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Abstract

With the economic aspects of German unification still a headache
for German politics, and particularly the country’s persistently high
unemployment rate, it is somewhat surprising that political unifi-
cation—including security policy—has proved to be remarkably
smooth. Despite the ideological differences between the Bundeswehr
(Western German Army) and the “Nationale Volksarmee” (East
German Army) the incorporation of parts of the personnel of the
NVA into the Bundeswehr and the extension of the Bundeswehr to
the new territories posed no major problems. Externally, the new
role of Germany in Europe can be described as a normalization of
German security policy, previously characterized by a German “Son-
derweg” (special way). In this paper, a short review is first given
on German security issues before and after unification. Following
this, the extension of the Bundeswehr into the new territories of a
unified Germany is discussed. And finally, the changing external
relations and security policy after German unification are considered.
This section focuses on the role of Germany’s firm integration into
NATO and the EU as additional factors explaining the smooth
transition from a divided Germany to a unified nation, without major
external problems as evidenced by the continuing stability of Europe
since German unification.
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Introduction

With the economic aspects of German unification still a headache
for German politics, and particularly the country’s persistently high
unemployment rate, it is somewhat surprising that political unifica-
tion—including security policy—has proved to be remarkably smooth.
It included a record-speed negotiation process with major foreign
powers, which shortly before had been highly antagonistic toward
each other, providing a solution not only for the potential border
conflicts with Germany’s eastern neighbours, but indeed shaping a
new security architecture for Central Europe. Domestically, the East
German “Nationale Volksarmee” (National People’s Army, or NVA)
has been absorbed through the incorporation of parts of the personnel
of the NVA into the Bundeswehr and the extension of the Bundeswehr
to the new territories. Also, the peaceful process of redeployment of
forces of the Soviet Western Army group until 1994 from East
Germany to Russia was successfully achieved.

Which factors contributed to these remarkable foreign policy
achievements? And how did German security policy change after
unification? In this paper, I provide a tentative answer to these
questions. First, I briefly review German security issues before and
after unification. And then I discuss the extension of the Bundeswehr
into the new territories of a unified Germany. Following this, the
changing security policy after German unification and the external
environment are considered. The role of Germany’s firm integration
into NATO and the EU were special factors contributing to the smooth
transition from a divided to a unified Germany, without any major
external problems, assisting the continuing stability of the Central
European security environment after German unification. This also
contrasts markedly with events in Southeast Europe, where transfor-
mation and political realignments lead at best to problems with
minorities, and at worst to civil war and ethnic cleansing. In my
conclusion, I also want to discuss possible similarities and differences
with regard to the Korean Peninsula. Obviously, the relevance of any
lessons for the Korean security environment before and after unifi -
cation depends crucially on the kind of unification Korea experiences.
Here, the lessons from Germany are drawn for a unification scenario



similar to that of Germany’s—namely with two parts of the country
widely differing in economic power, with at best disinterested, at
worst mistrusting neighbors and with no collapse of the regime lead-
ing to military conflict. This does not mean that a more negative
scenario (military conflict) is impossible, but it describes the basic
constellation, where lessons from Germany can be drawn.1

Having outlined what I intend to present in this paper, I also
want to mention what I do not intend to write: Today, the focus of
German security policy is evolving from a defensive, homeland army
to an army capable of participating in rapid-reaction forces and inter-
national peacekeeping missions. In particular, the ongoing financial
and structural reform process over the past decade poses enormous
difficulties, and also affects the morale of the army. This is a chal-
lenging topic, but also quite different to the issues under discussion
here, and hence should be addressed in a separate study.

A Review of Germany’s Security Policy Before Unification

Until 1871, Germany—as a non-unified nation—went its own
special way in a 19th century Europe, characterized predominantly
by nation-building and nationalism. After the two world wars, the
German “Sonderweg” (special way) attained a different, even diamet-
rically-opposed meaning: It meant first the audacious nationalism,
allegedly backed by Prussian militarism, in the period before the First
World War, its culmination in Hitler’s aggression of the Second World
War and the conclusions German policymakers drew from the catas-
trophe of the lost war.2
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1 A scenario of military conflict and collapse would need answers other than
those given in the German case. It may be added that the scenario of a form
of peaceful takeover is still among the most probable solutions in the long
run, given the different economic power of the two Koreas.

