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Series Editor’s Preface

The European origins of détente have long been a key research area for those
historians who believe that the Cold War was more than just a superpower
conflict. By attempting to find the reasons why European leaders developed their
own concepts of the need for confidence-building and stability between the
military blocs roughly in parallel with those that emerged in the United States
and the Soviet Union, European Cold War historians want to stress both the
autonomy and the inter-relationship between continental and superpower causes
in the new 1960s direction in international politics. This re-evaluation is a
significant project, because it promises a new and better understanding of what
was perhaps the crucial turning point in Cold War history.

The present volume concentrates on explaining why, in many different West
European countries, the period from the mid-1950s to the mid-1960s saw
attempts at improving relations across the Iron Curtain. Most of these attempts may
have been sporadic and contradictory, and there are only a few cases where the
policies left a lasting legacy. But the beginning of a reconsideration of the
methods that could be used in inter-bloc diplomacy signalled a willingness—on
the side of some European policymakers—to move beyond the hardline Cold
War confrontation of the Stalin era.

Many of the means by which a reduction of tension could be achieved were—
in the minds of key leaders—economic rather than political. By the mid-1950s
the long-awaited West European post-war economic recovery had started, and it
was thought that the new economic potential of the West had something to offer
to the Soviet-controlled states in Eastern Europe. Perhaps even more
importantly, economic progress increased the self-confidence of West European
leaders, in the sense that they not only seemed to win the confrontation with
Communism in their own countries, but also that their systems would be able to
out-produce and out-compete the socialist economies of the East (something that
had been in no way given in the first post-war decade).

Second, there were the new Soviet European policies that emerged
immediately after Stalin’s death in 1953. In Moscow, everyone in the new
leadership agreed that the Soviet Union needed to decrease the tension with
Western Europe, in part in order to get European assistance in their attempts at
an even more significant détente with the United States, but also because of long-



term hopes of detaching key West European countries from the Atlantic alliance.
Generally, the Soviet overtures were seen as much more significant by European
leaders than by the US administration of Dwight D.Eisenhower, and—as this
volume shows—even the 1956 Soviet invasion of Hungary did not significantly
reduce the hopes for an improved East—West relationship.

Third, during the second Cold War decade some of the key countries of
Western Europe had started finding their own voice in international affairs. As
the immediate impact of the last war receded, a number of leaders on both sides
of the bourgeois-socialist divide began sensing that avoiding a new war in
Europe was as much their responsibility as that of the superpowers. To many, the
attempts at forging large-scale plans for European economic cooperation were
steps in that direction, by pointing to how Germany and Italy—former enemy
countries—could become integrated peacefully into a larger European economic
context that also had political dimensions. Then, under Charles de Gaulle, there
was the re-emergence of a self-consciously independent French foreign policy,
which—as it slowly wound its way out from the disastrous attempts at keeping
its empire—became a forerunner for a greater independence for Europe both in
political and in defence matters.

Ironically, as this volume shows, the gradual recognition within Europe that the
transatlantic alliance was here to stay contributed significantly to the willingness
of West European leaders to engage in moves towards a European détente. As
long as the fear remained that Washington could disengage from a Europe that was
becoming increasingly more prosperous and therefore, seemingly, better
equipped to cover its own defence needs, leaders in Paris, Bonn and, for that
matter, in London, felt that engaging in any diplomacy with the East on their
own was an unnecessarily risky business. Dispelling the notion of an American
withdrawal was a slow process, and it could be argued that it was not complete
until the new Democratic administration of John F.Kennedy signalled a renewed
commitment to Europe in 1961–62.

In a book like this, where the main purpose is to seek the origins of something
that came into full bloom much later, especially with Willy Brandt’s Ostpolitik
during the late 1960s and early 1970s, there is always a danger of reading history
backwards. My sense is that the contributors have avoided that trap, especially
because so many of them are aiming at telling the story of why the early attempts
at détente failed. Still, for the reader it is probably useful to reflect for himself or
herself on the period presented here in terms of that later era, and to ask
questions about what had to change in order for Western Europe to play the
much more active role in determining the future of the continent that it filled in
the third decade of the Cold War.

Odd Arne Westad
Series Editor 
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Introduction

This book is about the role of Europeans in the Cold War—the role of European
governments and of European societies. The thesis with which we begin is that
Europeans were not merely objects of the Cold War—not simply followers of the
United States or of the Soviet Union—but exercised real influence, and
oftentimes that influence was decisive. The contributions to this volume seek to
answer the question of what the Europeans’ role looked like in detail. Did they
aggravate the conflict, or did they contain it? Were they able to maintain their
independence and achieve security? Or did the Europeans become victims of the
Cold War after all?

In using the term ‘Europeans’, we are not only referring to Western Europeans,
as was long the case in the Western historiography of the Cold War. We have
considered the neutral countries as well as the countries of the Soviet bloc in
particular. We believe that the history of the Europeans in the Cold War can also
be read as the prehistory of the present, that is, as a contribution to the history of
overcoming the Cold War.

In this respect, the years from 1953 to 1965, which receive special
consideration in this volume, can be seen as a crucial period in the history of the
Cold War. Superficially, they can be regarded as the ‘Khrushchev Era’. Beyond
that, these years were particularly marked by the struggle for a regulated
coexistence in a world of blocs. An initial effort to find a temporary arrangement
failed due to German desires to overcome quickly the status quo on the German
question. When, however, the crises over Berlin and over Cuba demonstrated the
danger of an unintended nuclear war, then at least a tacit arrangement becomes
possible. Of course, it was based on a system dominated by a nuclear arms race,
a development which the actors of the late 1950s and early 1960s were unable to
avoid.

That in itself already indicates the central role of Konrad Adenauer. This
volume further elucidates that role in so far as it shows that the West German
chancellor played at high risk and for a short time was willing to agree to the
demilitarization of Central Europe (Wilfried Loth). However, he shied away from
the risk of nuclear war; therefore, he was at worst (but only at worst) willing to
agree to a Two-State-Arrangement on the German question and a United Nations
(UN) status for Berlin (Klaus Schwabe).



This volume offers essential new information on the role of the European
communists. The Western communist parties’ strong financial and psychological
dependence on the Moscow centre (Marie-Pierre Rey) did not keep its leaders
from taking sides on controversial issues within the Soviet ruling circle. With
new finds made in Eastern European archives, Vojtech Mastny gives greater
emphasis to an impression earlier offered by Hope Harrison, namely, that Walter
Ulbricht was the driving force behind the second Berlin crisis. The stabilization
of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) thus has to be considered
Khrushchev’s real intention.

The observation that two Western European powers, the UK and France, in
fact made considerable efforts to establish a peaceful order in Europe but for the
most part failed is another important result of the studies presented in this
volume. Their lack of success was partially due to Khrushchev’s preference for
coming to agreements with the USA and also with West Germany (Antonio
Varsori, Georges-Henri Soutou). However, exaggerated notions of both UK and
French hegemony in Europe also had a negative tinge. Irvin Wall highlights the
late colonial notions of ‘Eurafrica’ that motivated France at the time of the
Algerian war. Maurice Vaïsse shows that during the Berlin crisis, de Gaulle
argued against negotiations with the Soviet Union in an attempt to tie the West
Germans to France strongly and irrevocably.

The ‘neue Ostpolitik’ (new Eastern policy) of the Federal Republic appears
from this perspective to be the closing of a gap left by the overly ambitious
policy of the UK and especially of France. Gottfried Niedhart demonstrates that
Willy Brandt developed his concept even before the shock about Western
behaviour after the building of the Berlin Wall. Eckart Conze makes plain how
Brandt prepared the foundations with confidence-building measures. Torsten
Oppelland explains how Gerhard Schröder contributed to establishing the policy
despite all the limitations of his approach. If at the beginning of the years under
discussion the Germans had served as a stumbling bloc on the road to détente,
they now grew into a more productive role. It first took effect when the West
German government decided to sign the nuclear non-proliferation treaty
(Marilena Gala).

In the period under investigation, contacts reaching beyond the blocs hardly
played a part. The Finnish proposals for an understanding were highly productive
(Seppo Hentilä), but little attention was paid to them. De Gaulle’s appeals were
mired in superficial rhetoric (Georges-Henri Soutou). It was the case that only
economic interests persistently worked for the rapprochement of East and West
over the long term. Until a later period, there would be no coordination of de-
escalation efforts among the leaders of the US, the USSR or Europe.

This book is part of a major international research project on ‘Europe, East
and West, in the Cold War, 1943–1989’. It began in 1996 with an international
conference in Florence entitled ‘The Failure of Peace, 1943–1953’, organized by
Antonio Varsori.1 In the second phase, Georges-Henri Soutou chaired a
conference on ‘The Times of the Cold War, 1949–1953’, in Paris in 1998.2 The
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contributions to this volume, Europe, Cold War and Coexistence, 1953– 1965,
were initially discussed at a third conference which took place in October of
2001 in Essen. Further conferences to cover the Brezhnev era and the end of the
Cold War will follow.

The editor would like to thank all those who have contributed to the success of
this third phase of the enterprise. The Steering Committee, comprised of Vojtech
Mastny, Klaus Schwabe, Georges-Henri Soutou and Antonio Varsori, provided
valuable advice and important contributions. Jost Dülffer, Gustav Schmidt, Odd
Arne Westad, Kathryn Weathersby and Natalia Yegorova served as section
leaders and commentators and contributed to focusing the discussion. Christian
Müller and Corinna Steinert supported me in the organization of the conference
in Essen. Michaela Bachem-Rehm, Robert F.Hogg and Henning Türk carried out
the copyediting of the contributions to this volume.

The conference in Essen was made possible by generous support from the
Volkswagen Foundation and the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft. Without
their assistance, the international cooperation of historians from both East and
West would not have been possible—and such cooperation is the prerequisite for
an objective understanding of the Cold War.

NOTES

1 The contributions were published in Antonio Varsori and Elena Calandri (eds), The
Failure of Peace in Europe, 1943–48, Basingstoke/New York: Palgrave, 2002.

2 The contributions were published in Saki Dockrill, Robert Frank, Georges-Henri
Soutou and Antonio Varson (eds), L’Europe de l’Est et de l’Ouest dans la Guerre
froide, 1948– 1953, Paris: Presses de l’Université de Paris-Sorbonne, 2003.
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PART I:

EUROPE IN THE ‘FIRST DÉTENTE’,
1953–58



1
Britain as a Bridge between East and West

Antonio Varsori

In late July of 1955, in the aftermath of the Geneva summit conference, British
Prime Minister Anthony Eden had a talk with Evelyn Shuckburgh, at that time a
senior Foreign Office official. The Conservative leader spoke about his
experience at Geneva, saying that in his opinion, ‘the Russians were looking
ahead, and saw in ten or twenty years a very strong China to the east of them and
perhaps a very strong Germany to the West, and were looking for someone to
hold their hands a little. They could not expect anything from the USA, and they
saw that the French were no use, so they were looking for us.”1 This statement is
representative of the attitudes, feelings, hopes, and misperceptions which
characterized Britain’s policy toward the Eastern bloc and especially the Soviet
Union during the early détente period. Furthermore, it may be argued that Britain
played a leading part in favouring the end of the Cold War in Europe, although it
would be difficult to claim that British decision makers gained much for their
efforts.2

It would in fact be partially misleading to focus our attention only on the
period from 1953 to 1956, that is, the two-and-a-half years from the death of
Stalin to the crises over the Suez and Budapest. In order to understand the UK’s
policy during those crucial years, it would be of some help to go back to an
earlier period. In the immediate postwar years, the Labour Cabinet did its best to
create a new world order which could be based on some form of agreement not
only with the USA and France but also with the Soviet Union.3 It was especially
on the European continent that the UK was confronted with a frightening power
vacuum which could easily be filled only by the Soviet Union, British decision
makers could not be sure of the USA’s intentions, and a return to the isolationist
tradition could not be excluded. In spite of Churchill’s efforts in the late stages
of the war, France was perceived as a defeated nation whose restoration as a great
power would be an almost impossible task. Only the UK could counter Soviet
ambitions to achieve hegemony over the whole European continent. At the same
time, British decision makers were well aware of their nation’s plight, which
weakened their power despite the fact that the UK was still the centre of a great
empire.4 The Attlee government could not oppose both Soviet military strength
and Stalin’s political prestige, a consequence of the ‘great patriotic war’ and of



the victory over Nazi Germany; from an ideological viewpoint, Labour’s
peaceful ‘revolution’ was no match for the almost religious appeal of the
communist faith with its millions of loyal militants. Last but not least, wide sectors
of British public opinion saw the Soviet Union as the gallant ally which had
greatly contributed to the final victory rather than as a powerful and unfriendly
competitor.5

So diplomacy and compromise were the tools through which London tried to
create a lasting peace—especially on the European continent—which would
safeguard Britain’s imperial interests and allow the Labour Party to achieve its
domestic goals.6 In fact, the British leaders desperately needed time to
implement the Labour social and political programme, to prompt the nation’s
economic recovery, and to reform the Empire; a stable settlement on the
European scene would offer such a chance. In this regard, Britain tried to deal
with the Soviet Union on the basis of traditional power politics—in Whitehall, it
was hoped that the war had transformed the USSR into Russia and Stalin into a
sort of Red Tsar.7 Very early, however, British leaders realized that it would be
quite difficult to achieve a lasting settlement with the Soviet Union. They thought
that Stalin’s policy was largely shaped by ideological bias which led Moscow
toward an aggressive strategy, that is, toward conflict with the West. This
interpretation was nothing new but rather the rediscovery of deeply rooted fears
and beliefs which had their origins in the 1920s.8 But only the USA had the
power and means to counter effectively Stalin’s imperial ambitions, and in 1947
the British Foreign Office and its head, Ernest Bevin, did their best in order to
pave the way for the USA’s involvement on the European scene.9 On the other
hand, the Truman administration were already working out a ‘revolution’ of the
USA’s international role, dramatically marked by developments such as the
Truman Doctrine’, the Marshall Plan, and later the creation of the North Atlantic
Alliance.10 Britain played a significant role in this process: the Truman Doctrine’
was prompted by London’s appeal concerning the deteriorating situation in
Greece11; the British favoured the launching of the Marshall Plan, and the UK
was the most important recipient of that ERP (European Recovery Programme)
aid.12 Bevin also launched the plan for a Western Union and concurred in
shaping the main characteristics of the Atlantic alliance.13 That was the
beginning of the ‘special relationship’. In 1948, Churchill, although at that time
in the opposition, skilfully sketched out the priorities of the UK’s foreign policy
when he spoke of the three interlocking ‘circles’ (that is, the ‘special relationship’,
the Commonwealth and Western Europe).14 The ‘special relationship’ and the
Cold War were in fact closely linked, and both elements became almost vital
factors of Britain’s foreign policy, as the Cold War was at the root of the ‘special
relationship’, and the Anglo-American alliance, supported by the
Commonwealth, gave new life to London’s role as a great power with worldwide
responsibilities and interests. In late 1949, the USA and Britain appeared to be the
two pillars of a powerful transatlantic partnership, of an ‘Atlantic community’.15 
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But Britain’s ‘special’ position rapidly eroded. The Korean War marked a
turning point in the Cold War, as the USA on the one hand were directly
involved in the Far East and on the other they were very mindful of the
communist threat to Central Europe, that is, to West Germany. In the latter case,
the Truman administration singled out as their main goals West Germany’s
rearmament and closer economic, political and military integration among the
nations of Western Europe. French fears and ambitions led the Fourth Republic’s
decision-makers to support Jean Monnet’s ‘functionalist’ projects, and the
French government launched both the Schuman Plan and the Pleven Plan.16 So
from the middle of 1950, West Germany’s role became the main concern of the
Truman administration, and France became the most important factor in US
policy on Western Europe.17 For their part, British leaders rejected London’s
involvement in both the Schuman Plan and the Pleven Plan, not only as a
consequence of their dislike of vague ‘federalist’ projects but also on the ground
that such a commitment would jeopardize Britain’s world role.18 That may be
partially true, but for some time the creation of an effective Western European
system appeared to be in the hands of French and West German decision makers
as well as the US administration.

In the Far East, the British supported the political and military initiatives
developed by Washington, but by late 1950, the Labour Cabinet began to be
worried about General McArthur’s aggressive strategy which could lead to a
major nuclear war.19 Furthermore, they could not forget the ‘Commonwealth
circle’ and, in this regard, it was often difficult to reconcile the Anglo-American
‘special relationship’ with the close ties developed with some Asian members of
the Commonwealth, especially Nehru’s India, which had serious doubts about
the USA’s tough policy toward Communist China.20 Last but not least, a serious
illness led to Bevin’s resignation; his substitute, Herbert Morrison, lacked
experience, making the Foreign Office appear less effective.

In the autumn of 1951, the Conservatives won the general elections: Churchill
was appointed prime minister and Eden was once again his foreign secretary.21

Churchill was obviously interested in foreign policy, but his relationship with
Eden was less smooth than in the war years, as the former was becoming an old
man who clung to power and the latter was not happy at his being the prime
minister’s ‘heir apparent’, an heir who was waiting for a position which that old
man had no intention of giving up.22 In spite of those personal difficulties, both
Churchill and Eden had a common goal: the confirmation of Britain as a world
power which could stand with both the USA and the USSR. They were aware of
their nation’s weaknesses, but they still hoped to have some chance of achieving
such an ambitious goal. In fact, Churchill and Eden developed different
strategies. The prime minister seemed to nurture a sort of dream: to be
remembered by posterity as a man of peace through his ending of the Cold War;
dialogue with Moscow was the main goal of his ‘last campaign’.23 In case of a
successful outcome of his strategy, Britain would impose itself at the centre of
the international stage. He hoped that he could win Washington’s support for his
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policy. Eden did not share Churchill’s enthusiasms and was more concerned
about the numerous problems which London had to face in various areas, from
the Middle East, where Britain’s relations with Egypt were more and more
strained, to South East Asia, where the British were facing a communist guerrilla
movement in Malaya. Additionally, the Foreign Office’s evaluations confirmed
the widespread opinion that Stalin was not interested in starting any dialogue
with the West, and it is not surprising that the famous Stalin Note of March 1952
was rejected by Whitehall as a mere propaganda move.24 On the other hand,
creation of an effective Western European defence system was still perceived as
the only instrument for constructing a strong bulwark against Moscow’s
aggressive policies. So, at least for the time being, Whitehall decided to be
faithful to the close alliance with the USA and to cooperate with Washington on
the European scene. The British cabinet gave growing support to the project for a
European Defence Community (EDC), but the launching of the so-called Eden
Plan for the revival of the Council of Europe, although doomed to failure,
showed that the foreign secretary did not consider the ‘functionalist’ approach
the only way toward European cooperation and that Britain wished to play some
role in any future Western European political structure.25

In fact, the Republican victory at the US presidential elections in late 1952 and
the death of Stalin in early 1953 prompted a dramatic development in Britain’s
policy toward the Eastern bloc. At first, Churchill hoped that it would be possible
to renew close contacts with Eisenhower and to influence the new US
administration’s position toward the USSR, but he quickly discovered that the
Republican administration was committed to a militant anti-communist policy
which openly clashed with the prime minister’s aspirations.26 In Washington’s
opinion, the Western European allies had to show a more forthcoming attitude in
their support of the ‘Cold War’ strategy under the firm leadership of the USA.27

But the death of Stalin and the early statements by the new Soviet leaders
seemed to mark a significant change in Moscow’s position; it was the
opportunity that the prime minister had been waiting for, and he focused his
attention and hopes more and more on starting a dialogue with the Soviet
Union.28 As Eden was seriously ill and out of office, Churchill felt himself free
to launch an ambitious foreign policy initiative. In May of 1953, he gave an
important speech in the House of Commons in which he put forward the
suggestion for a summit conference on the model of the wartime big three
meetings in order to resolve the major international problems of the time. The
Cabinet had doubts about the wisdom of the prime minister’s proposal and
Eden’s reaction was negative as he thought that the project was premature and
ill-conceived.29 On the other hand, the US administration disagreed with
Churchill’s position as both Eisenhower and John Foster Dulles argued that the
long-term goal of the new Soviet leadership was still the communist domination
of the world and that the Kremlin had only changed its tactics.30 Nevertheless,
Western European public opinion warmly welcomed Churchill’s move, which
had raised great expectations. The prime minister’s initiative did not, however,
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have any immediate consequences: the USA stated that before starting any talks
with Moscow, the Western powers would have to work out a common policy.
France wanted to be involved in any future Western initiative; Churchill’s and
Eisenhower’s illnesses led to a delay in the Western decision-making process.
Also, everyone in Washington, London and Paris thought it better to wait for the
outcome of West Germany’s elections, due to be held in September 1953, which
would influence the fate of the EDC treaty.

During the second half of 1953, there appeared to be a rapprochement between
Churchill and Eden: ‘détente’ with Moscow was not a goal ‘per se’, at least in
Eden’s opinion; it was nevertheless a fundamental step in a wider strategy, the
vital aim of which was the defence of Britain’s role as a world power. Beyond
Churchill’s belief in the almost thaumaturgical role of a summit conference,
numerous factors seemed to confirm the British viewpoint. In Whitehall, it was
hoped that Soviet leaders would be more interested in devoloping contacts with
the British Cabinet rather than with a US administration, which was still
committed to the ‘New Look’ and appeared to be influenced by the right wing of
the Republican Party.31 On the basis of a realistic approach, however, the British
thought that any future negotiation with the Soviet Union would be a hard
bargain and, as a sort of prerequisite, the Western powers had to achieve a
‘position of strength’, which meant the implementation of an effective Western
European defence system.32 In 1953, such a goal was closely tied to the
ratification of the EDC treaty, although most British decision-makers were more
interested in West Germany’s rearmament and in the expansion of North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO) than in the creation of a European army, not to
speak of a European Political Community.33 Although not a very clear-cut aspect
of British foreign policy in 1953, Eden and the Foreign Office did realize that the
West had to make some concessions to the Soviets, but it was thought that the
recognition of the Soviet Union as a decent international actor could be enough.
Numerous Western decision makers opined that the new Soviet leadership was
weak in comparison to Stalin and that it was also in Moscow’s interest to ease
international tensions. In Whitehall’s view, the Kremlin was mainly concerned
about Europe, especially Germany. Some form of joint agreement about
Germany’s future could be the major subject of talks between the USSR and the
three Western powers, and some sort of European security system would be the
almost obvious consequence of a rapprochement between East and West. Last but
not least, if there were a successful outcome of Britain’s policy, London would
have more resources at its disposal in order to solve the numerous problems it
was facing outside Europe in the ‘imperial’ context. Such a ‘realistic’ approach
was based on the assumption that Moscow’s foreign policy would be shaped less
by ideology and more by ‘realpolitik’. In light of that, it may be of some interest
to stress the cautious British reaction to the Soviet supression of the uprising in
East Berlin in June of 1953; on this occasion, Churchill’s words seemed to show
his understanding of the Soviet Union’s ‘responsibilities’ as an occupying power
and the need to maintain ‘law and order’.34
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Until the middle of 1954, in fact, the Soviets’ achievement of a position of
strength was regarded as an unavoidable prerequisite, and it was still very difficult
to understand what would be the outcome of the struggle for power taking place
in Moscow. At the Bermuda three-power conference in December of 1953,
Churchill and Eden put strong pressure on Laniel and Bidault in order to get
France to ratify the EDC treaty. The British leaders’ position did not differ very
much from Eisenhower’s and Dulles’ attitude.35 At the Berlin foreign ministers’
conference on the German question (January-February 1954), Eden consistently
stuck to the plan which had been worked out by the three Western powers; this was
based on the hypothesis of free elections in the whole German territory and was
rejected by the Soviet delegation.36 In that same period, however, it was decided
that in a few months a conference would be convened on the Korean and
Indochina crises. That meeting opened in April 1954 in Geneva, and all the
parties involved in both questions—including the major communist powers, the
USSR and Communist China—took part in the conference. Discussions on the
Korean question almost immediately ended in failure, but it must not be
forgotten that in 1953, despite the ‘New Look’ rhetoric, an armistice had been
agreed with the consent of the United States. So the attention of the conference
was focused on the Indochina crisis; for their part, the French had hoped that the
meeting would offer them the chance for a diplomatic solution to an endless war
which was becoming more and more unpopular and burdensome. Military
developments, that is, the siege of the French garrison at Dien Bien Phu,
highlighted the weakness of France’s position, however. The Laniel government
put strong pressure on the Eisenhower administration for US military
intervention to relieve the besieged garrison. But US officials had no intention of
becoming directly involved in the Indochina crisis, and they asked the British for
political and military support, while warning the French that they could not give
up their military responsibilities in South East Asia. Furthermore, the US
delegation’s position at the Geneva conference hardened due to fears that the
French would accept a diplomatic solution, which would threaten the Western
position in Asia to the advantage of both the Soviet Union and Communist
China.37 Both Churchill and Eden were irritated by the US attitude; the British
thought that Western military intervention in Indochina would be a mistake, but,
in their opinion, the Eisenhower administration’s rigid position at Geneva was
useless and only diplomacy could offer a way out for the West.38 It was
especially the case that Eden, who was playing a leading part in the negotiations,
hoped that the outcome of the conference could be successful: a lessening of the
tensions in the Far East would have positive consequences for Britain’s position
in those areas where it still had significant interests, from Hong Kong
to Singapore to Malaya, not to speak of the still important partnership with India.39

The fall of Dien Bien Phu led to Laniel’s resignation and to the appointment
of Pierre Mendès France, whose first task was resolution of both the Indochina
crisis and the ‘querelle de la CED’. A ‘peace with honour’ was quickly achieved
in Indochina, but the Geneva agreements were perceived in Washigton as

10 EUROPE, COLD WAR AND COEXISTENCE, 1953–65



‘treason’. Dulles suspected that Mendès France had agreed to a’global trade-off’
with both the Soviet Union and Communist China in the form of Moscow’s and
Peking’s forthcoming attitude on the Indochina question and France’s
abandonment of its commitment to ratifying the EDC. In London, however, the
Geneva agreements were regarded as a positive compromise solution; Eden was
proud of his diplomatic skill, which enhanced both his domestic and
international position. In his opinion, the Soviet delegation had behaved
sensibly; moreover, Britain and the Soviet Union would be the co-guarantors of
the implementation of the Geneva agreements. Although there were some
suspicions about the French leader’s entourage, the British thought that the new
French government’s attitude could have positive consequences for Britain’s
international interests. Mendès France favoured the setting-up of close ties with
London, and he had scant confidence in functionalist integration. In Whitehall, it
was also thought that Britain and France as imperial powers shared some
common interests—from the Middle East to the Far East—which, in their
opinion, did not coincide with those pursued by the US administration.40 So both
nations were interested in promoting détente; such a development would confirm
the two powers’ independent role in the Western alliance, and they could move
their scant resources from the European scene to the ‘colonial’ world. Those
hopes were based on the assumptions that (a) Moscow was still focusing its
attention on Europe, (b) the new Soviet leadership was weaker than Stalin had
been, (c) a multi-polar international system where the USA would not be the
only Western power would be in the Kremlin’s interest. In two years’ time, all
those assumptions would be proven wrong.

Nevertheless, in late August 1954, when the French National Assembly
rejected the EDC treaty—thus creating the worst crisis in the Western alliance
before de Gaulle’s decision to leave NATO—British leaders and especially Eden
felt that this could become a precious opportunity for Britain and that Whitehall
could play a leading role in shaping the Western system.41 At first, the foreign
secretary convinced Dulles to refrain from any retaliatory action against France.
Then he launched a project based on West Germany’s re-armament through
Bonn’s involvement in NATO and the creation of the Western European Union
(WEU), which would include both the Federal Republic and Italy. Eden’s plan was
successful, and in late October 1954, the Paris agreement sealed West
Germany’s rearmament, the restoration of its sovereignty as well, its membership
in both NATO and the WEU. The United States could be happy with the creation
of an effective Western defence system; Germany had recovered the status of an
independent nation; and France had saved its ‘armée’. Moreover, because
Adenauer’s government had stated that it would give up its right to produce
nuclear weapons, Paris could hope to maintain some form of military superiority
over Germany. But Britain was the real winner. Whitehall had achieved all its
goals: (a) the USA would maintain their commitment to Europe’s defence, but
Britain had confirmed its special role as a bridge between Washington and its
European allies; (b) West Germany would be rearmed but with no independent
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nuclear weapons and would be under the double control of NATO and the WEU;
(c) the functionalist ‘approach’ to European integration which isolated Britain
from Western Europe had been defeated; (d) a close Anglo-French ‘entente
cordiale’ had been restored. In this same period, Britain and Egypt had also
signed a treaty which seemed to solve the Suez Canal question, and Eden played
a role in the resolution of the Trieste problem, thus confirming both his
international prestige and growing role in the Tory government.42 In the British
cabinet’s opinion, the next step would be the exploitation of the ‘position of
strength’ achieved in Europe as well as Britain’s diplomatic prestige in order to
start a dialogue with Moscow and create a stable European settlement acceptable
to the Soviets. All those goals were obviously tied to the ratification of the Paris
agreements, and it is not surprising that until the final decision by the French
parliament in the spring of 1955, London’s attitude was a cautious one; when in
early 1955, Mendès France put pressure on the USA and Britain in order to
launch an initiative toward the USSR, both Churchill and Eden disagreed with
the French prime minister’s move, regarding it as premature.43

But it was the Soviet Union which seized the initiative in March 1955: The
Soviet government summoned to Moscow the Austrian leaders in order to find a
solution to the problem of Austria. The Soviets were now eager to accept an end
to the four-power occupation, but Austria would become a neutral state, a
compromise which was also in Austria’s interest. The Kremlin’s move led to
four-power negotations whose outcome was the signature of the Austrian state
treaty by the four foreign ministers, which took place in Vienna in mid May.44 In
the meantime, Churchill had at last decided to resign. Eden became prime
minister in April, and his position was then strengthened by a general election
which confirmed his leadership.45 In Eden’s view, Moscow’s political activism,
which was further demonstrated by Khrushchev’s visit to Belgrade, meant that
the Soviet interest in détente was not only a propaganda move; furthermore,
Whitehall thought that as a consequence of Malenkov’s resignation, Khrushchev
was emerging as the leading personality and that this development would give
more substance to Moscow’s foreign policy.46 So Eden proposed to the
Eisenhower administration and the French government that the Western powers
seize the initiative to convene the summit conference which Churchill had dreamt
of. Although the new French cabinet led by Edgar Faure obviously welcomed
Eden’s proposal, as Paris hoped that such an initiative could delay West
Germany’s rearmament, the US authorities showed scant enthusiasm, bowing to
the European allies’ will only because they knew that Western public opinion
strongly hoped that a new peaceful era would dawn in East—West relations and
realized that the USA could not reject such an important initiative that could lead
to détente.47

It is not possible here to examine in detail the diplomatic process which led to
the Geneva conference nor to explore its proceedings. As far as Britain is
concerned, Eden was the driving force in the Western camp.48 Of course, the
British would not act alone and instead carefully looked for a common Western
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position—more precisely, a common Anglo-American position—but they were
eager to shape the Western powers’ strategy. In Whitehall’s opinion, the summit
could deal with all the major international problems, but the British were
convinced that Soviet leaders would focus their interest on Europe and, to that
end, Britain worked out a plan which, if accepted by the Soviets, could lead to
Germany’s reunification. The project was based on free elections on the whole
German territory as well as on the creation of a demilitarized belt in Central
Europe, comprising former East Germany as well as some parts of Czechoslovakia
and Poland. To this could be added some guarantees about the stationing of
NATO troops in Europe, as well as recognition of Soviet interests.49 We may
wonder whether Eden really believed that the Soviet leaders could comply with a
project which would end Soviet control over East Germany. Perhaps Eden was
influenced by some West German intelligence estimates that stressed alleged
Soviet economic and political weakness. Morevover, it is likely that the British
prime minister overrated the Kremlin’s interest in achieving détente with the
West at all costs. It was also the case that some British diplomats such as the
ambassador in Moscow, Sir Willian Hayter, had a far less optimist view of Soviet
aims.50 Nevertheless, most British decision makers seemed to believe that the
Soviet leaders were interested in starting serious talks with the West, especially
as far as Europe was concerned; Whitehall thought that Moscow wanted to be
recognized as a reliable international partner and that Soviet leaders were eager
to achieve a stable European settlement. Consequences of this evaluation
included not only the Eden Plan but also British willingness to recognize a role
for the USSR on the European continent and, in the long term, negotiate a
European security system which would include the Soviet Union.

