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The questions, choices, and decisions that Germany of 2010 faces today are vastly different than those the
two Germanys confronted over two decades ago. This special publication, made possible by the Dräger
Foundation, looks back not only at the changes in Germany as they unfolded in 1989 and 1990, but offers
views on Germany’s role in Europe and the world in the decades to come.

The pace of history in the lead up to German unification in 1989 and 1990 was and remains breathtaking.
The combination of courage, cool-headed assessment, and carpe diem thinking on the part of those who
made possible the celebration on the steps of the Reichstag on October 3, 1990 was a unique confluence
of people who grasped an opportunity and worked together to make a vision come true. In his essay, Robert
B. Zoellick outlines the diplomatic steps taken on the road to unification, suggesting lessons that can be
applied to today’s challenges.

Throughout the decade after unification, Germany tried to plot its course fully aware of what unification meant,
not only to the millions of Germans on either side of the now fallen Berlin Wall, but also to those who had
experienced a powerful and aggressive Germany in the first half of the twentieth century and were wary of
the direction Germany would take now as the largest economy and most populous country in Europe. Josef
Joffe discusses just this issue, analyzing how the Federal Republic of Germany’s embeddedness in the West
and in Western institutions kept it from repeating its past aggrandizement.

Indeed, European neighbors recalled the meaningful words of historian Fritz Stern who once said: when
Germany thinks about its future, others think about its past. And that is why Germany and then-Chancellor
Helmut Kohl, in particular, were so fully behind the efforts to widen and deepen the process of European inte-
gration. The message was that German unification and European integration were two sides of the same coin.
However, even twenty years later, the business of unifying Europe is not complete, argues Wolfgang
Ischinger. Germany’s leadership in European integration must continue in the twenty-first century.

The path Germany was to take after 1990 involved not only working on the difficult challenges of unifying the
country. There were also adjustments to its role on the world stage. The political environment has changed
and questions about the balance of power, responsibility, and the overall purpose of the transatlantic alliance
were being raised more seriously than ever before. 

Many of the institutions that had been created to deal with the world during the Cold War have had to adjust
to new kinds of threats and challenges, such as terrorist threats, energy security, climate change, pandemic
diseases, or mass migration. Still, there was a surprising degree of continuity and consistency in security policy
as it emerged in 1989 and 1990 that continues to reverberate today, argues Mary Elise Sarotte.

Even before the Wall fell in 1989, the Federal Republic of Germany had evolved as the world’s leading export
nation, a powerful economy, and a leading actor on many international stages, in Europe and across a range
of international institutions and initiatives. Today, German-American economic relations are at the heart of
transatlantic relations, says Robert M. Kimmitt, and the challenge going forward will be to ensure that we do
not relegate our economic relations to less importance than political and military relations.

FOREWORD
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West Germany was an important member of NATO during the Cold War as a primary basing theatre and it
remains a cornerstone of the alliance today. Both its role in NATO’s mission in Afghanistan and its recent elec-
tion to the United Nations Security Council—a role it has actively sought for many years—are indications that
Germany wishes to demonstrate its ability to be what President Bush called for in 1989—a partner in lead-
ership and that a “reconstituted” Germany, according to John Kornblum, is coming of age.

Even as Germany strives to prove its leadership and partnership both within the European Union and across
the Atlantic, the work is not complete. As long as Europe is going to remain a cluster of nation-states with
different political systems and styles of government, the question of European leadership will remain answered
in the national capitals as well as in Brussels. Unification has ultimately given Germany a strong economic
position. Due to the euro it has a limited exchange-rate risk and it carries a significant amount of weight in the
European Parliament and the Council of Ministers in Brussels under the rules codified by the Lisbon Treaty.
But as we saw during the euro crisis, Germany must grow more accustomed to its political heft and risk making
unpopular decisions. It cannot, says Almut Möller, be afraid of its leadership role.

As we look back on the past two decades of a unified Germany, the record of accomplishments are many.
Today Germany has become one of the world’s most prosperous and respected nations. It has fulfilled its
goals of becoming a partner in a global web of intergovernmental institutions and has used its abilities and
skills in pursuing consensus on the world stage as well as within its own social economic order. 

Throughout all these transformations, debates, and challenges, the role of Germany will remain of central impor-
tance. The challenges Germany faces are shared with many of its neighbors, indeed also with the United
States. Adjusting our economic systems to avoid the perils we have been through during the past two years,
dealing with the assimilation and integration of immigrants, or finding new ways to prevent our planet from
suffering long-term environmental dangers, the U.S. and Europe have to confront an enormous agenda of
shared burdens and responsibilities. 

During the past twenty years, we in the United States have watched Germany and Europe struggle with these
domestic and foreign policy questions just as we have struggled with them as well. Throughout the many chal-
lenges we’ve faced, Germany’s track record has clearly been positive: Germany is a reliable partner in lead-
ership of the Euro-Atlantic community. Its institutions are stable, its political culture is resilient, its quality of
life is among the most attractive and admired in the world. Unified Germany has overcome many challenges. 

The past twenty years have shown that the fall of the Berlin Wall is far from being just an end-point; rather, it
was the beginning of a new era in German-American relations, in transatlantic cooperation, and in global
affairs. With this publication, AICGS seeks to shine new light on German unification and its consequences
for Germany, the European Union, and transatlantic relations. We are grateful to the Dräger Stiftung for its
generous support of this publication, to the authors for sharing their experiences and insights, and to Jessica
Riester for her editorial work.

 Jackson Janes
Executive Director
AICGS

Dieter Feddersen
Member of the Board of Director
Dräger Stiftung
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eSSayS



Twenty years ago, on October 3, 1990, the Federal
Republic of Germany absorbed the German
Democratic Republic, uniting Germany.  In the eleven
months after the East Germans breached the Berlin
Wall, diplomacy raced toward what now seems a
pre-ordained result.  But was it?  Perhaps there are
some lessons that might be useful today.

First, anticipation is vital.  It is nearly impossible to
predict precise incidents, but one can perceive trends
and lay groundwork for contingencies.  This need
may seem obvious, but the daily press of events
usually pre-empts thinking far ahead.

In early 1989, President George H.W. Bush felt that
the geopolitical center of gravity was shifting to
Central and Eastern Europe and that Germany’s
posture would be critical.  In his first six months, Bush
shored up NATO’s cohesion—and Germany’s place
within the Alliance—by deferring the contentious
issue of short-range nuclear missiles and by
advancing drastic cuts in conventional forces in
Europe, over the objection of his Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff.  Bush visited Germany, Poland,
and Hungary to signal that the Cold War had to end
with a Europe whole and free.

