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When Mikhail Gorbachev agreed to the reunification of Germany it was to be
under the control of NATO in order to guard against the threat of a strengthened
Germany rising up in Europe.' The roots of America’s role as a direct opponent of
the Soviet Union and ally of Western Europe, traces back to the end of the Second
World War.” The war had left Europe divided between the Soviet and European
powers and America emerged as an international superpower ready to provide aid
and contain the spread of communism.’ Fifty years later America’s strategy
continued to focus on strengthening relations with Europe while rejecting
alternatives to unification under NATO. The reasons behind these narrowly
focused politics will be the focus of this paper in order to explore how America
used NATO to guide the process of reunification toward an outcome that would
keep the Soviet Union out of Europe while maintaining an American presence in
the continent after the Cold War was over.

After the end of World War II the Soviet Union was quickly gaining
power as communism spread throughout the continent, complicating America’s
agenda of global activism and economic trade with Europe.” In the “Iron Curtain”
speech in March of 1946 Winston Churchill caused an international reaction by
speaking on the threats of the growing communist power.” The formidable figure
of a conservative and nationalist Josef Stalin served as the focused threat to
American notions of democracy and free-trade with Europe at this time.® America
as protector of the free world accompanied the realistic danger of a dictatorial
Stalin, and the two powers squared off in a mutual striving to constrain one
another’s influence, a dynamic that would define the character of the Cold War.”
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To begin exploring how NATO was utilized in order to ensure
reunification had beneficial results for the American strategy, the replacement of
the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) by NATO will
serve as a starting point. Formed in 1973, the CSCE preceded NATO as the
preliminary vehicle through which a stable situation could be maintained in
Eastern Europe. It has been argued that the CSCE was created by the Soviet
Union to provide a forum through which issues could be solved and Soviet
control of Eastern Europe could be maintained.® Karl Birnbaum and Ingo Peters
propose that the Soviet Union was unsuccessful in using the conference to
consolidate power in Eastern Europe, especially once the United States and
Canada were allowed to participate in the conference.” The shift away from the
Soviet goals for the conference towards a focus on human rights and better
relations between East and West was apparent in the Helsinki Final Act which
created a link between European security and the human-rights obligations of the
CSCE."

When the conference changed shape the differing opinions between the
Eastern and Western powers became a problem as the Soviet Union opposed the
weaving in of human rights into east-west relations. As Lucas notes, the issue of
human rights presented an ideological barrier as the USSR considered human
rights an internal affair and not an international issue.'' The American
administration was clear about the intention of establishing human rights and
freedoms outside their own boarders and the Soviet Union maintained closed
political and economic structures. This made harmonious negotiations harder to
establish on account of differing ideologies.

The conference provided a veto that allowed objections to be put forward,
something that would obstruct the ease of the decision-making process.'> As
Holsti argues, the CSCE and the veto it provided exacerbated issues and ended
with more confused discussions.'? One such occasion was 18 September 1973
when upwards of 600 delegates from thirty-five participating countries met in
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Helsinki for the largest pan-European diplomatic conference in history.'* Many
countries had not formulated clear objectives for the conference and consequently
the meeting was incoherent and unfocused.'” These structural flaws, along with
the ideological divisions, barred the CSCE from making significant progress.
While the CSCE had been created as a European forum where such issues could
be sorted out, the hopes of a “Europeanization” of security policies was
complicated by differing goals regarding the future of the continent.'® Regardless
of the setbacks the CSCE helped to establish open dialogue between the many
nations involved.

When it was time to discuss reunification the US government steered
away from the use of the CSCE forum.'” One reason for this was that America
did not have influence within the CSCE, with only one of thirty-five seats.'® As
was apparent in the Helsinki and Madrid conferences, it had been difficult for
America to negotiate their interest in Europe in the forum of the CSCE.
Meanwhile, America's main goal was to bring about reunification while
safeguarding American interests, preventing a separate Soviet-German
understanding.'” The Americans strove to maintain a strong presence in deciding
the fate of Europe and the CSCE showed too much potential for American
exclusion from European negotiations.*’ In contrast NATO was already under the
leadership of the Americans and showed less potential for negotiations to slip out
of control.

