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The experts had it all wrong. Only months before the collapse of the
German Democratic Republic most observers insisted that the ques-
tion facing Germany was no longer reunification, but rather how two
states could come to terms with each other within the framework of
East–West stability and European security. For instance, the editor of
the German weekly Die Zeit, Theo Sommer, noted as late as Sept-
ember 1989: ‘We are not an inch closer to reunification than a year
ago, or five or ten years ago. ... The issue of German unity is not hot-
ter than ever. On the contrary: it is on one of the back burners of
world politics, and there is no fire under the pot.’1 One leading
American expert on Germany, James A. McAdams from Princeton
University, even maintained that the GDR had built ‘authority after
the Wall’ and was now potentially more stable than the Federal
Republic.2 And Sommer and McAdams were not alone. Indeed, the
collapse of the GDR came as a surprise to almost everyone. The ques-
tion is: What made it happen so quickly? What made it happen at all? 

I will argue here that the sudden reunification of Germany was
not the result of carefully crafted policies in Bonn, but rather a by-
product of the collapse of Soviet-dominated Communism in Eastern
Europe and the genuine uprising of the people of East Germany. I
will suggest that the revolution was made possible by the restrained
policies of Mikhail Gorbachev and the actions of neighbouring
Warsaw Pact states, particularly Hungary, and that the fast-moving
East German events of 1989 were not ‘Germanic’ in nature but simi-
lar to those in the other East European countries under Soviet domi-
nation at the time. And I will make the case, finally, that if East
Germany was steamrollered at all by the weight and power of
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Federal Chancellor Helmut Kohl, this happened after, not before the
liberation from Communist rule.

I. The Crisis of the Soviet Empire
More than fourteen years have elapsed since the dramatic scenes of
1989 when history was daily overtaken by events. Much research has
been done to clear the picture and come up with explanations. We
have gained access to archives and people. We have been able to inter-
view large numbers of policy-makers and eye-witnesses, and have
read their personal accounts. And we have established entire research
institutes, such as the Zentrum für Zeithistorische Forschung in
Potsdam, which deal almost exclusively with the history of the GDR
and its final stages—sometimes with surprising results, for instance,
when it is maintained, quite seriously, that the GDR was not a dicta-
torship, but merely a ‘durchherrschte Gesellschaft’, a ‘thoroughly-
governed society’, and that in the GDR it was Stalinism that had
failed, not socialism.

It is fair to say, however, that before 1989 relatively few, especial-
ly in the West, were prepared for the collapse of the GDR, and many
in the West as well as in the East were unhappy to see it come. This
was particularly true in France where there was almost paranoia
about a reunified Germany. But uneasiness was widespread—not
least in Britain, where Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher would have
preferred not to see German reunification at all, and if there was no
option, wanted to bring the process under some form of internation-
al control. It seems that only the Americans had genuinely come to
accept the Federal Republic of Germany unreservedly as a responsi-
ble pillar of the democratic West—although today, after the Iraq war,
they may no longer be so sure. Yet as early as March 1990 a senior
French official noted that the American position was the result only
of the fact that ‘the Americans are so bad at history and are so naive
[as] to believe [that] a people like the Germans can change’.3

In order to understand what happened, however, we must look
back at history. The GDR came into being only within the framework
of the Soviet empire in Eastern Europe that was created after the
Second World War. Without Soviet support the GDR would not have
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been founded. Without Soviet backing the GDR could not have sur-
vived. Throughout its forty years of existence the SED regime never
managed to gain legitimacy among a majority of its citizens. Even
Markus Wolf admits in his memoirs that the regime was never fully
accepted by more than one-third of its people—and usually by many
fewer than that.4 And Wolf should know. He was the long-time head
of the Hauptverwaltung Aufklärung, the GDR’s espionage organiza-
tion within Erich Mielke’s Ministry for State Security. By the time the
Berlin Wall was built in 1961, a total of 2.7 million citizens had fled
the country and were registered in West German refugee camps,
about 14 per cent of the GDR’s population in 1949.

This is also why the GDR was different from other East European
countries and could not afford liberty and freedom from repression.
Poland would remain Poland, and Hungary would remain Hungary,
even without the Communist regime. But without Soviet-guaranteed
Communism in East Germany, the GDR was almost certain to merge
with the prosperous, dominant West and would cease to exist as an
independent, or at least semi-independent, state. During the Cold
War, Soviet backing was never in question. When tensions relaxed
and Willy Brandt embarked upon his ‘new Ostpolitik’ at the end of
the 1960s, however, the GDR faced the dilemma of weighing up its
desire for international recognition and co-operation against the dan-
ger of allowing the West to undermine its internal cohesion via the
so-called ‘exchange of people, information and ideas’.5 Thus the pol-
icy of détente, not the previously dangerous East–West conflict, posed
the first serious threat to the existence of the GDR.