As is well known, the summit conference—despite the so-called ‘Geneva
spirit’—led to no practical consequences. Furthermore, the Soviet Union showed
no interest in the Eden Plan, and on their coming back to Moscow, Khrushchev
and Bulganin paid a visit to East Berlin, where they openly stated the Kremlin’s
support for the German Democratic Republic, a confirmation of how Germany’s
division suited Soviet interests.51 This was underscored on the occasion of
Adenauer’s visit to Moscow in September of 1955. Eden was only partially
disappointed by the political outcome of the Geneva conference, but he did
appear to resent the reaction of Western public opinion, which had singled out
the USA and the USSR as the two main actors. On the contrary, Eden still hoped
that the USSR needed Britain and that a fruitful bilateral relationship could be
worked out. He based this on the talks he had had with both Khrushchev and
Bulganin.52 The British cabinet invited the Soviet leaders to pay an official visit
to Britain in early 1956. Khrushchev and Bulganin welcomed Eden’s invitation,
and, in London, it was often stressed that this would be the first visit by Soviet
leaders to a great Western power. This decision appeared to confirm in British
eyes the Soviet interest in Britain’s international role.

Some episodes dampened Eden’s optimism, however. In the autumn of 1955,
Khrushchev and Bulganin paid a successful and much-publicized visit to Asia,
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during which their speeches harshly criticized British imperalism; furthermore,
they voiced Moscow’s support for the process of decolonization.53 A few months
earlier, in late April, numerous Asian and African leaders had met in Bandung
and had given birth to the movement of the non-aligned countries. A communist
leader, Chou En-lai, had played a significant role at the Bandung Conference,
stressing that the communist bloc regarded the ‘Third World’ countries, although
ruled mostly by ‘bourgeois’ leaders, as reliable and valuable allies. Last but not
least, ‘non-alignment’ and the fight against colonialism were becoming two
important goals for Yugoslavia, with which the Conservative government had
hoped to renew close ties.54

Some Foreign Office officials began to realise that Soviet foreign policy was
radically changing: in the eyes of the Kremlin’s leaders, the achievement of
‘détente’ in Europe was an instrument which gave them more room for
manoeuvre in the ‘Third World’, where Khrushchev was eager to develop close
alliances with newly independent nations. The Soviets showed a confident
attitude that ‘peaceful coexistence’ would favour Soviet goals. Worse still, they
appeared to single out the colonial role of Britain and France as the weak link in
the Western chain, and, to that end, they thought it useful to exploit the
nationalist, anti-colonialist feelings which were shaping the attitudes of Asian
and African peoples.55 Britain’s reaction was slow and largely ineffective. Some
diplomats warned Eden about the dangerous developments in Soviet foreign
policy, and someone in Whitehall thought it perhaps better to cancel
Khrushchev’s visit to Britain, but this idea was quickly shelved.56 For his part,
Eden thought it possible to have a frank conversation with Khrushchev. It is of
some interest to note that the outcome of the twentieth congress of the
Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) and Khrushchev’s ‘secret report’
appeared to have a minor impact on Britain’s decision-making.57 The British
cabinet now focused their attention on the Soviet attitude toward the ‘Third
World’, especially the growing interest Moscow showed in the Middle East, where
London’s position was becoming weaker as a consequence of a rising tide of
Arab nationalism, whose main standard-bearer was Nasser’s Egypt. Soviet
leaders openly criticized the Baghdad Pact, which London had joined in 1955.

In late April 1956, Khrushchev and Bulganin paid their official visit to
Britain; in spite of a few minor incidents, the visit appeared to be
successful.58 There were numerous bi-lateral conversations, and Eden explained
Britain’s position frankly. He highlighted the positive aspects of Britain’s
colonial experience and stated that Middle East oil was vital for the British
economy, so much so that the British ‘were prepared to fight for it’. But
Khrushchev did not back down from his position and, as a Foreign Office
official wrote, ‘He was quick to reach agreement on matters which he did not
regard as important: but on “questions of principle”…he proved to be
intransigent’.59 It seemed to be the case that disruption of the British Empire was
one of those ‘questions of principle’. But Eden was under the illusion that he had

14 EUROPE, COLD WAR AND COEXISTENCE, 1953–65



convinced Khrushchev of Britain’s determination and capacity to defend its vital
interests.60

A few weeks later, Nasser made a speech announcing his decision to
nationalize the Suez Canal Company, a move which generated waves of popular
enthusiasm in the whole Arab world. As is well known, his decision was the
beginning of a crisis which would seal the end of Britain’s leading role in the
Middle East and would be a serious blow to London’s prestige as a world power.61

It is not surprising that, as the British were too involved in the Suez crisis, they
appeared to show little interest in the Budapest uprising, which was perceived
mainly as a development that would favour the British and French intervention
against Nasser.62 Although the Soviet Union loudly supported Egypt’s position,
the main reason for Britain’s surrender to the will of the United Nations was the
negative reaction of the US administration. In spite of that, the relationship
between London and Moscow had radically changed. In late November, a
Foreign Office official had a talk with the Soviet ambassador in London, Malik,
who was critical of Britain’s decision to freeze cultural and trade relations with
the USSR in retaliation for the Soviet intervention against Hungary. The British
diplomat got the impression that Malik’s words could be easily translated into ‘we
are proud and we are strong; if you do not wish to have cultural exchanges or
trade with us, so much the worse for you’.63 Eden’s policy toward the Soviet
Union had ended in failure, and the new prime minister’s early goal was now the
restoration of the ‘special relationship’: détente was too serious a business to be
left in the hands of the British or the French and from 1956 on, the East—West
confrontation—and dialogue—appeared to be mainly a bi-polar affair.

In conclusion, it can be stated that between 1953 and 1956, Britain
consistently tried to develop an autonomous policy toward the Soviet Union, a
policy which, however, had its roots in previous experiences. If Churchill often
appeared to be influenced by personal motives and by a kind of dream, Eden’s
policy was more coherent and seemed to be based on rational factors. Both
leaders believed that their main goal was the confirmation of Britain’s role as a
great world power; this meant that London had to have a leading position in the
international arena, that is, in the East—West conflict. Yet in the opinion of
British decision makers, the Cold War, which in the late 1940s had strengthened
London’s international role, above all through the ‘special relationship’, was now
weakening that position, in particular because they felt that it was becoming less
and less easy to influence US authorities. In some areas of the world, moreover,
British interests and opinions began to differ from those of Washington. The
British leaders thought that once the Western system had been able to achieve a
position of strength (that is, via West Germany’s rearmament and the
strengthening of NATO), the Western powers could begin some form of dialogue
with the USSR. In London’s interpretation, the new Soviet leaders were eager to
establish some ‘modus vivendi’ with the West and to that end were focusing
their attention on the European scene. This development in the Kremlin’s attitude
was perceived as the consequence of a lessening of the ideological characters
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which had shaped Stalin’s foreign policy. It is difficult to know whether Whitehall
had a clearcut view of the main features of the agreement which could be
achieved; the hope for Germany’s reunification quickly vanished in the summer
of 1955 in the face of the Kremlin’s lack of interest; also, the hypothesis of a
European security system was always very vague. It may be stated, however,
that the British plans implied the Western recognition of Moscow’s continued
rule over most of East-Central Europe, as well as the existence of definite Soviet
interests on the European continent. In fact, London’s evaluation of Moscow’s
position was partly right—détente in Europe was in the Soviet leaders’ interest,
but, especially from 1955 onwards, Khrushchev hoped that a stable European
settlement would offer him more room for manoeuvre in the Third World’.
Furthermore, Soviet leaders were now convinced that their position had become
stronger and that the real enemy—with which, however, it would be possible to
negotiate—was the US administration, while Britain and France were only minor
actors experiencing an unavoidable decline.

If Britain’s aspiration to become a bridge between East and West—that is, to
confirm its role as an autonomous international actor—was doomed to failure,
and London reverted to the more modest role of significant pillar in the Western
alliance, Britain’s belief in its being able to develop some autonomous contact
with the USSR did survive for a long while. As evidence of this, we may cite
Macmillan’s visit to Moscow, Harold Wilson’s initiatives on finding a
diplomatic solution to the Vietnam War through contacts with the Moscow
leadership, and, last but not least, Thatcher’s early interest in Gorbachev’s policy.
We may wonder, however, whether, from the mid-1950s, Moscow regarded
Britain as a partner of any relevance.
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2
Adenauer’s Final Western Choice, 1955–58

Wilfried Loth

The tendency toward an understanding on the basis of mutual respect between
the blocs, as seen in the ‘spirit of Geneva’, was opposed above all by Konrad
Adenauer. This is understandable given that such a modus vivendi between East
and West implied that the division of Germany would continue for an indefinite
period, provided that one did not support the neutralization of Germany or believe
that the Soviet system would be liberalized. That in itself was unacceptable to
Adenauer because his policy of Western integration could be increasingly called
into question. He therefore had to use every means at his disposal to prevent
official recognition of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) and avoid
having interest in reunification retreat into the shadows in favour of tendencies
toward de-escalation.1

I

By demonstrating Western strength and promoting internal difficulties for the
Soviets, Adenauer’s policies for Germany aimed at convincing the Soviet
leadership to retreat from German affairs and to dispense with repressive methods
in pursuing its interests in general. As he explained in March 1952, ‘when the
West is stronger than Soviet Russia, then the day for negotiation with Soviet
Russia has come’. And ‘then we have to make Soviet Russia understand that it
cannot possibly keep half of Europe in slavery, and that by means of a
confrontation the conditions in East Europe have to be rearranged’.2 Four years
later, he insisted ‘we [can] only secure peace if we contribute to [making] the
peace-loving part of the world stronger than the Soviet Union, not in order to
suppress it, but actually to come to promising negotiations this way’.3 In order to
get there, he did everything in his power to strengthen the solidarity of the West
and its military power; it is an oft-neglected fact that he also rejected all Soviet
initiatives to intensify trade relations, which could have helped the Soviet Union
in dealing with its economic difficulties.

Adenauer did not consider for one minute that such policies of strength might
also be counterproductive, meaning that they might further harden the Soviet
position. He also did not have a precise definition of how to measure Western
superiority; it did not matter to him that this superiority had long since been



achieved in the economic arena and still obtained in nuclear affairs as well.
Furthermore, he did not dwell on the question of whether strength alone would
suffice to convince the Soviet leadership to give in. Occasional thoughts about
having to pay a price for giving up the GDR were regularly overruled by the fear
that a withdrawal of American troops from the Federal Republic would lead to
the expansion of Soviet hegemony on the European continent. Thus, he did not
dare accept more than a NATO disclaimer regarding the GDR’s territory; and
even this concession he himself did not offer to the Soviet Union. In practice, his
Eastern policies were limited to keeping some sort of connection with Moscow
in order to forestall an understanding between the USA and the Soviet Union
based on the recognition of the status quo.

The sterility and problematic internal nature of Adenauer’s reunification
policy led many opponents to accuse him of not really wanting the reunification
of Germany—particularly dramatic examples are the Bundestag speeches of
Thomas Dehler and Gustav Heinemann on 23 and 24 January 1958. Such claims,
however, are not accurate, especially when we consider Adenauer’s belief that in
order to keep the Germans with the West permanently, he needed to show
successes on questions of reunification. ‘If the question of reunification is not
resolved in an appropriate period of time’, he instructed his NATO ambassador
Herbert Blankenhorn in February 1958, ‘we will be running the risk that the
unscrupulous agitation of our opposition will lead the majority of the people
gradually to become muddled…and that the question of loosening the ties to the
West and the neutralisation of Germany will become a serious question, which it
isn’t yet.’4 Further, his insistence on the Federal Republic’s claim that it alone
represented the German people, his opposition to widespread hopes for détente,
his aim of putting strong pressure on the Soviet Union and, finally, his hard-line
stance against the growing resistance within his own ranks clearly speak for
themselves. However, with the claim to sole representation, Adenauer not only
stubbornly opposed any establishment of the status quo in questions of policies
for Germany, but he also prevented as long as he possibly could all attempts to
foster a détente, which would rest on a reciprocal balance of Eastern and Western
interests.5

II

In advocating his policies for reunification, Adenauer found himself from the
very beginning on the defensive, although it might not have seemed so at first. In
the run-up to the Geneva Summit of 18–23 July 1955, he managed to get the
Western powers set to make Soviet concessions on the German question a
prerequisite for movement on disarmament and détente in general. Khrushchev’s
demand for the recognition of the GDR was denied; Adenauer was also
successful in getting the Western powers to modify the plan for a zone of limited
armament and reciprocal inspection of arms production on both sides of the line
of demarcation in Germany, which Anthony Eden presented in Geneva. This
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plan was now to provide for the reduction of troops in Central Europe after the
reunification of Germany, and rather than focusing on the Elbe-Werra line it now
was to focus on the Oder-Neisse line. This form of the plan aimed at the
elimination of Soviet influence in Germany and in the eastern part of Central
Europe without any concession in return. Of course, it did not meet with any
approval on the Soviet side; accordingly, the Geneva Conference of Foreign
Ministers, which debated the modified Eden Plan in late October and early
November of 1955, ended in failure.

The worry of being disadvantaged by the looming Soviet-US dialogue—and
even more so the fear of not demonstrating enough initiative on the German
question to his own public—led Adenauer as early as September 1955 to disavow
his claim of sole representation. When in early June of that year, the Soviet
leadership invited him to visit Moscow to begin talks on taking up regular
diplomatic relations between the Soviet Union and the Federal Republic, he
likely foresaw that this would involve efforts to gain indirect recognition of the
GDR. In the process of replacing its occupational authority, the Soviet Union had
gradually developed diplomatic relations with East Germany; the establishment
of diplomatic relations between West Germany and the Soviet Union therefore
threatened to become equated with an implicit recognition of East Germany.
Adenauer was well aware of this danger and soon came to see the invitation to
Moscow as quite a problematic gift.

Nevertheless, in order to avoid accusations of doing nothing for German unity,
he did accept the invitation. As he and a large delegation negotiated with the
Soviets in Moscow from 9 to 13 September, he also recognized that he could no
longer content himself with merely establishing a bilateral negotiating
commission as his foreign-policy experts had advised him. Adenauer had already
ordered aircraft to be readied for an early departure from Moscow when
Bulganin and Khrushchev promised him the release of the last ten thousand
German POWs (prisoners of war) condemned to forced labour in Soviet camps.
This made an agreement to establish diplomatic relations unavoidable but also
tolerable: if he were to persist in his position, he would run the risk of being held
responsible for the continued lot of the prisoners, whereas conceding in the
question of recognition could be portrayed as the necessary price for a great
humanitarian success.

The damage that Adenauer did to his conception by his inconsistency was in
fact significant. Hardly had the West German delegation left for Bonn when a
delegation from East Berlin arrived in Moscow. The Soviets and East Germans
signed a Treaty on Relations between the GDR and the USSR’ in September
1955. This document declared East Germany to be sovereign (except in regard to
controlling Allied travel to West Berlin) and established the continued presence
of Soviet troops on East German soil on the basis of an agreement between
states. The way was now clear to end the secrecy surrounding the armament of
the GDR in the form of barracked units of People’s Police: On 18 January 1956,
the Volkskammer approved a law on the formation of the ‘National People’s
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Army’ (NPA). Ten days later, the political committee of the Warsaw Pact states
approved the incorporation of the NPA into the armed forces of the alliance.
Militarily, the GDR was now fully integrated into the Eastern bloc.

The US ambassador in Moscow, Charles E.Bohlen, was furious. Adenauer’s
staff members Heinrich von Brentano and Foreign Office State Secretary Walter
Hallstein had earnestly warned the chancellor not to take such a step. In order to
preserve as much as possible of the Federal Republic’s claim that it alone
represented all Germans, Wilhelm Grewe, head of the political department of the
foreign office, drafted a policy during the return flight from Moscow. In 1956,
this became known in the press as the Hallstein Doctrine after Grewe’s superior.
This policy explained away the Soviet Union’s diplomatic relations with the
GDR by reference to the Soviets’ special status as victorious power and
occupier. In contrast, the Federal Republic would not establish diplomatic
relations with any other state that recognized the GDR, that is, with the other
Eastern bloc states. Any state that sought to establish diplomatic relations with
the GDR was threatened with ‘serious consequences’ up to and including the
severing of ties with the Federal Republic.

These principles were strengthened at a conference of ambassadors in late
1955 and were presented to the Bundestag by Foreign Minister Heinrich von
Brentano in mid-1956. This Hallstein Doctrine did actually help the Federal
Republic keep the GDR isolated from the international community for a long time.
It also made the West Germans somewhat vulnerable to extortion and above all
prevented them from becoming active in the Eastern European nations and
thereby contributing to the loosening of the Eastern bloc. When in October 1957
Josef Tito recognized the GDR as part of his compromise with the Moscow
leadership, Adenauer decided to sever relations with the Yugoslav state. Also,
the doctrine halted the Federal Republic’s cautious approach to Poland after that
nation’s transition to the reform communist regime of Vladyslav Gomulka in
October 1956.

III

Moreover, the Hallstein Doctrine could not prevent the Western powers from
becoming less and less eager to prioritize West German desires for unification
over a process of de-escalation. In the spring of 1956, the new French
government under the Socialist Guy Mollet demanded that disarmament be given
priority and, as part of this, that German armaments be drastically restricted.
George Kennan produced a memo that built on his earlier neutrality conceptions
by calling for the incorporation of a reunified Germany into a belt of neutral
states running through Central Europe. Harold Stassen, Eisenhower’s
representative for disarmament and negotiator on the UN Disarmament
Commission, sounded out Moscow on the disarmament question without taking
into account the package deal involving disarmament and reunification as
established by Dulles and Adenauer. The British government came out in favour
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of the plan to limit conventional weapons which the Soviets had presented in
May of 1955.

In so far as these activities were still aiming at reunification through
neutralization, Adenauer was able to mobilize the Western containment
syndrome successfully. After severe reproaches from France’s allies, Mollet saw
himself compelled to reject any intention of neutralizing Germany. The joint
document presented to the Disarmament Commission by the three Western powers
and Canada in early May 1956 called only for the establishment of a control
system in an initial phase, and postponed substantial steps on disarmament until
an agreement had been reached on reunification.6 The theme of disarmament
remained on the agenda and even became more urgent when the Soviet Union
announced on 14 May that it would unilaterally reduce its conventional forces by
1.2 million men.

On 13 July 1956, the New York Times reported that Arthur W.Radford, chairman
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, wanted to reduce US forces in Europe by 800,000 by
1960 as part of implementing the ‘New Look’ policy. This was all the more
disquieting for Western Europeans and especially for the Adenauer government
as the signs were multiplying that the two superpowers would come to an
understanding at the cost of the European NATO members. When the revolt
broke out in Hungary on 23 October, Dulles hurried to assure the world that the
USA did not regard Soviet satellite states ‘as potential military allies’.7 When
Soviet troops began to put down the revolt on 1 November by very violent
means, the Eisenhower administration contented itself with protest resolutions
before the UN General Assembly. The US president urged Britain and France
not to intervene militarily in the conflict over the Suez Canal, which Egypt’s
president Nasser had declared national property in July. When the two powers
did so anyway after an Israeli attack against Egyptian positions on the Sinai
Peninsula on 29 October, the US government was able to push through an
armistice on 6 November by means of UN votes as well as currency and trade
sanctions. Despite the tragedy in Hungary, the US found itself in agreement with
the Soviets, who had on the previous day made at least indirect threats to the two
colonial powers that they would use nuclear weapons if the attack on Egypt were
not halted.

In light of continued rumours about US plans for disengagement and the
visible difficulties the Soviets were having in maintaining control over Eastern
Europe, Adenauer in late 1956 and early 1957 considered whether he should take
the bull by the horns—by taking the initiative to present a peace plan himself
that would combine reunification with the withdrawal of all foreign troops from
European nations. In accordance with conceptions developed by his press
secretary Felix von Eckardt in the fall of 1956, Adenauer envisioned that US
land forces would leave the Federal Republic by 1959 while Soviet troops would
pull back from all Eastern European nations; the size of Eastern European armies
and the West German Bundeswehr would be limited, and compliance would be
monitored by a UN commission. In a second phase, elections to a German national
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assembly would then be held while the Soviet air force was withdrawn to the
USSR and NATO air forces to the Western European periphery. Dissolution of
the two alliance systems was not foreseen for the time being, but those nations on
the Continent out of which superpower troops had been withdrawn were not to
possess nuclear weapons.8

Adenauer’s plan, which was contained in the draft of a letter to Eisenhower in
early January 1957, notably put the West German chancellor on the same track
as British opposition leader Hugh Gaitskell, who at the time was publicly calling
for withdrawal of all foreign troops from both parts of Germany, Poland,
Hungary and Czechoslovakia, and proposing that those areas be put under
international oversight Polish Foreign Minister Adam Rapacki was thinking
along the same lines in that he envisioned the arms limits for Central Europe
suggested by Eden at the Geneva summit extending to the East Central European
states as well. There was even agreement from Ulbricht in so far as his proposal
for a ‘confederation’ of the two German states officially proclaimed by the party
in late January 1957 implied the withdrawal of all occupation forces from
German soil. Given the fact that this plan confined itself to Germany and also
required that Germany withdraw from both alliance systems as a first step, it did
stand more clearly in the tradition of the neutralization proposals which Adenauer
had always rejected. Nevertheless, there was some common ground for serious
negotiations.

On the other side, Adenauer hesitated for some weeks to send the letter to
Eisenhower out of concern for the destabilizing effect that support for the
withdrawal of US troops could have. And since the Americans took into
consideration the danger of losing the confidence of their European allies, the
Eisenhower administration limited itself merely to thinning out its forces on the
Continent; this meant that there was no longer any necessity to give up the
existing structure of NATO. From the end of January 1957 onward, Adenauer
instead began to plan for the Bundeswehr to be equipped with miniature
battlefield nuclear weapons, a measure which Eisenhower envisioned as
compensating for the reduction of US manpower in Europe.

IV

Adenauer saw the equipping of the Bundeswehr with ‘tactical’ nuclear weapons
as a necessity if only because other important NATO allies including Britain,
France, the Netherlands and Turkey also wanted them. In his view, there should
not be any discrimination that could serve to draw an Eastern bloc attack on to
those NATO forces not equipped with nuclear weapons. In the long term, all the
larger NATO partners—including the British, French and also the West Germans
—sought their own nuclear weapons. These would possibly be placed under the
control of a European consortium in order to reduce costs and to escape from
one-sided dependency on the US nuclear umbrella. As an optimal goal, he
envisioned the power to use German-owned nuclear weapons. Only these could
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guarantee the Federal Republic’s equality of rank within the Western alliance
and compensate for the weakening of the US guarantee. He hoped that the
European Atomic Energy Community (EURATOM) would help him bypass the
renunciation of atomic, biological and chemical weapons agreed upon in the
Treaty for Germany.9

As long as this goal could not be realized, however, he did not mind having
the Bundeswehr equipped with nuclear weapons whose right of deployment
rested with the Americans: this at least would avoid a scenario in which the
German forces, being the only ones without nuclear arms, would be slaughtered
as cannon fodder. And now, he also regarded it as indispensable that US forces
in the Federal Republic be equipped with nuclear weapons. Since this obviously
was the prerequisite for them to remain, he needed to push through approval in
the Federal Republic. According to this view, US nuclear weapons should be
supplied ‘as low as the division level’,10 at the very least for the sake of treating
all NATO troops equally in the framework of the ‘New Look’, which due to the
then-growing nuclear retaliatory potential of the Soviet Union envisaged
dispersing the threat of deterrence as well as arming troops for the limited use of
such weapons in combat.

Although the public reception of a transition to nuclear armament remained
somewhat unclear at first, it caused many worried critics to voice their concerns.
A British announcement in early April 1957 that they too would begin nuclear
armament forced Adenauer to allow his change of position on nuclear questions
to be released to the public. This unleashed a storm of indignation. On 12 April,
18 renowned German physicists including Carl Friedrich von Weizsäcker as well
as the Nobel Prize winners Max von Laue, Otto Hahn, Werner Heisenberg and
Max Born presented the Göttinger Erklärung, in which they warned of the
devastating effect of even so-called ‘tactical atomic weapons’ and stated that a
‘small country like the Federal Republic…today can best protect itself and is
most likely to advance world peace, if it explicitly and voluntarily renounces the
possession of nuclear weapons in all forms’.11 Albert Schweitzer followed with
an appeal to abolish all nuclear tests. The Social Democratic opposition was able
to initiate a broad movement called ‘Kampf dem Atomtod’ (‘Fight against
Nuclear Death’) that subordinated reunification to rapid and comprehensive
disarmament. Various ‘disengagement’ plans strengthened this movement: the
British opposition leader Hugh Gaitskell pleaded for the withdrawal of all
foreign troops from the Federal Republic, the GDR, Poland, Czechoslovakia and
Hungary, and called for an international system of control for the Central
European region. The Polish Foreign Minister Adam Rapacki suggested
grouping the Federal Republic, Poland and Czechoslovakia in a nuclear-free
zone while maintaining these countries’ memberships in their respective
alliances. In the Reith Lectures on British radio in December 1957, Kennan also
came to consider the creation of a nuclear-free zone the most urgent goal of
Western peace policy.

ADENAUER’S FINAL WESTERN CHOICE 27



Adenauer, who had just decided upon strengthening the Western alliance by
means of nuclear weapons, could only see the Rapacki Plan as ‘a Russian trap’.
It was not only that this would imply more or less open recognition of the GDR
and would relegate the Federal Republic to a subordinate rank in the defence of
the West but also that it would endanger the carefully preserved presence of US
troops in West Germany. After the Eisenhower administration had decided upon
reducing the manpower of its European divisions by equipping them with
nuclear arms, a ban on such weapons as envisioned in the Rapacki Plan could
provoke a further withdrawal of US forces. Adenauer warned that
implementation of the plan would ‘lead to the dissolution of NATO’.12

Given that neither Dulles nor the French government wanted to endanger the
NATO compromise, the alliance initially stayed with its existing position. At the
NATO summit of 16–19 December 1957, it was decided that nuclear warheads
would be stockpiled in the European territory of the alliance subject to the
approval of the nations directly affected and that the commander of NATO’s
European forces would have medium-range missiles placed at his disposal. The
Federal Republic, the Netherlands, Greece and Turkey all agreed to accept
warheads on their territory. Only Italy and Turkey would take medium-range
missiles, whereas West Germany refused them due to fears of becoming a high-
priority target of a Soviet missile attack and of promoting disengagement from
the strategic nuclear umbrella of the USA—an argument that, by the way, was
used by the peace movement later during the Euromissile crisis.

Against this plan, the Soviets once again sought to mobilize public opinion. In
early January 1958, they proposed a general summit of members of both blocs as
well as neutral nations to discuss Rapacki’s plan. The West German government
received hints that it would be possible to withdraw all foreign troops from
Europe in stages. In mid-February, the Polish government supplemented this
suggestion to the effect that Czechoslovakia also be brought into this nuclear-
free zone. In order to allay Bonn’s concerns about recognition of the GDR, they
proposed that each state sign a separate treaty of entry into the nuclear-free zone,
documents that would not have the character of a multilateral treaty.

This intensified lobbying for the Rapacki Plan was not completely without
success. On 31 March 1958, the governments of the US, Britain and France
agreed in principle to a summit. Eisenhower perceived that he did not have much
more time before the end of his second term to reach an agreement
on disarmament. In June 1957, Khrushchev successfully repulsed a putsch
attempt by the ‘Anti-Party Group’ around Molotov and Malenkov.13 This made
it clear to the US president with whom he had to reach such an agreement if he
wanted it to be a lasting one.

Even Adenauer no longer offered any opposition to a disarmament summit.
Just the opposite was the case—he came out strongly in favour of such a meeting,
as Dulles learned with irritation. In order to keep issues involving the German
question as open as possible given the spreading pressure for de-escalation, the
chancellor raised the possibility of an ‘Austrian solution’ with Soviet
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Ambassador Andrei Smirnov on 19 March. How would it sound, he asked, if the
Soviet leadership would agree to free elections in the GDR and allow it a neutral
status patterned after the Austrian model? Under these circumstances the Federal
Republic (FRG) would be able to renounce the demand for reunification and thus
would pave the way for a settlement on disarmament.

Adenauer’s course change on the disarmament question certainly did not mean
that he was now prepared to let himself be won over by attempts for general
disengagement in Europe. Rather, he saw it as necessary to demonstrate an
openness to negotiation in order to win domestic approval for the nuclear
armament of the FRG (against the lure of the Rapacki Plan) by demanding
global negotiations on disarmament himself. He hoped that the Soviets would
reveal themselves to such a degree that he would be able to push through the
stationing of nuclear weapons in the Federal Republic. At the same time, he tried
to undermine the Soviet initiative by offering a temporary renunciation of the
demand for reunification. Mustering all rhetorical means, he managed to get a
Bundestag majority to agree to a resolution calling for equipping the West
German Army with the ‘most modern weapons’ should negotiations on
controlled disarmament fail.14 In great secrecy on 8 April, the defence ministers
of the Federal Republic, France and Italy signed an agreement on the joint
production of nuclear weapons.

The Soviets were in actuality unable to persuade the Western powers to put
negotiations over a peace treaty with Germany on the agenda of the summit. The
Soviets sought to increase public pressure on their negotiating partners by
breaking off preliminary diplomatic talks and releasing material from them that
was to demonstrate the West’s lack of will to negotiate. This move proved
counterproductive. Once again, it was the Soviet side that did not seem to be
ready for genuine disarmament, and the partisans of nuclear armament in the
West were able to strengthen their position. The summit project evaporated while
preparations for the deployment of the new weapons continued apace. The
conditions were set for the second Berlin crisis. As far as Adenauer was
concerned, he had won a battle, but this victory over détente paved the way for
serious new problems for German policy. 

V

The ‘politics of strength’ was that particular variant of reunification policies
bearing the least risk for Western security. It was contradictory inasmuch as it
was supposed to maintain the Western status quo while revising that of the East.
The outcome was uncertain—first, because it was unclear how to compel the
Soviet Union to ‘give in’ and, second, because the Western powers’ engagement
for reunification had to decrease to the same degree to which the West Germans
made themselves at home within the West. Correspondingly, they ran a major
risk of reinforcing the building of blocs, which would be contrary to their
intentions. And indeed this is what happened after 1955: in a laborious fight
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against the recognition of the status quo in the policies on Germany, Adenauer
ruined all chances of evading the transition to reciprocal nuclear deterrence. The
alternative to accepting the disengagement plans—as the opposition demanded—
was, like the alternative of 1952, connected to greater risks for the immediate
security of the Federal Republic. By the same token, it opened up the perspective
of a real détente to a much greater degree, which would help the people in the
Soviet sphere of influence gain more freedom and would make peace in Europe
more secure overall. In the final analysis, it is due to the domination of a
pessimistic view of the world that this alternative was not given a chance: the
majority of the political forces in the Federal Republic once again did not want to
acknowledge that the expansion of the Western system presupposed a certain
willingness to take risks.
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3
Adenauer and Nuclear Deterrence

Klaus Schwabe

I

The so-called ‘Khrushchev Ultimatum’ of November 1958 triggering the second
Berlin crisis heralded one of the tensest phases of the Cold War in Europe. For
the first time, it raised the spectre of a nuclear showdown in which the West no
longer enjoyed an unquestioned superiority over the Soviet Union. This Soviet
challenge tested first of all the credibility of the policies the Western powers so
far had adhered to on the German and the Berlin questions. It tested the Cold
War policies of the West by confronting its governments with a number of
awkward questions: Were the three former Western occupation powers really
resolved to insist on their rights in Berlin? Were they prepared to defend the
political independence of the city’s population and its ties to the Federal
Republic? Were they determined to uphold West Berlin’s position as the decisive
gap in the Iron Curtain—an opening that permitted East Germans to flee to West
Germany—created a continuous brain drain that undermined the GDR and, as
the Bonn government claimed, thus preserved the chances of reunification? Were
the Western powers resolved to risk a military or even nuclear showdown in
order to defend all these various interests?