Second, the United States approached German unifi-
cation with a strategic and historic perspective.  To
avoid a “Versailles Victory” that invited its own
destruction, we sought to mesh German unification
within the unification of Europe in peace and freedom.
We resisted efforts to restrict a united Germany’s
sovereignty, so as to avoid future grievances and to
encourage Germany to be a full partner.  We
welcomed a unification of Europe that could be a
democratic partner for the United States.  And we
offered the Soviet Union an opportunity to participate

in a new security system based on a changed North
Atlantic Alliance, seeking to address legitimate
concerns with respect, so as to limit the likelihood of
future irredentism.

Third, the United States combined strategy with prac-
tical judgments about events:  We believed the East
German public would be a driving force for national
unity.  Our diplomats in East Germany, in touch with
courageous dissidents, thought the East would opt
for a “Third Way.”  But the desire of East Germans to
have what their Western cousins enjoyed meant that
unification would be a takeover by the legitimate
German state, not a merger.  The human momentum
also posed risks if the diplomatic process stalled. 

Fourth, the United States and West Germany urged
the creation of the “Two-plus-Four” process to
manage change while avoiding delaying tactics.  The
Soviets, after all, had treaty rights from World War II
and 380,000 troops in East Germany.  It appeared
we could influence their thinking. During times of flux,
counterparts may be uncertain; in the right circum-
stances, negotiators can help others determine how
to achieve or even define objectives.  Yet negotiators
must be disciplined in linking process to goals,
because diplomats can fall into a trap of treating talks
as an end in themselves.

Fifth, the strategy and negotiations depended criti-
cally on the investment President Bush and Secretary
of State James Baker made in building trust with their
counterparts.  These ties were fundamental to the
partnership with Germany, of course, but also vital for
reassuring the Poles and the West Europeans.  Early
on, when France’s President François Mitterrand
suggested to Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev
that they work together with Britain to block unifica-
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tion, Gorbachev worried that he was being set-up
against Chancellor Helmut Kohl of Germany and
President Bush.  Although Bush paid a price at home,
his non-triumphal response to the opening of the
Berlin Wall earned dividends in his relations with
Gorbachev.  By July 1990, trust had developed to the
point that Baker alerted Soviet Foreign Minister
Eduard Shevardnadze to U.S. initiatives at NATO,
enabling Shevardnadze to pre-empt opponents with
a positive statement when NATO announced the
changes.

Sixth, the United States was aware of the special
need to communicate with the public so as to
generate support for its diplomacy. We needed to
assure Germans that we stood with them, while
addressing the anxieties of publics throughout Europe
and the Soviet Union; if their concerns were not
addressed, political leaders would have less room to
work out solutions.  We were aided immensely that
the American public instinctively associated with the
desire of Germans to unify in freedom.

Finally, timing—seizing the moment—is at the heart of
diplomacy.  A few months after Germany’s unification,
Shevardnadze was gone.  The next year, coup plot-
ters struck and both Gorbachev and the Soviet Union
were finished.  Even on the U.S. side, by the time of
the final signings, attention had shifted to Iraq’s inva-
sion of Kuwait and the need to create a new coalition.

Bismarck, who unified Germany a century before, said
that the sign of a statesman is to recognize Fate as
she rushes past, so as to grab on to her cloak.
Though Fate changes her appearance, she is still with
us.  

This essay was originally published on
HuffingtonPost.com and in German in Die Welt. 
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On October 3 this year, Germany celebrated the
twentieth anniversary of reunification. The event left
nary a trace. So let’s go back to 1990. Writing in the
International Herald Tribune, a German-Jewish jour-
nalist poured out the anxieties of the time. A “unified
Germany,” this son of Holocaust survivors warned,
“may grow into everything the world abhorred in the
Germany of the early part of the century: a powerful
country never content to accept limits on its political
or economic strength […] whose rulers remain
happily oblivious to foreigners’ concerns.” Soon, we
might be watching the replay. “The peaceful and
moderately dull Federal Republic of Germany […] is
leaving the stage. Its replacement, a rich and mighty
entity, may become a strange and eerie place—
perhaps even the source of a new wave of darkness
spreading over the earth.”

This was the archetypal horror scenario, circa 1990:
the past as prelude, the Federal Republic as
precursor of the “Fourth Reich.” Tempting as the
historical analogies may be, they turned out to be
completely wrong. Why? 

To begin with, democracy worked in West Germany,
whereas it was curtailed in the Second Reich (1871-
1919) and doomed in the First Republic (1919-33).
And it worked because the conditions were, for the
first time, just right. The difference between 1919
and 1945 was the Cold War, which soon turned a
pariah into an indispensable ally. Instead of repara-
tions, there was the Marshall Plan. Instead of beggar-
thy-neighbor protectionism, there was free trade.
Export outlets lost in the East were doubled and
tripled by the Common Market in the West, fueling
export-led growth. Paradoxically, even dismember-
ment and partition proved a boon, feeding, until the
Wall was built in 1961, twelve million refugees into a

booming economy in desperate need of fresh labor.

Unlike the Weimar Republic, the Bonn Republic
could enjoy the economic consequences of peace;
and, as a result, democracy flourished. But the poli-
tics were also right. The great loser of World War I,
Weimar Germany, could never clear the accounts. It
remained the object of suspicion and encirclement.
Not so the Federal Republic, which was handed
membership in the Western community that deliv-
ered a shelter and a role. Instead of French interven-
tion, there was Franco-German friendship. Instead of
endemic insecurity, there was NATO and a junior part-
nership with the United States. 

For once, Germany was not alone but embedded in
the West. And because West German—and
European—security was guaranteed by a mighty
superpower, the Federal Republic was blessed twice:
it could not threaten others and it could not be threat-
ened by them. To exaggerate a bit, West German
democracy was the sturdy child of the Cold War and
an American-sponsored Western community.

Safety and prosperity prepared the grounds where
the seeds of civility, democracy, and, yes,
“Westernization” could take root after 1945—as they
could not after 1919. Western democracy—rejected
1919 and torn to shreds after 1933—came to rest on
a stronger foundation than the loaded guns of the
victors. In the 1950s, the extremist parties of the Right
and the Left, new Nazis and old Communists, fell into
oblivion one by one. The 1970s witnessed the rise of
terrorism, complete with spectacular murders of busi-
ness leaders. Predictably, there was a cry for harsher
laws and greater police powers. In the end, though,
civil rights were not curtailed, apart from the ugly
Extremistenbeschluss that barred radicals from the
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civil service—be they lowly railroad workers or high
defense officials. The Constitutional Court, at first the
weakest of the three branches, became a strong,
independent force—as in the United States.

