&����\��!����%�$�������	�!���%����[����!&��%���
��
is not mentioned in the published version and the following remark by Kryuchkov is reduced to 
500,000. Chernyaev, Medvedev, Shakhnazarov, V Politbyuro, 450. 

14 Philip Zelikow and Condoleezza Rice, ~��`�	"��	������	���������=��	
\��`������*���"��	�
Statecraft ~X������Q����+��|��$����(��$����*�{����^__�����`\�

+��<������$!��{���!
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+��<�������� �������*�Á���	!"�����X!��!������������� �%������!&� �%������-
ment, which was controversial even among American strategists, was to put the 
“German question” back onto the agenda, even if it was contrary to Gorbachev’s 
line.15��%!���*��&�����%��&!�����%�����$����*����������!��!&�=+����������������
May, Bush visited West Germany and gave a speech at the Rheingold Hall in 
Mainz:

§)ª������!������"%!�������&���\��!��%��&!������!&��%��+����������%���������!��"�����������
������������!"������%����"����!��!&�=+��\�§¨ª��%��X!���?�����Q���"��%��%����$��!��!&�
Europe. It can only end when Europe is whole. […] there cannot be a common European home 
until all within it are free to move from room to room. […] We seek self-determination for all of 
������*���������!&�����������!��\�§¨ª�)���������������<�\16

According to Scowcroft, this speech was actually supposed to have been even 
more direct, but they did not want to compromise Chancellor Kohl.17

West Germany was now to become, because of the needed unification policy, 
a “partner in leadership”—a role that until then had been held by Great Britain.18 
Horst Teltschik, the official responsible for foreign and security policy in the West 
German chancellery, does not believe that the Americans were the actual inaugu-
rators of the new unification policy in Europe, but confirms that the German 
���!����!��%��(����$�����!������%���������!��!&��%��������Q���q�����������������-
ship” should have been clearer.19

X��������!��%���!���*�"���%���!���!&�=+��\�+��������*�X!��!������������

�����������%����%��(������������%��������*�!��*�!����!�����¥�����%���"���%�������������[��-
��!���!������!*�=+��\��������=+���"���%��&!����&!�����������������*�����"��+��������
���%!��������!��\�+���!��%��!����!������"���%�������������[����!���!������!*�=+��\�����
there was absolutely no concern that somehow, by allowing Germany to unify—and the Ameri-
cans, by the way, insisted that it unify with no new constraints on its power—that somehow this 
was going to be a bad thing for Europe, this simply wasn’t in the American psyche.20

�%��(��������������!Q��%���"��%��%�������������������!&�������*�������������
�%�� �!���*� �%�!�Q%� �%�� ������� ��!��\��%�� �!���*� ���� (�� ���� ~?���� �������

15 Scowcroft stated: “I think, fundamentally it was Gorbachev, who was speaking some wonderful 
words. But thus far in early ’89 the words were not matched by actions, and the structures of the 
Cold War in Central and Eastern Europe were still in place. So what we wanted to see were ac-
tions which would start to dismantle those structures. And, of course, crucial to it all was Berlin 
����������������[����!�\��%���"!����������������Q�����%����%��X!���?���"��!$��\]������$��"�
+��<������$!��{���!�"��%���������!"��!&���^������������^___\

16 �!���<������&�!����%������%�����%���%���Q!��>|���������Á���	!"�����������Germany, 31. 
17 �����$��"�+��<������$!��{���!�"��%���������!"��!&���^������������^___\
18 This formulation caused Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher “a bit of unintended disquiet […]. 

�%���%����!!	��%�������%�����Q���!��%���������������!�%������"�����%��(��������������������-
ain. In truth, she need not have worried.” George Bush and Brent Scowcroft, A World Trans-
formed�~=�"��!�	��#����Q���!!	��^___���`��`�\