In this respect it was anything but a coincidence that on the day
before the state secretaries Egon Bahr of the West German
Chancellery and Michael Kohl of the GDR Council of Ministers ini-
tialled the Basic Treaty between the Federal Republic and the GDR
on 8 November 1972, the SED Politburo passed a resolution on new
principles for agitation and propaganda. Ten days later, on 16–17
November, a major ‘agitation conference’ was held, with Politburo
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member Werner Lambertz declaring there was ‘no truce at the ideo-
logical front but intensified fighting’, and that ‘peaceful co-existence
is not ideological co-existence’.6 Not surprisingly, the internal state
security apparatus, known as the Stasi, was also stepped up. Only
now, during the period of détente, did the Stasi become an instrument
for state-wide control of the GDR people. The budget of the Ministry
for State Security, which had amounted to 5.8 billion marks in 1968,
increased by 400 per cent to 22.4 billion in 1989. The number of full-
time employees rose from 32,900 in 1967 to 81,500 in 1982. The net-
work of Unofficial Informers nearly doubled within the first five
years of détente alone, from about 100,000 in 1969 to 180,000 in 1975.7

From a Western point of view, East German attempts to contain
the unwanted by-products of détente by a policy of demarcation con-
stituted a violation of the spirit of co-operation. For the West, the
increase in personal contacts and the ‘special nature’ of inner-
German relations was a major asset, not a flaw, of the détente process.
Willy Brandt in particular made great efforts to defend his policy as
a means of bridging, rather than widening or deepening, the gap
between East and West.8 Although this was not understood, or was
intentionally misinterpreted by many opponents of the ‘new Ost-
politik’ during the ratification debate in the spring of 1972, the estab-
lishment of semi-diplomatic relations and the intensification of polit-
ical, economic, and human contacts with the GDR did not imply a
farewell to the idea of German unity and eventual reunification.
Instead, it re-opened new possibilities for ‘change through rapproche-
ment’, as Egon Bahr had stated in July 1963 at the Protestant
Academy in Tutzing, underlining the policy’s dynamic rather than
static aspects.9 The same view was expressed by another architect of
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the ‘new Ostpolitik’, Peter Bender, who called for ‘offensive détente’ in
the title of a book published in 1964.10

The question now was whether the dynamic forces of the policy
would prevail, leading to a democratic revolution in the GDR and
some form of reunification, or whether the East German leadership
would be able to contain the unwelcome destabilizing effects of
détente and transform it into a vehicle for international recognition
and domestic prosperity and acceptance. The development of
Ostpolitik, détente, and inner-German relations during the 1970s and
1980s would provide an answer to these questions.

In the early 1970s, the GDR leadership seemed confident that the
potentially dangerous implications of accepting the terms of West
German Ostpolitik could be kept under control. The Soviet govern-
ment under General Secretary Leonid Brezhnev provided unwaver-
ing support, and the benefits of international recognition and eco-
nomic co-operation with the West were too important to be rejected.
Yet there were early signs of increasing social instability toward the
end of the decade and in the early 1980s, and they found expression
in a number of forms: the expulsion of GDR citizens, notably intel-
lectuals and artists; the formation of grassroots opposition, beginning
with the peace movement Schwerter zu Pflugscharen (swords into
ploughshares) and environmental groups, later focusing around the
East German Protestant Church; and the growing number of people
asking for exit visas, soon amounting to hundreds of thousands. The
SED’s enforced expatriation of the satirical balladeer Wolf Biermann
in November 1976 set a dangerous precedent. It ended the cultural
Tauwetter (thaw) of the first half of the decade, during which many
intellectuals had hoped for détente in both the external relations of the
GDR as well as within East Germany itself. But with Biermann’s
expatriation, the disappointed members of the GDR’s cultural élite
became more critical of the SED regime. Subsequently, many were
themselves expelled and forced to follow Biermann on his voyage to
the West.11
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Others set a precedent of a different kind. On 20 January 1984 six
GDR citizens entered the US Embassy in East Berlin, refused to leave
and, in a letter to President Reagan, asked for political asylum and
protection against the organs of GDR security. After two days of
intense negotiations between East German lawyer and Honecker
confidant Wolfgang Vogel and representatives of the embassy and
the Bonn government, the refugees were allowed to resettle in the
Federal Republic. It was only the beginning of a series of attempts by
East German citizens to force their way out of the GDR via diplo-
matic missions. The most prominent example was Ingrid Berg, a
niece of GDR Minister President Willi Stoph, who, on 24 February
1984, fled to the West German Embassy in Prague, where fourteen
other East Germans had already asked for asylum. In October of the
same year the embassy had to be temporarily closed when more than
100 GDR citizens sought refuge there. Similar incidents were report-
ed from Bucharest, Budapest, and Warsaw.12