The most critical test came in the mid-1960s—in the
guise of West Germany’s first postwar recession. Half
a million people were out of work, and that correlated
ominously with the rise of the neo-Nazi National
Democratic Party (NPD). Today, the NPD gets less
than 1 percent at the polls—while three million are
jobless (and five had been in mid-decade). The
reason is simple. The modern welfare state, in
Germany as elsewhere, has thrown up plenty of
defenses against the revolt of the losers, be they
victims of recession or globalization. In the 1920s, an
impoverished young German might have joined the
Storm Troopers for the sake of a fresh brown shirt,
three meals a day, and the social status conferred by
a shiny pair of jackboots. Today, his out-of-work great-
grandchild gets two-thirds of his last after-tax income
from the government. Joblessness does not imply
misery.

The long and the short of it is that Germany today is
part of the Western mainstream—and resolutely in
the middle. Resentment of Muslim immigration has
thrown up far-right, xenophobe parties from France to
Sweden, but not in Germany. Here, the past is indeed
prologue, but in entirely benign ways. Given the
country’s murderous past, anti-Nazism is part of
Germany’s DNA, which explains why neo-Nazi parties
are always on the verge of extinction and while the
prospects of a “Sweden Democrats” type party
remain dim.

Hence reunited Germany did not turn into a “strange
and eerie place.” But what about a milder version of
the angst that was rampant in France, Britain, and Italy
twenty years ago? Wouldn’t this colossus in the heart
of Europe, no matter how democratic, start throwing
its weight around once it was liberated from the
chains of the Cold War?

Yet the Berlin Republic did not turn into a remake of
the Wilhelmine Reich, clamoring for a “place in the
sun.” Put it down to a wondrous learning experience.
When Germany went it alone, it reaped deadly war
and political disaster. When it opted for community

and alliance with the West, it flourished beyond belief.
Even giving up the Deutsche Mark was a boon,
protecting the economy against relentless revalua-
tion while forcing the rest into monetary discipline à
la the Bundesbank. Indeed, the European Central
Bank is the Bundesbank writ large. Why act the bully
when you can exert your power through international
institutions? Angela Merkel got her way on the Greek
rescue package, and again in 2010, by insisting on
stricter EU sanctions against spendthrift members of
the euro-zone. Why fight if you can sing “I did it my
way” while honoring multilateral rules and proce-
dures?

The new, more civilized and civilianized game of
nations offers the largest payoffs to nations such as
Germany; that is, those who are strong, but not over-
bearing. The game has devalued vast military power,
delivering influence to those who can back up their
bets with economic chips and the authority that
comes from an attractive socio-political model. Why,
then, should they forgo their advantage by changing
the rules? In the attempt, the Germans would certainly
revive the hostile coalitions that proved their undoing
in 1919 and 1945. 

What about yesterday’s “rulers” who remained
“happily oblivious to foreigners’ concerns?” The differ-
ence is sixty-five years of happy and stable liberal
democracy. Democratic rulers are simply more
sensible and sensitive about such risks than were the
Hohenzollerns and the Hitlerites.

What is the moral of this tale? Yes, the past is
prologue. But it is not the past of Wilhelm, Weimar,
or Hitler, but the political miracle after the war that
trumped even the fabled economic one. Failure
poisons the future, but success breeds success, in
business as well as in politics.
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Twenty years ago, a miracle happened. After the fall
of the Wall in November 1989, Germany was united
within 329 days, without a single shot fired. All of our
neighbors and partners agreed, and Germany
remained a member of the European Union (EU), and
of NATO. The Warsaw Pact was subsequently
dissolved, the Soviet Army withdrew from the German
Democratic Republic (GDR) and other countries in
central Europe, intermediate-range nuclear weapons
(INF) were eliminated, and a START and a CFE
agreement concluded. In short, the Cold War was
over, Germany united, Europe transformed, and the
world changed. Truly:  a diplomatic and historic
miracle. 

Have we fulfilled the promise of 1990—in the words
of Helmut Kohl—“to serve peace in the world and
advance the unification of Europe”?  Have we heeded
the warning spelled out by Federal President Richard
von Weizsäcker, also on October 3, 1990, that “the
Western border of the Soviet Union must not become
the Eastern border of Europe”?

For the better part of the last decade, we have
defended a European order which has become
largely dysfunctional.  Our existing institutions and
structures were unable to prevent the Russia-Georgia
conflict in 2008, offer a solution to the instability in
Kyrgyzstan, or resolve simmering disputes in the
Caucasus and the Balkans, including the Kosovo
problem. In short, the status quo in Europe is not
satisfactory. It is at risk of developing into a source of
instability instead of providing sustained stability.

The unification of Germany became the model for the
unification of Europe: no new institutions. While this
worked very well indeed in the case of Germany, this
approach has turned out to be somewhat less

successful in the case of the European order. Sure:
superficially examined, enlargement of Western insti-
tutions has been a great success story: the  EU of
twenty-seven, NATO of twenty-eight, with Germany
smack in the middle: a dream come true?

Since 1989, a total of fifteen new states have
emerged out of the former Soviet Union, seven from
former Yugoslavia,  while Czechoslovakia split in two.
Many of these states continue to be subject to crises
and instability, ethnic strife, frozen territorial conflicts,
economic hardship, and fear of foreign intervention.
A number of these and other “in between” states—
from Belarus to Ukraine to Turkey—have not yet really
found a firm anchoring spot in the European order.

But the central issue is, of course, Russia. If Russia
would feel comfortable with the European order, the
rest of the puzzle would most likely fall into place. 

The problem is that Russia never accepted a
European order centered on NATO and the EU. Yes,
Russia tolerated the expansion of the West. But this
came to an end a decade ago when the West ignored
Russian opposition and intervened in Kosovo in
1999. And the Organization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) never became
popular in Moscow and could therefore not fill the
vacuum.

This is the key reason why the business of unifying
Europe is not finished—yet.

The European Security Order: Building  a
New Relationship with Russia

From a German point of view, there is today a window
of opportunity for a new arrangement with Russia.
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Why? Let me give you four reasons: 

 First, the conditions and perceptions of security in
Europe have significantly changed  since the 1990s,
and quite dramatically over the last few years. Today,
none of the EU’s twenty-seven  members fears mili-
tary attack. This is even true for those European coun-
tries closest to Russia, such as Poland, and the Baltic
states. A Baltic prime minister recently remarked that
his country has never been as safe, and as free of the
fear of foreign intervention, as today.  The one excep-
tion to this is probably  Georgia.  The vacuum left by
the absence of the fear of war has been filled with
post-modern concerns: defending a certain way of
life, climate, energy, immigration, environment.
European elites have changed the way they think
about security. 