The military option was a problem which the West German Chancellor
Konrad Adenauer had to cope with as well. In reacting to the Berlin crisis, he
appears from hindsight to have been an extreme type of cold warrior because he
risked nuclear war rather than consider yielding an inch to Soviet pressure,
refusing to make any concessions whatsoever to ‘Russia’ by sticking to what he
called a ‘policy of strength’. This course alone, he predicted, would ultimately
lead to the collapse of the Soviet Union and would bring about realistic chances
of German unification. A closer look, however, reveals that Adenauer was not
quite the ‘iron chancellor’ that some admirers (and critics) wanted him to be. To
demonstrate this we will cite two examples: the way he reacted to the Berlin
crisis and, more generally, the attitude he adopted toward NATO’s nuclear
strategy in the Berlin crisis.



In fact, the evidence is contradictory. On the one hand, Adenauer did indeed
take an unyielding position vis-à-vis the Soviet challenge, apparently accepting
the ultimate possibility of a military confrontation or even a nuclear one. On the
other hand, he disappointed his Western colleagues by trying to avoid having
West Germany share the military responsibilities, especially when he refused to
consider the ultimate necessity of using nuclear weapons. This ambivalence
touched on the fundamental problem as to how reliable Adenauer was as a
partner of the West. How can these contradictions be explained? Did Adenauer,
the wily ‘fox’ that he seemed to be, harbour ulterior motives? Was he dominated
by considerations of diplomatic tactics or domestic politics? Was he in the last
analysis not serious in the defence of his stand on the German and Berlin
questions? Did he for some reason distrust the United States, the most powerful
protector of the Federal Republic and Berlin?

In order to find an answer to these questions, it will be necessary to proceed in
two steps. First, we will need to examine Adenauer’s general attitude toward the
nuclear defence of the FRG and the West German role in it. Second and more
specifically, we will have to analyse his possibly changing positions on the
Berlin crisis and his ways to cope with it militarily. In our conclusion, it should
then be possible to appraise Adenauer’s nuclear policies in context, to see to what
extent they were logically consistent—or contradictory—and to pin down the
primary political and/or military motives guiding him.

II

In devising West Germany’s role in the nuclear defence of the West, Adenauer
had to take into account the limitations that had been imposed on the Federal
Republic in 1954, that is, at the moment when it had been granted so-called
‘sovereignty’ and had been permitted to join NATO. One of the prerequisites of
West Germany’s enhanced international status had been Adenauer’s pledge that
the Bonn Republic would abstain from acquiring bacteriological, chemical or
nuclear weapons. The Federal Republic thus remained totally dependent on the
US nuclear umbrella. What seemed acceptable or even desirable in 1954 became
questionable in West Germany when in the summer of 1956 news leaked out
about the so-called Radford Plan. In order to save money, the Pentagon was
reported to be considering withdrawal of a sizeable part of the US forces from
Western Europe and, in order to make up for this force reduction and to deter the
Soviet Union, to put more emphasis on strategic nuclear weapons, which were to
be employed immediately in the case that the Soviets used force against NATO.1

This plan for a ‘new look’ in the USA’s strategy created a crisis of confidence
in Bonn. Confronted with the Radford Plan, Adenauer and his military advisers
feared two situations: either that in reacting to a local conflict with the Red Army
—perhaps around Berlin—the United States would resort to immediate ‘massive
retaliation’ and thus engulf all of Europe in a nuclear holocaust, or, as an
alternative, that the USA would totally refrain from meeting a Soviet local
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military challenge, so as not to trigger a Soviet nuclear counterstroke that would
hit the USA itself. Moreover, there were concerns that after the projected
withdrawal of American troops from Europe, the West would become too weak
to meet Soviet aggression. If abandoned by the USA, West Germany and
possibly even all of Western Europe would ultimately be lost to the Soviets. The
US defensive umbrella extending over Europe seemed, therefore, to have
become defective, and still worse, sharing the monopoly of nuclear power with
the USSR, the USA might even be tempted to strike a deal with Soviet Russia at
the expense of Western Europe and West Germany in particular. This was the
most intense fear that haunted the West German chancellor.2

Whether such suspicions were actually justified is of no concern in the context
of the present chapter. Suffice it to say that Adenauer arrived at three
conclusions. First, West Germany was entitled to acquire a measure of influence
on Western nuclear planning in light of the new US emphasis on strategic
nuclear defence. Second, the new West German army should at the very least be
supplied with launching systems (above all fighters) for carrying US-controlled
tactical nuclear weapons. If a war broke out it had to be able to resort to such
weapons in its own defence, as was the case with the US forces in Germany
which had been equipped with nuclear warheads since autumn 1953. Third, and
better still, West Germany itself would have to participate in the production of
nuclear hardware.3 One way or another, the Federal Republic, he felt, should
become a power that participated in the nuclear defence of NATO. He tried out
two methods that promised to attain this aim without violating his pledge of
1954. First, he hoped that Euratom would become a European agency for the
development of nuclear weapons. As these hopes foundered, he attempted to
reach the same goal by way of Franco-German-Italian cooperation. The
Eisenhower administration was kept informed of the new approach and at least
did not veto this attempt at a European nuclear defence force, which was to be
established within the framework of NATO.4

To be sure, the chancellor was by no means trigger-happy. In hindsight, he
claimed that it was for moral reasons that he did not find it easy to opt for
participation of the Federal Republic in the nuclear defence and deterrence
framework of NATO.5 He also dismissed the idea of a West German national
nuclear force as financially and politically unfeasible. In fact, he feared that any
European national nuclear force was likely to disrupt NATO.6 He also refused to
envision an actual all-out nuclear war—an option he regarded as irresponsible.
But he saw no alternative to a nuclear strategy devised as an instrument of Western
Cold War policies—a strategy in which Bonn played a part.7

Adenauer aimed at creating a NATO-controlled European nuclear force for the
defence of Western Europe for three major compelling reasons. First, he hoped
that in conjunction with US nuclear defences, the European nuclear force would
attain credibility vis-à-vis the Soviet Union and thus would effectively help deter
the Soviets. Second, and equally important to Adenauer, there was the
expectation that in sharing the control over nuclear weapons with NATO, West
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Germany would acquire a voice in the fateful decision to use them in the event
of a military showdown.8

Having attained nuclear ‘Mitsprache’—that is, the position to co-determine
NATO nuclear strategy—in case of a crisis, Bonn could either try to slow down
a possible military escalation or, if a real military confrontation occurred, Bonn
could ensure that NATO would convincingly threaten nuclear retaliation and, in
the unlikely event that worst came to worst, would remain faithful to the concept
of forward defence.9

A third ulterior motive that guided Adenauer was his desire to be rid of the
status of inequality that the Federal Republic was forced into due to its virtual
exclusion from having a say in questions of nuclear defence. The chancellor
wanted instead to attain the status of equality for the Federal Republic as a great
power enjoying enough weight to commit the other Western powers to his
version of a policy of strength, that is, a policy of relying on the military
superiority of the West and using it to exercise political pressure to promote
German unification. Thus, an equal German voice on questions of nuclear
defence was in Adenauer’s eyes based on the same rationale as had been West
Germany’s rearmament. In the final analysis, he saw this as a political rationale.
The Bonn Republic needed a state-of-the-art military backbone including a part
in Western nuclear defence if it wanted to influence NATO’s political strategy
on questions of potentially vital importance to the German people—located as it
was in the heart of Europe and at the fulcrum of the Cold War.10

West Germany’s future military status in Europe ranked highest among such
questions. It was threatened by plans such as the one proposed by Polish Foreign
Minister Adam Rapacki providing for a nuclear-free zone in and military
disengagement from Central Europe. If West Germany attained strategic nuclear
equality, Adenauer was sure that it could veto all discriminatory schemes of that
sort. And, despite his tactical agility, this was the point to which he in fact clung
with stubborn determination. He wanted by all means to avoid any form of
military discrimination against the Bonn Republic, discrimination that would
jeopardize West Germany’s international status and smacked of neutralization, if
not of Soviet-American hegemony, one that manoeuvred the Federal Republic
into a special position within (or outside) NATO and thus endangered
Germany’s ties with the West, not to mention European and NATO integration
and cohesion.11

Before any plans defining West Germany’s nuclear status had come to fruition,
Adenauer’s concept suddenly was subjected to a severe test. In November 1958,
the Soviet head of state and party chief Nikita Khrushchev unleashed the second
Berlin crisis by demanding that within a period of six months all Western troops
be withdrawn from West Berlin and that the control of access to the city be taken
over by officials of the German Democratic Republic (GDR), a task for which
the Soviets had been responsible up to that time. With this ultimatum,
Khrushchev wanted to see the Western occupation powers leave Berlin, the GDR
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internationally recognized as the second German state, and all West German
pretensions for reunification along Western lines thwarted once and for all.

How was the West to respond to this challenge? Was it advisable to enter into
negotiations in order to prevent a confrontation with the Soviet Union? Should
the West then offer any concessions? If so, what kind? How should the West
react if the Soviets did resort to military means in order to implement their new
German policy? In such a case, would the West respond politically or militarily,
would it ultimately threaten massive nuclear retaliation? And, most importantly
to Adenauer, what would be Bonn’s role in the impending political or military
showdown? For the first time Adenauer was thus confronted with NATO’s
contingency planning and the meaning of deterrence.

III

As has already been mentioned, Adenauer’s reaction to contingency planning
had puzzled his Western partners soon after Khrushchev’s ultimatum had been
issued. On the one hand, the chancellor insisted on a strong Western stand in all
political questions raised by the Soviet ultimatum. Ostentatiously he resisted any
suggestion of even cosmetic concessions to the Soviets regarding the control of
access to West Berlin, not to speak of the continued presence of Western
garrisons in the city. Even less negotiable in his eyes were the military status of
the Federal Republic and its claim to an equal nuclear status.12 His unyielding
attitude impaired his friendship with US Secretary of State John Foster Dulles
and strained his relations first with President Eisenhower and even more so with
President Kennedy. It deeply troubled his relations with the British government
as well. This was one side of the coin.13

The other side was that the chancellor, uninformed about allied contingency
planning, evidently hesitated to face the military and nuclear consequences to
which his unyielding stand might lead.14 During the memorable last meeting he
had with the fatally ill Dulles on 8 February 1959, Adenauer insisted that, in
defending Berlin, the USA avoid the use of nuclear weapons. Seeing US
contingency planning challenged, Dulles asked with irritation whether the
chancellor wanted to rely solely on conventional weapons and thus to conjure up
a devastating defeat for the West, as the Soviet Union enjoyed a clear superiority
over NATO in conventional forces. Adenauer thereupon retreated somewhat by
stating that he had only been arguing against the use of nuclear weapons in the
event that the GDR would make difficulties on its own.15 Patently disappointed
that the German leader did not favour a strong contingency policy, Dulles then
explained the USA’s tactics of a phased response which would lead to a nuclear
strike only as a last resort—if the Soviets remained unimpressed by the West’s
conventional military countermeasures, necessitating a strike which would force
the Soviets finally to retreat. Dulles urged Adenauer to acknowledge the need for
the West to show a unity of purpose including, if worse came to worst, the
willingness to share the risk of an all-out conventional or even nuclear war.
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The Chancellor endorsed the process delineated by Dulles including the
ultimate risk of war but still insisted somewhat evasively that such a war over
access to Berlin would not be understood by the public of any of the major
NATO members, including the USA, and that the unity of the three Western
powers was more important than nuclear weapons.16 In other words, he
advocated something similar to what was later called ‘flexible response’,
preferring political to military means and making the need for a final nuclear
strike less likely. In order to defuse an acute crisis over Berlin, he tentatively
proposed an interim solution for the former German capital. This would have to
be conditional on the USSR’s abandoning its ultimatum deadline and thus
helping avert the exodus of the West Berliners acting under Soviet pressure.17

Despite Adenauer’s assurances, Dulles feared a head-on collision among the
Western powers over the Berlin crisis.18 Doubts as to the German government’s
real intentions persisted: in August 1959, Adenauer reiterated to Eisenhower that
the German problems were not ones over which a nuclear war could or should be
fought.19 Referring to what had not been so clear a year before, when Adenauer
had had that memorable discussion with Dulles, the Chancellor did assure
Eisenhower in March 1960 that the Federal Republic was prepared to do ‘all that
was necessary’ in order to resist Soviet force.20 On the face of it, this implied the
promise to support US contingency planning up to the point when a nuclear war
had to be risked. But this promise was not explicit, and apparently this had been
intentional because, a week before his meeting with the president, Adenauer
confided to his party’s parliamentary floor leader Heinrich Krone that the US
ambassador had sounded him out as to how far the German government was
prepared to go in the military defence of Berlin, ‘Including the use of nuclear
weapons’. Krone noted, ‘the chancellor recognizes that this question was a ruse.
If he answered that he was not willing to consider the ultimate possibility, the
road would be open to a compromise over Berlin. If he answered in the
affirmative, one day the public would regard him as the warmonger responsible
for the outbreak of a Third World War. Whatever he would decide to do, some
indiscretion was sure to make it public.’21 Adenauer was aware of the balancing
act he was forced to engage in, combining rigidity in maintaining the Bonn
political position in the Berlin controversy with timidity in considering the need
to use nuclear weapons in defending that position militarily. He had to avoid the
impression that he was wavering in his support of US contingency planning and
still upholding his reservations against a military policy he would be unable to
control in an emergency. 

To the Americans, Adenauer’s deliberate ambivalence must have seemed all
the more puzzling as he continued to press for the supply of the West German
army with launching facilities for tactical nuclear weapons and generally for a
German part in NATO nuclear strategy and, if necessary, nuclear warfare. In a
meeting with the US Ambassador Dowling in August 1960 at the end of the
Eisenhower administration, he explained what he saw as the serious problem:
NATO members depended exclusively on the US president’s decision to use
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nuclear weapons, although every European states-man had a particular
responsibility to his own people.22 Was Adenauer at that point doubting, at least
by implication, the US president’s resolution to resort to the ultimate weapon?
But had he not himself expressed his uneasiness on the matter? Regardless of the
answer, it was the case that when in September 1960 the NATO commander
General Norstad proposed a NATO-directed multinational nuclear force
equipped with medium-range submarine-based ballistic missiles—in other words,
the forerunner of the later Multilateral Nuclear Force (MLF)—the chancellor
grasped at this opportunity as a means of securing German participation in
NATO nuclear strategy.23

IV

Such hopes were dashed when John F.Kennedy became president and discarded
the project of an MLF at least for the time being. Gradually, the new
administration turned toward an alternative to Eisenhower’s strategic doctrine of
massive retaliation. This was the doctrine of flexible response. This new strategic
concept, for the first time outlined in November 1960 by General Norstad and
officially promulgated in December 1961,24 had two purposes—first, to upgrade
conventional forces at the expense of nuclear ones in order to enable the West to
fend off a local Soviet attack by conventional means without being forced to
resort to an immediate nuclear counterstrike. Second, and more importantly, it
aimed at preserving the Anglo-American nuclear monopoly and avoiding the
creation of other national nuclear forces, especially in France and, of course, in
Germany as well.25 At first glance, one might expect that Adenauer would
welcome this new doctrine, to which he himself had originally subscribed (as he
had demonstrated by expressing misgivings about Eisenhower’s concept of
‘massive retaliation’) and for which he had opted by implication in his above-
mentioned discussions of nuclear contingency planning.

This was not the case. To him, the new doctrine proved what he had already
feared during the Eisenhower period, that is, that the USA would ultimately
retaliate with nuclear weapons only if the USA’s own existence were imperilled
and would not dare to use nuclear weapons at all to defend the European
continent and certainly not to endorse West German claims regarding German
unification. He believed that flexible response meant that the West would
disclose publicly and in advance that it would expose itself to the superior
conventional power of the Red Army. In case of war, he predicted, this Soviet
superiority would paralyse every effort to make a sustained conventional defence
of Western Europe—unless the USSR felt encouraged to carry out the first
nuclear strike, making any plans for a conventional defence of Berlin illusory. In
the final analysis, he feared that the West would altogether forgo the use of
nuclear weapons in order to meet a Soviet military challenge such as blocking
the access roads to West Berlin. In that case, the Western alliance had no other
choice but to give up the city.26 This is why he called the new doctrine
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‘childish’.27 His concerns were deepened as the new president repeatedly
underlined the need for unilateral US control of nuclear warheads and thus
seemed even to question the agreement to provide such weapons to German
troops in the event of hostilities with the Soviets.28

The beginnings of this divergence over strategy had a practical implication,
inasmuch as the new administration for the first time demanded that the FRG
commit German troops to participate in conventional military countermeasures
by the three Western powers in case of Soviet interferences with the status of
West Berlin. The question came up during Adenauer’s first meeting with
President Kennedy on 13 April 1961. The chancellor responded to this new
situation by repeating what he had said to Dulles two years before, that is, that
Germany was prepared ‘to do everything that appeared necessary in the interest
of this joint cause’. He refused, however, to commit German forces to initial
military steps taken by the Western allies, as West Germany’s legal position in
Berlin, which technically was still an Allied occupied territory, had to be
clarified beforehand. His ambassador added that German participation in any
‘probing action’ against the Soviets would trigger an East German uprising and
thus aggravate the situation. It was only a few weeks before the erection of the Wall
that Adenauer had expressed doubts as to whether the technical questions
connected with the Berlin problem (border control and so forth) would suffice to
make it clear to the US people that a nuclear war had to be risked. No wonder
that these rather evasive statements created not a little ‘puzzlement’ on the US
side.29

This was the second crisis of confidence afflicting Adenauer’s attitude toward
the USA in reaction to the new US strategy. The minimum US concession he
demanded was the admission of German deputies to Allied contingency
planning.30 The building of the Berlin Wall in August 1961, preceded as it was
by Kennedy’s restrictive interpretation of US vital interests solely to West
Berlin, made this latent crisis public. Carefully nurtured by de Gaulle,
Adenauer’s own doubts as to the reliability of the USA’s nuclear umbrella for
Germany and Berlin grew and gave force to his repeated demands for a NATO
nuclear ‘fire brigade’, one not exclusively US controlled. It would need to be
able to hit the Soviet homeland and, as Adenauer implied, even be able to launch
the first nuclear attack without the US president’s explicit order in case the latter
was disabled or beyond reach at the critical moment of a Soviet attack.31

Relations between the young president and the elder statesman henceforth
were overshadowed by mutual suspicions. This despite the fact that on 21 July
1961 the Federal Republic was admitted to the ultra-secret discussions dealing
with US contingency planning and despite the fact that NATO commander
Norstad assured Adenauer four weeks after the building of the Berlin Wall that
the military defence of the city’s access to West Germany would not necessarily
be limited to conventional means.32 Apparently, at least in part, in reaction to
these concessions and, of course, to the crisis following the building of the Berlin
Wall, the German ambassador to the USA, Wilhelm Grewe, ‘reaffirmed’ in
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October 1961 that the Federal Republic had formally abandoned all previous
reservations and that it was prepared ‘to go to war’ to defend the freedom of
Berlin.33 Still, the ambassador demanded that two conditions had to be met as a
prerequisite. First, that it should be agreed that conventional military
countermeasures against a Soviet attack should be followed by a ‘pre-emptive
nuclear strike’ if necessary, and that, in the case of war, the West German army
should be supplied with nuclear warheads, which in peacetime were to be kept in
US custody.34 His remarks demonstrated that even then the dispute about the
strategy of flexible response had by no means subsided. Adenauer showed this
during his visit to Washington in November 1961 and afterwards by pointing out
that the only real element of Western strategic superiority vis-à-vis the Soviets
was nuclear weapons and that those weapons, therefore, had to be used at the
very beginning of a war with the Soviet Union.35 What he advocated was thus a
kind of ‘mitigated’ massive retaliation.36

At the same time, Adenauer hectored the Kennedy administration ad nauseam
about the reliability of the USA’s military guarantee to defend the freedom of
West Berlin.37 To the chancellor, this guarantee was only valid if two conditions
were met: first, that the West committed itself to a ‘preventive nuclear strike’ in
case hostilities broke out with the Soviets—a strike that would have to hit the
Russian homeland—and,38 second, that the Soviets be aware of that
commitment.39

In light of these conditions, he regarded talk about a flexible response as liable
to undercut the efforts aimed at intimidating and deterring the Soviet
leadership.40 The chancellor himself saw to it that Moscow got the message about
the Western resolution to use nuclear weapons if the Soviets intervened militarily
against West Berlin.41

Once again, he was not trigger-happy. He repeatedly urged that as a first step a
blockade be implemented rather than more severe military measures if the
Soviets interrupted the traffic between West Berlin and the Federal Republic. A
blockade, he explained, would do considerable damage to the Soviet Union and
would provide a cooling off period; it would make the Soviets think twice about
the dangers of a nuclear war; and, unlike actual hostilities, it could be called off
at will and could possibly initiate negotiations about an interim solution for
Berlin, which Adenauer had considered before.42 A blockade would allow the
West to avoid initiating an unpopular nuclear war over the complicated issue of
Allied rights in West Berlin.43 Briefly put, Adenauer believed that as a reaction
to suspension of traffic to West Berlin by the Soviets or the threat of a Soviet
military attack, a blockade combined with the threat of immediate nuclear
retaliation would effectively deter the Soviets and thus preserve peace.44

The Kennedy administration did not accept this reasoning. It rightly surmised
that Adenauer had lent no more than a qualified endorsement to Western
contingency planning, and its spokesmen told the president that the German
pleadings for a blockade amounted to an attempt to replace nuclear deterrence by
economic measures. This demand, they stressed, seemed to reveal a lack of

ADENAUER AND NUCLEAR DETERRENCE 41



resolution on the German side to help defend the West and to assume
responsibility for an ultimate nuclear counterstrike. Adenauer’s politically
motivated hesitance to increase West Germany’s combat-ready conventional
forces in the wake of the building of the Wall heightened such suspicions.45 He
experienced difficulties in trying to dispel those suspicions even more when he
refused to consider any automatic military move to launch a nuclear war, but
insisted that the civil governments, including his own, make the ultimate decision
to use nuclear weapons. On this vital question of ultimate national control over
the use of nuclear weapons in a military crisis, he adopted the same view that
Great Britain and France had had all along.46

Adenauer’s reticence to commit West Germany fully to the new US strategy
was rooted in a basic suspicion as to the new administration’s motives: why, he
asked, did it heighten the threshold that demanded resort to nuclear instead of
conventional weapons? Could one be sure that the US president would always be
available to order the use of nuclear weapons in an emergency when hours
counted?47 Why did the Americans insist on an increase in West Germany’s
conventional forces but hesitate to commit tactical nuclear weapons to be turned
over to the Germans in a critical military situation following a Soviet attack?
Why had they so long postponed a decision to deploy medium-range nuclear
missiles on the European continent? In the months between the building of the
Wall and the Cuban missile crisis, Adenauer associated these US ambivalences
with the pressure the Kennedy administration continued to exercise to elicit
German support for various propositions for an interim solution of the Berlin
problem—concessions that in Adenauer’s eyes jeopardized the freedom of West
Berlin and would demoralize the East German population. The anxious questions
arose: was the USA ready to reach an understanding with the Soviet Union at the
expense of Germany or was it truly committed to the pledge it had given in the
Paris treaty of 1954 to lend full support to German unification?48

It was only in the autumn of 1962, after the Kennedy administration had
demonstrated a tough stand against the Soviet Union during the Cuban
missile crisis and simultaneously had deferred all efforts to approach the Soviet
Union for a solution of the Berlin problem, that the chancellor dropped some of
his distrust and assured Kennedy that German troops would be the first to defend
Berlin. At the same time and despite Kennedy’s grave fears that crossing the
nuclear threshold even by using only tactical nuclear devices meant an all-out
nuclear war, Adenauer insisted that tactical nuclear weapons would have to be
employed at the outset of hostilities if there was to be a chance of prevailing
against a Soviet onslaught.49 There thus remained a clear divergence as to the
military tactics to be chosen in an emergency.

The fundamental issue that underlay these controversies over contingency
planning was obviously the question of where the final authority to decide on
nuclear war would rest. The Nassau Agreement concluded between Great Britain
and the USA on 21 December 1962 assigned British submarine-based nuclear
warheads to NATO unless a supreme national interest was at stake—in other
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words, the ultimate British decision to participate in the operations of the NATO
nuclear force was left to the British government. To Adenauer, this arrangement,
and an expected similar agreement with France, discriminated against the
Germans, to whom Kennedy had failed to offer a similar opportunity. A three-
nation ‘club’ of nuclear powers seemed to have been established, from which
West Germany had been excluded. Apparently in deference to Soviet wishes,
Kennedy had relegated the FRG to the position of a third-rate power.50

As French President de Gaulle refused to participate in the US-sponsored
nuclear NATO force and at the same time seemed to draw the Federal Republic
away from NATO, the US government in mid-January 1963 formally proposed a
NATO-controlled, sea-based Multilateral Nuclear Force (MLF) to Adenauer.
This was a way to solve the problem of multinational control of nuclear strategy,
even though ultimate control over the decision to use nuclear weapons would
remain with the US president. Despite some doubts as to the MLF’s capability of
immediately responding to a Soviet nuclear attack from its positions at sea,
Adenauer promised German participation in principle, as the MLF guaranteed
that the US would decide to make use of nuclear weapons ‘at the correct moment
from the right place’. He did not fail, however, to point to the provision of the
Nassau Agreement that reserved ultimate control of the British nuclear arsenal to
Britain and thus undermined the principle of ultimate US control of the future
MLF.51 In general, the US MLF proposal did not fully lay to rest the controversy
about the role of conventional versus nuclear weapons in a military emergency.

V

This is not the occasion to assess the validity of the arguments put forward by
Adenauer in discussing the pros and cons of NATO nuclear deterrence. Instead,
it is appropriate to ask what ultimate rationale, what ultimate motivation
underlay Adenauer’s shifting and seemingly contradictory positions on that
question. Where is it possible to make out a degree of consistency in the
chancellor’s equivocations? To repeat with some simplification what we stated
earlier, at a time when the USA espoused the doctrine of massive retaliation, the
chancellor came out for what in effect was a strategy of a flexible response.
When under Kennedy, the USA came around to this very doctrine, Adenauer
insisted on massive retaliation. In both cases, he took a rigid stand on the
German question—an attitude which, much to the dismay of the British and US
governments, seemed to make any arrangement with the Soviets less likely and
thus increased the danger of a military confrontation.

There are different answers to these questions.52 Wilhelm Grewe, Adenauer’s
own ambassador in Washington, criticized his boss for listening too much to his
military advisers.53 Furthermore, there can be no doubt that Adenauer himself
harboured ambivalent feelings about so technical and at the same time so deadly
an issue. There was certainly a tactical aspect that explains his shifting attitudes.
It appears that he was more inclined to consider both the employment of West
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German troops in a military showdown over Berlin as well as to accept the
ultimate use of nuclear weapons in a worst-case scenario once the Germans had
been admitted to the NATO group responsible for contingency plans in the
summer of 1961. The building of the Berlin Wall and the seemingly weak
Western reaction to it also contributed to convincing him of the need for an
effective Western nuclear deterrence strategy.54 To some US critics, Kennedy
included, Adenauer’s ulterior motives amounted simply to bluffing in order to
avoid being blamed in Germany for concessions the West might have to offer
regarding Berlin during a severe crisis.55 There is more than a grain of truth in
this assertion, as Adenauer himself at least at one point admitted that some
bluffing was inevitable in the Berlin confrontation.56

Still, these tactical aspects do not seem to reach to the real core of his political-
military strategic thinking. There can be no doubt that he wanted by all means to
avoid a nuclear war, not least because he was not sure whether it could be won
by the West.57 He also loathed a war which once more would originate in
Germany.58 Adenauer did not want to rush to the use of nuclear weapons if West
Berlin alone was acutely threatened by the Soviets. Instead, as we have seen, he
wanted to defuse any crisis over Berlin by resorting to less belligerent means
such as a blockade.59

In his eyes, however, the most effective way to prevent a supreme crisis and a
nuclear conflagration over Berlin consisted in a credible form of deterrence
accompanied by an ultimate degree of flexibility in negotiations with the
Soviets.60 Such credibility was assured only if the Soviets were convinced of the
Western resolution to resort to nuclear warfare rather than surrendering to Soviet
military pressure. To Adenauer, this was the tactical essential of the Western
contingency policy. As he saw it, public discussions regarding a nuclear
threshold to be observed in an extremely critical situation undermined the
credibility of Western deterrence. Still, nuclear credibility did not exclude the
possibility of concessions in an extreme emergency. According to Adenauer,
they would encompass the acceptance by Germany of the Oder-Neisse border,
and acquiescence in a continued division of Germany, provided political freedom
was granted to the GDR population; agreement on an interim solution for all of
Berlin that would include a preliminary recognition of the GDR, a
demilitarization of the city and an independent status granting democratic
freedoms to all Berliners and guaranteed by the United Nations (the so-called
Globke Plan of January 1959); and also discussions on a globally controlled
disarmament.61 Such sacrifices, however, would not encompass concessions at
the expense of what Adenauer regarded as fundamental West German interests:
the establishment of any regime of regional disarmament or regional détente in
Central Europe leading to a special military status for the Federal Republic
within NATO or its neutralization or to any permanent renunciation by West
Germany of nuclear weapons to be employed within the framework of NATO.
The essential work of Western contingency policy was, in Adenauer’s view, the
avoidance of such schemes.62
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Under Cold War conditions, the doctrines of massive retaliation as well as
flexible response, the latter more than the former, were both open to mis-
interpretation and misuse as Adenauer saw it. Both could undermine the
credibility of Western deterrence. Both could lead to a renunciation of the USA’s
key responsibility for the nuclear defence of Europe—massive retaliation by
exclusively relying on a kind of suicidal nuclear warfare, flexible response by
substituting conventional warfare for nuclear deterrence. The results could be a
Soviet attack, defeat of the West, and the USA’s withdrawal from Europe.

In his politico-military thinking, Adenauer thus clearly revealed some of his
unchanging priorities. These revealed a certain rationale behind his seemingly
contradictory positions in reacting to the Berlin crisis and to contingency
planning. Not least in order to win the German public over for his security policy,
the chancellor insisted on a firm Western position backed up by a credible
deterrence posture vis-à-vis the Soviet Union in all controversial issues arising
from the Berlin crisis. When the chips were down, however, he was prepared for
some concessions but not any on the military or international status of the Federal
Republic within NATO. When that issue came up, he was determined to dig in
his heels, still banking on deterrence but ultimately risking war, even nuclear war
if it were unavoidable.63 The chancellor not only wanted to deter the Soviets, he
also wanted to deter the West from any plans that froze the Federal Republic into
the discriminated position of a third-rank power. Such plans would create the
impression that the USA as the military protector of West Germany was no
longer needed and therefore could afford to withdraw from Europe. This is why
he rejected all projects for a ‘disengagement’ from Central Europe or for
preventing nuclear proliferation in exchange for Soviet concessions on Berlin.64 

Non-discrimination was in part a military question for him—German soldiers
should be as well armed as the troops of West Germany’s allies.65 But the whole
discussion about contingencies appeared to him to involve the issue of civil
control over the military, to involve above all a political question of supreme
importance. It consisted of four essentials:

• the security-related standing of the Federal Republic,
• its fundamental equality as a NATO ally,
• its participation in nuclear contingency planning and, if the contingency

actually occurred,
• German consent to the use of nuclear weapons in Germany.