2 Some historians like Fritz Fischer tried to promote this theory, but with dubious
success. It should be noted that the idea of one special German development,
from Prussia’s rise in the 18th century to Bismarck’s foundation of the second
German Reich, and to Hitler’s Third Reich, was a propaganda invention of
Hitler himself, who liked to pose in a line with these famous “ancestors.”
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“Never again war and fascism” was the slogan in East and
Western Germany after 1945. However, the realities of the Cold War
soon led to another military build-up, between East and West and by
the mid-1950s, despite a considerable pacifist movement in Western
Germany, rearmament in Western Germany and East Germany
became a reality. In the German Democratic Republic (GDR) the
100,000-strong NVA, was trained both to defend the country as well
as to conduct offensive action. In Western Germany, the 495,000-strong
Bundeswehr was purely defensive. Both armies shared the function
of shock troops in a potential clash between East and West, and
Germany was also a probable theater for the use of tactical nuclear
weapons (mid-range and short-range) in such a clash.

The lessons of two lost world wars, re-education under American
or Soviet leadership respectively and the power constellation of the
Cold War as a divided nation within a divided continent and major
probable theater of war enhanced the view of a special German way
(Sonderweg). Despite Western Germany’s economic rise from the 1950s
through the 1970s, it did not gain additional political power, but saw
itself as a “civilian state” and a “trading nation” adopting an attitude
that the former German Foreign Minister Klaus Kinkel called a
“culture of restraint.”3 The focus on national interest and power, which
realist and neo-realist theory claimed to be the normal focus of any
nation, seemed inappropriate for Western Germany adopted a multi -
lateral approach to international politics. Even before 1989, interna-
tional voices urged “normalization” toward a balance between eco-
nomic and political power for the “economic giant, political dwarf,”
Western Germany. So the Western German Sonderweg was special in
that Germany did not try to go its own way, but always together
with its Western partners, and that Western Germany restricted itself
considerably concerning any military involvement other than home-
land defense.4

3 For a discussion of this role see Maull, Hanns W., Zivilmacht Bundesrepublik?
Das neue Deutschland in der internationalen Politik, Blatter fur deutsche und
internationale Politik, No. 8, 1993, pp. 943–948; Meiers, Franz-Josef, “Germany:
The Reluctant Power,” Survival, Vol. 37, No. 3 (Autumn, 1995), pp. 82–103.

4 East Germany had no choices of its own, being a dependent satellite of the
Soviet Union. Accordingly, it participated in the Warsaw Pact march into 



However, in the time of division a Western German security policy
outside the firm integration into NATO and, economically, the European
Community, was neither possible nor indeed desired by the majority
of citizens, as the reaction to occasional proposals for neutrality plus
unification show. The “Westbindung” (Western allegiance) was, despite
German Ostpolitik (politics of engagement with the East) in the 1970s,
never questioned.

In the summer of 1989, mass migration began through the unpro-
tected Hungarian border and later to the Western German embassies
in various East bloc states. In autumn, mass demonstrations followed,
leading to the downfall of the socialist party leader Erich Honecker
and forcing his successor, Erich Krenz, to open up the border. Finally,
Nov. 9, 1989 saw the fall of the Wall and the unification of Berlin’s
citizens. Soon after, Helmut Kohl, who was then Western German
chancellor, proposed a unification process leading ultimately to a
federation in his famous “Ten Points Program.” He did not discuss
this program with Germany’s allies, however. Despite some irritation
following this German action, and additionally German indignation
over the revival of the four power meeting in Berlin after 17 years,
the relations with their Western partners were good enough to soon
achieve a common basis for a unification model: a Germany firmly
in the EU and NATO was then promoted or at least accepted in the
West (by the United Kingdom and France, both of whom were uneasy
about the changes in European power structure caused by German
unification).