Actually, this change amounts to a major paradigm
shift: whereas in the past, Europeans feared powerful
neighbors who might invade them, they are more
afraid today of weak or failing countries and neigh-
bors, and of possible resulting threats to their pros-
perity, or to their way of life. More precisely: we worry
today a lot less about the military balance than about
the collapse of our banks, or of those of our neigh-
bors. 

 Second, for the first time in hundreds of years,
Europe and its security issues is neither the central
problem nor the central solution in the global order.
European security has become a regional rather than
a global problem.

 Third,  there is a growing awareness, both in
Europe and in Russia, that, in demographic and
economic terms,  our relative weight in the world will
tend to decline in coming decades, as  new emerging
powers such as China, India, and Brazil begin to
occupy the front row.  Accepting and managing inter-
dependence thus becomes a key to the establish-
ment of a functioning European order. This is
particularly challenging in the case of asymmetrical
interdependence—as between the EU and Russia in
the field of energy, where the EU’s need for energy
allows Russia to exert significant pressure, even
though the EU is by far the major economic power on
the continent.

 Fourth,  the Medvedev proposal for a new
European Security Treaty—despite a number of legit-
imate concerns about it raised by Western commen-
tators—importantly defines Russia as part of Europe.
Russia wants to be part of us—is that not what we
wanted all along? This is why, in my view, we should
not squander the opportunity provided by President
Dmitry Medvedev’s proposal, which reflects a genuine
change in the way Russia defines its foreign policy
interests and its acknowledged need  to work with the
EU.

The fundamental point is that we need to demilitarize
our relationship with Russia, replace fear and frustra-
tion with mutual trust, and begin to flesh out a vision
of a future European order focused on managing
interdependence, and a little less obsessed with
classic military threat perceptions.

Against this background, what practical steps might
be considered to move us in the right direction? 

 At the NATO summit in Lisbon in November, the
relationship with Russia will be the central issue, more
important even than nuclear weapons, arms control,
the Article V debate,  or the mission in Afghanistan.
Can NATO members agree on how to deal with
Russia, and finally stop defense planning exercises
against Russia,  after having agreed that Russia is no
longer an adversary? Yes or no? In short, can NATO
and Russia agree on a new relationship of trust? That
is going to be the litmus test.

 Should Russia be offered membership in NATO? If
Russia meets all the criteria for membership, it should
be up to Russia, in due course,  to file an application.
The NATO door should be open not just to Georgia
and Ukraine, and NATO should say so explicitly. Good
Russian strategic planning would actually conclude
that Russia may need NATO sooner, and more, than
NATO will need Russia. But let us be realistic: Russia
is not going to be a NATO member any time soon. We
are discussing principles, not concrete time-tables.
But this discussion leads in the right direction.

 At the very least, the NATO-Russia Council should
be upgraded, from Economy to First Class, so to
speak. In the words of the Heads of State and
Government of  28 May 2002, on the occasion of the
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second round of NATO enlargement: “The NRC will
provide a mechanism for consultation, consensus-
building, cooperation, joint decision, and joint action
for the member states of NATO and Russia on a wide
spectrum of security issues in the Euro-Atlantic
region.”  If this promise of 2002 will finally be trans-
lated into practical reality in Brussels, a step that is
long overdue will be taken.

 One game-changing example of joint decision and
joint action between NATO and Russia would be joint
ballistic missile defense. NATO decided recently to
embark on a ballistic missile defense program, and
Germany insists that this program be developed
jointly with Russia.  The obstacles will be enormous,
in the U.S. as well as in Russia, but this is really worth
trying.

The German Mission Statement

German political elites have not forgotten  the mission
statement pronounced twenty years ago by  Helmut
Kohl: “Our Country dedicates itself to serve peace in
the world and to promote European integration.” This
is the mission of the Grundgesetz (Basic Law), which
remains valid for the united Germany. On 3 October
2010, exactly twenty years after the Kohl statement,
Federal President Christian Wulff made the same
point in his own words: “But I will never stop cham-
pioning Europe, for Europe is our future and we
Germans should remain its engine.”

The effect of the 1990 miracle was that, with the
stroke of a pen, all of Germany now belonged firmly
to the West—we were now and will be “Teil des
Abendlands.” Thus, 1990 also ended all speculation
about a German “Sonderweg” (special way). This is
why  being part of the West has been, along with the
gift of German unity, the greatest gift Germany
received in the second half of the twentieth century.
On this we must now build.

Germany would have more to lose than any other
country from an ailing or fragmenting EU or from a
disintegrating euro-zone.  We know this very well in
Berlin. And Germany will benefit substantially from a
European security order which offers an appropriate
place and role to Russia, and to the “in-between”
states. This is why Berlin  will  continue to play a  vital

and central role in completing the unfinished business
of unifying Europe by building an even more inte-
grated, more enlarged, and more capable EU; by
keeping NATO alive and well; and by opening our
door to Russia. 
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On October 3, 2010, Germany celebrated the 20th

anniversary of its reunification.  In a surprisingly brief
period—less than a year after the unexpected
opening of the Berlin Wall on November 9, 1989—
divided Germany became a united and sovereign
country.  As part of the dramatic changes of 1989-90,
the division of Europe ended as well.  The lives of not
only East Germans but also Central and East
Europeans became vastly freer as a result and they
gained a wide array of new life choices.  

Yet for all of the dramatic changes that took place in
Berlin, Germany, and Eastern Europe, there were also
notable elements of continuity between the Cold War
and post-Cold War world.  If one changes the level
of analysis—from individual to international—one sees
a gradual shift from an image of dramatic change to
one with more inherent consistency.  In the brief
space available here, this essay will focus on the
history of consistency in European security in 1989-
90 and, in conclusion, speculate on its legacy twenty
years later.

The most notable symbol of security consistency
between the Cold War and the post-Cold War world
is the North Atlantic Treaty Organization or NATO.
Originally the quintessential Cold War institution,
created to shield the West from the Soviet Union,
NATO survived both the demise of its enemy and
indeed the Cold War conflict intact.  Although the
transatlantic alliance’s primary mission had been to
counter the Soviet threat, both it, and a “front line”
moved eastward but still west of Russia, outlived that
threat.  The means by which this happened are of
more than historical interest, given that NATO’s
endurance enabled its subsequent enlargement.  If
world leaders had made alternative bargains at the
end of the Cold War—namely, ones subordinating or

replacing NATO, or foreclosing NATO’s future move-
ment eastward—then such enlargement would have
become much more difficult, if not impossible.  How
did NATO not only endure but also continue to
enlarge, despite the dramatic changes of 1989?