19 Plato, Die Vereinigung, 21.
20 �����$��"�+��<������$!��{���!�"��%�X!��!�����������������&!���(��$����*��̂ ������������̂ ___\
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interests, and these determined further diplomacy,21 especially Helmut Kohl’s 
���>{!����{����!&��`�=!$������^_`_\����%�!&��%�������"��"��������*������%-
�	��&��������Q�$�������*��������!&��%�����������!����
����������!&��%��X{�(�
Central Committee22 and, just a day later, being presented Bush’s “four princi-
ples.” A week later, on 4 December 1989, the president repeated these principles 
��� �%�� =+��� ������ ��� ������� ��&>�����������!�}� �!��������� �!� =+��}�
q�����&�������Q������������&�����!�]}������!�&������!��q!&� �%���<����Q��!�����
in Europe.”23

��!���%������!&�=!$������^_`_¥�����%�����*���!���������%��¥�%��(��
������ 
���������� ���� �%�� ������*� !&� �!���Q��+&&���� !&� �%�� �������� ���������
took the reins into their own hands, supported only in part by the GDR opposition. 
Although not always consistent, the opposition in the East did not initially support 
�����&�����!�������$��������������Q�������=+������������\

�!���%��(��������������%��+�������>��������!���*�"���!����!�������!��
successful program in Europe since the Marshall Plan of 1947.

On military non-interference

(���������������������*��!����%�$���!$������!!��%���������*��������!�Q%��
���	�&�!���%��"������+&Q%����������"������*�^_``������������*�^_`_\���!��
�%���!����%���!$����(��!���������*�&!��!"������!���*�!&��������*��!�>�����$����!���
also with regard to the Soviet satellite states. On 7 and 8 July 1989, after quite a 
�!�Q���!�!Q�������!��������%���%�����$���&!�����*��<�����"��!&&������*���������
to the grave in Bucharest: the Brezhnev Doctrine.24 This doctrine had been un-
derstood as granting the option of interference and military intervention in other 
Warsaw Pact member states, as had been put into practice in Czechoslovakia in 
1968. The significance for Germany’s reunification of this shift to military non-in-
tervention cannot be overestimated. Gorbachev’s policies also aimed at disarma-

21 +���������������%��������������������Q����"��%����=!�����=�����	����������!&��%����%�������-
tration sitting on its hands and oversleeping with regard to the situation: the Bush administration 
was surely one of the most proactive in eliminating the division of Europe and Germany, espe-
�����*������Q��%��������������!�����^_`_\�X&\�=!������\�=�����	��q�%��������!"�������^_`_����
Eastern Europe,” in this volume, 249–70.

22 �����*������$��"�"��%�|!��������%�	���������������^___}�����=�	!����{!���Q��!$��^�=!$��-
ber 1999. Cf. Horst Teltschik, 329 Tage. Innenansichten der Einigung (Berlin: Siedler, 1991), 
44; Plato, Die Vereinigung, 113–19.

23 Concerning Bush’s four principles, see Plato, Die Vereinigung, 145; Zelikow and Rice, Germa-
ny, 223.

24 The declaration of the Political Consultative Committee of the Warsaw Pact of 7 July 1989 
stressed the principle of non-interference in internal affairs as well as each state’s right to 
self-determination and to choose its own path of social and political development. Tagung des 
Politischen Beratenden Ausschusses der Teilnehmerstaaten des Warschauer Vertrages (Berlin: 
Dietz, 1989), 14–26.

+��<������$!��{���!
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ment and reconciliation with the West, since defense costs were strangling the 
�!$����(��!�������%��q�������*>�����������!����<]��!������������!�����\25 The 
deeper political meaning of Gorbachev’s perestroika and glasnost can only be 
found if they are seen against the background of this head-on challenge, although 
from today’s perspective, the theory and its details do not seem especially revo-
lutionary.

It is particularly surprising that Gorbachev’s generals did not intervene in the 
GDR during the entire year of 1989, although according to Heinz Kessler, the 
GDR’s minister of defense, there was “not a single Soviet general” in the GDR 
who supported Gorbachev’s policies.26

¡�����������*�����*�Q������������������������$������!����%������������!���
Snetkov, the supreme commander of the Soviet troops, gave him the following 
q!&&��]���qX!�����������������������Q�����%����&��%��=���!����{�!�����+��*�§!&�
�%���
�ª������%����!�����!�����%��Q�!���§!&��!$�����!�������������*ª�������*�
�!�Q�$����*�	����!&����������!��%������!�%��>��>������%��={+\]27 But the So-
viet troops stayed in their barracks.