The four allied powers of the Second World War, formally still
in charge of a peace treaty, were in February 1990 persuaded to come
together to the “Two-plus-Four” talks.5 Already the title of the talks
suggested a meeting between partners rather than victors and occupied
nations.6 The Soviet Union by that time had already accepted the fact
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Czechoslovakia in 1968.
5 It includes the two German states, the United States, the Soviet Union, France

and the United Kingdom.
6 This is remarkable in view of the fact that in early 1990 three of the allied

powers, that is, the Soviet Union, France and the United Kingdom, as well
as other neighboring states like Poland, were still strictly opposed to early
German unification. For a discussion of the diplomatic process leading to 
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of German unification. By July 1990, the Soviet Union was also
convinced of the need for a unified Germany to be accepted as a
member of the EU and NATO. Generous economic help, including
15 bn. DM for the relocation of the Soviet Western Group Army of
almost 500,000 to Russia, and urgently needed credit lines facilitated
this change of Soviet policy. 7 Especially this last point brought many
criticisms against Gorbachev, who claimed, he “sold” East Germany
too cheap.8 Indeed, seeing the subsequent events in Russia, including
the coup d’etat against Gorbachev, it may well have been that
Germany’s window of opportunity for unification was only briefly
opened at that time.

However, the other European neighbours were rather relieved,
because this agreement seemed to guarantee that the new, unified
Germany would not be in a power vacuum, a “Zwischeneuropa” (“in-
between Europe”), like in the time between the World Wars. At the
same time, European integration, including monetary union (which
meant abandoning the highly popular Deutschmark) were used as
instruments to ease security concerns of Western European neigh-
bours. Finally, in September, after half a year of negotiations, the
“Two-plus-Four” negotiations were concluded.9 With German unifi-
cation on Oct. 3, 1990, the former allied powers also renounced any
rights over Germany, while the formal “Two-plus-Four Agreement”
was ratified in early 1991. Germany, 45 years after the Second World

this result, see Albrecht, Ulrich, “How the Four Powers Accomplished Ger-
man Unification: An Assessment of Recent Findings from a German Per-
spective,” Contemporary Security Policy, Vol. 19, No. 3 (1998).

7 German diplomacy at that time earned the disrespectful name of “check
book diplomacy,” pointing out German willingness to pay in cash for inter-
national policy goals.

8 There is still an academic debate about the reasons for this change of opin-
ion, with some authors maintaining it was a consequence of Gorbachev’s
“new political thinking,” while others see it as a “diplomacy of decline”; see
the discussion in Adomeit, Hannes, Imperial Overstretch: Germany in Soviet
Policy from Stalin to Gorbachev (Baden-Baden: Nomos, 1998).

9 For an extended discussion, see Kaiser, Karl, “Forty Years of German NATO
Membership,” NATO Review, Vol. 43, No. 4 (1995), pp. 3–8; Bruck, Elke -
Peter M. Wagner, eds., Wege zum “2+4”-Vertrag. Die äußeren Aspekte der
deutschen Einheit (Munchen: Centrum fur angewandte Politikforschung).



War, was once again a unified sovereign state.

The Internal Dimension: Unification of the Bundeswehr and NVA

While security policy is considered to be in the realm of inter-
national relations, the unification process also had an important inter-
nal dimension. First of all, it meant that the about-to-be-unified Ger-
many suddenly had two armies, which shortly before had still been
foes. Training and equipment of the NVA, as mentioned earlier was
aimed at defensive as well as offensive actions, in contrast with the
Bundeswehr. 10 The East German NVA had been a pillar of the old
regime, and it included the troops responsible for the brutal border
regime to the West. Therefore, a real unification of the Bundeswehr
and NVA was out of the question. Instead, the Bundeswehr took over
parts of the personnel; and equipment, which was later partly given
away for UN missions, partly sold, but mainly destroyed. For East
Germany, a special “Bundeswehrkommando Ost” (Command East) was
created under Lt.Gen. Jörg Schönbohm, which meant a concentration
of military power in the Bundeswehr, otherwise divided into the army,
navy and air force.11

While none of the high ranking officers of the NVA were inte-
grated in the Bundeswehr, several thousand officers and petty officers
were allowed to stay in the Bundeswehr after confirmation that they
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10 According to intelligence sources, four days before German unification,
generals of the Eastern NVA were willing “to march through to Paris,” given
the required command; see Clement, Rolf, Bundeswehr, Karl-Rudolf Korte-
Werner Weidenfeld, ed., Handbuch zur deutschen Einheit (Frankfurt/Main:
Campus, 1996), pp. 95–105, p. 96.