Reaching unification did not look promising in the beginning of the 1980s.
While the 1970s had been relatively peaceful and progress had been made
towards a more relaxed situation the events of the 1980s, namely the Soviet
invasion of Afghanistan, raised tensions once again.”' Ronald Reagan increased
military spending by ten percent in 1981. Greenstein notes that by 1983 the fear of
an impending nuclear disaster was so real that the KGB prepared for a nuclear
attack in reaction to a simple weapons testing routine led by NATO.*
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the Communist Party in 1985 brought reforms in the economics and politics of the
Soviet Union.” Reliant on brother socialists for economic and political support,
the Soviet Union was isolated and weakening while the American economy
flourished from international trading partnerships.** In contrast, a string of dying
leaders had left the Soviet Union’s policy apparatus immobilized and
ineffective.”> Gorbachev came into office with a forward-looking policy that was
meant to mend the economic wounds that had come to characterize the isolated
and centralized empire.”® Central to the new policy was reintegrating the Soviet
Union into the international community, a strategy that would be beneficial to
America due to Gorbachev’s willingness to cooperate with the West. Gorbachev
sought to adapt and work with the Americans, a last resort meant to salvage what
remained of Soviet power.”’

The question of disarmament was raised in regards to creating a less
stressful situation.”® In a summit held in Geneva in 1985 both sides had pledged a
temporary Intermediate Nuclear Forces (INF) agreement while supporting a fifty
percent decrease in strategic offensive arsenals. The treaties secured on-site
inspection of arms control in the USSR, and elsewhere, in order to verify the state
of global nuclear situation.”” The meeting had demonstrated that the two parties
were again willing to discuss negotiations though the results, according to Pond,
were not remarkable.’” Raja Mohan proposes that the agreements reached during
the negotiations were evidence that the height of tension in the 1980s had peaked
and was again deescalating.”’

More progress was made a year later in Reykjavik. The negotiations
progressed to the goal of eliminating euro missiles in the 1000 to 5500 kilometer
range.’> Gorbachev was willing to dismantle the SS-20 and Reagan was eager to
conclude the arms-control agreement after budgetary and foreign policy
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setbacks.” But the issue of ideology remained during the presidency of Reagan
and there was little progress towards reunification at this time.”* However, the
policies of the subsequent president — George Bush — prioritized German
reunification under NATO.> As James Baker illustrates, the appearance of
Gorbachev in the milieu provided a “window of opportunity” for the American
administration to push for German unification under NATO.*!

Ensuring American interests in Europe and excluding the Soviet Union
from the security structures in Europe remained part of Bush’s foreign policy at
this time.* Baker notes that the actions of the American government were in the
interest of democracy, free enterprise and freedom for the individual.*® From the
perspective of the American administration Soviet communism was in direct
opposition to these values.”” The Americans emphasized “That people ought to be
free to choose their alliances,” a main argument in negotiations.”® These
differences were not put aside but were enforced through the ongoing insistence
of unification under the control of NATO. As Gorbachev was willing to
compromise America was given more opportunity to assert Western objectives,
thus guiding the process in a way that drew Germany into the West. Rice
illustrates the benefits of the American approach in an interview with Alexander
von Plato:

That the Soviet Union would not be isolated, that NATO would not
consider the Soviet Union an enemy and that Germany was no longer a
threat. I think the Soviets began to see that they could tolerate, they never
learned to like, but they could tolerate a unified Germany within NATO.*

Rice concludes her comment by acknowledging that regardless of whether or not
the Soviets felt that their interests were being put at risk there was little they could
do to avoid the insuring of American interests in the event of unification.*’
America continued to enforce democracy and free trade while quietly reminding
the Soviets that compromise was necessary in order to reach an agreement.