One reason why so many East Germans were desperately trying
to leave the GDR was that they had lost all hope of reform in the fore-
seeable future. According to a survey conducted by the Munich-
based communications research institute Infratest and the University
of Wuppertal among 2,000 emigrants (Aussiedler) from the GDR, the
reasons why they had left East Germany were ‘a lack of freedom of
opinion’, ‘political repression’, or ‘limited opportunities to travel’.
Economic motives had apparently played only a minor role,
although the decision to emigrate was generally the result of several
factors.13

The frustration of the East German population at the absence of
reform in the GDR was increased by examples of change in Poland,
Hungary, and even in the Soviet Union itself. The failure of the SED
leadership to implement similar reforms contributed significantly to
the loss of hope among GDR citizens that finally provided the basis
for the East German revolution of 1989. Developments in Poland in
particular had a potentially destabilizing effect on the GDR as early
as the summer of 1980, when worker unrest escalated in the ship-
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yards of Gdansk and Gdynia and the Solidarity movement present-
ed a dangerous challenge to the established Communist Party rule.14

The disturbances in neighbouring Poland shattered the confidence of
the GDR leadership and caused many SED functionaries to wonder,
for the first time, whether the sense of internal calm that had been
imposed on the country during the 1970s could be maintained.
Nationwide protest strikes and the organization of independent
labour unions by East German workers seemed unlikely but not
impossible, although most GDR citizens openly preferred their rela-
tive economic security to Polish chaos, Hungarian confusion, and
Soviet sloppiness. Yet the leadership in East Berlin took no chances.
On 30 October 1980 the SED Politburo decided to end visa-free traf-
fic between the GDR and Poland and to impose strict conditions on
travel between the two states. Demarcation to the West was now
complemented by delimitation to the East. Within the GDR, Minister
of State Security Erich Mielke publicly vowed to increase the activity
of security agencies throughout the country. This was necessary, he
argued, to combat the ‘inhuman and anti-socialist plans and machi-
nations’ of the forces of counter-revolution.15

But unrest nevertheless spread, and the spillover of Polish
reforms into other Eastern European countries became obvious when
in Hungary a heated debate began about János Kádár’s ‘Goulash
Communism’ and the country’s fundamental economic and political
goals,16 and similar discussions started in Czechoslovakia, scene of
the Prague Spring of 1968, as well. The GDR’s real problems began,
however, and the situation changed drastically, when Mikhail
Gorbachev became the new General Secretary of the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union on 10 March 1985. Despite various changes
in tactics and political emphasis under Stalin, Khrushchev, Brezhnev,
Andropov, and Chernenko, the USSR had been a bastion of Leninist
orthodoxy. For the Communist leadership of the GDR, continuity in
the nature of Soviet government had meant above all stability. The
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conservative Kremlin, afraid of revolutionary change and democrat-
ic upheaval, had guaranteed the power of the SED as the ruling force
in East Germany through the sheer presence of Soviet troops as well
as by the application of psychological pressure and physical force.
The 380,000 Soviet troops stationed in East Germany had been direct-
ed as much at keeping the SED in power as at providing external
security for the Warsaw Pact. As long as Soviet behaviour did not put
in doubt the disciplinary function of the Red Army presence—this
constantly implied the readiness, if considered necessary, to use force
in order to crack down on opposition, as had been the case in the
GDR in 1953, in Hungary in 1956, and in Czechoslovakia in 1968—
neither the stability of the GDR nor the existence of the Soviet empire
in Eastern Europe were seriously at risk.

All of this changed when Gorbachev assumed power, though not
overnight. The new Soviet leader did not possess a master plan for
reform beyond the catchwords glasnost and perestroika. His approach
was gradually to develop a concept for the transformation of Soviet
policy, economy, and society in an ongoing process dependent on
challenges that called for improvised action. This was also true with
regard to Soviet–East European relations. While Gorbachev seemed
to have a general idea—that is, a vision—about urgently needed eco-
nomic modernization and political reform in the Soviet Union as well
as a general readiness to return to détente and arms control with the
West, his early policies toward the countries of Eastern Europe
remained contradictory. Professions of diversity alternated with
demands for unity. Yet Gorbachev did little to discourage open
debates about political and economic changes. In fact, by refraining
from the application of traditional Soviet pressure, he actually
encouraged such debates.17