11 For accounts of the unification of the armies, see Schönbohm Jörg, Zwei
Armeen und ein Vaterland (München: Siedler, 1992) and Kirchbach, Hans von
der, ed., Abenteuer Einheit. Zum Aufbau der Bundeswehr in den neuen Ländern
(Frankfurt/Main: Umschau, 1992). See also Farwick, Dieter, ed., Ein Staat -
eine Armee. Von der NVA zur Bundeswehr (Frankfurt/Main: Report, 1992);
Herspring, Dale R., Requiem for an Army: The Demise of the East German
Military (Lanham MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1998); and Zilian, Frederick,
From Confrontation to Cooperation: The Takeover of the National People’s (East
German) Army (Westport, Connecticut: Praeger, 1999).
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had not previously worked for the East German secret service
Staatssicherheitsdienst (Stasi). However, more than 60 percent of the
officers first incorporated into the Bundeswehr left it again within the
first three months—most of them voluntarily. For them, the difference
in political objectives and culture between the two armies seems to
have been unbridgeable. Nevertheless, the integration of the rest of
the officers and that of many thousands of new conscripts posed no
major problem. Often, the unique culture of leadership in the Bun-
deswehr, “Innere Führung” (“inner leadership”), which takes soldiers
seriously as human beings, and consequently very different from the
rigid command chain of the NVA, is cited as a factor contributing to
successful integration. This is particularly interesting, in view of the
fact that the Bundeswehr itself had in terms of the international
treaties reduced its manpower to 370,000 and was therefore in the
uncomfortable situation of closing down facilities.

Consequently, from the very beginning of unification, soldiers
from both eastern and western parts of the country served in mixed
units. The Bundeswehr used a good deal of the old NVA facilities.
Troops from other NATO states, which still (however, greatly reduced
in numbers) are present in western Germany, were not brought to
the eastern part, but occasionally take part in exercises in the new
territories. The inclusion of Poland, as well as the Czech Republic
and Hungary into NATO in 1999 again brought a unique situation
to Germany: For the first time in its history it was surrounded by
allies and friends.

This, naturally, also altered the perception of security and security
policy in Germany. After peaceful unification in 1990, many hoped
that Germany could reap the “peace dividend.”12 And indeed, a
gigantic program of destruction of old weapons of the NVA began
and defense spending was declining. Nevertheless, the events in
Yugoslavia and the increasing involvement of Germany in these events
soon erased hopes that it would merely wither away. The ongoing
debate on abandoning conscription, and the reduction of the con-
scription period from 15 months (and even the envisaged 18 months)

12 The so-called “peace dividend” had already been a favorite topic of the peace
movement of the 1980s, which in Germany was particularly strong.



in 1989 to the current 10 months was originally motivated by the new
security environment, but nowadays the debate is increasingly driven
by financial motives.

The change in security policy of the unified Germany began with
German support (although, not military) for the Gulf War and was
a matter of intense debate in Germany in 1994 and 1995 during the
war in Bosnia. Slowly, Germany became a more normal nation in
terms of participation in international peacekeeping missions. While
the population was rather restrained in support for this change, the
government—driven by international pressure to participate—suc-
ceeded in introducing the new policy, sometimes against considerable
opposition. The international community rather welcomed this
change, instead of seeing in it signs for a new, aggressive Germany.
So, from that point of view, the German Sonderweg seems to have
ended. In the next section, I want to discuss, how Germany achieved
this new trust of its neighbours in the course of unification and sub-
sequently.

The External Dimension: Normalization and Integration

The key to understanding the successful and peaceful transfor-
mation of Germany’s security policy and environment—from a divided
and semi-sovereign state before 1989 to an active partner in European
security policy respected by its neighbours—is the self-imposed
restraint on Germany’s policy actions through “Westbindung” from the
beginning of German foreign policy in the 1950s. “Westbindung,” the
integration into Western European policy structures, had not been
unequivocally supported. Indeed, in the 1950s especially the opposi-
tion party SPD saw it as reducing the chances for unification in
neutrality, like Austria achieved.13 Stalin played on these feelings with
his famous offers for a unified, neutral Germany. However, with
hindsight, the decision to stick to the West paid off. Westbindung
(attachment/commitment to the West) had two elements: militarily,
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13 For a short review of the debate and its influence on the shape of Germany’s
role in NATO. See Kaiser, Karl, NATO Review.
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Western Germany became a close supporter of the United States and
a NATO partner strictly subordinated in policies and strategy to the
NATO headquarters. Politically, Germany—together with France (the
“axis Paris-Bonn”)—became the engine of European integration,
especially in the 1960s and in the second half of the 1980s. While the
Westbindung made Western Germany a trusted partner for its Western
allies, this could not be automatically extended to the relations
between a unified Germany and Western Europe and a unified
Germany and Eastern Europe.