Gorbachev’s vacillating reactions

In early December 1989, a strategy emerged in Washington and Bonn: reuni-
&�����!���������%�����������!&�=+��\ What remained unclear, however, was the 
�����!��!&�������|!"��!�Q�"�������&�����!���<��������!���	���+���%����������%��
government leaders Kohl and Bush also believed that reunification would be a 
long process taking years, if not decades. But the events developed their own 
dynamics, and these pushed for faster solutions.

How did Gorbachev’s government in Moscow respond to the subsequent ac-
��!��!&��%��(����������������?���������*�

At first, Gorbachev and his foreign minister Shevardnadze were outraged. 
During his visit in early December 1989 to Moscow, Hans-Dietrich Genscher, the 
West German foreign minister, was given a taste of this indignation: It was 
�%!�Q%���%���¡!%��"�������!��<��!����%�����Q%��!&�����������!��������%���!$����
(��!�\��%���������%!�������������"%���������%����������!���*�"��%!����%*���
or reason had led. And, according to the Soviet protocol of the meeting, Shevard-
�������������q=!���$���|������"!����%�$�����!"�����%����%��Q\]28

25 �%���<����!��"������"��%����%����!����������!&���$�!�\���!�Q����%��%����!"��Preis der 
Freiheit. Eine Bilanz von Gorbatschows Berater�~�!�����!�$�����^__��\��%�����!�[������*�
+��	�������	!$��$��"%!�"����!�!���!&��!����%�$����$�!�\�{���!��Die Vereinigung, 206.

26 Interview Hans-Christoph Blumenberg with Heinz Keßler, 1999. Cf. Plato, Die Vereinigung, 70.
27 �����$��"�|��>X%���!�%����������Q�"��%�����������������^___\�X&\�����\
28 X!�$�����!���!����%�$�"��%�����%�����!$������!�!�!�����
��������^_`_���������`_
�X��\�

In his memoirs, Genscher does not mention this sentence or other pointed remarks. This is un-
derstandable, since at the time this defused the situation. But why he still does not mention it, 
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=�<����!����%�$��������%�������!&��"!�������������&!��������������!����
with the GDR a guarantor of this peace, just as the two alliances, the Warsaw 
{���� ����=+����"����������\�|�� ��������� �%��$��"� �%�!�Q%�����!&�
��������
1989 and until the end of January 1990, regardless of whether he was speaking 
to Bush, the Warsaw Pact, or at the 4 December 1989 meeting of the Political 
Consultative Committee of the Warsaw Pact in Moscow.

This strategy was championed even during Mitterrand’s visit to Gorbachev in 
¡��$�!����
��������^_`_����������%��&�����%����%�������%����������%�����������
different strategy of his own. Mitterrand stated while there:

�%��������������!��%!�����!�������������%�����!�������!��������$����$���\�+��������%��[���
place—I repeat—must stand European integration, East European development, the pan-Euro-
�������!���������%��������!��!&������!�����������!����\��&��%��(��������������������������%���
would give us additional guarantees.29

This is one of the few moments in which Mitterrand’s early hopes of a new 
European security system can be seen. Gorbachev did not respond and Mitterrand 
was disappointed.30

�%���!$����������%����!���������!������%����%���<�������!&��%���
��Q���-
anteed peace in Europe. Then, from December until the end of January 1990, they 
began to advocate a neutral Germany, as the advisor to Gorbachev and Politburo 
�������+��	�������	!$��$��������������!������������Q�!�����������*�����"%��%�
the Soviet leadership decided, in principle, to agree to German reunification.31 
=!�!�*�!��!��\�+�&�"���*���������%�����������*������Q*�"������������!��%��
new East German prime minister, Hans Modrow, who had himself developed a 
similar strategy.32

(���������*�!&��������	���������Q���$�����!��!�!"��������*��������*�^__���
�������!��!�$������!����%�$��%�������������%���!$����(��!����&��������Q���-
jected to Germany during two world wars, could not possibly be interested in 
���$��Q� �� ������� ������*� �������\� |�� �$��� Q���������� �%��� =+��� "!���� �!��
stretch “an inch” eastward.33 This guarantee lasted only a day, whereupon it was 
��$!	����*� �%��(����������\����� �%���!$���� ������%��������!��	�!"��%�������
ten years later, Russian protagonists called it a pledge not kept. Baker, however, 
does not mention this “guarantee” in his memoirs.