It did so in the face of challenges from potential new
institutions.  Former Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev,
although surprised by events in late 1989, sought to
make use of them to create further dramatic change.
Once he got over his shock at the unexpected
opening of the Berlin Wall, in early 1990 he
suggested creating a collective European security
organization from the Atlantic to the Pacific.  

His ideas about how to do so varied over time.  At
first, he spoke of a new institution that would repre-
sent a security version of his “common European
home.”  While the details of this new architecture
stayed vague, the central concept was a pan-
European one:  Europe from the Atlantic to the Urals,
or even the Pacific Ocean.  Gradually, however,
Gorbachev switched to suggesting more pragmatic
solutions.  He proposed putting a united Germany
into both NATO and the Warsaw Pact, thereby
creating the new security structure on the basis of the
existing institutions.  In May 1990, he even suggested
the idea (in a conversation with U.S. Secretary of
State James Baker) of putting the Soviet Union in
NATO.  

Gorbachev was not alone in his calls for a security
solution that stretched across the continent.  In the
immediate wake of 1989, the French president,
François Mitterrand, following in the spirit of Charles
de Gaulle, spoke of a “European Europe,” consisting
of various overlapping security and economic confed-
erations.  For their part, the East European dissidents
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who had headed the revolutionary upheaval in their
respective countries and subsequently become rulers
had their own visions of the future of security in
Europe.  In many cases they were pacifists who had
refused to perform the military service mandatory in
their home countries.  They suggested turning the
combined territory of East Germany, Poland, and
Czechoslovakia into a neutral, weapons-free zone.
The idea was for this zone to function as a bridge
between East and West, providing a buffer between
the West and Russia.  It would be part of a larger pan-
European security organization, based on the
Conference for Security and Cooperation in Europe
(CSCE), or perhaps an expanded European
Community (EC).  The freely elected foreign minister
of East Germany, Markus Meckel, additionally called
for all nuclear weapons to leave Germany as part of
unification.

All of these proposals had three characteristics in
common.  First, they were all general ideas, not
specific plans.  Second, they all included a role for the
Soviet Union.  Third, they threatened to diminish the
pre-eminence of the United States in European secu-
rity.  Not surprisingly, Washington regarded them with
skepticism.  Minimizing uncertainty about the future
and maintaining NATO’s dominance in post-Cold War
European security became the highest priority of the
George H.W. Bush administration in 1990.  

Writing personally to Mitterrand in April 1990,
President Bush stated, “I hope that you agree that the
North Atlantic Alliance is an essential component of
Europe’s future.”  Moreover, “I do not foresee that the
CSCE can replace NATO as the guarantor of
Western security and stability.  Indeed, it is difficult to
visualize how a European collective security arrange-
ment including Eastern Europe, and perhaps even
the Soviet Union, would have the capability to deter
threats to Western Europe.”  Bush asserted, “NATO
is the only plausible justification in my country for the
American military presence in Europe.”  In the words
of Mitterrand’s top foreign policy aide, Hubert Védrine,
the transatlantic alliance’s future was “the only issue”
that truly concerned Bush at the end of the Cold War. 

Fortunately for President Bush, the West German
chancellor, Helmut Kohl, agreed strongly with this
goal.  The chancellor wanted to avoid the construc-

tion of what he termed “Fortress Europe.”  In other
words, Kohl wanted to ensure that Americans stayed
closely involved in European security beyond the end
of the Cold War.  He viewed that outcome as much
more desirable than a Europe on its own.  Moreover,
both Bush and Kohl understood that NATO guaran-
teed that involvement.

Put another way, the reactions of both Washington
and Bonn to the events of 1989 revealed the accu-
racy of a popular saying about NATO—namely, that its
real objective was not only to keep the Russians out,
but also to keep the Americans in, and the Germans
down.  By 1990, the alliance had clearly succeeded.
The Russians were “out,” but the Americans wanted
to stay “in” and the Germans wanted to stay “down”
nonetheless.

In the interest of maintaining the pre-eminence of the
United States in post-Cold War European security,
American and West German leaders took quick, deci-
sive, and successful action to protect NATO—both
from potential competitors, in the form of new
European structures, and from restrictions on its
future activities.  The idea of the Soviet Union
becoming a NATO member was dismissed.
Gorbachev’s alternate ideas of collective European
security never moved beyond vague sketches; he had
too many problems at home distracting him from
geopolitics.  He had critics on both the left and the
right, and the economy of the Soviet Union remained
in an abysmal state despite his reforms. The
Americans and West Germans skillfully outmaneu-
vered him in every negotiation on the subject.  The
French and East and Central Europeans ultimately
decided to abandon their initial visions for the future
of European security and follow Washington and
Bonn instead.  NATO emerged from the end of the
Cold War with its core structures and, most impor-
tantly, its ability to continue to expand intact.  

As Baker has noted, “almost every achievement
contains within its success the seeds of a future
problem.”  Bringing the Cold War in Europe to a
peaceful end was an enormous achievement.  The
press of events mandated swift action, and that is
what Bonn and Washington provided.  But, following
Baker’s words of wisdom, it is also necessary to be
clear-eyed about the longer-term consequences of
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major decisions, namely, the perpetuation of the
dominant Cold War institution, NATO, into the post-
Cold War world.  As a result of this achievement, no
meaningful place was carved out in European secu-
rity for the Soviet Union, later Russia, in the post-
Cold War security order that emerged in 1990.  Later
attempts at limited inclusion remained partial and
halting; the Georgian War of 2008 revealed the
extent of remaining Russian hostility.  Finding a way
to define Russia’s post-Cold War relationship with its
Western neighbors remains as pressing a need as
ever. 





As we look to the future of our bilateral relationship
twenty years after the historic events of 1989 and
1990, many Germans worry that America is losing
interest in Europe and Germany.  They point to the
passing of the generation of Americans who shaped
U.S. postwar policy toward Europe, and also to the
fact that America is becoming more Hispanic-Latino
and Asian in its makeup and orientation.  But these
German friends sometimes overlook the fact that
three generations of Americans have close ties to
Germany developed long before or since 1945.  I am
one of those Americans.

My father was an Army officer and my mother an
American Red Cross girl who met and married in
Berlin in March 1947.  I was born exactly nine months
later in the United States.  So I, too, can say: “Ich bin
(ein) Berliner,” but in my case, also “Made in
Germany.”