This becomes clear if one considers the change of political options
for Germany in the course of the unification process.14 First of all, the
unification process again raised the issues of Germany’s final territo-
rial borders. Originally in 1945, while Germany had been divided into
four occupied zones, around one third of it, the East German
provinces of Silesia, Eastern Prussia and Pomerania, had been placed
under Polish and Soviet administration. While this administration was
interpreted as a temporary arrangement by Western Germany, and at
least some of the Western allies, ethnic cleansing and the transfer of
a large population from Polish and Soviet origin made this idea
obsolete.15 Around 12 million refugees and people driven from their
homeland (“Vertriebene”) had been integrated into mostly Western
Germany and still represented a considerable voting lobby. While the
territorial claims on former German territory were never made by
Western German politicians and indeed had been already renounced
by East Germany in the 1950s and by Western Germany in the Warsaw
treaty of 1970, nevertheless the settlement of the border issue to the
east was an important question.

Legally, according to Western German constitutional law, the ques-
tion could only be settled by an all-German parliament, i.e. after uni-
fication. While the question of territorial change was rather improb-
able, the question of possible compensation claims of the displaced
was very important (and still is, with the December, 2002 invitation

14 See, for an extended discussion of Germany’s strategic options Duffield, John
S., World Power Forsaken: Political Culture, International Institutions, and German
Security Policy (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998).

15 In Poland, tragically, these were mostly people which themselves had been
cleansed out of the former eastern Poland, now Russian territory.



to Poland to join the EU). The new democratic government of Poland
demanded in the course of 1990 to participate in the “Two-plus-Four”
talks, and was invited to the round of talks in July, 1990. The two
German states gave a written assurance to Poland about the border
question, and after unification a final regulation for the border ques-
tion, i.e. the recognition of the existing border, was decided by the
first all-German parliament after 1945. In this situation, Westbindung
brought two advantages to Germany in the course of negotiations:
First, it presented Germany as an ally to France and the United States,
both of which had been very important for Poland as traditional allies,
or as a place where a considerable and influential Polish population
(Polonia movement) lived. In that sense, Germany’s integration into
the NATO meant a perception of Germany as a power accepted, as
well as restrained, by the other NATO members.

Secondly, Poland itself changed its strategic outlook toward inte-
gration into European and NATO structures. While these goals were
not yet clearly formulated, they were already evident in the Polish
desire to be recognized as an “occidental” state, included in the main-
stream of European culture since the Middle Ages, instead of an East-
ern European state. Germany, as a neighboring power included in
both of the organizations symbolizing “Europeanness,” became an
important partner and promoter of the Polish and, more generally,
Central and Eastern European desire for integration.16 So, Poland’s
firm integration into the Western community, including its security
arm, NATO, was not a hindrance to acceptance by its neighbours,
but rather a catalyst for acceptance.17

The same seemingly paradoxical situation—where integration as
a form of self-restraint widened Germany’s policy options—was
manifested in relations with the two major Western European powers
with a stake in German unification—namely France and the United
Kingdom. Of special importance here is the dynamic development of
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16 It should be noted that in the early 1990s, when Germany already favored
the eastern enlargement of the EU, the path of tranformation countries was
not at all clear, and in many countries signs of a post-communist revival
could be found.