In the GDR, Erich Honecker embraced Gorbachev’s efforts for a
renewal of East–West détente but said there was no need for greater
openness or economic reform in the GDR.18 Unlike their East Euro-
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pean counterparts, Honecker and the SED leadership reaffirmed
their own ‘correct course’, past and present, and apparently felt no
need for reform at all. Honecker insisted that the GDR should not be
forced to adopt the Soviet model, but should be allowed to develop
socialism ‘in the colours of the GDR’. SED Politburo member Kurt
Hager, the party’s chief ideologist, even stated in an interview with the
West German magazine Der Stern on 9 April 1987 that ‘a policy of im-
posing the Soviet system on Germany would be wrong, such a policy
does not correspond to the current conditions in Germany’. And refer-
ring to Gorbachev’s vision of a ‘Common European Home’, Hager
added, somewhat sarcastically: ‘If your neighbour chooses to re-wall-
paper the walls of his house, would you feel obliged to do the same?’19

Thus the GDR’s self-isolation progressed. After demarcation
against the West in the 1970s and delimitation against Poland in 1980,
the SED now even isolated itself from the Soviet Union. Yet the grow-
ing autism of the leadership contrasted sharply with political devel-
opments among the population of the GDR, especially the young
people, for whom Gorbachev was not a threat but a symbol of hope.
The SED’s loss of contact with its own domestic sphere as well as
with the surrounding world—including the Soviet Union—was
therefore soon to become a major factor in its demise, as an increas-
ing number of East Germans began to ask what hope was left.

The impact of the ‘reformist encirclement’ of the GDR by the ever
increasing moves toward greater democracy and pluralism in
Eastern Europe can hardly be overstated. Encouraged by Gorba-
chev’s own attempts at internal reform, the countries there were free
to move in entirely new directions when Gorbachev’s repudiation of
the Brezhnev Doctrine, during his visit to Prague in April 1987, lib-
erated them from the fear of Soviet intervention. Unlike Leonid
Brezhnev in 1968, who had crushed the Prague uprising by military
force, Gorbachev accepted the idea of diversity and declared: ‘We are
far from calling on anyone to copy us. Every socialist country has its
specific features, and the fraternal parties determine their political
line with a view to the national conditions. ... No one has the right to
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claim a special status in the socialist world. The independence of
every party, its responsibility to its people, and its right to resolve
problems of the country’s development in a sovereign way – these
are indisputable principles for us.’20 Renewed confrontation between
striking steel mill and shipyard workers and the regime of General
Jaruzelski in Poland in April and May 1988, and the ousting of János
Kádár in Hungary on 9 May 1988, soon indicated that Gorbachev’s
friendly words had been well received. His Prague statement amount-
ed to a radicalization of the reform process. By the end of 1988, it
remained to be seen just how long the GDR would be able to remain
an island of tranquil orthodoxy in a turbulent sea of shifting political,
economic, and ideological structures.

II. The Implosion of the GDR 
By early 1989, the GDR leadership’s nervousness about Gorbachev’s
policy of glasnost and perestroika and the reform attempts in Eastern
Europe was compounded by the problem of growing unrest in East
Germany itself. There had been the potential for unrest ever since the
beginning of the ‘new Ostpolitik’, which had opened the floodgates
for Western ideas and ideals, but for more than a decade the SED
regime had proven itself capable of diluting their impact on GDR
society through its policy of demarcation, social pacification, and
tight security control. When the situation exploded, or rather implod-
ed, in 1989, however, the sudden outburst of dissatisfaction demon-
strated with a vengeance that the stability had been no more than
superficial, and that the substance of GDR society had long under-
gone dramatic changes which had been overlooked by Western
experts and Eastern politicians alike. The gap between idealistic
expectations and the reality of Communist practices became apparent.

Personal and cultural leeway had always been limited; periods of
liberalization had usually been brief—if they had occurred at all. Yet
the Biermann case now turned out to be a watershed. Those who pro-
tested against his expatriation or demonstrated against the lack of
intellectual freedom in the GDR and were not expelled, such as
Pastor Rainer Eppelmann, began quietly to organize meetings and
discussion groups that eventually developed into dissident organiza-
tions, such as Neues Forum, founded by, among others, Bärbel
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Bohley, a well-known painter and sculptor, in September 1989. Apart
from the rather spectacular and highly visible protests and demon-
strations by the peace movement, environmental groups, and articu-
late intellectuals, however, there were at least two other manifesta-
tions of dissent within GDR society which, in 1989, dealt a fatal blow
to the SED regime: the issue of Übersiedler (resettlers) and the grow-
ing flow of refugees, and the intensifying mass demonstrations in an
increasing number of East German cities.