In other words, West Germany’s unquestioned integration into NATO as an
equal partner and a great power on the one hand and the unquestioned cohesion
of the Western alliance on the other were more important to the chancellor than
the short-term Berlin problem or the long-term issue of German unification.66

There remains a big question mark: implicitly, Adenauer took it for granted
that this justification for committing NATO to nuclear deterrence would be more
convincing to the public in the West as a whole and in West Germany in
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particular than the defence of the specifically German interests in Berlin. It
remains highly doubtful whether this analysis was correct.
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4
France, NATO and the Algerian War

Irwin M.Wall

The historical literature dealing with US nuclear strategy, NATO and the
challenge of Gaullism from 1958 to 1962, with few exceptions, generally ignores
the Algerian War, in full swing during that time.1 Similarly, the historical
treatments of the Algerian War tend to treat that subject in isolation, as if it were
a purely internal French affair. This is in one sense not surprising. The French
regarded Algeria as part of France proper; it was administered by the Ministry of
the Interior, early in the war as three, later as 13 departments of France. Maurice
Couve de Murville, in his memoir of his period as Minister of Foreign Affairs
for General de Gaulle, declines to consider Algeria altogether in his ‘Une
Politique étrangère’. Not his department, says Couve de Murville.2

But the conflict in Algeria could not fail to have the most profound effect on
French relations with NATO and the USA. How could it be otherwise with 500,
000 French troops engaged there? Two obvious things resulted from NATO’s
standpoint. First, Algeria was formally part of France and therefore covered by
the Alliance; the US National Security Council reluctantly recognized in October
1960 that from the moment documentary proof was provided of Russian
involvement on the side of the rebels, the USA through NATO would be
obligated to come to the assistance of France.3 Second, the involvement of the
bulk of French forces in Algeria meant France was largely absent from its
designated role as part of NATO’s ‘shield’ in Germany. By the terms of the
Lisbon agreement of 1952, France was eventually to provide 12 divisions for the
defence of Western Europe. At no time in the history of the alliance in fact did
France provide more than four, and those were usually understrength.

The war, pitting France against Algeria and the Arab states who were
sympathetic to it, was an embarrassment to the USA and NATO, conscious of
the emerging African-Asian bloc in the United Nations and its growing
importance in world affairs. France had embarrassed NATO and the USA by
dragging Israel into its joint operation in 1956 with Great Britain at Suez, to
seize the canal and topple Nasser. The French motive for Suez was not so much
the canal as Nasser, whose demise the French leaders saw as the key to the end
of the rebellion in Algeria. A furious President Eisenhower lashed out at France
and England, forcing their withdrawal. The British learned their lesson and
thereafter aligned their foreign policy with that of the USA. The French, in their



fury against the Americans, embarked on a path of independence, going ahead
with their programme to build an atomic bomb, and pursuing European unity as a
potential ‘third force’ independent of both East and West. These policies were
subsequently carried to an extreme by de Gaulle.

But France’s maverick policy in Algeria could not be left in isolation. In
February 1958 the French military, apparently uncontrolled by civilian
politicians, bombarded the Tunisian village of Sakiet, accused of being a
‘sanctuary’ for the rebels. Seventy innocent people were killed; the United States
was dragged into the ensuing international crisis between France and Tunisia,
offering its ‘good offices’ to settle the resulting dispute lest Tunisia bring the
issue to the UN, with the USA forced to vote against France, and the disruption
of NATO as a result. Faced with an apparently insoluble dilemma as a
consequence of the Algerian War, the Americans resolved to force an end to it by
imposing on Paris an agreement reflecting Tunisian terms and strongly hinting
that France must negotiate with the Algerian rebels.4 The ensuing political crisis
in Paris led to the fall of the Fourth Republic in May 1958 and the coming of
Charles de Gaulle. The Americans cautiously welcomed the coming of de Gaulle,
hoping that he would be capable of ending the Algerian War, and he had hinted
strongly to them his intention of doing so.

A parallel problem resulted from the vexing question raised by changing US
nuclear strategy for NATO. Although Eisenhower himself was resigned to the
inevitability of independent nuclear deterrents for England, which already had
one, and France, on the way to becoming a nuclear power, both the State
Department and the Atomic Energy Commission were adamantly opposed to
nuclear proliferation, and Congress forbade the sharing of weapons information
in the McMahon Act. Moreover, as the Soviet Union achieved nuclear parity
with the USA, the allies began to speculate about whether the USA itself would
really risk nuclear conflagration to rescue Europe from Soviet aggression. This
concern, openly expressed by de Gaulle, was in fact shared by the British, whose
nuclear cooperation with the United States was designed to assure their
independent deterrent, not sacrifice it.5

Great Britain was granted an exemption from the McMahon act in 1958 on the
ground that it had made ‘substantial’ progress in its nuclear programme; by 1959
the USA and the UK together were exercising a kind of hegemony in NATO, and
the emerging British-US nuclear partnership was becoming a serious irritant in
their relations with France.6 US doctrine during the Eisenhower administration
insisted that nuclear weapons existed to be used like conventional arms, but the
Americans nevertheless sought a means of avoiding their inevitable use in case
of war, moving toward ‘flexible response’, the origins of which appeared during
the Eisenhower administration but which became official doctrine under
Kennedy.7 These considerations came together in the US proposals both to
stockpile nuclear weapons in Europe and to ‘share’ the decision-making process
into their eventual use with the USA’s allies. In February 1958 US Thor missiles
were installed in Great Britain under the ‘dual key’ arrangement, each power
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locked into consultation and agreement of the other before they could be
launched, under an arrangement that was meant to be a model for other NATO
countries, and a means of dampening the desire in France and Germany for
independent nuclear deterrents.8

France, even under a Fourth Republic adamantly intent upon its own nuclear
deterrent, refused to stockpile US weapons unless it was guaranteed absolute
control over their use. But even shared control emerged as a problem for the
Americans in France so long as France’s government remained unstable and its
army and colonial bureaucracy escaped central control, making their own policy
in Algeria. Algeria meant that the Fourth Republic was a deeply problematic,
even dangerous ally for NATO, and the role of France was a constant
preoccupation of the Americans and the British in their concerns for the
elaboration of a NATO strategy.

The Americans, then, helped by the British, played a role in facilitating the
transition in France from the Fourth Republic to de Gaulle. They were fully
prepared for the fact that de Gaulle came to power with the intention of changing
the nature of French participation in NATO, securing an enhanced role for
France in the alliance, and reforming the operations of the alliance itself. These
intentions were clear in de Gaulle’s September 1958 memorandum to Prime
Minister Macmillan and President Eisenhower in which he proposed a three-power
‘Directorate’, made up of England, France and the United States, to run not only
NATO but the policies and politics of the entire ‘free world’. The memorandum
has been variously interpreted. According to the prevailing view it marks the
beginning of independent French policies that culminated in the French
withdrawal from NATO’s integrated command in March 1966. De Gaulle
himself is reported to have said that he ‘asked for the moon’ in proposing French
equality with the ‘Anglo-Saxons’ in NATO, knowing he would be refused, but
providing the ultimate rationalization for the realization later of his policy of
French ‘independence’.9 But this view does not on the surface appear to make
sense. De Gaulle was not proposing French independence in September 1958, but
rather a radical form of interdependence, in which each of the big three would
accept responsibility for backing the other two where their worldwide interests
were concerned, and all three would jointly decide when and where the use of
nuclear weapons might be called for. De Gaulle’s claim that he did not mean his
proposal seriously appears as ex post facto rationalization for the fact that his
proposals were ultimately rejected.

The point to be understood here is that preserving Algeria, and North Africa in
general, for France was central to the purpose of the September memorandum,
and the Algerian war, detested by France’s purported partners, was one of the
central reasons, if not the single most important reason, for the very cool
reception the initiative received from the British and the Americans. This point
would appear to have been missed by most of the literature dealing with de
Gaulle’s foreign policy.10 De Gaulle when he came to power fully intended to
keep Algeria French. He was indeed the spokesman of military insurrection in
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Algiers that brought him to power.11 It is of little use to go into all his statements
on the subject before he came to power; they vary widely according to whom
they were made and provide little guidance as to his ultimate intentions. It is
enough to look closely at his acts once he came to power. The Challe plan, which
greatly intensified the war, and the plan of Constantine, which was designed to
industrialize Algeria, both with their consequent increased expenditure in Algeria
of both French blood and money in 1959 and 1960, defy explanation in terms
other than the aim of keeping the territory French. It was only as both plans
gradually revealed themselves as unable to achieve their goals in 1960 that de
Gaulle began to consider independence for Algeria as an option. General Challe
did win a kind of military victory in Algeria. The Morice line held rebel
incursions from Tunisia to a minimum, while the interior was ‘pacified’. But
pacification could only be defined in terms of numbers of terrorist incidents per
month: what number was tolerable? De Gaulle once ventured the figure of 200
per month, as opposed to over 1,500 that were occurring during the war’s apogee.
But whatever the figure, in no respect did it ever appear that society in Algeria
would return to the halcyon days of what was once considered normal. Nor could
the plan of Constantine be implemented in the time-frame intended: much of the
private capital on which its broader aims were based was not forthcoming.
Private investors were more prescient than the state in anticipating that nothing
the French might do after 1958 was likely to prevent Algerian independence. By
1961, despite over 7 billion new francs, or $2 billion of investment, most
projects were far from completion.12 The evidence seems clear that for at least
two and a half years, from May 1958 until the end of 1960, de Gaulle tried, while
winning the confidence of the Muslim community through social reforms and
investment, to destroy by military means the entire infrastructure of the
nationalist rebellion.13 Even in 1961, after he had begun talks with the Algerian
‘Provisional Government’, de Gaulle instructed his Delegate General in Algeria,
Jean Morin, to seek alternative Muslim leadership to the FLN from among
elected Muslim moderates within Algeria who were willing to work with the
French toward ‘association’. His aim was to circumvent the FLN and undermine
its claim to be the sole legitimate representative of the Algerian people. And he
entertained seriously the idea of partitioning Algeria between its European and
Muslim populations should negotiations fail.14 Only when it was clear that he
had failed did he entertain the idea of granting independence to Algeria.

The National Liberation Front, at about the same time as de Gaulle dictated
the September memorandum, declared itself a Provisional Government of the
future Algerian Republic and opened a campaign for recognition as such. On 20
September 1958, in consequence, Couve de Murville instructed all French
diplomatic representatives to warn their host governments that recognition of the
newly formed so-called ‘Algerian provisional government’ (GPRA) in Cairo
would be construed as an unfriendly act to France and interference in French
internal affairs.15 The isolation of the putative rebel government in Cairo and
then in Tunis thereafter became a major preoccupation of French diplomacy. The
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de Gaulle government from its inception protested angrily against the tolerant
attitude Washington took toward Algerian rebel activities conducted on US soil.
France also angrily rejected suggestions transmitted by the Tunisian leader Habib
Bourguiba through Washington that Bizerte be turned over to NATO rather than
continuing as a French base, and it remained furious that the Americans and
British had begun a policy of giving small arms to Tunisia as a way of keeping it
tied to the West rather than risking that it drift off toward the Soviet bloc.

Understood against the background of these issues the 18 September
memorandum appears as part of a broader ensemble, an effort to enlist the USA,
Great Britain, and France’s allies in NATO in support of the French effort to retain
hegemony in Algeria. This is most apparent in the French explanations of how
the proposed Directorate was to work in the non-European world. Each of the
three Great Powers, in consultation with and with the support of the other two,
would exercise hegemony in its own area of concern. The three-power organism
would in effect adopt the policy of ‘la puissance la plus impliquée dans telle
question ou telle zone. Au Maroc ou en Tunisie par exemple, une telle position
commune “devrait être la position de la France”.’16 The USA would speak for
the big three in Pacific affairs, and Britain in matters pertaining to the
Commonwealth. The Anglo-Saxon powers similarly were to follow French
policy in North and sub-Saharan Africa; and it followed that they must
particularly do so in the case of Algeria.

Eisenhower and Macmillan could not refuse the French proposals for three-
power talks despite their distaste for the Directorate idea, and discussions began
in Washington in December 1958. One can see clearly the purpose of these
discussions for the French in the instructions from Couve de Murville to the
French Ambassador in Washington, Hervé Alphand, who became the French
representative in these talks. Alphand was initially to ‘educate’ the British and
Americans about French concerns. France wanted a unified world strategy of the
three Western powers, as opposed to the NATO strategy, which was presently
narrowly limited to European concerns and devised by the Americans alone.17

But as was the case in NATO, the world strategy of the big three was to include
military planning. As its first order of business, France needed a reorganization of
NATO’s military command in the Mediterranean to take into account of French
interests in communications with and the defence of North Africa. Here de
Gaulle made a rather extraordinary argument. France, he said, needed a national
as opposed to an integrated defence for internal political reasons; French
problems with the military, he said, stemmed in part from the army’s insufficient
consciousness of its role in the defence of France due to the subordination of its
operations to an international organization in the abstract, that is to say, NATO.
In other words, NATO was responsible for the French military’s abandonment of
its patriotic duty in the recent insurrection in Algeria. Alphand thus put the allies
on notice that France intended to withdraw its Mediterranean fleet from the
integrated NATO command, which it did in March 1959.
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The tripartite talks convened on 3 December 1958. In the interval, on 27
November, the Soviets issued their famous note demanding the
internationalization and demilitarization of Berlin under the control of the
German Democratic Republic. This would necessitate recognition of the GDR if
the Western powers were to continue to enjoy access to West Berlin. The Berlin
crisis played directly into de Gaulle’s hands as a device for demonstrating how
his idea of a big-three directorate must work. De Gaulle took a firm anti-Soviet
line, in his mind representing the European interest by his rigidity in support of
Adenauer against the two Anglo-Saxon powers who preferred, particularly the
British, a more supple approach to Moscow based on negotiations and some
concessions.18 Almost equally significant, in November 1958 British-French talks
aimed at resolving the crisis between the Common Market and the British plan
for a Free Trade Association broke down over French demands that the British
accept a common agricultural policy and a joint external tariff, which London
flatly refused to do. West Europe, it appeared, was now to split along the lines
that Macmillan feared; according to Couve de Murville, ‘Nous allons arriver au
stade le plus critique des relations franco-britanniques depuis juin 1940.’19

It was against the background of these two crises that Alphand explained to
the Anglo-Americans the meaning of de Gaulle’s memo in a few basic points.
NATO was no longer adequate to meet the needs of France, which was a nuclear
power with worldwide interests. The three nuclear powers with world interests,
the US, UK and France, must meet periodically to take common decisions on
policy all over the world, France having equal rights of consultation as the other
two. This was what they were currently doing with regard to Berlin. But NATO
military planning in the Mediterranean must be revised to take into account the
primary French role in the defence of North Africa.20 What Alphand perforce
left unsaid was against whom the reorganized Mediterranean command was to be
directed. For London and Washington the enemy was Communist, and perhaps
Nasserist subversion of the type that had led to the intervention in Lebanon in
July 1958, an intervention in which Paris had been told, despite its historic
interest in Lebanon, that its participation was unwelcome. For Paris, the enemy
was Communism, Nasser and the National Liberation Front in Algeria, which it
persisted in regarding as their puppet.

In 1959 the tripartite talks got down to serious business. The Far East was
discussed first, on 5 February, then Africa on 16 April, continuing through 21
April. In the interval France withdrew its Mediterranean fleet from NATO. Couve
de Murville laid out the reasoning Alphand was to use in explaining this move to
the Americans. The USA, which had lost its atomic weapons monopoly, could no
longer unilaterally make decisions about the use of such weapons; it must
consult the other NATO powers with world interests, Great Britain and France.
Only these three NATO countries, moreover, had the ‘vocation, means, and
tradition’ of a veritable national defence. Of those three, France alone had up to
now integrated its fleet with NATO; the Americans and the British did not do so.
NATO had two main sectors of defence, Central Europe and the Mediterranean,
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the latter being the primary area of French concern. But NATO failed to protect
French interests in the Mediterranean: its preoccupation was with the threat from
the East, while the French concern was North-South, that is, communications
with Algeria. Hence France would withdraw its fleet from the integrated
Mediterranean command. Moreover, the question of the return of French ground
forces to NATO’s integrated command in Central Europe once the Algerian war
was over remained to be addressed. Here was the first hint that France might not
‘return’ its divisions to NATO (they had never been there in significant strength)
when the Algerian war ended. The task of the French fleet was the defence of
France’s North African shores and to guarantee transit between them and the
metropole. ‘Il n’est pas admissible que cette tâche soit une responsabilité partie
britannique, partie américaine, alors que d’ailleurs que bien des problèmes
politiques sont en cause et que la politique de nos alliés, à l’égard par exemple de
l’ Algérie, ne se confond nullement avec la nôtre.’ In other words French
cooperation in an integrated NATO command made no sense in Paris so long as
NATO did not share in French aims with regard to Algeria. French demands
could be reduced to three basic issues, according to Couve de Murville: tripartite
cooperation on world strategy, tripartite decisions on the use of nuclear weapons
and the remaking of naval organization in the Mediterranean, implying a joint
defence of Algeria as part of France.21 Couve de Murville gave no indication that
these were separable, or that any one or two were more fundamental or basic
than the others. The implication, it seems to me, was clear that, if France’s
demands in NATO were met, France’s forces would return to be integrated with
NATO’s central command.

France’s overall goals were once again spelled out in the Quai’s ‘Directives du
Département pour ses conversations de Washington’ of 25 March 1959, in
preparation for the tripartite discussion of Africa scheduled for April. First, there
must be a formal mechanism of consultation between the US, the UK and France
on world problems: France could not permit itself to be dragged into an atomic
war, in the decisions for which it would have no part. Second, there must be a
Eurafrican zone of defence organized by the big three and centred around the
Mediterranean and North Africa; NATO was insufficient to meet this challenge.
North Africa and the Mediterranean were of particular importance to France, and
NATO had no strategy for dealing with this part of the world. In general the
same principles should apply in North Africa as elsewhere; one of the Great
Powers must be responsible for security in the name of the others, with which it
consulted regularly. ‘Mais le gouvernement tient surtout a ce qu’ils [les
principes] soient appliqués à une region du monde dans laquelle les
responsabilités de la France sont prédominantes. Le rôle directeur de la France en
Mediterranée occidentale, dans le Maghreb et dans l’Afrique noire doit être
reconnu par nos allies. De même, les commandements militaires à organiser dans
ses regions doivent être confiés à des autorités françaises.’22

The long-coveted tripartite talks on Africa finally began on 16 April 1959,
France being represented by Secretary General of the Quai d’Orsay Louis Joxe.
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Joxe raised three central points. Algeria was one of the ‘pieces maîtresses’ of the
French presence in Africa, and no bilateral negotiations were possible there since
it was directly under French sovereignty as part of metropolitan France; France
recognized the independence of Tunisia and Morocco but must be responsible
for their defence and maintain bases in both countries, in particular Bizerte; and
the Sahara, the bulk of which lay in Algeria, was a ‘French creation’ where
France would exercise primary responsibility. There must in fact be a united
military approach by the West to Africa, a solid structure of defence stretching
from the Western Mediterranean to the Congo in which the primary
responsibility would be that of France. This would require the reorganization of
NATO and the construction of new forms of military cooperation among the big
three and France’s NATO allies.23

The USA and Great Britain would not commit themselves to the support of a
Mediterranean policy dictated by France so long as France continued a North
African policy of which they disapproved. Eisenhower decided the issue for the
moment by stating that ‘we cannot support colonialism…we will not gain
strength for the west by letting the French and the Germans walk on us’.24

Moreover, the Eisenhower administration was unable to accommodate de Gaulle
by helping in the construction of the French nuclear programme, and the British,
who enjoyed an exemption from the McMahon act, were still forced by its terms
to keep from cooperation with Paris.

So long as the Eisenhower administration endured, the hope remained alive
that French demands with regard to the big three could be satisfied and Algeria
could be drawn into a lasting, meaningful association with France that would
preserve French interests there, particularly the extensive oil reserves in the
Sahara, also the site of French nuclear testing. De Gaulle’s offer of
selfdetermination to Algeria appeared, in September 1959, to be a welcome shift
in French policy, and was greeted as such by the British and Americans, who had
followed a policy of patiently waiting for him to carry out his promise to settle
the Algerian crisis since May 1958. But de Gaulle’s offer of either integration, the
radical demand of the settlers, ‘association’, in which the basic interests of
France would be preserved, and ‘separation’, painted in stark and despairing
terms, left it clearly understood that independence was not a serious option. As
the war dragged on during 1960 US patience wore out, and the June 1960
negotiations with the rebels at Melun revealed the totally unacceptable nature of
the general’s terms: he would carry out a cease-fire with the rebels of the
National Liberation Front but would under no terms recognize their claims to
represent the Algerian people in future negotiations, which must be conducted
with an authority emanating from elections in Algeria carried out under French
control. The rebels had ample experience demonstrating that elections that were
free and simultaneously carried out under the auspices of the French army were
quite impossible, and the Melun talks quickly collapsed.

By October 1960 the Eisenhower administration, in frustration over the failure
of the Algerian crisis to come to a resolution, turned again to the policy of
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February 1958: active intervention, with implied severe pressure on France to
bring an end to the war on terms acceptable to the rebels, that is, independence.25

At the same time, France faced the election of President John F.Kennedy, who as
a Senator had gone on record as early as 1957 as a firm opponent of the war in
Algeria. Kennedy, who had been silent on the Algerian question since then, had
nevertheless advocated an active policy of US intervention to force an end to the
war on the basis of Algerian independence. De Gaulle was now between the
proverbial rock and hard place. He agreed for the first time to recognize the
National Liberation Front as the representative of the Algerian people and
opened secret negotiations with it through Swiss intermediaries, leading to the
Evian talks. But Kennedy’s election also set the US administration on a firm and
lasting policy of opposition to the existence of a French nuclear deterrent, or
even a British one for that matter. With Algeria gone and France obliged to go it
alone in its pursuit of a nuclear deterrent against US opposition, the bankruptcy
of NATO as a means for preserving French interests was clear.

De Gaulle also failed in what stands as a triptych of policies that accompanied
his pursuit of victory in Algeria. He sought to build a ‘Europe of States’ as
opposed to a federal Europe, believing that in negotiations among ‘equals’ the
views of France would prevail in the councils of a concerted Europe; and he tried
to construct a federal Africa under French hegemony that would tie itself
permanently to Europe through France, completing the construction of
Eurafrique, the vast ensemble that France would then represent to the Anglo-
Saxons in the councils of the big three. For contrasting reasons he failed in both
of these aims, revealing by 1962 the total collapse of his policies. This was most
apparent in Algeria, where continued delay in negotiating peace while France
pursued unrealizable goals—joint citizenship for the Europeans in Algeria and
the detachment of the Sahara—led to the worst exit imaginable, the flight or
mass exodus of the settler population amid an uncontrollable outburst of terror
and counter-terror that spread to the metropole and appeared to presage the
simultaneous collapse of France and Algeria both. It is against the backdrop of
these failed policies that the putative policy, or perhaps posture would be a better
word, of French ‘independence’ from Washington and NATO must be
understood. 
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5
De Gaulle’s Handling of the Berlin and Cuban

Crises

Maurice Vaïsse

How did de Gaulle react towards the Berlin and Cuban crises?1 Although both of
these Cold War crises concerned France in different ways, the historical
literature has left an image of great firmness from the General towards the Soviet
Union during both. Why was this so? Did the firmness exist only in words?

The crises occurred in very different periods. The Berlin crisis took place soon
after de Gaulle’s return to office and coincided with the later years of the
Algerian war. France’s freedom of action and even its means were limited at the
time. Whereas the Berlin crisis persisted from 1958 to 1962, the Cuban missile
crisis was short—limited to the month of October 1962. Furthermore, the Cuban
crisis occurred just as de Gaulle’s diplomacy, freed by the ending of the Algerian
war, came up to speed, giving France an increased freedom of action to insist
upon its independence, especially within NATO and in relation to the USA. Was
it the time to take advantage of the new diplomatic environment?

The geographical locations of both crises seem to militate in favour of this
hypothesis, since Berlin is only a few hundred kilometres from Paris, whereas
Cuba lies some 4,000 km from French coasts in an area of low priority for
France. France’s status as a victor over Germany in 1945 and as a great power
was directly threatened by the Berlin crisis. It was thus predictable that de Gaulle
would perceive the two crises differently, given that the Berlin case was not only
close by but also directly implicated France, whereas the Cuban crisis was first
and foremost a US—Soviet confrontation in the Caribbean with the European
powers in the background.2 De Gaulle’s firmness in both affairs was the same.
The why and how can only be explained by describing and analysing de Gaulle’s
attitudes before, during and after each crisis.

De Gaulle’s Attitude towards the Second Berlin Crisis
(November 1958)3

Before the Crisis

Following the Yalta and Potsdam agreements, the capital of the Reich was
enclosed within the Soviet occupation zone in Germany and was itself split into
four districts, each administered by one occupying power. Berlin’s quadripartite



status became the main area of confrontation of the Cold War in Europe. The
West had managed to defeat the blockade of West Berlin that the Soviets had
imposed in 1948. Continued Western presence in the city was regarded as calling
into question the Soviet sphere of influence as well as the existence of a communist
Germany, the German Democratic Republic (GDR), which remained
unrecognized by the Western powers. Thus, the Berlin question was renewed in
1958, with the Soviet government stating in a memo of 27 November that the
status of the city was outdated and ought to be replaced by a formal peace treaty,
turning West Berlin into a demilitarized free city, with allied troops withdrawing
within six months. Otherwise, the USSR would sign a peace treaty with the GDR,
granting it control over all Western military traffic between West Germany and
Berlin. It was apparently Khrushchev’s main goal to force the West to change its
position towards the GDR.

On 26 November, the day before the Soviet memo appeared, de Gaulle and
Adenauer had held their second meeting at Bad-Kreuznach.4 The Berlin crisis
was to deepen their basic understanding and their agreement to prevent any
modification of Berlin’s status, since de Gaulle felt that concessions would
endanger both France and Europe. De Gaulle agreed with Adenauer that
changing the status quo would lead to a change in the political majority in the
Federal Republic in favour of the Social Democrats, eventually leading to a
neutralization of the whole of Germany. In the first half of 1959, French
diplomacy unfolded its position, with a firm and fatalistic warning from de
Gaulle to Soviet Ambassador Vinogradov on 2 March,5 then firm support for the
Federal Republic and a criticism of the British attitude and of Macmillan’s visit
to Moscow in February. De Gaulle, in his press conference of 25 March,
declared that he was considering favourably a German reunification within
current borders, that is, the Oder-Neisse line, and made reference to a ‘Europe
from the Atlantic to the Urals’.6 Writing to Khrushchev in September 1959, de
Gaulle encouraged the Russians to embrace international détente and to cease
regarding the Federal Republic as a threat. He reminded Khrushchev that the
Germans remained a great people necessary to the progress and equilibrium of
Europe.

Prior to a Paris summit conference in May of 1960, a détente had been
developing from the summer of 1959 to the spring of 19607 while heads of state
undertook numerous visits to each other.8 In preparation for the summit,
Eisenhower, de Gaulle and Adenauer again demonstrated their firm intentions
towards the Berlin question, while Macmillan remained silent, de Gaulle
suggesting the crisis was essentially a Soviet bluff,9 repeating this even to
Khrushchev during the latter’s visit to France (23 March–2 April 1960).10 De
Gaulle knew that the West could not keep the Soviets from signing a peace treaty
with the GDR, but disapproved of the Pankow Republic and refused to recognize
it or to withdraw Western troops from Berlin. He suggested to Khrushchev that
the German problem would be better resolved in the future when tensions had
abated thanks to détente, and that, in the future, an unthreatened Western Europe

64 EUROPE, COLD WAR AND COEXISTENCE, 1953–65



might be able to better relate to Eastern Europe without the US intermediary. The
collapse of the conference renewed East—West tensions.11

In the short term, Western ties were reinforced, with de Gaulle giving the
impression of great support for the Atlantic alliance, and for Eisenhower in the
face of Khrushchev’s sly criticism, while a nervous Macmillan was willing to
explore all options. France’s firmness over Berlin vividly contrasted with that of
other Western countries, notably Britain’s. Macmillan desired to be rid of this
stumbling block through the idea of ‘discreet talks with the Russians’,12 and a
change in the legal status of the occupation regime put forward by Lord Home.13

With the election of John F.Kennedy, a new era of US policy began. Following a
first meeting with Khrushchev in Vienna, de Gaulle advised the US President on
31 May 1961 ‘not to go towards small concessions, leading to greater ones later
on’.14 Following a tense dialogue between Maurice Couve de Murville and
Andrei Gromyko on 16 June 1961,15 Jean Laloy, returning from a visit to
Washington,16 reported that the Americans distrusted the pacifist British as much
as the French. British energy consisted in words rather than deeds. Even the
Germans were suspected of buckling under threats, which would give the
disastrous impression of Western disunity, with the British stating their
willingness to recognize the GDR while accusing the French of ‘silliness and
stoking the fire’. All these divergences were clear to see at a meeting between
the three foreign ministers, Lord Home, Dean Rusk and Couve de Murville in
Paris on 4–6 July,17 with France refusing the Anglo—US suggestion to call a
quadripartite conference. In an exchange of letters, de Gaulle and Kennedy
outlined their respective measures to reinforce their defence networks: increasing
of the US military budget with an eventual six extra US divisions sent to Europe,
increasing the readiness of strategic aviation and civil defence, as well as
recalling of two French divisions from Algeria. Although both men agreed on the
necessity of firmness, the idea was to find an agreement without resorting to
force.

The general’s determination to keep the status quo in Berlin is coherent with
his firmness towards the Soviet Union and his policy of Franco-German
cooperation. Heeding Adenauer’s and Brentano’s pleas not to give up, de Gaulle
had thus earned their trust,18 for which Macmillan bitterly reproached him.19 De
Gaulle could thus obtain concessions from the chancellor on other points so as to
consolidate the Franco-German partnership.20 Writing to Khrushchev on 10
September 1959, de Gaulle directly entreated the Russians to embrace
international détente and cooperation among the European states and to cease
regarding the Federal Republic as a threat. He reminded his correspondent that
the Germans ‘remain a great people necessary to the progress and equilibrium of
a united Europe’ and that the free access to Berlin could not be questioned.21 
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The construction of the Wall on Sunday, 13 August 1961 apparently surprised
the Westerners, who did not oppose it despite the urgings of Mayor Willy
Brandt.22 Since 1959, a tripartite allied commission had prepared emergency
plans and exercises, but on this occasion French firmness turned into reticence.23

The plan included diplomatic, administrative, economic and military measures,
aimed at deterring the Soviet government without risking war,24 and when the
British and Americans suggested that a division made up of one-third of
Frenchmen was necessary to reopen access to Berlin, the French Army was
hesitant because it was still engaged in Algeria and suffering from an acute
moral crisis.25 The British thus concluded that, ‘French firmness over Berlin was
more verbal than real.’ The French attitude is still an unsolved mystery. Unlike
those of the UK and the USA, the French garrison was not reinforced, much to
the grief of General Lacomme, who noted that France was ‘lagging behind’.26

Despite this, little known measures were taken such as the 17 August Defence
Council called by de Gaulle which decided to recall army units and air squadrons
from Algeria for redeployment in France and in Germany.27 Even less well known
was a decision taken by de Gaulle while at Colombey to crush the East German
barbed wire.28 But no one among the Allies was willing to die for Berlin,29 and Plan
Live Oak called only upon conventional means, thus reinforcing de Gaulle’s
conviction that the US were unwilling to defend Europe with nuclear weaponry.

The aftermath of the crisis

The Berlin affair engendered a deep mistrust between France and the USA, with
the Western allies divided over tactics and unable to phrase a tripartite
declaration.30 When Kennedy and Macmillan suggested a joint note to the
Soviets to begin negotiations without giving the appearance of weakness, Paris
immediately had reservations as to the timing.31 De Gaulle, writing on 18 and 25
August,32 felt that discussions could only take place in a peaceful climate and that
to negotiate at that time would begin a progressive abandonment of Berlin and
would be a serious blow to NATO. To Ambassador Gavin on 2 September, de
Gaulle solemnly promised that France would follow the USA in all
circumstances.33 Nevertheless, France would not join the initiative of the US
Ambassador to Moscow, Thompson.34 In Washington, Ambassador Hervé
Alphand was asked to explain France’s refusal to take part in negotiations while
the USSR acted unilaterally.35

There were several reasons for French intransigence. The general feared most
of all a reversal of alliances and a German-Soviet entente, a possibility explained
by Couve de Murville to Fanfani on 26 November.36 Germany would be better
tied to the West if support was given to Adenauer and Berlin sternly defended,37

but de Gaulle also wished to demonstrate to the Germans that they could not rely
on the British and the Americans. A final preoccupation was to avoid having
European problems resolved by a Soviet-American tête-à-tête. To the General,
Berlin was a secondary question, Germany was the essential one. One almost

66 EUROPE, COLD WAR AND COEXISTENCE, 1953–65

The open crisis



sees a military man’s judgment that it would be impossible to avoid the
crumbling of the Western position in Berlin, it being too far within the Soviet
zone. Instead, de Gaulle advocated a global approach to East—West relations,
the only one capable of maintaining such a precarious position.38 The German
problem would only be solved in a relaxed atmosphere, and it was vain to try to
tackle it in a tense environment. The Berlin problem would naturally resolve
itself when Europeans from the Atlantic to the Urals would agree to end their
quarrels. De Gaulle also refused to recognize the GDR, both as a calculated
move to support Adenauer and through conviction that it was a purely Soviet
creation.