17 See, for the Polish-German case Kranz, Jerzy, “Germany, Quo Vadis? A View
from Poland,” German Politics, Special Issue, Vol. 10, No. 1 (2001).
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European integration since the initiation of the Common Market
Action Plan in 1985. Germany, in that time, had to play the role of
an intermediary between a more interventionist, planning approach
favoured by the EC Commission president Jacques Delors, and also
strongly present in France under Francois Mitterand, and the free-
market oriented policies of the United Kingdom under Margaret
Thatcher. In 1989, in preparation for the Intergovernmental Conference
leading to the Maastricht Treaty of 1991, Germany first proposed steps
in the direction of political integration, without yielding to French
and British voices urging German unification only after European
political integration. When the UK categorically opposed steps toward
political union, Germany offered the end of the Deutsche Mark in
1989, which meant effectively the end of the domination of the Euro-
pean Monetary System (EMS), where the Deutschmark was the anchor
currency. 18

What was Germany’s alternative to Western orientation and firm
integration into Western structures? Germany’s only other option
would have been the creation of a new central Europe focusing on
Germany’s economic strength. Close economic, and subsequently also
political, relations between Germany and its Eastern European neigh-
bours are an important reality of inter-European relations today.19 But
the formation of a neutral, non-aligned “Zwischeneuropa” held much
more disadvantages than advantages for Germany. The 1920s showed
that Germany’s temporary alliances with the Soviet Union produced
instability and promoted hegemony of the two powers.20 By contrast,

18 Sommer, Theo, “Germany’s new role,” in: http://www.legamedia.net/column/
2002/02-01/0201_sommer_theo_germanys-new-role.php, speaks of the “Euro-
pean imperative” in German foreign policy, 2002.

19 Naturally, the enlargement itself changes the functionality of the European
security structure—due to a more heterogeneous EU, the conflict-solving
capacity of the EU is reduced and the “stability export” of the EU might
become an “instability import”; see Varwick, Johannes, “EU-Erweiterung:
Stabilitätsexport oder Instabilitsätsimport?” Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte,  B
1–2 (2002), pp. 23–30.

20 This is also one main reason for the immediate and intense desire of other
Central European states to be included into NATO since the early 1990s; see
Cottey, Andrew, “Central Europe Transformed: Security and Co-operation on
NATO’s new frontier,” Contemporary Security Policy, Vol. 20, No. 2 (Aug. 



the European Union has found a balance—albeit sometimes precarious—
between the great and small powers. Especially in Central and Eastern
Europe, with its many “mini-states” (like the Baltic states), and with
the huge differences in purchasing power between Germany and all
its Eastern neighbours, a neutral position would have been a much
worse scenario than integration in the EU.

If one looks at German security policy, it still increasingly involves
activities formerly prohibited by German law and on the way to “nor-
malization.”21 However, it still is a reluctant power, exhibiting “strong
elements of exceptionalism,” as public opinion toward every major
military engagement shows: The support of the population had
always been lukewarm at best, from the Gulf War and Bosnian War
to the Kosovo conflict and the war in Afghanistan to the current Iraq
crisis.22 Overall, Germany remains strongly in favor of multilateralism
in political and economic issues (EU integration) and military issues
(NATO integration).23 This should not be misunderstood as a renun-
ciation of any form of national interest, but rather as an attempt to
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1999). By integration in NATO, these states could not only escape from the
“gray” zone between Germany and Russia, but also considerably reduce
possible tension among them.

21 For a discussion see Gordon, Philip H., “The Normalization of German
Foreign Policy,” Orbis, Vol. 38, No. 2 (1994), pp. 225–243. Wessels, Wolfgang,
“Germany in Europe: Return of the Nightmare or Towards an Engaged
Germany in a New Europe?” German Politics, Vol. 10, No. 1 (2001).

22 For a review, see Schöllgen, Gregor, “Zehn Jahre als europäische Großmacht,”
Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte, B 24 (2000), pp. 6–12; and for the role of the
Kosovo war in “normalization” see Hyde-Price, Adrian, “Germany and the
Kosovo War - Still a Civilian Power?” German Politics, Vol. 10, No. 1 (2001).