�$���*�����&���������[����!�������&[������!����������\�������!���*�!���!&����!�����!�����-
ation for Gorbachev and Shevardnadze.

29 X!�$�����!���!����%�$�"��%��������������!$������!�!�!�����
��������^_`_���������`_
�X��\
30 Plato, Die Vereinigung, 138.
31 �����%���<��������<������!&��%��������Q����{���!��Die Vereinigung, 187–99. However, in my 

!����!�����"���!���������*�����������%����%���!$����(��!��"!���������������������[����!�\�
=!���%�������"��������\

32 X!�$�����!���!����%�$�"��%��!��!"���!$������!�!�!������������*�^__����������_��+=��\
33 X!�$�����!���!����%�$�"��%���	�����!$������!�!�!���_��������*�^__��� �������_����_�\�X&\�

Plato, Die Vereinigung, 240.

+��<������$!��{���!
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����������*�^__����!����%�$���Q����&!���%���"!�������*��!��������������
�!�%�=+��������%��?���"�{���\�+����%���%��!������!����%��������&�!������%�
^__���!&�����"����������&!��������*�������!����"%����*�=+��������%��?���"�
Pact would be dissolved. The first time this idea turned up on the Soviet side was 
after Mitterrand’s visit to Kiev on 6 December 1989, as Teltschik mentioned on 
����������*�^__�������������&!��X%������!��¡!%����&!���%��������Q�"��%�{���-
dent Bush: Gorbachev and Shevardnadze would “try to use the German question 
as a lever for an all-European security system.”34 Teltschik also reported a con-
$�����!��!���`�����%�^__��%��%���"��%�=�	!����{!���Q��!$�����������!&� �%��
International Department of the Central Committee, during which Teltschik was 
given the impression that the Soviet leadership had already held this position even 
earlier.35 This idea was again discussed during the first visit of the newly elected 
�
����������������)!�%�����������Ð����!��!����%�$�!���`�+�����^__��36 again 
at a visit by Teltschik and German bankers to Moscow in mid-May 1990,37 and 
during a conversation between Gorbachev and Mitterrand on 25 May 1990.38 
+��!����Q��!��%����"����!�����������*������������%��?���"�{��������=+���
were to be dissolved in favor of a new European security system that included 
�%��(�����������������%���!$����(��!�\

After all this strategic maneuvering, it is all the more surprising that at the end 
of the Soviet-American summit in Washington in late May and early June, Gor-
bachev then agreed to the reunified Germany having a free choice of which alli-
ance it would join. After the reunification this was to mean unified Germany 

34 q#!���Q�� ��� ��������������	�!�������%�	� ��� �����	������� ¡!%��� �!��� ��\� �������� ^__��]� ���
Hanns Jürgen Küsters and Daniel Hoffmann, eds., Dokumente zur Deutschlandpolitik: Deutsche 
Einheit: Sonderedition aus den Akten des Bundeskanzleramtes (Munich: Oldenbourg, 1998), 857–
59.

35 q����µ�%� ��� ��������������Q�����������%�	� ���� ���� �������� ����+�������Q� &±�� ���������!-
����������%��Q������Á������	!����������¡{��(��{!���Q��!"���!�����`\��µ���^__��]�����\���
981–83. This would mean that Portugalov still met Teltschik for talks, although at the confer-
��������#���������"%��%��%�����������<��"��������������&!������������!&��%�����������!����
Department of the Central Committee told me that Portugalov had been “withdrawn” after his 
�����������!���^�=!$������̂ _`_�����!���������%���%���%���"���!��!�Q������!"����!�������������
in international meetings, and thus also not on 28 March 1990. But this does not seem correct; 
at least it does not match the protocol of the meeting. In addition, in his conversations with me 
X%���*��$��!�[������%��$����!&�{!���Q��!$���%��$����"���������Q���"��%�%������\

36 X!�$�����!����������Ð���"��%��!����%�$���!$������!�!�!����_�+�����^__����������_�+{��_\�X&\�
�*������$��"�"��%���������Ð����^�=!$����������������{���!��Die Vereinigung, 315.