In fact, de Gaulle’s positions evolved with time; at the height of the crisis he
found himself opposed both to the Soviets39 and to the Anglo-Saxon powers. He
even found himself out of touch with German opinion, whose confusion
probably resulted in Adenauer’s narrow success at the election of 17 September.
The chancellor even visited Washington on 19–23 November before coming to
Paris on 9 December, and German policy became in fact more open to
negotiation,40 with the Soviets baiting the German Ambassador to Moscow,
Hans Kroll. De Gaulle was left alone with his inflexibility.

De Gaulle and the Cuban Missile Crisis41

From the French point of view, the Cuban crisis had two characters: first, it was
a US—Soviet crisis in which the other countries, including European states, held
no part. Paradoxically, however, France was supposed to have played a
significant role in the crisis, because in a context of misunderstandings and rows,
it was a proof of de Gaulle’s solidarity with the Atlantic Alliance.42

Unlike Macmillan, de Gaulle had presented himself as firm in the Berlin crises
and disarmament negotiations. By 1962, freed from the obstacle of the Algerian
war and having survived the attempt on his life at Petit-Clamart, the general was
busy reinforcing presidential authority through a referendum set for 28 October,
which would introduce the election of the President of the Republic through
universal suffrage. What explains this paradoxical attitude on General de
Gaulle’s part, so much in contrast to that of other allies and especially
Macmillan?43

Before the crisis

Before the crisis, Cuba was the subject of information exchanges between France
and the USA. The Secretary of State himself asked whether French services
could communicate any information regarding the activities of Castro’s
regime,44 and French-US cooperation in this domain proved remarkable. It
occurred via two channels. The first was the French Ambassador to Havana, du
Gardier, a keen follower of events with good information on the anti-Castro
movement for which he acknowledged much sympathy.45 His valuable
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information was conveyed in difficult conditions.46 On 10 August, du Gardier
had reported on night-time landings in Cuban ports of obviously Slavic-looking
Russian troops in Cuban uniform,47 as well as sightings of Chinese and
Algerians.48 Most of all, he pointed to the arrival of missile-launching equipment
and to the increasingly important role of the Soviet army in Cuban military
dispositions.49 All of this information was diligently passed on to the
Americans.50 The second source was General de Rancourt,51 French military
attaché to Washington. He learnt of the missile installations in Cuba through
contacts with the anti-Castro faction, and informed the US Air Force which then
sent reconnaissance flights.

Without denying the information collected by the CIA, it is important to note
the frequency and quality of the information given by the French to the
Americans, which they themselves acknowledged.

The crisis

When Dean Acheson came to the Elysée on 22 October at 5 p.m.,52 de Gaulle
replied that France approved of the defence of the USA, which was being
directly threatened for the first time, noting that the Soviets might then retaliate at
Berlin and that a tripartite consultation would then be necessary. The general,
however, did not question any of the actions undertaken by the USA. In the
event of a war breaking out, France would side with its US ally, although the
general himself saw hard times ahead but not an actual armed conflict. Despite
the fact that this had merely been a notification rather than a consultation, de
Gaulle appreciated Kennedy’s message.

The French context was not indifferent and the crisis had a strong impact on
French public opinion, all the more because of the proximity of the
referendum.53 The French press had characteristic reactions, worried by the
grave nature of the crisis.54 Kennedy was suspected of bellicosity, of
electioneering over the crisis, trying to prove that the Democrats could be firm
against the Soviets, exaggerating the threat of Soviet missiles near the USA. Some
columnists even doubted the authenticity of US documents, but for once, de
Gaulle loudly proclaimed his support for the Americans. The French government
also refused to allow Cuban-bound Soviet aircraft stopping in France.55 Dean
Acheson noted de Gaulle’s acceptance of facts before seeing proofs, unlike
Macmillan who wanted the photographs published in the press.56 In London,
Geoffroy de Courcel observed the reservations of British public opinion against
the risky US decision, then its opposition to the blockade, since many Britons
considered the freedom of the seas essential to trade. They would have preferred
a negotiated solution.57 

Following the council of ministers on 24 October, a communiqué stated
France’s ‘understanding’ of Washington’s worries over the installation of
missiles in Cuba58 and reaffirmed that ‘the reciprocal engagements of the
Atlantic Alliance are and remain the basis of French policy’. At the UN Security
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Council meetings of 23–24 October, the French representative, Roger Seydoux,
supported the US resolution proposal,59 insisting on the threat represented by an
accumulation of Soviet offensive weaponry in Cuba. Doing so, France did not
fear placing itself against the Third World group led by Algeria, which countered
the US position, and despite strong governmental and public reactions in Phnom
Penh, Santiago de Chile, Dakar, Libreville, Jakarta and Rabat. French action took
place both at the UN level, because of the need to pass the resolution, and in the
African capitals from which the USSR was soliciting permission for its aircraft
to land or fly over to try to break the US maritime blockade.

Although de Gaulle, who would later on strongly criticize the US grip over
Latin America and the intervention in the Dominican Republic, could have been
expected to disagree more strongly with the aggressive stance towards Cuba, it was
the case that the surprise effect, the context and the area determined him to be
supportive of Washington. The uncertainty of Khrushchev’s aims startled French
analysts.60 In relation to the Berlin crisis, then at the centre of European
preoccupations, the Cuban crisis seemed to confirm Soviet belligerence, and
firmness over Cuba seemed to de Gaulle the natural continuation of his firmness
over Berlin. The general was also impressed with the quick and determined
response of the Kennedy administration, in contrast to his earlier suspicions of
US weakness.61

The aftermath of the crisis

After the dénouement of the Cuban missile crisis, French-US contacts did not
loosen62 although France distanced itself. De Gaulle stated his admiration for the
lucid and firm way the USA had handled the crisis.63 Nevertheless, de Gaulle
and Couve de Murville took note that the Americans had only bothered to inform
them but had not asked anything of them.64 Their main reservation came from a
possible linking of the Cuban affair to Berlin’s,65 and de Gaulle took pains to
separate Cuba from ‘other subjects or areas in the world’ in his letter to Kennedy
on 1 December. The reason for this is simple—French support given to the
Americans was not a blank cheque.66

De Gaulle’s pessimistic feelings about relations between the blocs were also
confirmed by the crisis, since in a matter of vital interest the USA and the Soviet
Union had preferred direct discussion to find a face-saving compromise. In a
way, the Cuban crisis brought water to de Gaulle’s mill and arguments that
would support his major efforts. It was an occasion to reaffirm the necessity for
close contacts between France and Britain,67 France and Germany,68 and, in the
absence of US consultation,69 for a framework of cooperation between Paris,
London and Washington,70 especially if a purely US crisis were to affect Europe.

In East—West relations, General de Gaulle observed a significant change.71

The Americans ‘were able to see that Khrushchev backed away when told no’
and as an important consequence, if neither the Russians nor the Americans
wanted war, ‘there will thus be no war, at least not for a certain time’ ,72 Within
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the modified context of the Nassau agreements and the multilateral nuclear force
project, de Gaulle made use of the Cuban crisis to support his argument for an
autonomous European defence and for his own nuclear deterrent. At the NATO
ministerial meeting of 13–15 December, Rusk and Robert McNamara declared
that the Cuban crisis had proven the efficiency of a flexible response and went on
to defend a reinforcement of conventional means, since a multilateral nuclear
deterrent would render national forces useless.73 The French position, however,
was diametrically opposite to this. For de Gaulle the lesson of the Cuban affair was
clear, the Americans would not be willing to risk nuclear war to defend Europe,
and this was the best justification for a policy of independence and for a
necessity of a French nuclear force as well as refusal of any integration as
proposed by the multilateral force.74

Finally, General de Gaulle found in the Cuban crisis a reason to leave the
military organization of NATO at a later stage.75 The crisis was used as an
argument for ending the presence of US troops in France.76

That French officials highlighted France’s loyalty to the Atlantic Alliance did
not change anything in the reality of the situation.77 France’s attitude in the
Cuban crisis lay more in ‘understanding’ the US initiative rather than approving
of it and more in firmness towards the Soviet Union than in following the US
lead.
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6
Cold War Crises and Public Opinion: West

European Public Opinion and the Berlin Wall,
1961

Eckart Conze

The headlines of the Bild-Zeitung on 16 August 1961 are well known. Framed
with drawings of barbed wire, Axel Springer’s German mass tabloid declared in
bold letters: ‘Der Osten handelt—was tut der Westen? Der Westen tut NICHTS!
Präsident Kennedy schweigt… Macmillan geht auf die Jagd…und Adenauer
schimpft auf Willy Brandt’ (The East Is Acting—What Is the West Doing? The
West Is Doing NOTHING! President Kennedy Keeps Silent… Macmillan Goes
Hunting…and Adenauer Complains about Willy Brandt).1 The newspaper
seemed to be expressing only what millions of Germans and above all Berliners
were thinking in the days immediately after the building of the Berlin Wall on 13
August 1961. Rage and fury but also disappointment and bitterness were the
prevailing emotions: rage and fury over the Ulbricht regime’s measures,
disappointment and bitterness over the obvious passivity of the West German
government, but even more over that of the Western powers and especially the
USA under President Kennedy. Two years later, however, the tide had turned.
On 16 July 1963, the Bild-Zeitung looked back at the events of 1961 in another
light: ‘If there is one city where Kennedy—even if he wanted—cannot be a
foreign conqueror, this city is Berlin. This city is alive because of America…. On
13 August 1961 Kennedy was indeed afraid of conflict—of nuclear conflict.
Perhaps this fear was unjustified. But someone who cares about mankind’s
survival does not deserve defamation.’2

This change of judgment characterizing not only the Bild-Zeitung is indeed
remarkable. And it needs to be explained. This leads us to an important question,
important in particular for the Federal Republic of Germany. Why, after August
1961, was it the case that neither did defeatist tendencies spread over West
Germany nor did an extreme, German-centred, reunification nationalism gain
ground? When the West Germans went to the polls on 17 September 1961, only
one month after the events in Berlin, their political preferences changed only to a
very limited extent. It is true that the Christian Democratic Union (CDU) and
Christian Social Union (CSU) under Chancellor Adenauer lost the absolute
majority which they had won in 1957. But the Social Democratic Party (SPD),
and its top candidate Willy Brandt, gained votes not because they were
advocating, for example, a political course of national neutralism in order to
bring about German reunification; indeed, exactly the opposite was the case.



Brandt’s SPD in 1961 stood for a clear Western orientation, and no one
represented this Western orientation and, above all, the West German alliance
with the USA better than did Berlin’s governing mayor Willy Brandt. Perhaps, we
could refer to an increased German nationalism as one factor, among others, for
the electoral success of Germany’s liberal third party, the Free Democrats (FDP).
Under its chairman Erich Mende, a bearer of the Knight’s Cross (Ritterkreuz),
the liberal party achieved its best electoral results since 1949, some 12.8 per cent
of the vote. We must, however, interpret this result not only as a consequence of
the voters’ opposition to a continued one-party government of the CDU/CSU and
instead as support for a new government coalition of the CDU/CSU and FDP,
and a strong desire to see the end of the Adenauer chancellorship as part of a
CDU/CSU—FDP coalition agreement. However, it is important to note that the
emotionalization of West German public opinion and public mood did not have
direct and immediate repercussions for West Germany’s political landscape.

We cannot simply apply these questions, developed with regard to West
Germany and West Berlin, to other West European countries such as France or
Britain on which, together with Germany, this analysis will focus.3 The questions
which this contribution will address are, first, whether public opinion in those
countries had effects on the policies of London and Paris vis-à-vis Germany and
Berlin and whether it actually did influence these policies. Second, we must ask
whether and how the policies of the two governments affected public opinion.
These questions are all the more important and interesting as they refer to two
very different sets of policies. While the British government demonstrated its
willingness to negotiate on the questions of Berlin and Germany and while Prime
Minister Harold Macmillan declared, in the middle of a golf party, that the Wall
crisis had been ‘got up by the press’,4 the French government’s, and particularly
the French president’s, public positions were extremely tough. General de Gaulle
categorically ruled out negotiations—especially under the pressure of the
ongoing crisis.5 While during the summer of 1961 the French press was referring
quite often to the experience with ‘appeasement’ and warning against a ‘second
Munich’, the British press did not share this tendency to cite historical lessons.

A few brief remarks regarding the term ‘public opinion’ are important. To
define ‘public opinion’ is an extremely difficult if not impossible task.
Therefore, this chapter will not try to define or theoretically clarify the term.
Political scientists, for example, have been arguing for quite some time about a
so-called elite concept of public opinion as opposed to an integrationist concept.
The elite concept, on the one hand, excludes the majority of the population from
the formation and articulation of public opinion, due above all to a lack of
knowledge and competence. Following this concept, public opinion is based on
rationality and formed in a discourse of the educated and the competent aiming
at political judgments and pursuing the idea of a common public interest.
According to the elite concept, public opinion is a process of rational public
discourse. The integrationist concept, on the other hand, includes every member
of the society. Here, public opinion serves as a means of social control exercising
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the pressure of conformity, thus guaranteeing social cohesion and integration.
Following this understanding, public opinion is based much less on rationality
and much more on emotion, regulated by ‘unwritten laws’. It is not rational
arguments and positions that are of central importance, but rather morally
charged values and emotions.6 Of course, one could argue endlessly about these
concepts and approaches. For our purposes, however, it is not necessary to
choose between the analytical connection of political events and political action,
on the one hand, and public opinion, on the other. Instead, this chapter will
follow Vladimir O.Key’s more pragmatic definition. Key was interested
primarily in finding an ‘applicable’ understanding of ‘public opinion’. Based on
his empirical studies, Key developed a view that regards ‘public opinion’ not as a
reality or a personified entity taking the initiative and working as a mechanism to
transform its specific purposes into government action. Rather, Key sees ‘public
opinion’ as ‘a system of dikes, which channel public action or which fix a range
of discretion within which debate at official levels may proceed. This conception
avoids the error of personifying “public opinion” as an entity that exercises
initiative and in some way functions as an operating organism to translate its
purposes into governmental action.’7 Elements of such a dyke system are the
media (representing ‘published opinion’), opinion polls, and also the voices of
individual protagonists (politicians, journalists, intellectuals), the so-called
‘opinion leaders’.

This chapter will first address the situation in West Berlin and West Germany
in the aftermath of 13 August 1961. In the second and third parts, it will turn to
the developments in Britain and France before finishing with a few concluding
thoughts concerning the effects of the Berlin Wall in the 1960s on Western
European public opinion vis-à-vis the Berlin problem and the German question
and the East—West conflict in general.8 It will concentrate on an analysis of
national press and of opinion polls, two main pillars of public opinion. The
article does not explicitly include radio and television coverage of the events,
although the effects of televised images in particular on the formation of public
opinion and public mood should not be underestimated. It is, however, difficult
to describe exactly the way TV coverage of a certain event was received by the
public and how TV images therefore influenced public opinion. Those dramatic
images from Berlin—from the building of the Wall to the desperate attempts of
East Germans to reach the West to the October 1961 tank confrontation at
Checkpoint Charlie—must have left their marks on public opinion in both
Germany and Western Europe. In 1960, some three million private households in
the Federal Republic were equipped with a TV set, and, additionally, numerous
pubs owned televisions and attracted a considerable number of viewers. The
situation in France and Britain was similar.9
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I

The federal election campaign in West Germany was approaching its final month
when on Sunday, 13 August 1961, East German military and police units began a
systematic closure of the border between Berlin’s Eastern and Western sectors—
first with barbed wire, later with a wall of bricks and concrete. That this occurred
during the election campaign is important in and of itself for the simple reason
that the two top candidates were at the same time holding the two most
important political positions with regard to the Berlin crisis in West Germany:
Konrad Adenauer as federal chancellor and Willy Brandt as governing mayor of
West Berlin. Without a doubt, these two politicians’ behaviour in the first days
after the building of the Wall, their reactions to the events in Berlin, were
strongly influenced by the campaign situation. Willy Brandt, travelling in a night
train from an SPD national meeting (Deutschlandtreffen) in Nuremberg to a
campaign stop in Kiel, was informed about the events in Berlin in the middle of
the night; he interrupted his journey immediately and flew from Hanover back to
his city, where he received an initial briefing in front of the Brandenburg gate
before chairing a Sunday meeting of the Berlin Senate. A continuation of his
campaign was ruled out; instead, the developments in Berlin determined
Brandt’s actions during the following days. In a public communiqué of 13
August, the mayor accused East Germany and the Soviet Union of ‘illegal and
inhumane measures’.10 At the same time, however, he asked the West Berliners
‘to remain calm despite their outrage’.11 Brandt also publicly addressed the
population in East Berlin and the GDR, urging them ‘not to let themselves be
carried away’ however ‘strong and legitimate the embitterment may be’.12 The
communiqué reflects Brandt’s public course during these first days: condemning
the East German measures and pressuring the Western powers to do something
against them, on the one hand, and asking the populace to remain calm and to act
wisely, on the other. In the weeks before 13 August, Berlin and the German
question had only been marginal themes in Brandt’s campaign. The increasing
tensions over the city, owing to Kennedy’s and Khrushchev’s Vienna summit
meeting in June as well as the daily growth in the number of East German
refugees, did not play a significant role in the campaign. Brandt, the ‘German
Kennedy’, consistently followed a campaign strategy based on the assumption
that German voters were tired of the party-political quarrels of the 1950s and
were also tired of an SPD opposition permanently saying ‘no’; instead, the
campaign strategy assumed a broad interest in material improvements and thus in
economic and social stability. This situation changed after the building of the
Wall: the questions of Berlin and of German reunification suddenly dominated
the campaign agenda of all the parties, and the governing mayor of the divided
city was the last person who could possibly avoid them.

Konrad Adenauer, at Rhöndorf when informed of the situation in Berlin,
embarked on a very similar course—at least on 13 August. On that day the
chancellor stressed in a public broadcast: ‘Together with our allies, the necessary
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counter measures have been implemented.’13 Apart from this statement, however,
the chancellor too tried to calm the people and avoid both a war panic and
uncontrollable, possibly violent, protests in Berlin. The crisis in Berlin must not
turn into a ‘second Hungary’; it must not be allowed to escalate or explode.
There is no reason to panic’, Adenauer stressed in a TV address that first day.14

Adenauer did lose votes, perhaps even the absolute majority, because he did not
fly to Berlin immediately in order to articulate his protest on the spot and show
political presence and solidarity with the people of Berlin. We know that for a
brief moment, the chancellor did indeed consider such a trip, but then refrained
from it so as to avoid further ‘heating up‘the public mood, thereby making the
dynamics of the situation even more incalculable. Politically, this decision may
have been wise and statesmanlike. The public echo, however, in both Berlin and
West Germany was devastating, and it had an effect on the elections of 17
September. That effect was further exacerbated by the fact that Adenauer not
only continued to do ‘business as usual’, downplaying events as a ‘pre-crisis’,
presenting them as one part of a ‘war of nerves’, but also that he even went ahead
with his election campaign—without obvious irritation and without major
changes. In order to demonstrate ‘business as usual’, he not only refused to
cancel a campaign rally in Regensburg (Bavaria) on 14 August, but attacked
Willy Brandt both politically and personally during this rally, calling him
‘Brandt alias Frahm’, a low blow directed against both his opponent’s birth out
of wedlock and his emigration from Germany during the Nazi years.15 It was not
only the Bild Zeitung (BZ) tabloid which regarded the ‘Brandt alias Frahm’
remark as an extremely unfair attack, politically and personally. More or less in
unison, the German press from Axel Springer’s Welt and the Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ) to the more liberal Süddeutsche Zeitung condemned
Adenauer’s behaviour. It was during these days that an image took shape of a
chancellor who in the middle of a dangerous international crisis continued his
election campaign and party rivalry on the lowest level while, at the same time,
Willy Brandt in a bipartisan way had interrupted his campaign in order to fulfil
his duty at the scene of the crisis. In Germany, this image had effects even
beyond 17 September, and it caused considerable political damage to Adenauer
and the CDU/CSU. Opinion polls confirm these developments: while in July
1961, these polls saw the CDU and CSU still winning around 49 per cent of the
votes, by mid-August, these numbers had fallen to 35 per cent. At the same time,
the SPD percentage increased correspondingly. The degree of preference for
Adenauer as a person (‘Who—personally—is the better Chancellor, Adenauer or
Brandt?’) was still at 45 per cent at the end of August; the number of those
disagreeing with Adenauer had, however, climbed between the end of July and
the end of August from 18 per cent to 26 per cent.16

The reasons behind this negative trend for Adenauer were the chancellor’s
perceived passivity, his decision not to visit Berlin at an early date and his
personal attacks on Brandt. Moreover, we must also include the perceived
Western passivity after 13 August, for which Adenauer was also blamed, The

80 EUROPE, COLD WAR AND COEXISTENCE, 1953–65



chancellor’s remarks about the ‘pre-crisis’ and the ongoing ‘war of nerves’ were
indeed not the kind of arguments which could have motivated the Western
powers to implement concrete countermeasures. Not only for the BZ was it the
case that Adenauer, Kennedy and Macmillan were in the same boat, interestingly,
de Gaulle was not mentioned when it came to blaming the West for inaction. The
‘doing nothing’ argument nevertheless dominated the German press
commentaries and the headlines in the days immediately after 13 August. We
must distinguish several patterns of argumentation. Liberal papers and those
closer to the SPD explained the passivity of the West and above all of the USA with
reference to Adenauer’s policy during the 1950s—his political course of
unconditional Western integration and his alleged lack of interest in the fate of
the East Germans or East Berliners and on the question of German reunification
in general. Marion Countess Dönhoff of the German weekly Die Zeit voiced this
view when she declared that the building of the Wall and the passivity of the
Western powers were ‘the receipt for the long sleep’.17 Papers on the right of the
political arena, among them the Springer press published in Berlin (BZ and Die
Welt) and also the FAZ, condemned primarily the passivity of the West implicitly
or explicitly; even the accusation of ‘treason’ appeared in these papers.18 In
general, the papers on the right agreed, considering the situation a severe crisis
of confidence between the Federal Republic and the West. Words with a very
clear connotation, such as ‘appeasement’ and ‘Munich,’ appeared in headlines
and articles. Against this background it was absolutely logical that the Bonn
students who sent an umbrella to President Kennedy on 16 August had a close
connection to the CDU: ‘With your reluctant reaction to the events in Berlin’, the
students wrote in an open letter, ‘you, Mr President, have proved to be today the
most dignified bearer of this symbol of a failed policy.’19 Since the 1938 Munich
Agreement and the policy of ‘appeasement’ which belonged to the collective
experience of a whole generation of Europeans—not only the British or Germans
—the effect of these references can hardly be overestimated, although they do not
lend themselves to precise measurement.

Together with the strong criticism in the media of Western passivity, public
gestures like the umbrella for Kennedy were decisive in changing the policy in
Washington, which took place approximately one week after the building of the
Wall. Basically, the USA continued their policy of de-escalation and did not
extend their political and military guarantees beyond West Berlin (as defined by
Kennedy in his Three Essentials’ on 25 July 1961).20 But the danger of a crisis of
confidence within the West and, therefore, of a crisis within NATO with unknown
repercussions, the danger of alienating Germany from the West was the main
motivation for Washington’s countermeasures, its new policy of symbolical
commitment. As a result of this, the US A sent a battle group—militarily
meaningless—over the Autobahn from West Germany to West Berlin, where on
20 August the soldiers were welcomed by US Vice President Lyndon Johnson
and, almost more important, by General Lucius Clay, the hero of the Berlin
airlift. The West Berliners are cheering again’—‘Die Westberliner jubeln
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wieder’—ran the headline of the Süddeutsche Zeitung the day after, and that was
a good description of the changing mood.21 The dispatch of a US battalion may
have been a merely symbolic act. But it was exactly the right measure given a
collective conviction, deeply rooted in West Berlin especially, that the
communists could only be driven back with the threat of force.

It is an ironic development, however, that the US measures took place at a
time when in West Berlin and West Germany the media pressure against
passivity and for strong Western countermeasures had started to decrease. This
seems to have been the result of a growing awareness by these media of an
imminent crisis of confidence between West Berliners and West Germans, on the
one hand, and the Western allies, on the other. Obviously, the danger of a crisis
of confidence, taken seriously on both sides, led to this double change of course.

Of equally decisive importance for US behaviour was a letter which Willy
Brandt, in his role as mayor of West Berlin, had sent to Kennedy on 18 August,
urging the president to do something.22 And even this letter became part of the
German election campaign. The office of the chancellor in Bonn, with which the
letter had not been discussed in advance, leaked the letter to the press in order to
be able to present Brandt as an inexperienced, boastful and, above all,
unsuccessful politician, as somebody without any weight and voice outside
Germany and especially in the USA. At the beginning, Washington’s course
seemed to confirm this argument, but, when the US changed its policy in order to
avoid a crisis of confidence and so embarked upon its policy of symbolic
measures, the chancellor and his staff had lost the game. Johnson’s visit to West
Berlin and the military dispatch provided an ideal opportunity for Brandt to
present himself publicly as the man whose efforts had motivated a hesitant USA
to act forcefully in Berlin. Adenauer had been duped, and his situation got even
worse when Johnson refused to take the Old Man in his plane to Berlin—saying
that he did not want to intervene in the German election campaign. Brandt had the
opportunity to present himself for six hours in the eyes of the media together
with the US vice president. Not only did the mayor take over the ‘emotional
crisis management’ (Ch. Klessmann), but the visible harmony between Brandt
and the US government had consequences as part of a process reaching beyond
the year 1961 and beyond the city of Berlin. As late as 1960, Adenauer had told
French Prime Minister Michel Debré that his close relations with the USA,
which would make the West German population feel secure, had already helped
him to win three elections.23 If we take this statement as a basic principle of
West German political life and electoral behaviour after 1949—and there are
many reasons to do so—it is no surprise that Brandt profited politically from
events in the summer of 1961. After 1959–60, the SPD became more and more
the USA’s party in Germany, while, at the same time, the CDU/CSU seemed to
lose touch with the USA. When Adenauer finally visited Berlin, a few days after
Johnson, his reception there was cool and reserved: too little, too late. The Old Man
had lost an important battle.
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In view of his experience in Berlin, but even more in view of miserable
opinion polls, Adenauer tried to regain lost ground during the last weeks before
the election by presenting himself to the German public as the ‘Chancellor of
Peace’ (Friedenskanzler), as a ‘statesman of firm prudence’.24 He intensified his
contacts with Kennedy and Macmillan, a, stressing the West’s common interests
and the Western governments’ responsibility for world peace. Adenauer kept
emphasizing at campaign rallies that everything should be done to prevent Berlin
from triggering a third world war. With these statements, the chancellor even
earned written praise from Harold Macmillan, which had been unthinkable
before 1961; he addressed Adenauer in a letter, immediately published by the
German government, as ‘My dear friend’.25 The Guardian considered the letter
‘probably the most welcome communication that the Federal Chancellor has ever
received from a British Prime Minister’ ,26 Together with the CDU/CSU’s
extreme campaign efforts, Adenauer’s statesmanlike appearances achieved the
aim of reversing the trend against the chancellor and his party. Between mid-
August and the eve of the election, the CDU/CSU increased their percentage in
the opinion polls from 35 per cent to 46 per cent; on the election day, the Union
parties received 45.3 per cent of the vote (48 per cent of the Bundestag seats);
Brandt’s SPD increased its results from 31.8 per cent in 1957 to 36.2 per cent.
The liberal FDP won 12.8 per cent and once again became the coalition partner of
the CDU/CSU.

What is remarkable about this election result and the general political mood in
West Germany in 1961 is that the events in Berlin did not lead to a larger growth
of right-wing nationalist tendencies. Nor was it the case that more left-wing
national—neutralist forces were able to profit from the situation. The Deutsche
Reichspartei (DRP), to mention just one example, had won 1 per cent of the vote
in 1957; four years later, it only gained 0.8 per cent.27 Voices like that of the
nationalist and monarchist association Kaiser und Reich, criticizing the Federal
Republic’s alliance with the West and blaming the Bonn parties for selling out
German interests, remained a tiny minority and did not enter or influence the
mainstream of political discourse in West Germany.28 What is important in this
regard, however, is the overlapping of these right-wing positions with those
expressed by the SPD’s extreme left wing and beyond. Those voices spoke of a
failure in Bonn’s foreign policy, a failure caused by the policy’s ‘logical and
moral contradictions’. Bonn’s foreign policy had merely pursued the ‘left-Elbian
objective’ of Western integration; it had ‘provided no answer to the question of
how to re-establish German unity’.29 Of course, this argumentation had a core of
truth: not only Adenauer’s critics and opponents, but also the chancellor himself
and his party were aware that the simple calculation of the 1950s—Western
integration plus policy of strength equals German reunification—had, at least in
the short run, not worked out, that the division of Germany had deepened and
that it would be difficult in the foreseeable future to overcome it.

Without a doubt, the SPD would have been the political home and the main
force of these neutralist positions only a few years earlier. But with its
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Godesberg party programme (1959) and with Herbert Wehner’s Bundestag
speech in June of 1960 in which he firmly committed his party to Western
integration, the SPD had started to change. Willy Brandt’s rise within the party
was the most obvious sign of this change. The Social Democrats’ new chancellor
candidate, and party chairman a few years later, represented the SPD’s new
Western—that is, US—orientation. Nominating Brandt as its top candidate in
1960, the SPD publicly left its neutralism behind. And, with the building of the
Wall, this political course had become irreversible. To change this policy in a
time of crisis was unthinkable. It would have meant to stab Willy Brandt in the
back, to damage him publicly and thus to commit political suicide. In the
summer of 1961, there was no relevant political force in West Germany
advocating national-neutralist positions. There was no force which would have
been able—in view of the temporary lability of public opinion—to develop and
pursue an alternative political course. We can hardly overestimate this
development for the history of the SPD, not only for its German and foreign
policy positions. The de facto consensus between West Germany’s important
parties, above all between the SPD and the CDU/CSU, prevented the rise of
extreme political positions in the realm of foreign affairs on the right as well as
on the left. The role played by the SPD on the left was played by the CDU/CSU
and the FDP on the right. The CDU/CSU and the SPD met in the centre—despite
an ongoing election campaign. These last observations should warn us not to
construct too direct a link between public opinion, on the one hand, and the
behaviour of parties, politicians and governments, on the other. Public opinion,
moods and tendencies require parties and political institutions with a
corresponding disposition in order to have an effect.