The refugee problem had already been an issue for some time. But
on 2 May 1989, when the new Hungarian government decided to
open its border with Austria, events got out of control. When the SED
Politburo met two days later, on 4 May, for a regular meeting and
Defence Minister Heinz Kessler passed on ‘solid information’ he had
received from his military attaché in Budapest that the Hungarian
government was reducing installations but that border checks would
continue, the Politburo members felt relieved and continued their
session with a scheduled discussion about the outlook for the potash
industry in the GDR.21 Günter Schabowski, a member of both the
SED Central Committee and the Politburo, was present at the meet-
ing on 4 May and later recalled that he had immediately had a hunch
about the ‘explosive force’ that the Hungarian dismantling of the Iron
Curtain might have for the GDR. But he, like the other members of
the Politburo, had preferred to ignore his forebodings, since General
Kessler’s spirited explanation had provided a comfortable ‘alibi’.22

Yet by the spring of 1989, 120,000 East Germans had filed exit
applications, and the opening of the Iron Curtain by Hungary on 2
May immediately encouraged others to do the same or, even worse
in the view of the GDR government, to go straight to the Federal
Republic via Hungary and Austria. On 19 August some 660 GDR cit-
izens used the Pan-European Union’s ‘picnic’ near Sopron on the
border between Hungary and Austria for a spectacular escape to the
West, while the Hungarian border guards carefully looked the other
way and did not intervene.23 In the SED Politburo, Günter Mittag
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accused the Hungarians of ‘treachery to socialism’. A GDR deputy
foreign minister, sent to Budapest as an SED representative ‘to slow
things down’, returned empty-handed. The Hungarians no longer
had control, and they apparently had no intention of regaining it. The
démarche in Budapest only confirmed the worst. The emissary report-
ed that Hungarian Foreign Minister Gyüla Horn was the ‘driving
force behind developments’, while the military continued to be ‘loyal
to the expectations of the GDR’, but was no longer united.24

Honecker therefore ordered Foreign Minister Oskar Fischer to
sound out Moscow to find out whether a Warsaw Pact meeting could
be arranged to discipline the Hungarians. But Gorbachev declined.
The time had passed when a departure from the general line could be
corrected by majority pressure. The GDR was alone. Within one
month, the number of East Germans who crossed from Hungary to
Austria on their way to the Federal Republic climbed to more than
25,000. On 10 October the Ministry for Intra-German Relations in
Bonn reported that during the first nine months of 1989 a total of
110,000 East Germans had resettled in the Federal Republic with or
without the consent of the GDR authorities. Some 32,500 GDR resi-
dents had registered in West German reception centres in September
alone.25

The opening of the Hungarian–Austrian border contributed deci-
sively to the swelling of the exodus. But the Hungary-to-Austria
escape route was not the only one. Thousands of GDR residents who
had managed to get to Poland or Czechoslovakia sought refuge in
West German embassies in Warsaw and Prague, refusing to leave
until the GDR granted them permission to resettle in the Federal
Republic, thus further increasing the pressure on the GDR govern-
ment to implement urgently needed reforms, in fact, to change the
nature of the East German system. Even West German Foreign
Minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher called for such reforms when he
stated, in a speech at the United Nations on 27 September 1989: ‘The
GDR can, under its own conditions, contribute through reforms
toward greater openness in Europe, just as the Soviet Union, Poland
and Hungary are already doing. Deeply moved, we witness the fate
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of young people who are sorrowfully leaving their homes and their
familiar surroundings. Nobody can want that. A policy of reform
would open up new prospects in the GDR as in other Central and
Eastern European countries. This will encourage the people to stay.’26

Yet the exodus of GDR citizens to the West was just one catalyst
of change. Public demonstrations against the regime were at least as
powerful as the refugee movement in signalling an ever-growing
opposition to the SED regime. Such demonstrations had been held
regularly on the seventh day of every month since June, drawing
attention to the manipulation of local elections on 7 May. In addition,
weekly ‘Monday demonstrations’ began in Leipzig on Monday, 4
September, after some 1,200 people gathered to pray for peace in the
Nikolai Church and attempted to march to Market Square in the city
centre, chanting demands for freedom of travel and the right of
assembly. By early October, the Monday demonstrations had become
an established tradition and the focus of opposition in the GDR. The
number of participants had grown to about 5,000 on 25 September
and as many as 20,000 on 2 October.