My mother’s family came to America in the nineteenth
century from Lippe-Detmold near Hannover, so like
almost one-quarter of Americans (the highest of any
ethnic group), I have German roots.  I was also one
of almost 15 million Americans who lived in Germany
as a military dependent (1960-62 in Heidelberg and
1962-64 in Baumholder) and one of almost 5 million
Americans who served there in the U.S. military
(Aschaffenburg in 1968 and Stuttgart in 1995-97).

No two countries, then, have a firmer personal foun-
dation for future ties than the United States and
Germany.  But a foundation is only that, a base upon
which to build the structure we choose.  The ques-
tion before us, twenty years after unification and sixty-
five years after the end of World War II, is what type
of structure will meet our common interests both
today and in the decades to come.

We have been through three eras since 1945: (1) the
Cold War; (2) post 9.11.89; and (3) post 9/11/01.  In
each period, the political and military components of
our relationship were either dominant (Cold War),
crucial (post fall of the Wall), or important (post 9/11).
And those ties will remain crucial, both in Europe and
beyond, including on areas of common strategic
concern like interacting with Russia and countering
Iran.  But for our enhanced relationship in this new
era—the G20 or post financial crisis era—commercial
and financial ties, which have played a key but
subsidiary role for decades, will grow in importance.

Germans and other Europeans often express concern
that growing U.S. commercial ties with China, India,
Brazil, and other emerging markets, especially in the
G20, will come at the expense of commercial, and
political, ties with Europe and Germany.  We must
reject this zero-sum analysis and focus instead on a
“both-and” result: our common goal going forward is
both closer ties with the emerging world and closer
and stronger ties with Germany and Europe.  And, as
with the statistics noted above about Americans with
personal ties to Germany, commercial and financial
statistics demonstrate a solid basis for an even
stronger bilateral relationship in a more globalized
world.

The United States and the European Union are the
world’s two major economic powers today and will be
for years to come.  Certainly our economic and finan-
cial ties will grow with the emerging markets, but
trade and investment between the United States and
Europe will continue to be the dominant reality for
both economies for decades to come.

Take investment as an example.  In 1989, the stock
of U.S. foreign direct investment in Germany was
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around $23 billion.  By 2009, it had grown to more
than $150 billion.  Even more impressive is the
growth in the stock of German foreign direct invest-
ment in the United States, which increased from
around $28 billion in 1989 to over $200 billion in
2009.  And, as the United States reduced its military
forces in Germany over the past twenty years, it
increased its economic presence.  Today around
850,000 Germans work for American companies in
Germany, while more than 650,000 Americans work
for German companies in the United States.  These
workers are the new “forces” in our bilateral ties.

Even as we continue to work bilaterally and in NATO
to keep our political and military relationship strong,
we must devote new energy to strengthening our
commercial and financial ties.  The work of important
organizations like AICGS will increasingly include
economic and financial analysis, while links between
organizations like the German Federation of Industry
(BDI) and its American counterparts will be of
growing importance. Ambassador Wolfgang
Ischinger’s initiative to add a business dimension to
the Munich Security Conference is also especially
welcome, as a recognition that the concept of secu-
rity is broader today than it was twenty years ago.
And companies themselves can help make this point
by interacting with legislators in whose states and
electoral districts they have created jobs, which is
always the highest economic priority for a politician.

However, Americans also must recognize that the
German-American economic relationship is increas-
ingly embedded in the EU-U.S. relationship.  That is
why the Transatlantic Economic Council (TEC),
established in 2007 by Chancellor Angela Merkel and
President George W. Bush during the German EU
presidency, is so important to strengthening not only
European-American but also German-American
economic ties.  While I hope we will see in this
decade an EU-U.S. Free Trade Agreement, working
now toward the TEC’s goal of reducing non-tariff
barriers is the best way to make our economic and
financial ties even closer.  A recent study by the
European Commission found that for the European
Union, removing all non-tariff measures would trans-
late into an increase in GDP of €122 billion a year and
a 2.1 percent increase in exports to the United States.
For the United States, benefits from removing these

measures would lead to increases of €41 billion per
year for GDP and 6.1 percent for exports to the
European Union.  And achieving these results will
mean that as each of us reaches out to the emerging
markets, we will do so with the strength and confi-
dence that comes from closer transatlantic ties.

The twenty years since unification have made clear
that the German-American relationship is at the core
of the transatlantic relationship; that our relationship
has important political, security, and economic dimen-
sions; and that our economic and financial ties have
kept occasional differences on political matters (as in
2003) from damaging the overall relationship.  Going
forward, these economic and financial ties have the
potential to become more than a defensive buffer;
instead, they can be active contributors to forging an
enhanced bilateral relationship and advancing
transatlantic and global interests vital to both our
countries.  But we have to ensure, in both public and
private sector settings, that economic and financial
issues are accorded the same priority as political and
military ties.  That is our challenge, but also our great
opportunity, in the new era before us.
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“The success of the occupation can only be judged
fifty years from now.  If the Germans at that time have
a stable, prosperous democracy, then we shall have
succeeded.”
General Dwight Eisenhower
June, 1945

“The United States and the Federal Republic have
always been firm friends and allies, but today we
share an added role: partners in leadership.” 
President George H.W. Bush
May, 1989 

Twentieth Anniversary?   How about 65th?  

The modern German clock did not begin ticking
twenty years ago, but rather sixty-five.  This year
postwar Germany reached the age when most
people think of retiring.  But Germany was already
forty-five before it was once again made whole.
Today it is just beginning a new and more mature
chapter of its life.  

At sixty-five, it is one of the world’s most prosperous
and respected nations.  Increasingly, it is emerging as
the fulcrum of Europe, more the center of a growing
Eurasian network than a middle power between two
large blocs.  

In other words, Germany has fulfilled its basic task of
becoming a democratic, prosperous, and loyal
partner.   We have exactly the Germany we wished for
sixty-five years ago.  

Not exactly.  President Bush’s call for German lead-
ership was made before the Wall came down.  Even
before reunification it was becoming clear that the
future of Europe and thus of the Atlantic world

depended increasingly on the role of Germany.  In
2010, that is even more the case.  Germany today is
at the center of an unruly Europe in a rapidly changing
globalized world. Both are calling for leadership.  For
all the progress the Federal Republic has made,
German society is not yet prepared for the spotlight
which is being aimed in its direction. 

And, therefore, neither is Europe.  Rather than being
able to guide a global revolution, Germany and
Europe are still seeking equilibrium between a difficult
past and a dynamic future.   Without a friendly,
steadying hand, Germany and Europe will find it diffi-
cult to navigate the uncertainties of a multipolar world,
and at the same time continue their process of
internal transformation.    For America, the European
project is far from completed. 