II

The following opinion of a British reader of the New York Times, taken from a
letter to the editor, was not an exception: 

Your correspondent…is probably right in his opinion that the British
population as a whole does not hate the Germans in the present situation.
But he is completely wrong if he thinks that there is unanimous support for
NATO’s obligations vis-à-vis Berlin. I have not met one of my fellow
country-men who would be willing to risk annihilation in a nuclear war for
Herr Willy Brandt and his Berliners, among which there are without any
doubt many members of former Nazi youth organisations. Memories are
deep, and our cities still show the scars caused by the brutal air raids
carried out by a nation which to defend we are now obliged. It is no
surprise that in this country the enthusiasm for a reunified Germany is so
low.30
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Of course, British attitudes toward Berlin and the German question varied
considerably, but we can nevertheless clearly identify a general tendency. Much
more often than was the case in the USA or France or West Germany, British
politicians, journalists and others in public life argued for a moderate, softer
course with regard to Berlin and Germany, advocating talks and negotiations.
They were more prepared to accept the ‘reality’ of Germany’s division. As was
articulated not only in that letter to the editor, this division had been caused by
Germany’s ‘historical guilt’.31 This is reflected in the opinion polls: especially
during the summer and autumn of 1961, more than 50 per cent of the British
surveyed were willing to accept recognition of the GDR; less than 20 per cent
were against it.32 And while in the USA, 71 per cent of the people asked said that
they were willing to accept the risk of war over Berlin, this quota was only 41
per cent in Britain.33 ‘Among the many aims for which I prefer not to die, I
would give German reunification the first rank’, declared the leading editor of
the New Statesman a few days before 13 August 1961.34 The atmosphere of
tension following the building of the Wall may have increased the articulation of
such positions and tendencies. They did not, however, come out of the blue but had
been part of British public opinion in the 1950s. To mention just two examples,
this had become clear in regard to the idea of ‘disengagement’—during the
discussion of the Rapacki plan or in George F.Kennan’s BBC Reith lectures—or,
later, in the aftermath of Khrushchev’s Berlin ultimatum in November of 1958
and during the Geneva Foreign Ministers’ Conference in 1959. Macmillan’s
‘Voyage of Discovery’ to Moscow, which Konrad Adenauer considered
treasonous, met with broad approval in Britain; this political trip improved
Macmillan’s public standing and his popularity considerably; and unlike
Eisenhower, de Gaulle or Adenauer, Macmillan’s ‘valiant effort’ to bring
Western determination home to the USSR garnered praise from the British press.35

There can be no doubt that his trip and his East—West policy in general further
strengthened his image—at least at home—as a ‘world statesman’ and certainly
helped him win the general election in October of 1959. His victory was a
considerable personal triumph, securing a vast 107 seat Conservative majority
over the Labour Party.36

British public opinion before and after 13 August 1961 was characterized—
both by the overwhelming number of political or journalistic opinion leaders and
by the man on the famous Clapham omnibus—by a willingness, though not any
pressure, to negotiate on Berlin and the German problem. After 13 August, this did
not prevent British countermeasures and signals of determination in Berlin, for
example a reinforcement of British troops in the city and in West Germany.
What the West Germans and, even more, the West Berliners welcomed
enthusiastically in the US case, however, they hardly seemed to realize in that of
the British. The image of Britain and its attitude was not one of firm
determination or even willingness to go to war. What are the reasons? What are
the roots of the British course and the broad public support it received in the
UK?
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As already mentioned, we must not underestimate the weight of history, the
weight of the past, the significance of collective generational experiences related
above all to Nazism and the Second World War, which around 1960 was not a
very distant past. The Federal Republic had become a NATO ally during the
1950s. But had Germany and the Germans really changed? Very rarely did
British politicians ask this question loudly or publicly; it would have been
against the ‘raison d’alliance’. But there can be no doubt that scepticism or even
hostility toward Germany was not limited to Lord Beaverbrook and his press
such as the Daily Express, which wrote in August of 1961:’ Adenauer or Brandt?
For us that doesn’t make a difference. Both are Germans. And the Germans
never change.’37 Or when referring to West German demands to impose an
economic embargo against the GDR or the whole Eastern bloc: ‘As we know the
West Germans, they will talk a lot about an embargo, but they will never stop the
flood of their exports to East Germany. They bring too much money.’38 Letters
to the editor, published in all major newspapers and journals, allow conclusions
about deeply rooted images, their continued strength and effect long after 1945
and their connection with current German affairs such as the Berlin crisis. One
reader mentions a poster, displayed at one of the mass demonstrations in West
Berlin after 13 August, showing a map of Germany with the borders of 1937:
‘Does Britain support this position?’ the letter asked.39 Another reader referred to
the TV coverage of the same event: ‘Is there anyone above 40 who saw the
televised picture of Wednesday’s Berlin rally who could fail to be reminded of
the days of Hitler? The same intonation of the German orator; the same well
driven cheers at the proper causes; even the same appeal to the hatred of
communism. Are we really going to allow these people to drag us into a third
and last world war?’40 These resentments and prejudices vis-à-vis Germany and
the Germans were linked—especially on the left side of the political spectrum—
with a remainder of good will toward the Soviet Union and the other Eastern
European states as ‘victims of fascism’.41 Of course, collective memories are
highly selective. Unlike the case in Germany or France, ‘Munich 1938’ did not,
or only very rarely, come up as an issue or a catch-phrase in Britain. While the
German and the French press were confronting the West with the ‘lessons of
1938’, the British government was not reminded publicly of the events of
two decades earlier. ‘Herr Brandt fears second Munich’, was the title of a news
article in the Guardian.42 But in its commentaries addressing the London
government, the danger of ‘appeasement’ was not mentioned. Not only the left
and the liberal press were arguing for negotiations and, very often, for a solution
to the German question and to the international tensions related to it through
German neutralization and military disengagement; in their party conference
resolutions in 1961, Labour and the British Liberals followed the same line. A
Berlin resolution of the annual Labour Party conference in Blackpool asked for
recognition of the current German-Polish border, official recognition of the GDR
and for an arms control agreement in Central Europe.43 The Liberals’ Berlin
resolution declared the party’s commitment to the defence of West Berlin and, at
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the same time, the will to make concessions on the question of German
reunification.44

Also deeply rooted in British elite thinking—and unlike that in the USA, for
example—was the tradition of political realism, especially with regard to foreign
affairs. This was a realism with sensitivity for the feasible and the achievable
together with a pragmatic foreign policy influenced by an at least general
preparedness to accept political facts—perhaps not for a distant future, but for
the foreseeable future. ‘A limited arrangement’, the Guardian wrote in a
commentary on 25 August, ‘a limited agreement need not prejudice the future
for all time. If attempts at it could be coupled with negotiations on nuclear-free
zones in Germany…it might even, given skilful bargaining, be made to yield
positive advantages.’45

It seems to me that an even more important factor influencing public opinion
in the UK was the fact that an ideological, social and socio-cultural anti-
communism was not as well developed as it was especially in the USA and the
Federal Republic. To relate this general point to the Berlin question: unlike in
West Germany or the USA, in Britain the defence of Berlin or of West Berlin
was not regarded so much as part of a greater battle against the global
communist threat to the so-called ‘free world’. In the 1950s, this kind of thinking
had not only united Konrad Adenauer and John Foster Dulles, in the years of the
Truman and Eisenhower administrations, it had stabilized German—US relations
politically on the elite level but also on a broader social level. The role of the
British Communist Party in this context was marginal; McCarthy-style witch
hunts had no chance in Britain. It was the Labour Party which represented an
ideology of class struggle, and the Labour Party’s existence and legitimacy were
never questioned in British politics. And Labour was also the bridge over which
—in a complex network of relations—the foreign and security policy thinking of
the British peace movement (for example, of the Campaign for Nuclear
Disarmament—CND) entered into and influenced party-political discourse.46 

III

Asked in 1962 which Western politician had done the most for Berlin, the clear
winner in both West Berlin and West Germany was John F.Kennedy: 61 per cent
of the West Berliners and 44 per cent of the West Germans regarded Kennedy’s
behaviour as ‘very good’ or ‘good’. Only 12 per cent and 10 per cent
respectively considered Macmillan’s Berlin policy as ‘very good’ or ‘good’; 25
per cent of the West Germans called the British prime minister’s behaviour
‘poor’ or ‘insufficient’. Only one Western politician received equally bad grades
from an even greater number of West Germans: French President Charles de
Gaulle. Some 28 per cent of the West Germans saw his Berlin policy as ‘poor’ or
‘insufficient’; only 12 per cent praised it as ‘very good’ or ‘good’.47

These results may be surprising. Was not the French President the single
Western politician who argued forcefully and without compromise for the
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maintenance of the status of Berlin, who was not willing to negotiate with the
Soviets under pressure? The famous headlines of the Bild-Zeitung, quoted at the
beginning of this chapter, blamed Adenauer and Brandt, Kennedy and
Macmillan, but not de Gaulle for the Western passivity. We know the differences
between the French and the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ policies on Berlin and Germany in
the summer of 1961, and we know the political reasons for the French position:
de Gaulle’s endeavour to maintain France’s status as a victorious power of the
Second World War (after 1955, it was only in Berlin where this status was
reflected de facto and de jure). We know about his strategy to build a closer
alliance with the German chancellor so as to gain his support for the French
European initiatives, with the objective also of winning general West German
support for a French policy directed against US hegemony in Western Europe.48

These reasons and motivations dominating de Gaulle’s Berlin policy but not
substantially related to it were not known to the broader French public, however.
French opinion polls in 1961 did not reflect or support de Gaulle’s tough attitude
and uncompromising rhetoric. In the autumn of 1961, only 30 per cent of the
French surveyed shared the opinion that their president was more able than
Kennedy to deal with Khrushchev; 23 per cent thought exactly the opposite; and
the largest number (47 per cent) were unsure. In August of 1961, 80 per cent of
the people asked were against risking war over Berlin; 62 per cent thought that
negotiations were possible. At the same time, however, 44 per cent wanted
French troops to remain in the city; only 31 per cent supported a withdrawal.
Forty-three per cent were of the opinion that the more the Western world
conceded to the Soviet Union, the more the latter would demand; only 25 per
cent did not share this position.49

Apart from these positions and data, it is important to note how de Gaulle’s
policy and his rhetoric were obviously developing relatively independently from
the positions, preferences and tendencies of French public opinion. Again, we are
confronted with a situation that warns us not to draw too direct a causal link
between amorphous public opinion and the actions of governments or political
elites. The picture is more complicated. ‘Munich’ is one argument in this regard.
Fears of war could not be ignored in France. ‘Mourir pour Berlin?’ was the
question discussed in the French press. De Gaulle countered this question by
pointing to 1938, which for the French too was not distant pre-history but still
part of the present, a living generational experience. Had not de Gaulle in 1938
been an opponent of the Western policy, that of the British and the French, which
had led to Munich? ‘Un second Munich?’—De Gaulle’s rhetorical worry was the
headline on the front page of Le Monde on 30 August 1961, a paper that
normally did not dramatize the events in Berlin: ‘La crise actuelle n’est pas
encore la grande crise qui menacerait Berlin-Ouest et les droits des allies dans les
secteurs occidenteaux de l’ancienne capitale.’50

If General de Gaulle was able to develop his policy toward Berlin and
Germany relatively independently of French public opinion, it was because the
Berlin crisis represented by no means the only and probably not even the most
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burning issue preoccupying the French during those months. For only a few days
after 13 August did Berlin dominate the national headlines. And, despite an
extensive series entitled ‘Pourquoi fuient-ils?’ published by Le Figaro over
several days and on entire pages,51 the main issue of the summer 1961 was not
Berlin but rather Algeria.52 Despite the increasing tensions around the German
city, approximately 70 per cent of the French in the summer of 1961 considered
Algeria to be the ‘most important problem facing France today’.53 Only a few
months before, the generals had organized their putsch in Algiers, the activities of
the Organisation de F Armée Secrète (OAS) had preoccupied the French, and on
20 May 1961, in Evian, negotiations with the Front de Liberation Nationale
(FLN) over Algerian independence had begun. Additionally, the series of
assassinations announced in the spring of 1961 by the OAS had obviously
begun. On 15 July, the organization’s attempt to kill the archbishop of Algiers
had failed; and on 8 September 1961, the assassins reached France. In Pont-sur-
Seine, General de Gaulle narrowly escaped an attempt on his life. These events
overshadowed the Berlin crisis. They probably even created a space for action
which de Gaulle needed for his independent political course on Berlin.

To be sure, de Gaulle’s tough stance and his uncompromising rhetoric were
not followed by corresponding actions. France did reinforce its troops in West
Germany but, unlike the USA and Britain, not its garrison in Berlin. The highest-
ranking French official to visit Berlin after 13 August was the French
ambassador in Bonn, Seydoux. General de Gaulle himself never visited the
divided city: would it have been too much of an honour for the capital of the
‘Reich’, or—at least in 1961—was he making a deliberate attempt to de-escalate
the situation? Only in 1963 when President Kennedy celebrated the greatest
triumph of his German and European policies in Berlin—‘Ich bin ein Berliner!’—
did de Gaulle briefly consider visiting Berlin during his next trip to Germany.54

What the opinion polls reflect in France and Germany—and in a comparable
way in Britain too—is a clear assessment of power relations on the international
scene but above all the power relations and power hierarchies within the West
itself. Press and people may not have agreed with the US policy under Kennedy,
regarding it as either too soft or wrong for wrong reasons. Nevertheless, in the
eyes of the public, Kennedy was the West’s foremost politician. The West’s
leading nation with regard to Berlin, politically and militarily, was the USA.
Without the USA, any Western policy would have been condemned to failure;
the USA were the ultimate protector not only of West Berlin and West Germany
but of the entire West. No specific political competence was necessary in order
to arrive at this conclusion. In Western public opinion, de Gaulle would never
have been able to become the ‘hero’ that Kennedy so clearly was.

IV

What were the effects of the Berlin crisis and the building of the Wall on
Western European public opinion? The answer to this question has several
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dimensions. On the one hand, the events of August 1961 provided the Western
public once again, this time perhaps more drastically and more clearly related to
the division of Germany, an insight into the ‘true character’ of communism, the
Soviet Union and the East German regime. What had happened in Berlin that
August and what continued to happen there (so-called ‘border incidents’ and
‘Wall murders’) confronted neutralists, supporters of disengagement, and also
peace groups with considerable problems. ‘Let them come to Berlin’ became a
standard argument after 1961. This is especially true for West Germany and West
Berlin. But, even in the British case, we should not underestimate the relation
between the Wall and the slow decline of the disengagement debate. Against the
dominant public image of an aggressive East, whose regimes did not shrink from
violence to achieve their aims and stabilize their rule, one could hardly argue for
the East’s ‘desire for peace’. In this sense, August 1961 fell into the same
category as June 1953 or October 1956.

On the other hand, and this is the second dimension of our answer, not only
for the Western governments, but visibly also for the broader public, the Wall
quite literally cemented the post-1945 status quo of the division of Berlin, of
Germany, of Europe and even of the world. The building of the Wall made it
more difficult to argue for a rapid change in this status quo. The events in Berlin
clearly demonstrated that East and West accepted—or had to accept—this
division, at least de facto, and also the Cold War’s geopolitical spheres of power.
Additionally, it became clear that every attempt to change this status quo
unilaterally carried the risk of war—of nuclear war. In 1961, the USA no longer
possessed the nuclear supremacy of the 1950s. The Sputnik shock, the
intercontinental vulnerability of the USA and the emerging nuclear stalemate and
the idea of ‘mutual assured destruction’ made simple nuclear threats—‘massive
retaliation’—increasingly impossible. The dangers and risks of nuclear war were
perceived by the public. This awareness contributed, above all in Germany, to
the weakening, if not the elimination, of an aggressive or even militant
nationalism of reunification (Wiedervereinigungsnationalismus). Instead, the
events in Berlin made it clear that in this situation of an obviously unchangeable
status quo, an easing of East—West tensions was thinkable only on the basis of
this status quo. Détente against this background meant a pragmatic approach, not
an ideological one, between East and West. On the contrary, the détente of the
1960s was only possible because the basic ideological conflict seemed to be and
indeed was insurmountable.

We should not underestimate the social consequences of this new situation. In
the East as well as in the West, and especially in both East and West Germany,
the 1950s had been dominated by the conflict between the blocs, not only
politically but also socially. In the West, a broad anti-communist consensus
stabilized the political and social status quo including more rightwing,
conservative governments. The gradual acceptance of the status quo and the
renunciation of a policy of permanent attempts to change it created new spaces
and possibilities for social and political developments. To a certain degree, the
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East—West conflict lost its role as the most important constitutive factor not
only in the international order but in domestic socio-political and socio-cultural
developments as well. Without question, this is one reason for the far-reaching
political and social reforms and transformations taking place in all Western
countries during the 1960s and culminating in 1968, although by no means
limited to that single year. Especially in West Germany, the political and social
rise of the left can only be understood as a consequence of the end of the climate
of the Adenauer era with its specific political and social conditions determined
by the Cold War. After 1961, those conditions were no longer valid.

Against this background, further development regarding the Berlin Wall and
public opinion followed two courses. On the one hand, almost all protagonists of
this public opinion condemned—at least in their rhetoric—not only the Wall, but
the SED regime, the GDR, the Soviet Union and communism in general; all were
completely discredited. Opinion polls broadly reflected this attitude. On the other
hand, however, public opinion—not just the political elites—began to accept the
status quo and the beginnings of détente on the basis of it. In this context, it is
remarkable that concrete détente measures began where the Cold War had led, at
the most dangerous crises at the beginning of the 1960s. Like Brandt and his
team, who after 1961 embarked on a policy of local détente in Berlin, the US
government after the Cuban missile crisis—in which the USA for the first time
had become a front-line theatre of the Cold War—began its policy of détente.
Brandt was acting locally, Kennedy globally. The motives and approaches of
their respective policies were, however, similar, if not exactly the same, and
public opinion supported détente at both levels.
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7
The Italian Communist Party between East and

West, 1960–64

Silvio Pons

As the 1960s began, the Italian Communist Party, the PCI, was Western
Europe’s leading communist party, and at the same time an organization with
some features unique within the international communist movement. There were
three major differences: the fact that it was a mass party (which made the PCI
much more permeable to and rooted in society than any other European
communist party); its link to the Italian Constitution (which reflected the Italian
communists’ contribution to developing the system); and the original mark left
by Gramsci’s thinking (which bestowed upon Italian communist culture a
national and intellectual credibility decidedly superior to that enjoyed by other
communist parties). Moreover, after Khrushchev denounced Stalin’s crimes,
Palmiro Togliatti was the only communist leader to speak (in June 1956) of
‘degeneration’ of the Soviet system. This criticism never went down well in
Moscow and served to strengthen the idea of an ‘Italian road’ toward socialism,
different from the Soviet model.1

This was, however, also the limit beyond which Togliatti did not push his
differentiation from the USSR until his final years. The unique features of the PCI
could exist in clear continuity with the international system led by Moscow. This
was made clear in 1956, when Togliatti spearheaded a hard-line position against
Imre Nagy on the eve of the Soviet intervention in Hungary. When the post-
Stalin succession struggle in the USSR was over, the links between Moscow and
the Italian communists seemed to have been renewed: the PCI was the main
beneficiary of the funds that Moscow allocated to all the communist parties; its
organizational networks with Eastern Europe were still in place (although the
extra-legal structures were being dismantled); and political and diplomatic
contacts were reaffirmed by the international communist conferences held in the
Soviet capital in 1957 and through the mutual exchange of delegations.2

Stalin’s successors persisted in perceiving the Cold War as a continuation of
the policy of isolating and suffocating the Russian Revolution, a policy that had
been pursued by the Western powers in the immediate aftermath of the First
World War. The new leaders also conceived of Soviet expansion in Central and
Eastern Europe as a legitimate defence justified by aggression against the USSR
during the Second World War. As a consequence, the West’s leading communist
parties were seen as a strategic reserve and as a tool to influence opinions and



policies in the nations of Western Europe. This vision was not contested by the
Italian communists, who continued to present themselves as members of the
‘socialist camp’, convinced that the integral defence of the USSR was in their
prime interest, an essential resource for the party’s identity and cohesion.
Although the Soviet invasion of Hungary had devastating effects among
intellectuals and weakened the PCI’s political influence due to the resultant break
with the Italian Socialists, it did not compromise the party’s mass electoral
strength. In international politics, the Soviet leadership’s orientation toward
‘peaceful coexistence’ appeared to open up new areas for the PCI to act and
exercise influence. Although the communists’ isolation in the national political
system was even more marked after the rise of the centre-left alliance of
Christian Democrats and Socialists, the tendency in Italian foreign policy toward
building a new East—West relationship was sufficiently fertile terrain for
engaging in combat.3

Maintaining the Soviet myth, highlighting communism’s powerful expansion
in the Third World, and touting the prospects opened up by the start of
international détente processes were the inseparable elements feeding the PCI’s
international culture throughout the decade following Stalin’s death. This
inheritance was put to the test by international developments in the early 1960s.
In light of the considerations cited thus far, it is no surprise that events within the
international communist movement (the crisis between the USSR and China)
more than international events in and beyond Europe (the U2 spy plane incident,
the Berlin and Cuba crises) served to elicit meaningful reaction from the PCI. In
other words, the organic link with the USSR prioritized the geopolitical position
of Italian communists in the Western arena and marked the boundaries of their
international perception. Therefore, the specific nature of their reaction to the
changes and crises in these years is not to be exaggerated: Italian communists
represented themselves as being on the forefront of politics and culture in the
‘socialist camp’ even though this status was rife with tensions.

The first moment of tension in the international communist movement
emerged between the Soviets and the Chinese at the conference of 81 communist
parties held in Moscow in November of 1960.4 On this occasion, the Chinese
presented themselves as the main defenders of an intransigent tendency which
aspired to leadership of the international communist movement, re-launching a
form of ideological orthodoxy and an open anti-imperialistic challenge. The
Italian delegation led by Luigi Longo took a moderate stance in order to prevent
opposing formations from developing. The Italian communists declared their
opposition to any attempt to ‘transform ideological and political dissent…into
dissent regarding state relations between certain socialist countries’.5 This
methodology allowed them to reaffirm positions of principle at the political level
which were diametrically opposed to the theses put forth by the Chinese. In
particular, Longo held firm to a basic motif that had been embraced for some time
by the PCI, solemnly declaring that ‘the socialist revolution does not need to
clear a path for itself using thermonuclear bombs and ruins and endless
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mourning’, and that a nuclear war would destroy ‘the very material bases of
modern civilization’.6 At the same time, he confirmed his party’s autonomy and
declared that he rejected ‘any formulation that may lead us to think of parties
that lead and parties that are led’, and stated his belief that ‘there cannot be a
single world leadership of the entire communist movement’.7 Both these
positions were to be firmly held by the PCI in subsequent years, reflecting two of
Togliatti’s strategic suppositions.

First, Togliatti expected that the easing of tensions between the superpowers
would allow for a process aimed at bringing an end to the Cold War (and
therefore get the PCI back into the national political arena, from which it had
been alienated since 1947). Second, Togliatti’s strategy entrusted the PCI’s fate
to a simultaneous development both of the ‘socialist camp’ and of bi-polar
coexistence (with the conviction—and illusion—that communism would have a
more promising future than capitalism if it were freed of the old catastrophist
prospects). In this dual perspective, the PCI’s alignment with Soviet foreign
policy was unwavering. To a certain extent, the very opening of the polemical
conflict between the Soviets and the Chinese contributed toward this
identification: defending the ‘peaceful coexistence’ principle against the extreme
positions of the Chinese encouraged Italian communists even more strongly to
uphold Soviet policy as the one most sensible for the whole communist
movement.

This was the case even when Soviet policy led the Italian communists to set
aside their hopes for relaxing the division of Europe. In August of 1961, the
Italian party wholeheartedly fell into line with Moscow’s justifications for the
building of the Berlin Wall. In September, Togliatti publicly voiced his concern
over the crisis in international relations, for which he held the Westerners
entirely responsible. He defended the thesis of economic recognition of East
Germany and presented the building of the Wall as a requirement imposed by the
situation. In other words, Togliatti adhered uncritically to the Soviet position,
showing no sensitivity to the Wall’s symbolic significance in dividing Europe.8
This clearly revealed a contradiction between the Italian communists’ aspiration
for international détente and the Soviets’ rigid bi-polar conception, which left
little room for a dynamic vision of détente.

Despite this, Togliatti appeared satisfied with the reaffirmation of ‘peaceful
coexistence’ made by the Twenty-Second Congress of the Communist Party of
the Soviet Union (CPSU) in October of 1961. In his report to the PCI’s
leadership and Central Committee, Togliatti even praised the Soviet slogan of
‘building communism’, sidestepping Khrushchev’s new denunciation of Stalin’s
crimes. This attitude led to perplexity and criticism among many members of the
PCI’s leadership group, exciting intense internal debate. The most important
speech was by Giorgio Amendola, who maintained that the PCI was making too
great a sacrifice on the altar of communist unity; he urged that this ‘fictitious
unity’ be broken and that the Italian communists take on a more active
international role, which should include a contribution to de-Stalinization.9
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Togliatti’s reply was completely negative and uncharacteristically
argumentative, linking a conservative reticence on the issue of de-Stalinization to
prioritizing the issue of the unity of the communist movement.10 Shortly
thereafter, in December of 1961, Longo reported his own conversation with
Mikhail Suslov, in which the Soviet leader had expressed his displeasure over
the ‘anti-Soviet positions’ of some PCI leaders, and regretted the fact that
Togliatti had insisted, as in 1956, that there had been a ‘degeneration’ in the
Soviet system. Suslov had at any rate supported the positions taken by Togliatti
against Amendola and the other leaders who had been critical, and he had
promised a reprisal if these leaders persisted in their ‘anti-Soviet positions’.
Togliatti concluded that a communiqué had to be sent to the CPSU to
acknowledge that ‘there have been erroneous, dangerous positions that we
propose correcting’. In his view, this debate had done the PCI ‘great damage in
the international communist movement’ because the Italians’ prestige was based
on the ‘method of not wounding the sensibilities of brethren parties’, particularly
those of the Soviets, ‘who are facing the great Chinese problem’.11 Togliatti thus
had no difficulty in defending his position of extreme diplomatic caution,
reaffirming his leadership once again based on his privileged connections with
Moscow.

Nevertheless, even Togliatti’s circumspection was put to a severe test by
developments on the Chinese question. While the issue had helped consolidate
the Italian communists’ alignment with Soviet policy in 1960–1961, it was now
to create some friction between the PCI and Moscow, and Togliatti’s efforts
could scarcely alleviate Suslov’s disappointment with the Italian communists. On
12 January 1962, Togliatti addressed a letter to the Soviets to express doubts
concerning their proposal to call the Chinese back to order with a document
signed by the communist parties that had endorsed the Moscow conference
resolution. He feared that the Chinese would see this step as ‘the start of a
struggle against them’ and that consequently ‘the conflict with them, already
quite serious’, would be intensified. Togliatti preferred to stress his concerns
over a break in the international communist movement and maintained that
everything possible should be done ‘to overcome all dissent and reinforce unity
at all times’; but for this very reason, he thought it impossible at that time to call
another conference of the communist parties.12 The problems raised by Togliatti
were likely to have helped induce the Soviets to abandon their proposal. In
February of 1962, they sent their own letter to the Chinese, attacking the
Albanians and appealing for the unity of the movement.13

In more general terms, it was in 1962 that the Italian communists began
outlining a slight—although in the long run, important—distinction from the
Soviet position on Europe, one which lay in their judgment of the
European Economic Community: with increasing insistence, such communist
leaders as Giorgio Amendola maintained the need to acknowledge the
Community’s existence and also moderated their more ideological opinions of it.
The positions of the Italian communists revolved around the general demand for
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a’revision’ of the Common European Market treaties, and an uncertain
distinction between Europeanism and Atlanticism.14 But, for the time being,
these positions were of a non-official nature and, although they diverged from
the Soviet stance, they were also quite remote from those of the leading parties
of the Western left.15

On the other side, the Italian communists’ identification with Soviet foreign
policy was in fact fully confirmed at the time of the Cuban crisis of October
1962. Once the peak of that crisis had passed, Togliatti took a public stance in
his report to the Tenth PCI Congress in early December, approving the USSR’s
conduct without reservation and condemning the USA’s ‘imperialism’. At the
same time, he made reference to a ‘turning point’ in international relations and to
a re-launching of ‘peaceful coexistence’.16 The Soviets expressed a positive
opinion of the party congress.17 The PCI’s foreign section presented an
optimistic report on the party’s improved relations internationally and with the
USSR.18 Shortly thereafter, on 20 March 1963, Togliatti made a famous speech
in which he focused on nuclear war as threatening the annihilation of all mankind
and linked the party’s future prospects even more closely to those of bi-polar
détente.19 International developments appeared to warrant moderate optimism
when the crisis of late 1962 ended with the international non-proliferation
agreement between the USA and the Soviet Union the following summer.
Nevertheless, it was the Cuban crisis and the subsequent resumption of détente
that aggravated the break with the Chinese, who had no difficulty accusing
Khrushchev of ‘adventurism’ and ‘capitulationism’. But they went further. In
early 1963, after Togliatti had openly criticized China’s attacks on ‘peaceful
coexistence’, a press war broke out between Chinese and Italian communists.
The former openly attacked Togliatti (thereby implicitly recognizing his calibre
as a leader of international communism), and accused him of revisionism and of
‘replacing, on a world scale, class struggle with class collaboration’. The Italian
leader responded with a moderate but firm tone, yielding nothing to the Chinese
position.20At this point, Togliatti realized that the PCI could no longer declare
itself in principle against calling a conference of communist parties, and told his
party’s Directorate that the Soviets had to be assured ‘that we want to join them
but by debating without polemics’.21

In June and July of 1963, the crisis between the Soviets and the Chinese flared
up with an exchange of accusations that left no room for mediation and in fact
producing a full-blown break. In its ‘open letter’ of 17 July 1963 to the Chinese
communists, the CPSU claimed for itself the leading role and listed all the
reasons for friction, starting with ‘peaceful coexistence’. Togliatti again
expressed his concern to the PCI Directorate: 

Concern for a Conference to be held now with the participation of the CCP
and the Asian parties. This means deepening the rift. What do the Soviet
comrades think of the relations between the two states? Grave
consequences of the break for all the parties. Greater difficulties in
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combating anti-Soviet positions. I am not enthusiastic about how the
Soviet comrades are conducting the debate. They kept quiet for too long
about the Cuba issue as well. Now they are becoming exasperated.
Problems are cropping up too forcefully in relations between the two
countries, creating some perplexities. The foolishness of the Chinese does
not change this impression. Raise with the Soviet comrades our concerns
as to the appropriateness of the conference. We are one of the strongest
parties in dealing with this problem because we have developed our policy
in depth. But the worsening polemics will cause us difficulties.22

Soviet pressure to call a conference of international communism grew in
September and October of 1963. The Italian party sent a delegation to Moscow
with the purpose of repeating their reservations regarding an initiative of this
kind, but it achieved no results. The Soviets declared that, although no decision
had yet been made, ‘many parties’ had requested a conference and that it was
also necessary for the purpose of ‘a position-taking that reaches the Chinese
masses’. They made it clear that the preparatory work was going ahead. The
CPSU and PCI had clearly locked horns. Moreover, as an instrument of pressure,
Moscow used the position of the French Communist Party (PCF), which was
pushing for the convocation of the world conference while ruling out a European
conference, which would have met with the approval of the PCI; the French had
assumed a sharply polemical attitude vis-à-vis their Italian
comrades.23Commenting on the delegation’s report, Togliatti declared himself no
less ‘perplexed’ than before on the issue of calling a conference of international
communists: ‘this can only end in a condemnation which will be translated into a
break and spread’. But the main dilemma was of a political nature: ‘the
fundamental problems of interest to the workers’ movement at present are those
being argued between the Soviets and the Chinese, but they are being posed in a
different, more advanced way. The problem is no longer whether or not we are
for détente, but how we are to develop détente policy.’24 In truth, this observation
could imply a criticism aimed much more at the Soviets’ conduct of foreign
policy than at the ideological outbursts of the Chinese (which had already been
largely subject to criticism), but Togliatti did not go that far. Nevertheless, the
idea of the unity of the communist movement as defended by Togliatti did not
seem to be in harmony with that defended by the Soviets.