37 On 14 May 1990, Teltschik and two important German bankers held negotiations in Moscow with 
�����*��%����������!$����������%���������*���!�����������!��\��!$������!�!�!����������_���*^�}�
Teltschik, 329 Tage, 230; Plato, Die Vereinigung, 337. Teltschik tried to tie up a deal that was to 
���������%���!�����"�������%��������%���!&��%��&�������������������*����=+��\������$��"�
+��<������$!��{���!�"��%�|!��������%�	�������������������\��*��%�����!����%�$����&��������
��"�������*����%���������������!����%�������������!�%��%��(�����������������%���!$����(��!�\

38 X!�$�����!���!����%�$�"��%��������������!$������!�!�!��������*�^__����������_���*��\
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����Q����������!&�=+��\�+��!����Q�*���%��"����������!������%���"!�{����!���
��Q!�����!���"%��%�%�����Q���!��^^��������*�^__�\

With regard to Gorbachev’s approval, I have an open question and an unsat-
isfactory thesis. Was he still caught up in the belief that if given the choice of 
���������� �%�� �!���� ����� ���%��� =+��� !�� �� ��"� ������*� ��������� ��� ���!����
��������%��&�����%����%����"���!����	�!&��%������������?�%��Q�!���)��$��Q��%��
!���!��!&� �%���!���������<�������!&� �%���
�������%��?���"�{����!���������
thus also the option of the future unified Germany joining the Warsaw Treaty 
Organization, would have been entirely unrealistic. It is more probable—and 
this is my unsatisfactory thesis—that Gorbachev realized the plan of a Europe-
an security system had been tossed into the negotiations too late and that, in 
fact, probably the only way to control this new united Germany had become its 
������%������=+��\������%�������!���������"%*��%���!$�����������"����!�
late in introducing a new European alliance system into their strategic consid-
erations.

����	��������	���
����	��	���	�����
����	�������	

The British government under Margaret Thatcher responded by rejecting the 
possibility of reunification sharply, arguing that Gorbachev’s position would be 
jeopardized. �%��������!&������%���������������������"����&&������ He feared, 
as mentioned, that the reunification of Germany would interfere with the process 
of European integration, and therefore desired an agreement that included at least 
a monetary union. Kohl agreed to this, despite the fact that economically, he 
considered it unfavorable for Germany.

+�� �%�� &���� ������Q� !&� �%�� ����� �	��� �!�&������� !�� ^^� �������*� ^__�� ���
Ottawa, Baker and Genscher presented the international conditions for reunifica-
��!�� �%���%��������"!�	���!������ �%���"!�{����!�����Q!�����!�\��%��&���� �%���
!�%������!�����"���� �<������� &�!�� �%�����Q!�����!�� ��Q����� ��������*� �%��
Italian and Dutch foreign ministers: The decisions being made did not only in-
$!�$���%��&!���$���!��!���!"���!&�?!����?������~��������Q��������������%���"!�
����������������� ��$!�$����������!����\�(��%��������������*������%������-
�!���"���������Q�*�%����������$������������!Q�����q�!������!���!&��%��Q���Î]39 
�����Q��*���!�Q%���%���!"������������%�������&&���}��%���"!�{����!�����Q!��-
ations clarifying the international framework of German reunification were con-
ducted more or less without the involvement of other European governments. The 
�"!�{����!��������*�"���Q����!��^������������^__�\

�%���!���!&�)��%���������� �%��!�%��������������� ��� �%����!���%��� &!�� �%��
�!��������������������������\�)��%����������������!��!&� �������������!��^^�

39 �����$��"�+��<������ $!�� {���!� "��%� ����� ��	���� |!��!��� ^_� ���������� ^___�� ���� "��%�
|��>
������%�����%����)±����%��������+��������^\

+��<������$!��{���!
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March 1990 elicited startled reactions, not only in Moscow, but also from the 
Western powers. It was feared that Gorbachev’s position could be destabilized.