In a groundbreaking article in Foreign Affairs in 1994,
Assistant Secretary of State Richard Holbrooke
warned against any sense that the end of the Cold
War marked the end of America’s task in Europe.  He
stated clearly that mastery of the post-Cold War
world required that the United States continue to be
a European Power.  This vision is even more accurate
today.  

In many ways, the tasks ahead are as important as the
role played by the United States in German reunifi-
cation twenty years ago; or during postwar recon-
struction sixty-five years ago.   We are experiencing
the coming of age of a reconstituted Germany; one
which will be neither fully new nor recognizably old.
Germany has transcended its past to become some-
thing quite different. 

But however different it has become, this new
Germany cannot be separated from its past.  The
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transition of Germany to a more confident identity is
stirring up deep emotional currents among Germans
and Europeans alike.  The tragedies of the twentieth
century seem to come alive with each step away from
the defeat of 1945.  The Atlantic framework is the only
arena large enough to provide back-up for Germany
as it steers through the transition to a new era.   

Unfortunately, during the past decade the United
States seems to have lost interest in maintaining its
Atlantic pillar.  In good American fashion, we seem to
believe that having won the war, our job is finished.  It
has been difficult for us to understand the funda-
mental role played by the Atlantic community in
supporting American global interests, even in the
absence of the Cold War.  

Here we encounter the paradox of what might be
called post-modern American diplomacy. The Obama
administration rejects the idea of a world divided into
groups of friends and foes.  It believes that with good
will, problems can be solved on their merits rather
than on the basis of power or ideology.  It seems to
fear that too much Atlanticism would appear to
exclude other new powers from our attention.  

But Barack Obama’s entry on the world stage
occurred midway through a very long and often tragic
drama, which began with the collapse of the
European order nearly a hundred years ago.
Agreeing to treat all partners as equals does not mean
that one can ignore the need to remain engaged in
tending the interests and responsibilities that
emerged from this sad past.   The Arab-Israeli conflict
is an obvious example.  But so is the importance of a
continuing American engagement in the evolution of
Germany, the integration of Russia, and the final knit-
ting together of the Eurasian continent.    

The problem with the transactional approach is that
it is being grafted on to the stationary structures of the
Cold War era.  Trying to put together new sorts of
coalitions within the matrix of today’s mentality can
lead only to disappointment and frustration. “Old
Europe” only looks that way if we ourselves view it
through the optic of the past. Each of the past three
administrations has encountered the same problem.  

None has figured out that the rules of the game have
changed dramatically.   

We have hardly begun to define the new levers of
communication and influence that are spreading
across Eurasia, for example.  A strategic vision that
continues to define the West as a balance between
separate European and American centers, rather than
as an integrated community, has reached a dead end.  

Most important today is the newness of a rapidly
changing Europe united in democracy for the first
time in history. Europe in its own way is going through
the same process of modernization that we find in
China and India.  There is excitement in the new
democracies to the east.  Social experiments are
changing even the most conservative of western
European nations.  Cold War structures are progres-
sively being replaced with networks that spread out
in all directions.  We desperately need a new map of
the globe that defines the new dynamic building
across Eurasia and even over the Arctic.  

We are instead trapped in the Cold War definition of
a Europe slogging slowly through a complicated
process of unification and are frustrated by the long
wait for it to become more like us. Dialogue with
Germany and Europe is still more about the past than
the future. 

If the United States stands apart from the important
new processes spreading through Europe, we will
soon be an outsider looking in.   This will make it more
difficult to deal with pressing issues where European
cooperation is essential.  It will also progressively rob
the United States of the important geopolitical posi-
tion it now assumes as a European power.  

Germany’s talents and geographic position are partic-
ularly well-suited to a multipolar world where network
structures will be more important than static organi-
zations.  Eurasian trade routes coalesce today, as
before, in Germany.  Germany today is an even more
essential fulcrum in the rapidly moving multipolar
world than it was as the strategic center of an immov-
able Cold War balance.  

How Germany evolves in coming decades will be the
defining factor in Europe’s ability to help build a new
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sort of trans-Atlantic community that can function as
an operating system for a democratic/ free market
system around the globe. America’s own future self-
confidence will depend to a surprising degree on a
continuing sense of common purpose with Europe’s
most important country.  

Germany’s skills in pursuing social consensus and
system integration could be a key factor in building
relationships with the many new centers of power.   Its
concepts of economic and industrial management
have served it well in dealing with the economic crisis.
There is much to be learned from them.  

Germany is the Atlantic partner who can tie together
the regions of Europe and help build this new, more
open-sourced Atlantic relationship. Chancellor
Angela Merkel was, for example, the first to put forth
an innovative concept for a trans-Atlantic market
place.  

But many Germans would still argue in fact that we
are projecting the wrong kind of future for their
country.   They would say that Germany has moved
beyond the need for traditional definitions of national
pride and individual achievement. They would argue
that Germany has built a new sense of identity based
on consensus, rule of law, and social equality.  Its
contribution to the world is to be found in the success
of its society.  

Many believe that Germany has become a unique
“civil power,” which defines a new sort of global role
that can be a model for others.   But this is where the
differences begin.  To many outsiders, Germany’s
focus on domestic balance instead reflects an
increasingly self centered, inward looking society that
cares for little more than its own well-being.

And even with a new consciousness, Germany still
shies from responsibility, takes few risks, and finds
strength in what it believes it has learned from its
often tragic history—consensus and stability.  It has
eschewed power politics, plays a confusing role in
both NATO and the EU, and only reluctantly engages
militarily, even when common Allied interests are
involved.  

The debate over the future of the euro is an excellent

example of the mental gaps between Germany and
many of its allies.  Germans argue that the euro can
only succeed if other countries match German
economic discipline. The others contend that
Germany should pay more attention to the health of
a community in which many members simply cannot
match German discipline, than to its own rules.  

This sudden change of signals has caught Germany
on the wrong foot.  Can we blame them for being
confused and slightly stubborn? They are told contin-
uously to be peaceful and cooperative, while at the
same time being expected to lead the West to a new
future.  The German press is filled with disbelief at the
heavy criticism Germany is receiving for being just
what they thought we all wanted them to be.

Angela Merkel understands this fact better than most.
What seems to outsiders to be immobility is her way
of preparing her voters for very difficult choices
ahead.  She knows that the social welfare state can
no longer be financed at current levels.  She under-
stands also that Germany cannot withdraw from the
world.  But in a nation still suffering the traumas of the
Third Reich, whose culture is based on many inter-
locking levels of consensus, the road to change must
first be prepared by pretending that things will stay
the same.  