On 13 February 1964, the CPSU sent all communist parties a letter
denouncing the Chinese attempt to create a ‘fractionist bloc’ in the international
communist movement.25 This was followed by yet another exchange of invective
between Moscow and Beijing. Even as the Italian communist press continued to
uphold the Soviet position, considerable friction now emerged between Moscow
and the PCI after Togliatti, upon returning from a trip to Yugoslavia, had
defended the Yugoslav communists from Chinese criticism with the argument
that the organization of the ‘socialist world’ could not be reduced to a single bloc
and had cited Stalin’s break with Tito as a negative precedent. These arguments

ITALIAN COMMUNIST PARTY BETWEEN EAST AND WEST 99



irritated the Soviets, who clearly saw in them both a violation of the united front
deemed necessary at such a delicate juncture and an insidious claim for
autonomy. Referring to the results of a trip to the USSR, Longo noted to the
Directorate that Suslov had explicitly expressed his displeasure over Togliatti’s
positions. At the same time, the Soviet position on the ‘Chinese question’ had
further hardened. Although Longo had repeated the PCI’s reservations, Suslov
believed that a conference could not be put off any longer, and called upon the
Italian communists to see the ‘general interest’ and not just their own. Togliatti
repeated his concern that a conference would simply sanction the break,
observing that ‘on both sides, they attack those who don’t take a clear position in
their favour, and want to argue without reaching a split. The prestige of the
parties, of the CPSU and of the Chinese CP, is damaged.’ His speech explained
the nexus between the PCI’s stance on the ‘Chinese question’, the openings toward
Yugoslavia, and the hidden expectations of international détente; with an
obvious allusion to the PCI’s prospects, Togliatti noted that the Yugoslavs had
followed their own road ‘without falling into the capitalist camp’ and that ‘there
can be countries that start on the way of socialism without immediately entering
the socialist camp’.26

The subsequent public stance by the French communists in favour of a world
conference of the communist movement led Togliatti and Longo to write a letter
to the CPSU in an attempt to block the issuing of a formal convocation, which
would have been difficult to refuse.27 The letter, dated 8 April 1964, stubbornly
laid out the persistent reservations of the Italian communists. A conference
would formalize the break then taking place, thereby causing a ‘schism’ and
creating ‘two organizational centres of the international communist movement in
bitter struggle with one another’; another damaging development would thus be
added—a ‘return, in practice, to conceptions and forms of organization of the
communist parties that have historically been overcome’, which was to
compromise ‘the autonomy of the individual parties’; the two Italian communist
leaders specified that they would never sign any formulation that spelled a step
backward from the distinct ‘national roads’ to socialism.28 Immediately
thereafter, the PCI again sent a delegation to Moscow, but its achievements were
no better than those of the previous one: the Soviets confirmed that they deemed
the conference ‘inevitable’ and essentially refused to take notice of the
reservations made by the Italian communists.29 Togliatti then came to the
conclusion that these reservations had to be expressed ‘in a new way, which is to
say that our proposal was intended to render the struggle against the Chinese
positions more effective’. To avoid misunderstandings, he reminded the PCI’s
highest leadership that ‘in the world, there is the camp of the communist parties,
and only that. Our party cannot be imagined as not belonging to it. We are not in
power, so our possibilities of movement are more limited.’ Enrico Berlinguer
interpreted Togliatti’s thought clearly, noting that ‘beyond our autonomy, we
must safeguard the link with the CPSU. Dissent with the CPSU is one thing, a
break with it is quite another thing—and inadmissible.’30

100 EUROPE, COLD WAR AND COEXISTENCE, 1953–65



On 22 May, Togliatti and Longo wrote another letter to the CPSU: they
remained firm on the positions they had already taken, specifying that the PCI
would take part in the conference if it were called, but that the party considered
it counterproductive to the movement’s unity. This time, however, they
expressed themselves polemically against the French communists, who at their
recent congress had called for the convocation of the conference and stressed
their closeness to the CPSU—and, plain as day, drew attention to their distance
from the PCI.31 According to the two Italian leaders, this French attitude
constituted a ‘manifestation of the spirit of intolerance that led our movement to
commit serious errors in the past’ .32 The statement sounded like nothing less
than criticism of Suslov, who had taken part in the congress of French communists
and had heaped praise on them. The reply by the Soviets on 25 June was no less
obstinate: they asked the PCI to support the initiative in the name of the
movement’s unity and to this end also to ‘put an immediate stop to the divisive
action’.33 In the debate at the Directorate, Togliatti called for maximum
flexibility of behaviour, to differ from the Soviets without rejecting participation
in the conference a priori:

Don’t give the impression that we don’t comprehend the general needs of
the movement. There is a centrifugal process underway that must be
brought under control. It is not in our interest that the Soviet leadership
group’s prestige be shaken in the international movement… Avoid
distancing our party from the CPSU, which would create a serious
situation.34

On 7 July, the Italians responded that ‘nothing has occurred that would lead us to
think we have overcome our reservations and concerns about convoking the
international conference at the present time’; the communist movement was
facing new problems, which could not be dealt with merely by reaffirming the
documents from the 1960 conference, which were in many ways outmoded.35

It is clear this was a dialogue in which neither side listened to the other,
although it did not herald any traumatic event. On 30 July 1964, the CPSU sent a
letter to all the parties which in fact started the process leading up to the
conference, aiming to meet in Moscow in December of that year.36 Shortly
thereafter, Togliatti visited the USSR to speak directly with the Soviets, and it
was there that he died in August 1964. The issue of the proposed conference of
international communists remained on the agenda, but nothing was to come of
it. 

Some concluding remarks are in order. The crisis in Sino-Soviet relations
dealt a harsh blow to the concept of a ‘polycentric’ evolution of the communist
movement capable of adjusting to a new international system characterized by bi-
polar détente, thereby leaving the PCI the prospect of a ‘road to socialism’ in
Italy other than immediate membership in the ‘socialist camp’. The position
taken by the PCI was inspired by prudent diplomacy, which, on the one hand,
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adhered fully to Soviet foreign policy and, on the other, strayed subtly from the
USSR’s tendency to force a taking of sides within the communist movement.
Togliatti drew a distinction between dissenting from the Chinese in their
positions and excommunicating them, dodging Moscow’s demand to call a new
conference of communist parties for that purpose. The Italian communists thus
sketched out a realistic acknowledgement of the extent of the Sino-Soviet conflict,
a critique of Chinese extremism and a cautious positioning aimed at thwarting
another fissure in the communist movement.

Nevertheless, this did not keep the break from becoming public and involving
the PCI as well. In this circumstance too, Togliatti maintained a moderate and
realistic tone in response to the dogmatic accusations of ‘revisionism’ hurled
against him by the Chinese. All the same, the break between China and the USSR
was inevitable and was also precipitated. From that moment on, Togliatti
expressed increasing concern over the ideological and non-political nature of the
discussion (which in his eyes boiled down to making a pronouncement for or
against détente as opposed to furthering the development of that policy) and was
quite pessimistic as to the possibility of preserving the unity of the communist
movement. But he did not modify the view he had held up to that time against
further exacerbating the issue and continued to resist Soviet pressure to
excommunicate the Chinese.

However, the cautious stance taken by Togliatti during the crisis between
Moscow and Beijing only partially represented a transition toward a new
relationship between the PCI and the USSR. Togliatti’s emphasis was mainly on
the need to preserve the unity of the international communist movement as
expressed in his renowned Yalta memoir—his political testament and the
celebrated Magna Carta of the PCI’s autonomy—written in the summer of 1964,
shortly before his death. This document displayed Togliatti’s realistic pessimism
regarding relations between China and the USSR as much as it expressed his
appeal to the relationship with the USSR as an element in the party’s cohesion. His
thesis of ‘unity in diversity’ still made reference to the USSR’s constituent role,
underestimating the Soviets’ tendency to absorb the function of the communist
movement into its own policy of power with the ambition of exercising
undisputed leadership over the anti-imperialist forces. And it was with this less-
than-clear inheritance that the post-Togliatti leadership had to contend with the
Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. 
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8
Britain, East Germany and Détente: British

Policy toward the GDR and West Germany’s
‘Policy of Movement’, 1955–65

Klaus Larres

During the Cold War, Britain’s foreign policy was a very cautious one. In general,
London conducted relations with the Soviet Union and its Eastern European
satellite states in a much more circumspect way than did the USA. Both in the
second half of the 1940s as well as in the 1950s and 1960s, British prime
ministers from Attlee to Wilson pursued a policy which continued the close
alignment with the USA and, on the whole, also successfully managed to avoid
dangerous military entanglements. For instance, after the initial commitment of
fighting the war in Korea, London could not be persuaded to contribute to
General MacArthur’s envisaged escalation of the conflict. Prime Minister Attlee
even felt the need to travel to Washington in early December 1950 to persuade
President Truman not to consider deploying atomic bombs in the Korean War.1
The British also refused strong US pressure to provide military assistance to the
desperate French position at their Indo-Chinese military base at Dien Bien Phu in
1954; a decade later, Britain rigorously ignored US requests to participate in the
Vietnam War.2 London also often managed to avoid being drawn into overly
rigid and fundamentalist political-diplomatic positions toward that superpower
and its allies beyond the Iron Curtain. During the first two decades of the Cold War,
for example, the British recognized Mao’s China while it took the USA until the
early 1970s to accept the diplomatic existence of a communist China.3

On occasion and particularly during the early Cold War years when Britain
still viewed itself as one of the world’s leading great powers, London did not
shrink from openly adhering to policies which were not favoured in Washington.
Rather than pursuing a course which would not antagonize the USA, Prime
Ministers Churchill, Eden and Macmillan did their utmost to bring about a summit
conference with the Soviet Union, which they believed would be a major
contribution to de-escalating the Cold War and defusing the tension surrounding
the German question, including the situation in divided Berlin. While Churchill
merely talked about travelling to Moscow in the early to mid-1950s but did not
dare to do so given the strong opposition of President Eisenhower, Macmillan
chose to ignore US wishes and actually embarked on his controversial journey to
the USSR in the summer of 1959.4 A similar independence of mind can be seen
in both the British government’s policy toward the German Democratic Republic



(GDR) during the 1950s and 1960s and London’s strong support for West
Germany’s cautious and very slow policy of rapprochement with Eastern Europe
toward the end of the Adenauer era.

This chapter deals with two distinct but closely connected issues. It first
investigates Britain’s perception of the GDR and London’s policy toward the
non-recognition of the second German state. Above all, we will examine the
uneasy position the British found themselves in with respect to their Western
allies. While in principle London fully agreed to the diplomatic non-recognition
of the Ulbricht regime—it even had been one of the decisive initiators of this
policy in late 1949—by the mid-1950s the British were increasingly keen on
trading with the GDR. This however, caused much anger in West Germany and
also some in the USA. Britain was thus in the difficult position of having to
balance its own economic interests with great efforts not to displease Bonn and
Washington.

Second, the chapter explores the interconnection of recognition, trade relations
and détente including Britain’s perception of West German Foreign Minister
Gerhard Schröder’s ‘Policy of Movement’ in the early to mid-1960s. London
strongly approved of Foreign Minister Schröder’s cautiously initiated détente
policy; Whitehall appreciated that Schröder was able to continue this policy
while maintaining his post in the new Erhard government which took office after
Adenauer’s retirement on 15 October 1963. As early as the late 1950s, the
Macmillan government had concluded that non-recognition of the GDR was an
unwise and counterproductive policy. After all, it was obvious that the GDR did
exist, continued to enjoy the unflagging support of the Soviet Union, was
supported by a growing number of East Germans (as it seemed to the West) and
also managed to expand its economic base. The British concluded that the East
German state would undoubtedly remain in existence for a prolonged period of
time. It seemed that for Britain to overcome the tension of the Cold War and
arrive at a rapprochement with the USSR meant the acceptance of existing
realities: this included the existence and de facto recognition of the GDR. Long
before Willy Brandt’s Ostpolitik of the early 1970s, it was already argued in
London that the possibility of developing an enduring East—West détente and a
de-escalation of Cold War tension surrounding the German question would only
arise if Moscow’s Eastern European sphere of influence was accepted by the
West. The results achieved by both Ostpolitik and the 1975 Helsinki conference5

were essentially the political aims which the British had cautiously begun to
pursue in the late 1950s and early 1960s. 

Prior to the official international recognition of the GDR in early 1973, British
governments of all political persuasions, from Macmillan to Wilson, largely
agreed on a very similar if not identical policy toward the GDR and on the need
to support the development of a genuine East—West détente. It was also fully
recognized in London that Britain’s relations with the GDR ought to be
conducted with a view to West Germany. In fact, London’s relations with East
Berlin were influenced significantly by British—West German political and
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economic competition as well as Bonn’s reluctance to consider East—West
détente and a more flexible policy in the German unification question.6

Britain and the ‘Creeping Recognition’ of the GDR, 1949–57

With the founding of the German Democratic Republic in October 1949, Britain
and the other Western allies began to insist on the international non-recognition
of the East German state.7 The Foreign Office persistently argued that ‘in the
absence of a peace treaty with a unified Germany’ and in view of the fact that the
GDR could not be regarded as a normal state, there could be ‘no question of
recognising the German authorities there as a ‘government’. London was
convinced that ‘the German authorities in East Germany…fail the test for
recognition as a government, since they are not independent’; after all, the GDR
was ‘entirely dependent’ on the military and economic support of the Soviet
Union.8 Britain adhered to its position that the West German government was ‘the
only truly constitutional and legitimate government in Germany’; it was ‘the only
government entitled to speak for Germany in internal affairs’.9 Only after the
Basic Treaty was concluded between Bonn and East Berlin in November/
December 1972 did London establish diplomatic relations with the GDR in early
1973.10

During the early and mid-1950s in particular, British policy makers were
convinced that any official or unofficial dealings with East Berlin would boost
the prestige of the undemocratic regime in the Soviet occupation zone. It was
also clear that any contacts with East Germany would be deeply resented by the
West German government in Bonn.11 Furthermore, it was apparent that once one
of the allied powers recognized the GDR, many other governments, particularly
in the developing world, would follow suit and thereby strengthen the Soviet
Union’s dictatorial client state. That would enable Moscow to lay claim to an
important victory in the Cold War.12

Thus, political recognition—either de jure or de facto—was out of the question
for decision makers in Britain. While London could not afford to endanger its
friendly relations with Bonn and Washington, recognition would also have run
counter to political-ethical principles held in Westminster. Particularly in the
early part of the 1960s, East Germany’s image remained badly tarnished by the
Berlin Wall, erected in August 1961. Still, in the late 1950s and the 1960s, the
British became increasingly doubtful about the value of adhering to the Western
non-recognition doctrine. Largely due to the prolonged Berlin Crisis of 1958–63
and the fallout from the dangerous 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, the Soviet Union
had succeeded in dividing the united front of anti-communism and non-
recognition in the Western alliance to a considerable extent. Indeed, throughout
the 1960s, one could observe a certain ‘creeping recognition’ of the GDR in the
Western hemisphere and notably in the developing and non-aligned world.13

As far as the British were concerned, the Ulbricht regime was particularly able
to make progress toward de facto recognition of the GDR in the field of
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economic and trade relations. For instance, the first British-East German
business deal, albeit a private one, was concluded less than four years after the
establishment of the GDR during the Leipzig trade fair in the autumn of 1953
and thus only a few months after the uprising of 17 June.14 Subsequently there
were only muted objections in London to the exploitation of an increasing
number of private business contacts between the independent Federation of
British Industry (FBI) and its successor organization the Confederation of British
Industry (CBI) and their East German counterparts. Although behind the scenes
the British government became increasingly involved in the complex and
gradually expanding trade deals with the GDR, London did its utmost to ensure
that this would not become public knowledge.15

In the second half of the 1950s, the beginnings of an indirect and informal
trading relationship with the GDR and a simultaneous mental weakening of the
non-recognition doctrine could be clearly observed in Britain. Continuing
Churchill’s early Cold War summit diplomacy, both Prime Minister Anthony
Eden and, during the Berlin Crisis, even more clearly his successor Harold
Macmillan believed that it was becoming increasingly urgent to overcome the
dangerous instability of the Cold War in Europe by achieving a rapprochement
between East and West. Setting up neutral zones in the middle of Europe to
disengage East and West from each other was seen as a way to reduce Cold War
tension; it was also a solution viewed favourably by the Soviet Union. Such
schemes which indirectly acknowledged the reality of a divided Germany were,
however, strongly opposed by both Bonn and Washington.16 Yet, Macmillan’s
ten-day visit to Moscow between 21 February and 3 March 1959 led to Foreign
Secretary Selwyn Lloyd’s tentative declaration to Khrushchev that Britain might
be prepared to recognize the GDR. That caused a severe crisis in British—West
German relations and to some degree also in Anglo-American relations.17

Although for the time being this kind of thinking was buried and the policy of
non-recognition was upheld, the ‘creeping recognition’ of the GDR did continue.

Both before and after the erection of the Wall, the British government
continued to reject any official trade links with the GDR; it also remained very
cautious about a rapprochement with East Berlin in the political and cultural
spheres.18 In the 1950s and 1960s, Britain’s policy remained ‘based on the
general principle that contacts with East Germany should not be encouraged
(except in certain circumstances, for trade contacts) and that all East Germans
whose visits have a predominantly political character should be excluded’ from
the UK.19 Yet, in view of increasing pressure by British industry and a number
of MPs with close business links, the Macmillan government felt that it was
imprudent to take West German protestations too much into consideration. Bonn
claimed that its own trade with the East Germans isolated the GDR and drove a
wedge between East Berlin and Moscow. It also facilitated the purchase of ‘major
political concessions’ and substantially helped ‘to humanise conditions in the
Soviet zone by offers of economic benefits in exchange’. In contrast, it was
argued that British and other Western trade contacts with East Berlin would only
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‘stabilise the regime’; it was therefore unacceptable to the Federal Republic
(FRG).20

Neither the Macmillan government nor its successors had much sympathy for
this not entirely convincing West German point of view. Not least due to
Britain’s increasingly difficult economic situation and its rising trade deficit with
the outside world, West Germany’s flourishing inter-zonal trade with the GDR was
regarded with envy in Whitehall. For instance, a major steel export deal valued
at £40 million was lost as the Board refused to give a credit guarantee which
would have gone beyond the 1959 trade agreement between the East German
Kammer für Aussenhandel (KfA) and the Federation of British Industry, and
would thus have met with strong West German condemnation. There was much
public criticism of this inflexibility and Britain’s exaggerated willingness to take
West Germany’s wishes into consideration. By the mid-1960s, this and similar
cases had made some sections of British business and industry develop the view
that essentially Britain’s policy toward the GDR was made in Bonn.21

By 1960, Western states including the FRG and Britain but not the USA had
entered into private or even semi-official trade relations with the GDR. This
appeared to be a cautious movement toward de facto recognition of the GDR.
This dilution of the original non-recognition doctrine was closely observed in
East Berlin. Accordingly, Ulbricht believed during the 1960s that the GDR’s
endeavours to overcome its international isolation were most likely to succeed
with Britain, a country whose postwar economic situation was less than
satisfactory.22 This reflected the British government’s belief that it was regarded
as a soft target for East German propaganda. The GDR appeared to have
embarked on increased propaganda activities in Britain in order to obtain
‘popular recognition as a means of pressure for ultimate official recognition’.23

The Foreign Office was convinced that Britain was a ‘particularly favourable
ground’ for the effectiveness of East German propaganda due to ‘a combination
of circumstances’. These consisted of three important factors which the GDR
skilfully attempted to exploit. First, there existed a ‘deep-seated mistrust of a
strong Germany in general and of the Federal Republic in particular’. Second,
British industry was keen on trading with the GDR; there were also close
contacts between some British MPs from both major parties and representatives
of the East German regime. And last, it was widely believed in the Foreign
Office without undue modesty that Britain’s liberal laws and regulations
‘regarding the admission of foreigners played into the hands of the GDR’.24

The East German leadership did indeed have reason to believe that it might be
possible to exploit the resentment which existed in London against the booming
West Germany and its economic miracle. After all, throughout the decade, a
number of British parliamentarians of all political persuasions kept reminding the
successive governments of the huge difference in trade volume with the GDR
between West Germany and Britain. Even as late as 1971, for instance, after
more than a decade and a half of more or less intensive British-East German
trade relations, Britain’s exports to the GDR had a value of only £17 million,
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while West Germany’s exports to the GDR were worth almost 20 times this
amount (approximately £250 million). It was therefore perhaps not too surprising
that a number of British MPs tended to agree with the claims made by East German
propaganda that only the recognition of the GDR would boost British-East
German trade relations.25

Although the assumption that recognition would result in improved trade
relations was always disputed by the Foreign Office,26 East Berlin never grew
tired of hoping that closer trade relations would eventually lead to that very
result. In contrast, the Foreign Office was convinced, however, that closer trade
relations and de facto recognition of the GDR would further a climate of détente
and perhaps result in the possibility of overcoming the Cold War for good.
Neither the GDR nor Britain believed that the policy of non-recognition, limited
trade, the long-standing Western ‘policy of strength’ and the FRG’s unification
ambitions were advantageous for either side in the Cold War. Toward the end of
the Eisenhower administration and during John F. Kennedy’s tenure in office,
this also became the view of the USA.27

The Interconnection of Recognition, Trade Relations, and
Détente, 1958–64

The first real breakthrough regarding some degree of recognition of the GDR by
the Western world occurred in the course of the Berlin Crisis of 1958–63 and
under the impact of the 1962 Cuban missile crisis. It became clear that, under US
leadership, the West was slowly moving away from wholeheartedly supporting
West Germany’s rigid non-recognition policy in favour of a new spirit of
rapprochement with the Eastern bloc. By implication, this meant the acceptance
of Khrushchev’s ‘two-state theory’ and the definite removal of any serious
consideration of German unification from the agenda of East—West
negotiations. As early as in May and June 1959, delegations from both German
states were given permission for the first time ever to attend the four-power
foreign ministers’ conference in Geneva as advisers, of which Britain strongly
approved. This was interpreted by East Berlin and Moscow as the international
de facto recognition of Ulbricht’s state. The Foreign Office felt confirmed in its
conviction that recognition and détente were closely related factors.28

Despite all the short-term anger expressed everywhere in the Western world,
the building of the Berlin Wall on 13 August 1961 paradoxically led to a gradual
worldwide acknowledgement that the GDR was indeed a separate state with its
own distinct territory and political and cultural identity.29 In London, in fact, the
building of the Wall was seen as an opportunity to further a rapprochement in
East—West relations on the basis of clear spheres of influence. Thus, the Wall
not only helped the internal stabilization of the GDR, it also contributed to the
development of East—West détente. Toward the end of 1961, the British
government reinvigorated its attempts to push the Western alliance down the
road toward recognizing the GDR, including the Oder-Neisse line. For example,
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at the Bermuda meeting with Kennedy in December 1961, Macmillan explained
to the US president that non-recognition of the GDR was an unrealistic policy.
He claimed that neither the Western alliance nor even the majority of West
Germans were keen on German unification.30 By late 1961, it was generally
accepted within the British government that ‘by no means all the consequences
of the Wall have been negative’. Although ‘formally’ the West had to regret it,
the Wall ‘had removed a great deal of Berlin’s sting from the Soviet point of
view’ and in fact it had ‘made negotiations easier’.31

Yet, the West was not prepared to move too fast. Despite realizing the
potential advantages for an improvement of East—West relations thanks to the
Wall, it was also seen as a highly objectionable and despicable symbol of the
‘evil empire’. When only a few months after the building of the Wall, East Berlin
proposed setting up consular offices in West European capitals, the idea was
angrily rejected.32 But the GDR was not easily disheartened. In December 1961,
the Volkskammer’s interparliamentary group cheekily invited an international
conference of parliamentarians to Weimar to outline the necessity of the ‘security
measures’ taken in August 1961. In March of the following year, the GDR
expressed a desire to explain its own distinctive disarmament concept to the UN
disarmament conference in Geneva; yet the Western allies ensured that as an
internationally unrecognized state the GDR did not receive an invitation to the
conference.33

With the Berlin crisis continuing after the building of the Wall and the Soviets
‘engaging in a sort of noisy inactivity vis-à-vis the West’, Britain considered
taking the initiative in early 1962. Once again, the Macmillan government began
toying with disengagement schemes and other ‘fall-back positions’ including the
recognition of the GDR as a sovereign state so as to de-escalate East—West
tensions.34 In a conversation with Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko in
Geneva on 21 March 1962, Foreign Secretary Lord Home referred to the GDR
regime as a sovereign government and also to the possibility of de facto
recognition. He told Gromyko: The Russians must not expect us to give de jure
recognition to East Germany, but he could say that we did not want to upset the
government of East Germany or infringe upon their sovereignty.’35 Most
politicians and officials in London were aware, however, that the prospects for
the conversion of such views into practical politics were severely limited. Apart
from firm West German resistance, it was also most questionable whether the
Americans were ‘prepared to go as far as we should consider acceptable in the
direction of recognizing the sovereignty of the D.D.R.; accepting its frontiers;
restricting nuclear weapons for German forces; and so on.’36 This kind of
thinking did not help reverse the rapid deterioration in British—West German
relations which had begun with Macmillan’s Moscow trip in 1959. It continued
unabated; in late September 1962 the German ambassador was told about the
undesirability of a visit by the Chancellor to London with the flimsy excuse that
‘there was always the problem of our climate at this time of the year’.37
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Although Lord Home’s sentiments regarding the GDR’s sovereignty were not
repeated subsequently,38 Macmillan’s trusted Private Secretary Philip de Zulueta
was still arguing in November 1962 that ‘much the best solution would be a tacit
acceptance by both sides of the status quo, that is Soviet acceptance of the Allied
presence and rights in Berlin and Allied acceptance of the existence of the D.D.R.’.
He was hopeful that ‘President Kennedy might be ready to speak frankly to Dr
Adenauer when the latter visits Washington’; he thought that Kennedy might tell
the old chancellor ‘that he must now swallow some form of recognition of the
D.D.R.’.39 Other officials shared his reasoning. Sir Christopher Steel at the Bonn
Embassy, for example, wrote to the Foreign Office that he believed there was
‘fundamentally only one direction in which a long-term modus vivendi over
Berlin can be obtained. That is the exchange of some degree of recognition for
the East German regime against new hard and fast arrangements for access, our
troops of course remaining.’40 Serious consideration of the British proposals
was, however, prevented by continued West German and US opposition to the
Macmillan government’s readiness to give in over Berlin and to recognize the
GDR as Khrushchev had requested. There were also accusations in the German
press that Britain was attempting to appease the Soviet Union.41 London was
aware that it had to tread carefully. After all, the British wished to obtain West
German support for its EEC applications; thus both in 1961–62 and in the years
prior to 1967 (when London applied for the second time after French President
de Gaulle had vetoed the first application in early 1963), the British were careful
not to alienate Bonn too much by taking an overly forceful position on the
West’s new policy of détente toward the Soviet Union. The British therefore left
it largely to the Kennedy and Johnson administrations to enlighten the West
Germans about the alliance’s new policy toward the Soviet Union and its satellite
states.42

During both John F.Kennedy’s presidency and Lyndon Johnson’s subsequent
administration, it became increasingly obvious that the West considered NATO
as an instrument for protecting West Berlin and West Germany rather than for
bringing about German unification. It was also seen as a device for implementing
East—West détente on the basis of a divided Europe. In May 1964, Johnson had
spoken of the necessity of ‘building bridges’ between East and West; in October
1966, he proposed the idea of ‘peaceful engagement’ with the countries of the
Eastern Bloc. Subsequently, the important Harmel Report, approved by the
NATO Council in December 1967, and the NATO Council of Ministers’ meeting
in Reykjavik in June 1968 expressed the desire to make progress with East—
West détente and commence negotiations for troop reductions in Europe.43

In West Germany, the developments in international politics were reflected in
new Foreign Minister Gerhard Schröder’s ‘policy of movement’—a cautious,
mostly economic opening to several Eastern European countries; the focus was
no longer only on attempting to achieve an improvement of relations with the
Soviet Union.44 From the early 1960s, West Germany began to lean toward the
elimination of the increasingly outdated Hallstein Doctrine. It was gradually
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realized in Bonn that the rigid political and legal aspects of Adenauer’s
traditional ‘policy of strength’ toward the East was self-defeating; it
unnecessarily isolated West Germany both in Eastern Europe and in the
developing world.45 It also made the FRG’s relations with its Western allies
increasingly difficult. But Bonn was still a long way from embarking on the
course advocated by a 1967 declaration of the Warsaw Pact countries which
encouraged West Germany to recognize the GDR and to bring about an East—
West rapprochement. Instead, Schröder, whom Adenauer had first appointed
foreign minister in 1961, favoured undermining the GDR by continuing Bonn’s
long-standing policy of ignoring the state while simultaneously embarking on an
improvement of relations between Bonn and most Eastern European countries.
Schröder intended to encircle the GDR with a complex net of trade treaties,
thereby hoping to isolate it in Eastern Europe and depict its non-recognized
status as a highly anachronistic one. In 1963, Bonn concluded trade treaties with
Poland, Rumania and Hungary; a year later, a treaty with Bulgaria followed;
trade missions were established in each case. Only the Czech government was
hesitant to embark on such a course as it resented the inclusion of West Berlin in
the envisaged trade treaty.46

Although Schröder only modified and essentially continued West Germany’s
priority of obtaining unification, London regarded him as a progressive German
politician who clearly favoured the further strengthening of the Atlantic alliance;
he did not seem to sympathize too much with French President de Gaulle’s
rather independent and iconoclastic Cold War approach.47 This contributed to the
fact that Britain belatedly recognized in the early to mid-1960s that West
Germany was not merely a major source of tension in the East—West conflict
but had actually become one of the Cold War’s major players. London began to
treat West Germany’s policy initiatives with greater respect and attention than
heretofore; this soon led to a certain improvement in British-German relations. It
was hoped that this would be useful in obtaining West German support for
Britain’s EEC ambitions.

Still, in view of West Germany’s new treaty relationship with various Eastern
European countries, London felt encouraged in late 1963 to upgrade the British
trade missions in Bulgaria, Hungary and Romania to the status of full embassies.
Behind the scenes, moreover, Britain continued its attempts to push the Western
alliance toward Britain’s preferred policy on the recognition question and away
from Adenauer’s long-standing policy of strength. As it appeared to be
impossible to implement a wholesale policy of East—West détente after the failure
of the disastrous four-power summit meeting in Paris in May 1960, British
foreign policy attempted to prop up the stability and self-confidence of Eastern
Europe. In the summer of 1962, London entered into a secret agreement with
Poland regarding the Oder-Neisse line. This commitment essentially ran counter
to British reassurances to West Germany, repeatedly uttered since 1949, that
Britain fully supported West German ambitions to obtain reunification with East
Germany. According to a recent insightful doctoral thesis, Macmillan’s policy in
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this respect rested on three main considerations: (1) Bonn would eventually have
to accept the Oder-Neisse Line in any case; (2) it would put Britain at a political
and economic advantage when a rapprochement between West Germany and
Eastern Europe would eventually occur; (3) there was little risk that the USA
would oppose the British move if it found out about it as the Kennedy
administration was not supportive of Adenauer’s rigid, legalistic position in the
unification question.48 One should add that the British were also well aware that
Germany had to be convinced to accept the Oder-Neisse line because otherwise
Poland would continue to feel utterly dependent on a Soviet security guarantee,
thus prolonging Moscow’s hold on Poland.49

London had realized at an early stage in the Cold War that the widespread
Eastern European perception of a continuing German threat and renewed
German militarism—as emphasized by Moscow—was one of the Soviet Union’s
most potent weapons in its arsenal for continuing to subjugate Eastern Europe.
Unless West Germany itself took some action to undermine these allegations,
détente with Eastern Europe would prove very difficult if not impossible; the full
international recognition of the Oder-Neisse line was the best reassurance West
Germany could offer Poland and the other Eastern European countries about
Bonn’s peaceful and non-revanchist foreign policy. Although Britain’s secret
pledge to Poland constituted a violation of its commitments to help West
Germany realize its political priorities, it was a very real effort to reduce tension
in Europe and bring about an East—West détente. The secret nature of the deal
was an attempt to overcome the stalemate in the Cold War as well as Western
disenchantment with Bonn’s slow movement toward a more flexible policy with
respect to Eastern Europe—while at the same time avoiding alienation of West
Germany. Britain always believed that it was better to reduce tension in Europe,
including strengthening the stability of the GDR, rather than having to deal with
an Eastern Europe and an East German state which were about to collapse for
either political or economic reasons; it was believed that such developments would
bring about a very serious crisis. Britain also had its economic advantages very
much in mind. London never overlooked the fact that Eastern Europe was a huge
potential export market for British products; establishing good relations with
countries such as Poland therefore made good political as well as economic
sense.