Encouraged by the success of the demonstrations and the lack of
government response, a number of political organizations were
formed: on 26 August the SPD in the GDR; on 10 September New
Forum; on 12 September Democracy Now; and on 14 September
Democratic Awakening.27 The SED leadership now faced both a refu-
gee problem and an increasingly powerful internal opposition
fuelled by mass demonstrations and organized political groupings.
The celebration of the GDR’s fortieth anniversary on 7 October only
underlined the need for substantial change when Gorbachev, who
had been invited to attend the festivities, used the opportunity to
declare at a meeting with the SED Politburo at Niederschönhausen
Castle that time was running out and that ‘We have only one choice:
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to go forward resolutely.’ According to the verbatim protocol,
Gorbachev famously stated:

I think it to be very important not to miss the right time and
not to waste an opportunity. ... If we stay behind, life will pun-
ish us. ... This is the stage of important decisions. They must be
far-reaching decisions, they must be well thought through in
order to bear rich fruit. Our experiences and the experiences of
Poland and Hungary have convinced us: If the [Communist]
party does not respond to life, it will be condemned. We have
only one choice: to go forward resolutely; otherwise we shall
be beaten by life itself.28

For the GDR, it was, in fact, already too late. The resignation of
Erich Honecker as General Secretary of the SED on 16 October and
his replacement by Egon Krenz did little to ease the tension. The
refugee movement and the mass demonstrations continued. On 6
November 500,000 people gathered in Leipzig, 60,000 in Halle, 50,000
in Karl-Marx-Stadt (Dresden), 10,000 in Cottbus, and 25,000 in
Schwerin. The following day the entire government of the GDR
stepped down, and on 8 November the Politburo also resigned as a
group and was replaced by a new leadership that consisted basically
of the anti-Honecker elements of the former regime, among them
Egon Krenz, Hans Modrow, and Günter Schabowski. Modrow was
eventually nominated as the GDR’s new Prime Minister.

Within this framework, the opening of the Berlin Wall on 9
November, however dramatic and symbolic, constituted no more
than one of many steps in the decline and eventual collapse of the
GDR.29 Even the prospect of German reunification, greeted with
scenes of joy and exuberance on top of the Wall in front of the
Brandenburg Gate, had already been a strong possibility since the
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fundamental changes in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union had
begun—even if most observers had not noticed it at the time. Now,
after the lifting of the Iron Curtain, however, the world realized that
a revolution was in the making and that a new national awareness of
the German people was about to be expressed, even if a united
Germany still remained a distant prospect. Unification had not been
a principle demand of the millions whose demonstrations had forced
the SED to its knees, and the process of disentangling the two
Germanys from a web of separate alliances and economic systems
was going to be a staggering task that could not be completed with-
out great determination, effort, and time.

Yet former US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger pointed to an
already visible future, when, in a Newsweek article on 4 December, he
cited the nineteenth-century Austrian foreign minister Count
Metternich, who once had written: ‘Policy is like a play in many acts
which unfolds inexorably once the curtain is raised. To declare then
that the performance will not go on is an absurdity. The play will be
completed either by the actors or by the spectators who mount the
stage.’30 And Kissinger was right. After the structures of the Cold
War had been weakened by détente and were finally abandoned by
the leaders of Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union itself, the GDR
had little chance of survival. Hans Modrow was among the first to
realize how bad the situation was, particularly in economic terms. In
January 1990, he advanced the date for general elections from May to
March, arguing that the GDR might no longer exist in May. On 1 Feb-
ruary he presented a plan for a German–German confederation, enti-
tled ‘For Germany, United Fatherland’.31 And a few days later, on 6
February, he urged the Federal government in Bonn to come up with
a quick solution for a currency union between the two German states,
knowing that if the D-Mark did not come to the East Germans, the
East Germans would go to the D-Mark.
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The astonishing proposals of the East German head of govern-
ment, put forward within a matter of two weeks, made it clear
beyond any doubt that the GDR was no longer able to move on. The
SED regime had been able to survive only under the laboratory con-
ditions of the Soviet empire. Now, encircled by reformist states all
over Eastern Europe, suffering from open borderlines that allowed
East Germans to travel freely, and confronted with Mikhail
Gorbachev in the Kremlin, the Communist regime in the GDR no
longer had a future. It could not cope with the realities of freedom. It
could only surrender and allow its people to unite with the Federal
Republic, as most East Germans had wished to do ever since 1945.