23 For the purpose of this paper, both levels of integration are summed up as
Westbindung. However, it should be noted that today there is considerable
tension between the United States and the EU, eager to develop its own
security policy and severely humiliated in the course of the wars in the former
Yugoslavia; see Dembrinski, Matthias, Die Zukunft des politischen Westens.
Zum Spannungsverhältnis zwischen europäischen und transatlantischen
Strukturen in der Sicherheitspolitik, HSFK-Report No. 7 (Frankfurt/Main:
HSFK, 1999); and Czempiel, Ernst-Otto, “Am Scheideweg: Zur Situation der
Atlantischen Gemeinschaft,” Blätter für deutsche und internationale Politik, No. 5
(2000), pp. 569–579. But this has not been a major problem in the period of
German unification.
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use “soft power” in shaping the international environment according
to one’s own goals.24

Conclusion: The Lessons for Korea25

It is obvious that such a short review of issues is not exhaustive,
and that many other aspects of Germany’s changed security policy
after unification could be discussed. Nevertheless, this study shows
that there are for Korea, despite all the obvious differences, some
lessons to be drawn from Germany’s security relations. But let us first
review the dissimilarities:

(1) Korea—unified or divided—has no unresolved border conflicts
of any importance with its neighbors.

(2) A unified Korea, despite South Korean economic strength, would
be a small power in the regional context and not likely to upset
the power balance in the region.

(3) Additionally, there would be no historical burden on a unified
Korea in respect to aggressiveness toward its neighbors.

Nevertheless, there are also important similarities between
Germany and Korea in the strategic context: Korea is to an important
extent dependent on its neighbors and other “stakeholders” in unifi -
cation, most importantly the United States. While these stakeholders
could not, and would not, ultimately be able to block a unification
process, they could be important catalysts for unification, if they see
their stakes rising as a result of such a development. As a consequence,
it is of utmost importance for South Korea to engage the stakeholders,
also including—besides the United States—Japan, Russia and China.
Until now, the latter two powers still use North-South relations to
secure advantages—as in the recently-reported Russian arms sales to
North Korea. While South Korea’s relations with its neighbors are

24 The wars in the former Yugoslavia, however, also show the limitations of
this “soft” power.

25 As mentioned above in section 1, these lessons are crucially dependent on
the kind of unification that Korea achieves.



“normalized,” they are not especially good. Enthusiastic support for
Korean unification cannot be expected from any of its neighbors.

This might be a gloomy prospect, but it should provide an incen-
tive for South Korea to actively engage its neighbors, to offer them
a stake in a stable, unified Korean Peninsula. This is definitely a
lengthy process, and something which cannot be achieved within a
short period (until the next election), in which politicians usually begin
to map out their policies. But, if the German experience can convey
any message to Korea, then it is this: Integration in regional struc-
tures—above all economic integration, and a firm commitment to
existing alliances—was the way to success for Germany. For Korea,
this means that it has to follow the way of ASEAN plus Three (China,
Japan and Korea) integration as well as the broader integration of
APEC and much bolder bilateral integration through free trade
treaties.26

South Korea’s president Kim Dae-jung first proposed a study of
closer economic, political and cultural ties during the ASEAN Plus
Three Summit held in Singapore in November 2000. Afterwards, a
study group discussed plans for integration. In November 2001, it
was again Kim Dae-jung who in the summit meeting in Bandar Seri
Begawan in Brunei proposed a regional free trade area. The response
from Kim’s counterparts was generally cautiously optimistic. While
calling it a “bold, yet feasible plan” (e.g. Brunei’s Sultan Hassanal
Bolkiah), they voiced fears of a too rapid pace of the ASEAN Plus
Three free trade negotiations. The ASEAN states are reluctant to give
up the lead in integration, which they now have with the opening
of the ASEAN FTA in 2002 and their negotiations with China about
a China-ASEAN FTA. Kim Dae-jung additionally proposed regular
ministerial meetings between China, Japan and South Korea. This
shows that South Korea also prefers the greater ASEAN Plus Three
option as the best Northeast Asian option. The success of both inte-
gration processes is dependent on the development of a true regional
identity. This was certainly underlined by the Asian crisis, which on
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the one hand was perceived as a collective threat to the economic
position of East Asia, but on the other hand resulted in divergent
national responses, instead of greater East Asian co-operation.

For South Korea, the options of multilateral trade liberalization
through the WTO and APEC, regional integration in ASEAN Plus
Three and bilateral FTAs—are an opportunity to use the various
options for mutual reinforcement. Bilateral FTAs can be used as pro-
moters of regional integration. For example, the United States closely
observes the policy moves of South Korea, despite their reluctance to
begin early negotiations with South Korea on a FTA and the Senate
Committee on Finances already asked the US International Trade
Commission to compile a study on the possible effects of a Korea-
US FTA. ASEAN Plus Three and APEC can act as a force for trade
negotiations overcoming bilateral political or economic problems.