����_������� �%�������%�Q!$����������������������������� �%���������Q!$-
��������������¡!%���!�$�������%��)��%�������Q!$���������!�����!�����*��������
their declaration of independence,40 whereupon Gorbachev lifted the embargo 
�Q�����)��%�������%���%����������������!��^��+�����^__���������!��������%��
military threats.41 Here, the Western governments acted against the interests of 
this Baltic government, although its objective, self-determination, was similar to 
what West Germany was claiming with regard to German unification. But at that 
������ �%��������������"�������������!&� �%���!$����(��!�}� �%���!����%�$�Q!$-
ernment and its military felt more threatened by their political independence than 
by the developments in the GDR, since their independence involved the consti-
����!�����<�������!&��%���!$����(��!�\�����%�����������{!������!���!�!�!����%��
�������!���%��)��%�������½����!��"��!���%���Q������!���!&�����%����%���
��
or the issue of German reunification. And for their part, Kohl and Mitterrand were 
worried that if the Baltic states were to push through their independence “too 
����*�]� �!����%�$�� �!���!�� ��� �%�� �!$���� (��!�� "!���� ��� "��	����� ���� �%��
unification of Germany derailed. 

+�"!���������!����������!����%�������=�������\�¡!%��$�%������*�!�-
�!����%�������=�������������Q�&�<������%���!��������!���!��%���!������*�!&�
an all-German parliament implementing this decision.42 A long passage in the 
�!$������!�!�!��!&�¡!%���������Q�"��%��!����%�$�!��^���������*�^__��������*�
%!"�%����!�Q�����$���!����!����%�������=�������������Q����!Q���������%��
Polish–German border too soon.43 In the West German protocol of Horst Teltsch-
�	�� �%���� �� !��*� !��� ��������� q�%�� �%������!�� �<�������� %�� �!���!�� !�� �%��
�����=���� ����\]44 Kohl maintained these reservations also later. The Polish 
government was concerned that the GDR would adopt its own declaration in the 
#!�		�����\��%��(��Q!$���������!��������¡!%��������������q������>�����
PR disaster.”45

40 {�!�!�!�� !&� �%�� ������Q����"���� �%�� ������ �������� !&� )��%�������¡��������{���	������ ����
Chancellor Kohl, 11 May 1990, in Küsters and Hoffmann, Dokumente zur Deutschlandpolitik: 
Deutsche Einheit��^^����\��%�� �������!&�¡!%����������������� �!�{��������)������Q��!&����
+�����^__�� �������%��� ������!���%������� q����������� �%��������������������Q� �%��{������-
�*�!&������!�������������]�Baltic Worlds�����!\��� ~��^^���`�^������%������������"!���\�!��
during-the-presidency-of-francois-mitterrand (accessed 26 December 2012).

41 Plato, Die Vereinigung, 308–11 and 351–52.
42 Werner Weidenfeld, with Peter Wagner and Elke Bruck, Außenpolitik für die deutsche Einheit: 

Die Entscheidungsjahre 1989/90, Geschichte der deutschen Einheit 4 (Stuttgart: DVA, 1998), 
496ff; Plato, Die Vereinigung, 362ff.

43 �!$������!�!�!����������_����^�+������\�+�!������!��&!��%������������¡!%�������!����%��
�!��������!�� ��Q�����Q� �%���!�����!��!&����!��"%!�%���������<������� &�!���%�� &!�����
German territories following World War II. 

44 Küsters and Hoffmann, Dokumente zur Deutschlandpolitik: Deutsche Einheit, 795–811.
45 �����$��"�+��<������$!��{���!�"��%�X!��!�����������������&!����^������������^___\�
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A few open questions

Despite the many descriptions of the German reunification, there are a number 
of questions that have not yet been answered. The first has been prompted by the 
research I have done: Why did Gorbachev wait so long to introduce a plan to his 
governing councils about a possible new European security structure that dis-
!�$���=+��������%��?���"�{������������������%���!$����(��!�������%��(���-
��������� And why, only a week after his talk with Mitterrand on the subject, 
did he agree in Washington to letting united Germany freely choose its alliance—
����Q���������%��������������&�����!���������%�����������!&�=+���46 