Here is where the United States too often drops the
ball. We appear more as an outside friend who is
seeking good relations with Europeans rather than as
a constituent part of the European process. The
President’s speeches—Berlin, Strasbourg, Oslo, and
Prague—dominated European debate.  But they did
little to define how the United States intends to
behave as a European power. 

This is the sort of engagement that will be important
to ensuring that Europe will act with more responsi-
bility and confidence in the future.  Europeans, espe-
cially Germans, are not moved by rhetoric alone.
They, especially the Germans, still need a sense that
despite differences from time to time, the United
States is still actively working on the European
project.

Ronald Reagan’s famous speech at the Brandenburg
Gate was at first ridiculed as being naïve and unreal-
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istic.  It became historic only when the results were
evident. Obama’s skillful rhetoric will also soon be
forgotten if engagement and action do not follow.   
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As a young German growing up in the far West of the
country, the borders I knew back then were rather
porous. We lived in a small town about five miles from
the Netherlands, and in my world the Cold War was
far away. I still remember the excitement of passport
controls during our frequent trips to our Dutch neigh-
bors. But most of the time, we continued our journeys
over the border without even stopping the car. It also
felt to me like we lived in—or at least close to—the
heart of Europe. In 1989, my notion of borders was
completely overthrown. Aged 12, I followed the
events that started to unfold in Leipzig and Berlin on
our TV screen, and my idea of what Europe was about
started moving East. Then, in the summer of 2009, I
moved to Berlin, while the city was preparing for the
twentieth anniversary of the collapse of the Wall, and
I revisited the places, emotions, and discussions of
1989.

In 1990, a breathtaking year after the event that shook
up the world’s order, Germany stood on the interna-
tional stage as a unified country embarking on a new
journey to rediscover and redefine its role in interna-
tional relations. How far has Germany come, twenty
years on? And more interestingly, where will it move
in the next decades?

The last twenty years have seen Germany starting to
slowly become aware of its new international role,
but struggling with finding a clear focus and objective.
While Germany’s transatlantic orientation has been
challenged since 1989, in particular during the
government of Chancellor Gerhard Schröder, it came
as a surprise to many observers that Germany’s
European orientation seems to have changed over
the last months, at least in the perception of its part-
ners within the Union.

Where is Germany heading? This discussion was
very prevalent in the aftermath of reunification, when
Germany over night became by far the largest
member country in terms of its population, and the old
balance of the then Union of twelve was shaken up.
Successive governments managed to steer the “new”
Germany through its infancy in the 1990s: Germany
demonstrated its European orientation in successive
treaty reforms, starting with the revolution of
Maastricht to the constitutional project, in the adop-
tion of the euro currency, and in support of the acces-
sion of Central and Eastern European countries to the
Union. Bonn and later on Berlin stood firmly by its
commitment to building an “ever closer Union,” as
laid down in the EU treaties.

But recently EU capitals started to ask anew the
question about the future of Germany’s Europapolitik.
When the crisis of the euro currency started to unfold
in the spring of 2010, unified Germany’s European
orientation was put into question for the first time. At
the peak of the euro crisis, Chancellor Angela Merkel,
representing the Union’s largest economy, struggled
to organize support for securing the common
currency within her own party, her coalition govern-
ment, and in Parliament. Berlin’s handling of the crisis
also raised many questions in other EU capitals. The
Merkel government was initially reluctant to assist
fellow euro-zone countries and insisted on the rules
of the Stability and Growth Pact (especially the non-
bailout clause), arguing that it was the only way to
defend European interests and the stability of the
currency. This stance was seen as “anti European” by
those EU members that wanted Germany to take the
lead, as they believed non action was playing into the
hands of speculators and would even worsen the
situation. Within a few months, Chancellor Merkel
lost a great deal of sympathy and support across
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Europe. Partly the government failed to communicate
clearly as the events were unfolding at unprece-
dented speed. But it is fair to ask the question
whether Berlin has given up its ambition of taking the
European project further in the future. Indeed there
were clear signs that in the months before the euro
crisis the coalition government’s Europapolitik lacked
both vision and clout.

Interestingly, when Germany eventually did take the
lead—or was forced to by political and economic real-
itie s—many European partners again were not too
comfortable with it. German leadership is still some-
what sensitive for both Germany and its European
partners. But the euro crisis has revealed like never
before the crucial role that the Union’s largest
economy is doomed to play. In the end, Berlin’s reac-
tion to the crisis suggested that it is aware of its
importance, but there is still no intuitive reflex to punch
its weight. Indeed it seems that today’s Germany
knows that it is an elephant—but it does not want to
hurt the grass. It likes the idea of being something like
a tip-toeing elephant. This is a lesson that Germany
will have to learn in the future: Being an elephant
means there are limits to befriending the grass, and
sometimes that means Germany will not be liked by
everyone. And it might also bring back the specter of
the past. The future Germany might be confronted
with its own history again. Indeed even twenty years
after the Wall fell, much of the European Union’s hard
work for the future lies still in acknowledging and
overcoming its own past.

So eventually, where is Germany heading? Clearly, its
Europapolitik has changed from the Bonn to the
Berlin Republic. While the general feeling of
belonging to the Union has not (yet) been put into
question by the political elite nor by the majority of
German citizens, Germany’s European orientation has
become more pragmatic and somehow normal.

Following reunification, Germany has been in a
constant process of adapting itself to a new environ-
ment following the treaty reforms of Maastricht,
Amsterdam, Nice, and Lisbon; the consequences of
the failed constitutional project; the major enlarge-
ment rounds of 2004 and 2007; and the more recent
euro crisis. From a negative perspective one could
argue that German EU politics seem inconsistent and

lacking a clear strategic orientation. From a more
positive standpoint one could describe this process
as a logical policy adaptation and learning curve.

With successive treaty reforms and rounds of
enlargements, the old days of European integration
have vanished. The future direction of the Union has
become a lot more difficult to map out and domestic
constraints have made it more difficult for German
governments to set and pursue their European
agenda. Germany has left the era of Konsenspolitik
(“consensus politics”) on the European Union behind.
While in the old days decisions on the European
Union were almost sacrosanct, even among the elites
it is not taboo anymore to take a critical stance toward
European integration in general or the euro regime in
particular. The old guard of “Rheinland Europeans by
heart” is a dying species.

Will this eventually lead to a more euroskeptic
Germany? I doubt it. It is more likely that future gener-
ations will have to take further steps of European inte-
gration, facing an increasing pressure in economic,
political, and security terms on their little patchwork
continent. The most revolutionary steps can be driven
by pure realism.
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