III. The Role of the Federal Republic
Until late November 1989, the West German government had been
extremely careful not to exploit the delicate situation that had devel-
oped in the East. In his annual State of the Nation address on 8
November, one day before the Wall was opened, Chancellor Kohl
had still declared that the Federal Republic was prepared to support
reforms implemented by the new GDR leadership. He called on the
GDR’s ruling Communist regime to abandon its monopoly on
power, permit independent parties, and give binding assurances of
free elections. Bonn was willing, Kohl said, to discuss ‘a new dimen-
sion of economic assistance’ to the GDR if the economic system was
fundamentally reformed, bureaucratic economic planning was
removed, and a free market system was developed.32

Even after the opening of the Wall, in another speech to the
Bundestag on 16 November, Kohl remained reluctant. Instead of
indulging in euphoria about the possibilities of German reunifica-
tion, he only stated the facts of recent inner-German developments in
a sober and concise analysis and confirmed that the Federal Republic
would ‘of course respect any decision that the people in the GDR
come to in free self-determination’.33 All members of the parliament,
including the Greens, applauded. A few hours later, however, offi-
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cials in Bonn were told by US ambassador Vernon A. Walters: ‘I
believe in reunification. Whoever speaks out against it, will be swept
away politically.’34 The following day, the government in Bonn
received the text of a speech which Gorbachev had made to students
in Moscow on 15 November, which also referred to ‘reunification’.
And, finally, on 21 November, Nikolai Portugalov, a Soviet specialist
on Germany, turned up in the Chancellery in Bonn. He presented a
hand-written note, hastily translated into German, in which the
Soviet government raised specific questions regarding co-operation
between the two German states, particularly about reunification, the
GDR’s accession to the European Community, membership in
alliances, and the possibility of a peace treaty. ‘As you can see’,
Portugalov added in a conversation with Horst Teltschik, the
Chancellor’s foreign policy adviser, ‘we are pondering over every-
thing in the German question alternately, even ... the unthinkable.’35

Teltschik, naturally, was electrified, as was the West German gov-
ernment. Apparently the Soviet leadership’s thoughts on German
reunification had proceeded much further than had hitherto been
assumed in Bonn—even further than the Federal government had
allowed itself to think. Teltschik’s responses to the Soviet questions
therefore had to be kept evasive and circumspect. But, of course, he
immediately informed the Chancellor and arranged for a meeting,
which took place in the Chancellery on the night of 23 November.
Here Kohl and his advisers decided to develop a concept for the uni-
fication process, the famous Ten-Point Plan, which was incorporated
in a speech that Kohl would deliver to the Bundestag on 28
November—not in a dramatic new State of the Nation address, but
within the scheduled debate on the budget.

Kohl’s proposal for a German confederation amounted to a major
earthquake. This was, after all, the first time since the 1960s that a
German Chancellor was talking in public about the possibility of
reunification, saying that ‘Reunification, the re-attainment of German
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state unity,’ remained ‘the political goal of the Federal government.’36

With respect to the external aspects of his programme, Kohl added:

The future of Germany must fit into the future architecture of
Europe as a whole. The West has to provide peace-making aid
here with its concept for a permanent and just European order
of peace. ... The European Community is now required to
approach the reform-orientated states in Central, Eastern and
Southern Europe with openness and flexibility. ... This of
course includes the GDR. The Federal government therefore
approves the quick conclusion of a trade and co-operation
agreement with the GDR. This would expand and secure the
GDR’s entry to the Common Market, including the perspec-
tives of 1992.37

Not surprisingly, the Chancellor continued to be cautious, trying
to avoid anything that could further unsettle the already shaky polit-
ical balance at the centre of Europe. His concept envisaged only long-
term changes and aimed to create a European framework for any
steps taken toward German unification. But when he visited the GDR
three weeks later and faced the crowds in the ruins of the
Frauenkirche in Dresden on 19 December, he quickly realized that
the East Germans wanted not long-term, but immediate change, that
time was running out quickly, and that nothing short of German
reunification would satisfy the demands of the East German people.
In fact, the participants in the regular Monday demonstrations had
already changed their slogan from ‘We are the people’ to ‘We are one
nation’ in early December. Kohl himself, who was also affected by
the emotions in Dresden, therefore concluded his speech by pro-
claiming: ‘God bless our German fatherland.’38

Subsequently, Prime Minister Modrow’s proposal ‘For Germany,
United Fatherland’ and his plea for a currency union were welcomed
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by the Bonn government as steps in the right direction. Yet
Chancellor Kohl was no longer prepared to respect a government
that had not been elected freely by the East German people and
decided to wait for the outcome of the elections on 18 March 1990
before continuing to do business with the GDR. And he was certain-
ly pleased when the East German CDU under Lothar de Maizière,
with 48.1 per cent of the vote, scored a land-slide victory over the
SPD, which received only 21.8 per cent, and the citizen’s movements
with a disappointing 2.9 per cent.39