�!��%��!�����������!���%�����Q���"��%�q?%����&]����������������!!��������$-
���%�����%�*��������&!�������$��*��Q��!���<��� �&�!��*����������*\ What would 
have happened if the response of the Gorbachev government to the clear strategy 
!&��%��(������?����������Q!$�������¥q�����&�����!���������%�����������!&�
=+��]¥%����������&&�������%����%��&��������!�������������!$���?%���"!����
have happened if the response had not been neutrality for the united Germany, 
but “reunification yes, but under the umbrella of a new European security system 
�����%����!����!��!&�=+��������%��?���"�{���]���&��!����%�$�%����!����%��
in December 1989 or January 1990, and not in March or April 1990 when he no 
�!�Q���%�����*�%��Q��!���Q!�����¥�%��?���"�{���������&&������!��!�Q����<�����
and the GDR was on the road to reunification—it would have given the entire 
international negotiations a new angle to their deliberations and created new 
alignments.

I believe it is evident that Secretary of State Baker, in his conversation with 
�!����%�$��������*��������*�^__�����!�Q%����Q������������!����*�������%��qQ���-
antee” was not binding by international law and, moreover, was repealed by Bush 
����*������\�X!�����*��!���	�������������!&����������!��*�=+���%���<�������
to the borders of Belarus and Russia, which has been and is perceived by them 
as a threat. ?%*�����=+����<�����!�������*�47 A superficial answer might be 
��������%���<����!����*�����%����������!&��%��&!�����?������X!���?�����$��-
saries. But on second glance, it is not so simple, because it would be more in the 
interests of at least the European Western powers to integrate. Also they were not 
interested in alienating Moscow. +&�����%���!������!&��%���!$����(��!�������%��
reunification of Germany, almost all Central European countries wanted to protect 
�%����$���Q������������"�������Q�����������*\�+���!��*�=+���!�� �%��
X�X������X��"��%��<��������!����������������������!��!��%�\�=+���"��

46 ����!$�����!���*����������*�������[����!����&\�?!�&Q��Q����������q�%��(���������%�������-
[����!��!&�������*��^_`_�_��]�����%��$!��������^���\

47 �����^��� �%�� &!�����X���������������� !&� &!���Q�� �&&�����)�!*��+<"!��%*�� �!���� �%��� ��� �%��
^__��%��"���&������%����%���<����!��!&�=+����!���������q���������X!���?����Q���]�����
argued against it or any of its forms. He could, however, not assert himself against Prime Min-
ister Jean Chrétien because of the mood in the country among its Eastern European immigrants. 
�����$��"�+��<������$!��{���!�"��%�)�!*��+<"!��%*����=!$��������^�\

+��<������$!��{���!
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quite successful politically and became the alliance of choice; it also remained 
�%����������%!��!&��%��(������������������!�������%!�Q%�������������&!�����������
had hoped that the process of European integration would reduce the influence 
������!���!&��%��(������������������������������*�����������*������!�\ More-
!$����&!��!���X����������!�����Q!$����������%��(�����������������!�%�$��
been a major guarantor of security. 

����%���!���<�����!�%�������������!���������&���\�
����%�������=�������-
��!��!��¡!%������������������ ������!�� ���!� �%��)��%��������!$�� �!"���� ����-
���������&�������������!&�?���������!������Q%���%����������!��&!���%���!�-
tive attitude of these Central and Eastern European governments toward the 
(������������~�$����&�����%�������"����

��!�� �%��(������ ~?�������������������$���������� �����&�����!��"�����
�<���!������*��!������������������������*�Q��������&>�����������!���&����!��
from Soviet and communist domination, Western-style democracy and a func-
��!���Q���!�!�*\��%��"���!���"%���������$��Q� �%�� ���������!&�=+�������
the EC, maintaining peace in Europe, and creating a working relationship with 
�%��(���\�+�!��%��&����!&�������*������������Q%�!��"������	������!����!���\�
European integration was boosted by the creation of the Euro, although the cur-
rency lacked, and still lacks in 2013, a universal economic and financial policy. 
��!���%���!$������������$����%���!�!&��������������
��������!������������"��
often criticized, although not all of this criticism was entirely negative. And the 
���������$���!�������*����������Q����=+���������*������"����!�����������*�
*���� ��������Q�� "��%� �������� �!"���� =!��%� +������� ���� �%�� �!$���� (��!��
(respectively Russia) that Gorbachev and Mitterrand temporarily considered, 
came up too late to then be realized in 1990. 