For the success of regional economic integration, the domestic
acceptance of liberalization is very important. The strong position of
concentrated business and of farming lobbies in South Korea can
counteract the intentions of liberalization. Especially, before elections,
like the presidential election in December, 2002, there was little will-
ingness to assume the political risk to come out openly in favor of
liberalization with the possibility of injuring domestic producers.
However, in South Korea some factors encourage free trade accept-
ance. First, the strong position of the ministerial bureaucracy com-
pared to the relatively weak position of political decision-makers is
a factor promoting free trade. Bureaucrats are less dependent on
interest groups and have a strong position vis-à-vis political leaders
due to the frequent changes in office of the political leadership. Also,
the relatively low intensity of ideological conflict about free trade is
important for Korea’s political acceptance of free trade. No important
political group is rejecting free trade in principle, due to ideological
opposition, even if some groups like the farmers have voiced concern
due to expected losses.

A second important political factor conducive to free trade is the
strong position of South Korea’s export sector. Together with the
bureaucracy, export industries are generally favoring trade liberaliza-
tion. Consequently, in South Korea there is an all-encompassing inter-
est group in favor of free trade. This makes South Korea a possible



promoter of regional integration.
Since integration involves both give and take, this means that

Korea has to be prepared to accept new competitors in some of its
well-protected markets in order to pursue reconciliation, especially
with Japan, despite a difficult historical relationship. A focus on the
past has not been helpful in Europe, where Germany and France had
their history of being “archrivals.” But, by looking into the future,
these former archrivals in a few decades became close friends and
allies. The same approach is important in Northeast Asia. In January
2003, Germany and France could celebrate 40 years of the Franco-
German friendship treaty, which was a cornerstone for German-French
reconciliation. One of the most important aspects of this treaty was
that it began a large scale exchange program between students from
both chountries. For overcoming national differences, such an
approach of “people-to-people” contacts is also important in East Asia.
This could for example be done by a Korean-Japanese or Korean-
Japanese-Chinese foundation for youth exchange. Until now, the
reluctance in all countries to overcome their history is an important
obstacle to such a step: Japan is not too eager to look back at its
imperial past, and in Korea and China emotions in relation to the
past are often used as a tool in domestic conflict. Only an approach
beginning with reconciliation and understanding of the youth can be
successful in overcoming such emotions.

Militarily, Germany benefited from NATO integration. While there
is no comparable regional security system in Northeast Asia, the
alliance with the United States nevertheless provides South Korea
with similar leverage. A firm commitment to the United States for
the time after unification would only seemingly reduce South Korea’s
options for policy action. In reality, it would only close the door to
reunification of that variety preferred by the current North Korean
regime, namely a unification process excluding the United States
under the guidance of North Korea. But this option is not really
considered a viable option in South Korea anyway. Instead, a firm
commitment to the alliance would give the United States a stake in
reconciliation and peace on the Korean Peninsula. The year 2002 saw
a rise of anti-American feeling, fuelled by the highly emotional issue
of the death of two Korean school-girls by an accident caused by the
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US military and the perceived lack of disciplinary and legal action
against the soldiers responsible for the accident. This incident, which
was played up in the wake of the South Korean presidential elections
for political purposes, need not automatically be to the detriment of
the US-ROK alliance. But it clearly has the potential to do so. For
South Korea, distancing itself further from the United States might
give it the feeling of greater political maneuverability for its own
political initiatives, but also the danger of a widening gap between
the partners, which reduces South Korea’s defense credibility in the
region. The German experience shows that loyalty to the United
States, even under sometimes unfavorable conditions (Germany also
saw a rise in anti-Americanism, in the 1980s due to the so-called peace
movement) pays off.

Germany, without its current integration in European and trans-
Atlantic structures, could achieve unification and peaceful relations
with all its neighbors. However, Korea, by integrating into Northeast
Asian and trans-Pacific structures, will equally achieve its long-cher-
ished dream of unification.