In reality, of course, it was a victory for Kohl. Early in the cam-
paign, the SPD had taken a commanding lead. A public opinion poll
in the first week of February found that if elections were held then,
the SPD would win 54 per cent, the PDS (the former Communists) 12
per cent, and the CDU no more than 11 per cent. Then Chancellor
Kohl stepped in on 6 February, one day after his government had
declared that it had created a cabinet-level Committee on Unity to
chart the way toward a single Germany, and one day before Finance
Minister Theo Waigel and Economic Minister Helmut Haussmann,
as well as the president of the German Bundesbank, Otto Pöhl, agreed
at a cabinet meeting on 7 February that the Federal Republic should
‘immediately’ enter into talks with the GDR on the creation of a cur-
rency union between the two German states and concurrent econom-
ic reform. West German SPD leader Hans-Jochen Vogel quickly real-
ized that this meant an East German race towards ‘good money’ and
even political unification, both of which now seemed to be associat-
ed with the East German CDU, backed by the Federal government
and Chancellor Kohl. In a debate in the Bundestag on 15 February,
Vogel, who like his party colleague Oskar Lafontaine was opposed to
a rush toward unification, therefore attacked Kohl’s proposed strate-
gy for immediate progress toward monetary union, stating that
‘what is at stake here is not the absorption of East Germany or a ter-
ritory without government’—intimating that this was Kohl’s goal.
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‘What we face here,’ Vogel declared, ‘is uniting with a people that
has won its freedom by itself.’40

Kohl, on the other hand, gambled on his promise to bring help—
after the elections. At his first campaign appearance in the GDR on 20
February, the chancellor listed the aid Bonn had provided for East
Germany so far. Speaking to more than 100,000 people in the square
in front of the Gothic cathedral of Erfurt, a city of only 220,000 inhab-
itants, Kohl said that he was not willing to invest several billions
more unless it could be guaranteed that this money would reach the
people. But, the chancellor continued, thousands of West German
business leaders stood poised to bring investment and jobs to East
Germany, and once conditions were right they would ‘build up a
booming country in the shortest of times’. The masses cheered in a
sea of West German flags, and when a few hundred leftist demon-
strators broke into raucous taunts, throaty chants of ‘Reds out! Reds
out!’ drowned them out.41

This picture was repeated several times before 13–14 March,
when Kohl made his last two appearances at campaign rallies. He
addressed crowds of 100,000 in Cottbus and 300,000 in Leipzig,
promising not only additional help in general but, without the prior
consent of his cabinet, to convert the savings accounts of small savers
at the favourable exchange rate of 1:1 for the East German mark after
the currency union took effect on 1 July 1990. Thus Kohl gave the East
Germans the impression that his government and his party, unlike
the opposition Social Democrats, would live up to their decades-long
promises of solidarity with their fellow countrymen in the East. In
contrast, Saarland Minister President Oskar Lafontaine, who was
named on 19 March by the SPD executive committee as the party’s
candidate for Chancellor in the Bundestag elections scheduled for 2
December 1990, repeatedly appealed for a ‘cautious transition’ to a
currency union with the GDR, which, he said, required ‘careful
preparation’.42 Lafontaine also demanded an end to payments to East
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German pensioners resettling in the West, the cancellation of all other
payments for the accommodation and integration of resettlers, and
investment of savings in the GDR which, it could be assumed, he was
determined to preserve as an independent state.43

Yet it was Kohl’s, not Lafontaine’s, strategy that would prevail.
The Chancellor’s last-minute announcement, only five days before
the election, of a 1:1 conversion of savings accounts turned out to be
crucial in upsetting the predicted outcome. Kohl brought his author-
ity, and the financial power of the Federal Republic, to bear in help-
ing his party win the election. The outcome was a resounding call for
quick unification and a market economy, vindicating the persuasive
promises of Kohl and his CDU and CSU colleagues, who had told the
East Germans that only the Christian Conservatives could provide
the money needed to revive the country’s suffering economy and to
establish a unified Germany without undue delay. In fact, the large
vote for the Alliance for Germany or, to be more precise, for the par-
ties backed by the government in Bonn and Chancellor Kohl, was ‘in
effect a death sentence for the German Democratic Republic and an
endorsement of absorption, as quickly as possible, into big, rich West
Germany’, as Serge Schmemann noted in the New York Times.44

To cut a long story short, Kohl stepped in very late, only after the
GDR was politically as well as economically finished, but when he
did, he did so effectively. It would be unfair to say that the Federal
Republic pushed the development toward German reunification
either too early or too offensively, before the East German people had
made up their minds. But after the decision had been taken by the
Modrow government as well as by the electorate on 18 March,
Chancellor Kohl did not hesitate to take the lead and steer the unifi-
cation process in the direction in which he wanted it to go.
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