The use of NATO for unification was the American solution to decreasing
the threat of a consolidated Germany. The plan was to maintain it as a democracy
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that was nevertheless subordinate to and respectful of global security interests.*!
Lewis Deninger envisions this relationship as one in which Germany and America
remain close trading partners, a “business relationship” rather than a “love affair”,
where Germany nonetheless remained subordinate to America.** As Stephen
Redding and Danial Sturm illustrate in their study of German economics before
reunification, the division between the FRG and GDR not only closed off trade
across the border but also decreased trade accessibility for cities located near the
dividing border.” Reunification was hoped to revitalize Germany’s economy and
benefit trading relations with the West.**

America promoted certain political ideologies that presented NATO as a
safe and positive change from the stale aggression of the Cold War. This message
became stronger in Europe following the NATO summit that took place on 29 and
30 May 1989. At the summit Bush expressed his goals to see Germany reunified
upon western values such as democracy and peace.* Furthermore Bush was
adamant that NATO be the one and only tie Germany had internationally.*®

While the alternatives were present and possible, unification under NATO
was a unification achieved on Western terms. On one hand NATO was seen as
vital to incorporating Germany into the West and ending the divisions created by
the Warsaw Pact. According to Mary Sarotte, the enlargement of NATO would
have been difficult if another institution had replaced it in safeguarding Europe,
making NATO’s movement eastward would be nearly impossible. Thus ensuring
the stable growth of NATO was of extreme importance to the Americans, and
Sarotte credits this as the motivation behind strongly promoting NATO while
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limiting the entrance of alternative institutions.*’” An alternative to NATO would
confound the administration’s goal of bringing a unified Germany close to the
American sphere of regional control, Soviet Union exclusion and NATO
extension.*®

On the other hand NATO was an established and long-standing alliance
that promised to maintain peace in Europe in the instance of reunification.
Canadian Ambassador to Germany Paul Heinbecker recalls Margaret Thatcher
stating, “I love Germany so much, there should be two of them.”* Both Thatcher
and the French President Francois Mitterrand were clear that they did not want to
see Germany unified.’’ This fear was based in the notion that history might repeat
itself with Germany rising up against Europe.’' As Sarotte examines the American
government did not want Germany to be free to negotiate with the Soviet Union
without an external anchor and NATO membership would protect against this
possibility.>>

Such unpredictability was reason to safeguard NATO’s authority in
Europe and the Americans worked hard to guard against the development of
alternatives. As the Canadian politician Lloyd Axworthy reflects, “There was just
no constituency or even serious debate about [alternatives]. NATO was the
cornerstone, and had been, would, was to be the vehicle.””*A new pan-European
structure might allow the Soviet Union more influence while decreasing
America's presence in Europe.”

Germany also acted as an access point for America into the European
continent. According to Costogliola, Germany had at times ensured American
interest in the Europe Community, helping to maintain the predominance of
America in NATO and NATO in Europe, as was evidenced in the support of Kohl
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for reunification under NATO and in his opposition to a neutral Germany.> The
effectiveness of implementing NATO as the tool for reunification was reflected in
the ‘Ten Point Plan’ introduced by Chancellor Helmut Kohl on 28 November
1989. This plan re-established strong links between reunification and NATO.” In
the ten points was the insistence that a democratic government be established as a
precursor to developing a confederation between the two Germanies.”’ The
extension of a democratic government into the FRG was the Kohl’s solution for
unification: “We can envisage the following institutions being created after early,
free elections: an intergovernmental committee [...]; a joint parliamentary body;
and many others in light of new developments.””® The American strategy for open
boarders and a united Germany was coming to fruition.

A point of confusion in negotiations was the extension of NATO
Eastwards beyond Germany. The Soviets claim that in February Genscher, Kohl
and Baker had stated that NATO would not expand to the boarders of the Soviet
Union.” As Mary Sarotte points out, this would have an influence on
Gorbachev’s decision to agree to German unification under NATO.%

In the end NATO did extend past Germany to include countries in Eastern
Europe. According to Axworthy, the extension of NATO into Eastern Europe sent
“the wrong set of signals”, damaging the trust relationship between Putin and the
Americans.”' Axworthy credits some of the confusion due to lack of clear
parameters and of limitations on boarders.®

When the Social Democrats won the elections on 18 March 1990 Kohl
was free to advance unification even faster than before.”> While these
developments were beyond the reach of the American government they were
integral in furthering German unification, thus benefitting the American NATO
strategy.

Two main points can be drawn from the role of America in the
reunification of Germany. American policy was often narrow and dismissive of
any alternatives security structures beyond NATO. The ability of America to
dominate the situation with the Soviet Union, Germany, Britain and France was
consistent until the end. The foreign policy of Soviet containment and exclusion
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was limiting but successful in ensuring American interests during the process of
reunification.
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