This new evolving attitude toward East—West relations and the GDR
recognition question became apparent in connection with the initialling of the
Nuclear (or Partial) Test Ban Treaty on 25 July 1963 by the USA, Britain and the
Soviet Union; it had been negotiated in complex and difficult rounds of talks over
the previous eight years. While Britain had been able to act as a generally
respected mediator between the superpowers in the negotiations, the new ‘policy
of engagement’ which Washington and Moscow were prepared to embark upon
in the aftermath of the Cuban missile crisis had been decisive for the conclusion
of the pact. The treaty was of unlimited duration and represented a major
milestone on the road to an East—West rapprochement; it entered into force on
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10 October 1963. The Test Ban Treaty forbade nuclear tests in the atmosphere,
underwater and in space but not underground; despite this limited nature, the
nuclear powers France and China refused to sign it.50 It was therefore regarded
as vitally important that as many other countries as possible, including non-
nuclear powers, sign the treaty. West Germany, however, protested vehemently
when the non-recognized GDR was allowed to accede to it.51

Both Kennedy and Macmillan were keen on de-escalating the international
arms race and preventing further dangerous pollution of the environment by
unlimited test explosions which had been proliferating since 1945. Given that
negotiating the treaty with the Soviet Union had been difficult enough, both
politicians were also keen on avoiding all unnecessary complications with the
ratification of the Test Ban Treaty in the national parliaments. They therefore
refused to give in to Bonn’s desire to see East Germany excluded from signing
it. London was convinced that the West Germans were vastly exaggerating the
risk that the GDR’s signing of the Test Ban Treaty would lead to an improved
international standing for Ulbricht’s regime. At the same time, the British wished
to court favour with Bonn and were thus prepared to make great efforts to
diminish any West German apprehensions. Yet, it was quickly recognized that the
mere assurance that Britain would ‘avoid any actions which might be construed
as an act of recognition of the D.D.R.’ was not sufficient to satisfy Bonn.52 West
German Foreign Minister Schröder even went so far as to ask Lord Home, his
British counterpart, to make London’s private reassurances public by writing in
this vein ‘to all states of the world not having diplomatic relations with the
Soviet-occupied Zone’. Bonn expected that both Britain and the USA would
make it ‘unambiguously’ clear that despite the Test Ban Treaty’s having been
signed by unrecognized states ‘no treaty-like relations come into existence
between them and territories they have not recognized as states’.53 Although this
was regarded as an unjustified and quite unreasonable fear, London and
Washington agreed to Schröder’s request. Only the Federal Republic’s desire to
see the GDR excluded from any conference convened under the Treaty was not
accepted because Moscow was likely to object.54

While the new Erhard government in Bonn was grateful to the British for their
readiness to make their views on the recognition question clear to the world, the
West Germans did not cease ‘making a fuss over East German accession to the
Nuclear Test Ban Treaty’.55 Above all, the FRG feared that ‘a number of
neutralist states’ might soon begin talking about East Berlin’s ‘national
sovereignty’.56 However, there was not much else the British could reasonably
be expected to do. The Federal Republic had to be content with the fact that the
two Western powers would neither permit the East German signature on their
copy of the treaty nor would they be prepared to receive the instruments of
ratification or accession from the GDR. Instead, they would accept notification
from the Soviet government that such instruments and the East German signature
had been obtained in Moscow. London and Washington made it clear that they
believed East Berlin had not entered into a treaty relationship with the West but
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was bound to observe the Test Ban Treaty due to its contractual relationship with
the Soviet Union. It was generally concluded in London that Ulbricht was so
keen on signing an international treaty that the East Berlin regime would behave
in a reasonable way so as to ‘appear as a responsible government’. In any case, it
could be expected that subsequently the East Berlin regime would try to exploit
the very fact of its signature; it would maintain that it signified the international
recognition of the GDR ‘irrespective of whether we accept it or not’.57

Bonn was also disappointed with the Western and particularly the British
reaction to the building of the Wall. Despite strong Western condemnation of the
construction of this horrendous barrier, London still appeared to be overly keen
on re-establishing trade relations with the GDR after their brief interruption due
to the events of August 1961. As London did not recognize the GDR, there was
naturally ‘no question of official participation’ in the Leipzig Spring Fair in
March 1962, the first such event after the construction of the Berlin Wall. In
British governmental circles, however, it was argued that the government ought
not deter the FBI and British firms from attending the fair. After all, it did not
appear as if the West Germans themselves were actively preventing or even
discouraging their businessmen from attending.58 Bonn was not even planning
‘to reduce inter-zonal trade at all’.59

Most Foreign Office officials sympathized with the view of not advising against
participation in the Leipzig trade fair; this approach was particularly forcefully
defended by the Board of Trade. The Foreign Office also believed that it would
be inadvisable for Britain to commence an economic warfare campaign against
the GDR.60 Officials were even prepared to ignore the wishes of NATO. While it
would be disappointing ‘if we were left in an isolated position in NATO’, it was
in Britain’s interest to trade with East Germany and to do so in the most efficient
way possible. ‘We must ensure that our goods are known and a trade fair is one
of the best ways of achieving this.’61 Moreover, if respectable British firms were
encouraged not to attend, the only British firms present would be those of a more
dubious character and they would undoubtedly claim that they were
representatives of British industry.62 Yet, it was realized that the government
faced a dilemma: ‘Although it is in the United Kingdom’s interest to trade with
East Germany, it is contrary to our interest to take any action which will help the
regime to bolster their prestige.’63 The majority of officials at both the Foreign
Office and the Board of Trade appeared to believe that trading with East Berlin
was more important for Britain’s health than running the risk of giving a degree
of indirect recognition to the GDR; while the latter was not desirable, it had to be
accepted. Above all, the government had no power to prevent British companies
and indeed individuals from attending the Leipzig fair. It was concluded that
companies should therefore merely be asked to review ‘the scale of
representation’ and critically assess whether or not ‘commercial considerations’
required participation in Leipzig.64

This, however, ran counter to the advice of the British embassy in Bonn,
which expected that such a course of action would lead to ‘resentment and
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dismay’ in both Bonn and Washington; London would again be accused of a
‘weak attitude’ toward the GDR.65 In early February 1962, Foreign Secretary
Lord Home decided that Britain could not afford to oppose its NATO allies on this
question. In a long memorandum, he explained that in view of the government’s
allegedly weak attitude and controversial activities in the Berlin crisis,
sometimes referred to as appeasement, Britain should avoid becoming isolated
within the Political Committee of NATO. He therefore advised that the
government demonstrate its solidarity with its NATO allies rather than oppose the
NATO resolution which asked Western companies to boycott the Leipzig Fair.
Home concluded that the political advantages of going along with the resolution
‘will far outweigh any economic or commercial benefits we may hope to achieve’.
Thus, the British government should ‘take some positive step to discourage the
participation of British firms at Leipzig’ and the FBI ‘should be asked to
abandon the arrangements they are making’ for a British pavilion at the fair
which was to be partially financed by the British taxpayer. The Foreign Secretary
pointed out that ‘it would be most unfortunate if we were to find ourselves in a
situation in which British businessmen and the F.B.I., alone of all the NATO
allies, flock to the Leipzig Fair’.66 Home emphasized in his memorandum that it
was not governmental policy ‘to give Ulbricht’s regime any assistance in
surmounting its difficulties, or in improving its image toward its people or the
world at large’. He explained that Britain should avoid contributing to ‘an
impression in the Russians’ minds that we think that the East Germans can stand
on their own feet as an independent country and that a major Western power is
willing to help them along this road’.67 Britain decided to embrace the NATO
resolution.

Thus, only very few Western companies attended the 1962 spring trade fair in
Leipzig. Yet, this boycott of the fair did not last long. Two years later, Western
firms once again began regularly attending and Britain became the second
largest Western exhibitor after France. In view of the country’s economic
troubles, the Board of Trade had largely succeeded with its argument that ‘the
Zone represents a good potential market for British exports, and that the Leipzig
Fair is one of the best leads into that market’.68

The British frequently found themselves in similar dilemmas throughout the
1960s. It seemed hardly ever possible to benefit from trading with the GDR
without antagonizing Bonn or Washington. In early March 1963, for example, a
Scottish company wished to sell a second-hand tanker to the GDR. The Foreign
Office hesitated to grant the firm the required credit cover. Once again, ‘fierce’
reactions from both the Americans and the West Germans were anticipated
which would ‘outweigh the commercial advantages derived’ from the sale. As
this kind of tanker was not a forbidden item under the COCOM list, however, the
Foreign Secretary eventually agreed to review the application for credit cover
favourably. In this as in similar cases, moreover, it was decisive that the
industrial situation in the north of the United Kingdom urgently needed financial
support and that British shipyards were ‘badly in need of all the orders they can
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get’. In addition, London never overlooked the competition for East German trade
with other Western nations, in particular with France. The Foreign Office pointed
out: ‘We ought not to allow the French to steal a commercial march on us.’69 For
political reasons the Foreign Office, however, felt rather uneasy about the entire
issue. Therefore, the officials were relieved when they realized that the
international uncompetitiveness of Britain’s shipyards meant that it was unlikely
that many similar requests from the GDR would materialize. ‘Fortunately, from
the Foreign Office point of view, we seem likely to obtain few, if any orders,
largely owing to the higher prices quoted by United Kingdom builders.’70

Détente, the Two Germanies and the Wilson Government,
1964–65

East Berlin had undoubtedly hoped, and the West German government had
greatly feared, that the election victory of Harold Wilson’s Labour Party in
October 1964 would inaugurate a new phase in Britain’s policy toward the GDR.
During its party conference in 1961, the majority of Labour Party delegates had
made clear their sympathy for de facto recognition of the GDR. In February
1963, when Wilson had been elected leader of the Labour opposition after the
premature death of the popular Hugh Gaitskell, he declared that in return for a
satisfactory solution of the Berlin problem, the West should be prepared both to
give de facto recognition to the GDR and to accept the Oder-Neisse line as the
permanent German-Polish border. During a visit to Poland in June 1963, he also
expressed sympathy for the Rapacki Plan which envisaged a ban on the
deployment of nuclear missiles in both the FRG and the GDR as well as other
Central European states. Throughout the 1950s, moreover, Wilson had been well-
known for his patriotic anti-German statements as well as his great distrust of the
German ‘national character’ and the FRG’s capitalist orientation. By contrast, his
ideological and emotional sympathy for the Russian peoples and his frequent
journeys to Moscow and talks with Soviet leaders were also well known.71

Although Shadow Foreign Secretary Patrick Gordon Walker was regarded as a
strong supporter of the traditional policy of integrating the Federal Republic into
the West, Wilson’s declarations as leader of the opposition deeply worried Bonn.72

Once Wilson had been elected prime minister in October 1964, however, he
did not repeat such sentiments; he instead adopted an increasingly pragmatic
approach.73 After all, like his predecessors Macmillan and Douglas Home, the
new Labour prime minister also realized that he needed West German goodwill
and support to overcome de Gaulle’s suspicions regarding London’s aspiration to
join the EEC. Moreover, Britain’s increasingly precarious economic situation
made it important to renegotiate the burden-sharing arrangements regarding the
costs of the British Rhine Army; a West German government which was well-
disposed toward the British government could certainly be helpful in the matter.
On the Rhodesian question and the discussions over the future strategy for
NATO, a sympathetic government in Bonn would also be helpful for London’s
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positions. It made little sense to undermine support for some of Britain’s vital
interests for the sake of improving relations with the GDR a little or emphasizing
the importance of the recognition of the GDR. Moreover, it was widely believed
in Britain that in due course the latter would occur in any case. Thus, during a
visit to West Berlin in early 1965, Wilson confirmed that he was convinced that
the FRG was the only German government lawfully entitled to speak for the whole
of the German nation. He skilfully avoided uttering an opinion on the necessity of
recognizing the GDR and the Oder-Neisse line.74 In late 1964, Patrick Gordon
Walker, the new Labour foreign secretary, had considered raising with Schröder
the touchy issue of British ‘support for the Oder-Neisse line as the eventual
frontier of Germany’. It was believed that this was something ‘that many
Germans already accept in their heart of hearts’. In the end, however, the Foreign
Office decided that the British could not be quite as certain what went on in the
hearts and minds of the West Germans as Britain’s politicians frequently
believed; the officials wisely advised postponing discussion of the matter with
Schröder.75

Unlike Macmillan, Wilson and his foreign secretaries also refrained from
attempting to make Britain a mediator between the Soviet Union and the Federal
Republic or to negotiate with Moscow over the German question behind the back
of the West Germans. While the prime minister pursued a very active policy
toward Eastern Europe, it was not his intention to ignore the Federal Republic or
negotiate over the heads of the politicians in Bonn on questions of vital
importance to the Germans—as both Churchill and Macmillan had preferred.
Moreover, Wilson also proceeded very cautiously with regard to expanding
British trade links with Eastern Europe where West Germany had already built
up a dominant position; the secret commitment to Poland, entered into by
Macmillan in 1962, was not developed either. The Wilson government had no
desire to antagonize the West German government unnecessarily; it was too
important to be able to draw on Bonn’s good offices if needed.76 Wilson’s
foreign policy aimed at bringing the Federal Republic ‘into the process of
détente’; the prime minister did not intend to make the German question merely
‘the object of its deliberations’.77

Wilson was also quite happy to leave it to the USA to impress upon the Erhard
government the need for détente and greater flexibility on the German question.
This would avoid the many difficult and damaging Anglo-German clashes of the
recent past. It was, however, clear that Wilson expected the postponement of
West German aspirations for reunification in favour of a more realistic policy of
détente and Ostpolitik. Schröder and Erhard, however, essentially intended to
continue pursuing Bonn’s long-standing aim of obtaining a reunified Germany in
the reasonably near future. In contrast, the Wilson government clearly hoped that
Bonn would soon have no alternative but to subscribe to détente and bury its
reunification dreams. It was expected that Bonn would have no other option
given Erhard’s and Schröder’s suspicion of de Gaulle’s anti-US course, the
general’s desire for a French-led policy of détente as well as the looming threat
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that the two superpowers would ignore their allies and agree on a common
approach to the East—West conflict. Yet despite all increased flexibility and
genuine attempts to embark on a new relationship with Eastern Europe, Erhard
and Schröder were never fully able to overcome their strong dislike of
recognizing the GDR and the Oder-Neisse line; they always remained caught in a
mental framework which made it impossible for them to give up the notion of
working for German unification as a short- to mid-term goal.

Such a policy would have to await the grand coalition formed on 1 December
1966 and led by Chancellor Kiesinger and Foreign Minister Brandt and above all
the election of Willy Brandt’s social-liberal coalition government in late October
1969. Wilson’s cautious and cooperative policy toward the Erhard government in
1964–65 had laid the foundation for a constructive Anglo-German working
relationship in the subsequent years. This contributed to the fact that after deep
animosity, if not hostility, between Macmillan and Adenauer, Britain was trusted
again in West Germany in the later 1960s and 1970s.78 Compared with the strong
suspicions which initially prevailed in Richard Nixon’s White House about
Brandt’s Eastern policy and his personal reliability, Britain became a strong
supporter of Ostpolitik. Brandt in turn convinced de Gaulle’s successor Georges
Pompidou to agree to admitting the British into the EEC in 1972.79

Issues such as the recognition of the GDR and the intensification of trade links
with East Germany had burdened Anglo-German relations since 1949; they
became a serious bone of contention between the two countries in the late 1950s
and early 1960s during the tenures of Prime Ministers Macmillan and Douglas
Home. It is not an exaggeration to claim that in the entire postwar era, Anglo-
German relations were hardly ever as bad as they were between 1958 and 1963
when Macmillan and Adenauer seriously clashed on several occasions. Wilson
had managed to learn from these developments; he began to treat the Federal
Republic as a serious player on the world scene and to take seriously its concerns
with regard to unification and the recognition of the GDR and the Oder-Neisse
line. British policy under Wilson attempted to do away with the condescending
superiority with which Macmillan tended to treat Britain’s former enemy. Wilson
must thus be credited with pursuing a more pragmatic and less arrogant policy
than his Conservative predecessors; essentially, however, he hardly differed from
traditional postwar British policy on the German question.

Both Macmillan and Wilson were convinced that the GDR and the Oder-
Neisse line needed to be recognized so as to make Europe a more stable and less
dangerous place. To the British, the recognition of the GDR appeared to be the
precondition for successful East—West negotiations which might lead to a
general détente and an easing of Cold War tensions. This was not only a superbly
pragmatic but also an eminently successful position. The successful pursuit of
Ostpolitik as well as the conclusion of the 1975 Helsinki Conference
demonstrated that the recognition of the Soviet sphere of influence in Eastern
Europe, including an internationally recognized GDR, was indeed necessary for
the development of détente. Ultimately, it would even give the Eastern European
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nations a growing degree of security and confidence which would gradually
enable them to begin questioning the Soviet Union’s authoritarian hegemony in
Eastern Europe. It is perhaps unlikely that German unification would have
occurred if many years prior to this event, the GDR had not been fully
recognized by the Western world as an independent state on the world stage.
With recognition, the GDR was also regarded as having become responsible for
its policies as well as its successes and economic failures. In order to be able to
fail, the GDR needed to be allowed to demonstrate whether or not it had the
potential to survive and to offer, as frequently promised, a better way of life to its
citizens than the other German state. While the British were not aware of all the
dimensions connected with recognition of the GDR, as early as the late 1950s
and early 1960s London had a much clearer conception than Bonn of the
potential long-term benefits for overcoming the Cold War which could accrue
from recognition. It would take the West Germans until the late 1960s to arrive
at similar insights. 
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9
‘Sole Master of the Western Nuclear

Strength’? The United States, Western Europe
and the Elusiveness of a European Defence

Identity, 1959–64
Ralph Dietl

When Chancellor Adenauer told Special Assistant for National Security Affairs
McGeorge Bundy in October 1962 that the French and the British were
quarrelling about leadership in Europe, Bundy remarked that for the next 15
years only one country would lead Europe, the United States of America.1 This
statement epitomizes the inseparable connection between the European quest for
a European Defence Identity (EDI) and the search for a postwar European order.
This chapter analyses the different national conceptions for the politico-military
reconstruction of Europe and focuses on the clash between emancipation and
control—the two concepts at the base of postwar European security architecture.

The European quest to create a Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP),
a European Security and Defence Identity (ESDI) or a European Defence Policy
(EDP) is not a phenomenon of post-Yalta Europe. The only recent aspect is the
terminology utilized. Long before the Treaties of Maastricht, Amsterdam and
Nice—long before the end of the Cold War—European nation states challenged
the Cold War security architecture, attempted to create an ESDI within the
Atlantic Alliance or even separate from it and also attempted to emancipate the
Old World from US control and to replace the US reconstruction of Europe with
a truly European order. Transatlantic tensions are as old as the transatlantic
partnership, and even predate the signing of the Washington Treaty of 4 April
1949, the founding charter of the Atlantic Alliance.2 These tensions led to
numerous efforts to reform or revolutionize Western defence designs, mostly in
times of détente. In such times, the reduced threat, or the perception thereof, and
the simultaneously emerging perspective on recreating Europe on an all-
European basis, emboldened Europeans, on the one hand, to challenge the US
reconstruction of Europe and to look for a new European order, while, on the
other, it encouraged the Americans to extend existing European structures to the
East, in order to smooth the way for a disengagement of US troops from
Europe. Thhis chapter will mainly examine attempts to create an EDI in the
years 1959–1964, the period preceding the era of détente. To assume that
emancipatory politics within the Western bloc were a simple function of East—
West relations would be erroneous, however; they were at least as much a
function of Anglo-American relations. The Anglo-American nuclear ‘special
relationship’ always had a decisive impact on the formation of Western security.



This chapter will thus argue that the Anglo-American ‘special relationship’ was
utilized by Washington to secure US control of affairs in Europe and to
safeguard NATO’s supremacy. Western security architecture, therefore, is much
more the result of an intense struggle among the allies than of US goodwill. The
existing opportunities to create an ESDI during the Cold War surely were
shattered by the preponderance of power of the USA but also—and above all—
by European jealousies and rivalries.

Soon after Stalin’s death in 1953, in the wake of the first détente?3 Europeans
started to mourn the loss of their own defence organization, the Western Union
(WU). The military organization of the Brussels Pact of 1948, the WU had been
scrapped in December 1950 in order to create a single command structure in
Western Europe.4 A streamlining of the Western defence structure would
enhance the effectiveness of NATO and was deemed necessary after the outbreak
of the Korean War. Just two years later, following Stalin’s death and the
settlement of the Korean War, politicians on both sides of the Channel started to
rethink the decisions made between 1949 and 1951–52. These were the years in
which the organizational structure of the NAT, namely NATO, was established.5
As early as 1953, plans emerged in the British Foreign Office and at the French
Quai d’Orsay to revive the Brussels Treaty Organization in order to re-establish a
European Defence Identity.

Events in Asia not only led to structural reforms within the Western Defence
architecture but also to plans to rearm West Germany so as to increase Europe’s
own defensive capability. Yet to forestall the envisaged re-establishment of
German national forces, France developed a concept which combined re-
armament and effective control—the Pleven plan for a supra-national European
Defence Community (EDC). The French thereby invented a strategy to utilize
European integration as an instrument of ‘double containment’. French attempts
to make the EDC a full-fledged European defence organization, however,
foundered on US resistance, which demanded a clear (if not binding) definition of
the relations between the prospective EDC and NATO at the NATO Council
Meeting in Lisbon in February 1952. The result: the prospective EDC was
integrated into NATO and the primacy of NATO safeguarded.

It was the lack of European control of the European Defence Forces in the
Treaty establishing a European Defence Community of 27 May 1952 that
triggered alternative planning in France and the UK, and which inspired the
above-mentioned plans to revive the Brussels Treaty Organization. The EDC
Treaty neither established a European command structure nor
envisaged European political control of the European defence forces. The
European Army would have been commanded by the SACEUR of NATO, a US
general, with political guidance given by the NATO Council.6

The EDC was not a manifestation of a European defence identity. The EDC
Treaty, as signed in 1952, served mainly the US reconstruction of Europe. For
the USA the supranational EDC was more than an instrument of ‘double
containment’; it was an instrument of ‘triple containment’—to use an expression
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from Ronald Pruessen—a mechanism ‘to tame difficult European behaviour’.7
Washington in effect tried to replace the old European order with a new
‘progressive’ one; an order that would guarantee internal and external peace, and
form the basis of overcoming the division of Europe in the Cold War. Only
rearmament of Germany in a European context would leave the path open for an
all-European settlement of the German question. A NATO solution to the issue of
German rearmament would only stiffen the Cold War fronts and reduce the
possibility of creating an all-European postwar order. The policy of ‘triple
containment’ was not only aiming at a general pacification of Europe but implied
the aim of controlling France, in addition to Germany. The stipulations of annex
I and II to article 107 of the EDC Treaty, limiting the production of nuclear fuel
to 500g per annum, made the EDC Treaty a perfect instrument of nuclear non-
proliferation, by making the development of national nuclear deterrents
impossible.8 Nuclear non-proliferation was essential to ensure equality between
France and the Federal Republic, one of the pillars of European integration, and
also to guarantee US hegemony in Europe. It also enabled the USA to work out
an all-European settlement based on an integrated and conventionally armed
Europe, the security and territorial integrity of which would be guaranteed by the
superpowers.9 In order to avoid being contained by the EDC, however, France
attempted to endow the EDC with a European command structure, European
political control and a nuclear capability—the three keys to forming a European
defence identity—as a precondition for ratification. The USA forestalled such a
development in order to safeguard the integrity of NATO and US control of
affairs in Europe. The USA also precluded Georges Bidault’s plan to establish a
directing council for NATO that was meant to save France from being contained
by the EDC Treaty.10 Left without any hope of revising the treaty, the French
National Assembly rejected the project altogether. The renunciation of the EDC
Treaty in 1954 was therefore nothing less than an act of emancipation, nothing
less than an expression of revulsion against the US ordering of Europe. This
‘rebellion’ against the US integration of Europe led not only to the downfall of
the EDC and the preservation of French sovereignty but also to a thinly
concealed confrontation between France and Britain on the one hand and the
United States on the other about control of European affairs.11 Winston
Churchill, who helped French Prime Minister Mendès France to end the ‘EDC
tomfoolery’, warned the USA not to force an order on Europe: ‘European
federation may grow but it cannot be built. It must be a volunteer not a
conscript’. An inevitable straining of Anglo-American relations was the result.12

Freed from the straitjacket of the EDC, French Prime Minister Mendès France
pleaded for the creation of a ‘little NATO’. The Brussels Treaty Organization
had to be revived as ‘une realité politique et militaire’ to allow the Europeans to
regain control of European affairs.13 Mendès France was seeking an organization
that would enable the Europeans to shape their own destiny. Like his successors,
Mendès was striving for the three pillars of a European defence identity: a
command structure, political control and nuclear capability. Facing the
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opposition of the USA, being dependent on the protective shield of NATO, and
lacking the whole-hearted support of the British, France was obliged, however,
to settle for the Paris Agreements of 23 October 1954. Now the question of
German rearmament was separated from initiatives to foster European
integration. The Federal Republic joined NATO, and a revamped Brussels Pact,
the WEU, would serve as a control mechanism for German rearmament. The
French attempt to return to a situation in which Europe was defended by
Europeans subsequently failed. NATO remained the only Western defence
organization in Europe. The revised WEU, although lacking a command
structure and primarily concerned with controlling the arms of the Federal
Republic, nevertheless constituted a suitable forum for the discussion of politico-
military matters. The Standing Armaments Committee (SAC) of the WEU could
even be considered as the nucleus of a European military organization.
Furthermore, the SAC enhanced the military autonomy of Europeans by
fostering defence cooperation among the seven member states of the WEU.14

Most important of all, the Paris Agreements freed the signatories of the EDC
Treaty from many of the restrictions of Article 107 of the EDC Treaty. Only the
Federal Republic had to accept special regulations and was prohibited from
producing nuclear, biological or chemical weapons, within her own territory. The
Paris Agreements, therefore, did not hinder France from becoming a nuclear power
or Western Europeans from embarking upon military and nuclear cooperation.15

It is neither astonishing that the Europeans attempted to utilize the machinery
of the WEU to enhance European emancipation nor that the USA in defence of
their European policy—aiming at a reconstructed Europe which would enable
the USA to relax somewhat without losing control of the affairs in Europe—tried
to hinder the Europeans from building upon the WEU. After the failure of the
EDC project, the Eisenhower administration pleaded for a strict division of
military affairs and European integration—a policy that had already left its first
imprint on the Paris Agreements. While blocking development of the WEU, the
USA promoted a ‘relance européenne’ based on the European Coal and Steel
Community (ECSC).16 Nevertheless, a European security identity did emerge
among the Seven. In 1956 and 1957, even a European defence identity seemed
within reach, for the UK—dismayed with ‘American bullying’ during the Suez
crisis—threatened to embark on a policy of sharing nuclear technology. Steps
were thus undertaken by the British to create a military organization within the
WEU. British Foreign Secretary Selwyn Lloyd even pleaded for creation of a
European nuclear arms pool based on the WEU. Thus, the US ordering of
Europe was endangered.17

To face this challenge, the US succeeded in efforts to ‘unhook the British from
the French.’18 And indeed, the challenge to the US reconstruction of Europe was
stopped temporarily by the re-establishment of the Anglo-American special
relationship in the autumn of 1957. The institutionalization of politico-military
consultations at the Anglo-American summit meetings at Bermuda (21–23
March 1957) and Washington (23–24 October 1957) ended all chances of
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building a European defence identity based on the WEU. While Anglo-American
relations improved, leading to a revision of the US Atomic Energy Act of 1954,
favouring nuclear cooperation with the British, emancipatory politics suffered a
major setback.19 Yet the struggle to secure for the Europeans a voice in the
defence of Western Europe continued in the early 1960s. The Continentals were
forced to look for new ways to free themselves from the USA. Two main paths
can be distinguished: First, there were attempts to create an EDI aimed at
emancipation through independence, by the creation of a ‘Third Force’. Second,
efforts were undertaken to preserve, but reform, the Atlantic structure, which
aimed at emancipation through co-determination.

Immediately after having gained power in France, Charles de Gaulle began
looking for an adjustment of the new situation in Europe. The French President did
not react to the re-establishment of the Anglo-American special relationship by
creating a European defence identity based on the Six, however. He even
contributed to the downfall of the FIG project, a French-Italian-German venture
in advanced arms technology, sponsored by his predecessor to enhance the
defence capability of the Continent.20 Instead, de Gaulle focused on the
emancipation of France, not Europe. He toyed with reviving the postwar
meetings of the Big Three to secure France a status equalling that of the UK. He
hoped that nuclear proficiency would enable France to rejoin this exclusive club
and therefore he concentrated first and foremost on enhancing the French
military nuclear programme.21

The threat of an understanding between the superpowers on nuclear non-
proliferation—a prospect looming after the Geneva Conference on Methods to
Identify Nuclear Explosions of July and August 1958—forced de Gaulle to insist
on a reform of NATO which would promote France instantly to a status of
equality with the UK. France needed to act before the window of opportunity for
her to join the exclusive club of nuclear powers was closed once and for all.22 De
Gaulle’s famous September memorandum was the result: a plea to institute a
trilateral British-French-US politico-military directing council of the West.
France thereby was requesting a voice in the control of the Western deterrent.23

In the event this were granted, there would be no need for France to build a
national nuclear deterrent; should the ‘Anglo-Saxons’, however, block such a
reform of NATO, de Gaulle would feel bound ‘to denounce NATO’ and build up
the Europe of the Six as the basis for the emancipation of France.24

The initial reaction to the September memorandum was extremely negative.
The notion of giving France a voice in the control of the Western deterrent was
‘just a little crazy’, to use the words of President Eisenhower. The request
challenged one of the pillars of the reconstruction of Europe, namely the equality
of the Federal Republic and France. The US could not lend support to the
institutionalization of a class structure within NATO—an attitude applauded by
most Europeans.25 The British reaction was far more cautious. Harold Macmillan
feared that an outright rejection would lead de Gaulle to build a ‘Continental’
European bloc to challenge the ‘Anglo-Saxons’. This would deliver a deathblow
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to the current FTA negotiations between the UK and the EEC countries and
widen the already existing economic rift between the EEC and the rest of
Western Europe. Interested in an association with the Continent, Britain seemed
willing but—due to US pressure—was unable to accede to French wishes.26

In Paris, alternative planning began. However, France’s EEC partners were
interested neither in building up a Continental European power bloc nor in being
represented by France in a ‘Council of the West’. The Berlin Crisis, however, led
to a drastic change. Adenauer, fearing an all-European settlement among the
superpowers that would discriminate against the Federal Republic, now realized
it might be in the interest of a more integrated Europe for a continental European
power to have a voice in Western, if not global, political and strategic planning.
This conviction was strengthened by Macmillan’s journey to Moscow in
February 1959. The German chancellor finally came to the conclusion that
European structures must be improved, that France and the Federal Republic
must be integrated to safeguard Germany from a lesser legal status. Integration
would make discrimination against one into discrimination against all.
Settlement of the German question should not be pursued before this integration
was achieved, before a European power bloc had been constructed. Any
precipitate settlement would only lead to discrimination against Germany and
against the European Continent. Europe had to become a power factor, a nuclear
power, in order not to be at the mercy of the superpowers, and then start to
negotiate with the Soviet Union to achieve a just settlement. Furthermore, this
schedule had to please de Gaulle. France would support the Federal Republic in
blocking a discriminatory settlement of the German question, while the Federal
Republic would support France in her drive to build up a European power bloc—
economically, politically and militarily.27

Sensing a Franco-German alliance, President Gronchi of Italy took the
initiative to propose to de Gaulle on 24 June 1959 a rilancio europeo. The
Frenchman quickly responded and proposed a coordination of the foreign
policies of the Six so as to emancipate Europe. This would create a strong
and unified Europe able to work out an agreement with the Soviet Union in an
all-European framework.28 Most Europeans were puzzled by the Franco-Italian
initiative. The UK was shocked. To build up Europe on the basis of the Six
instead of utilizing the WEU was not only a deliberate attempt to exclude the UK,
but would torpedo British foreign policy aims of reaching an all-European
settlement based on the arms control regime of the WEU. The USA, however,
supported a rilancio europeo; they might even have prompted the revival of
European integration to block a cooperative arrangement. A supranational
European Political Union (EPU) based on the Six would not only contain France
and block discrimination against the Federal Republic, but also eradicate the
danger of a revival of WEU arms cooperation, which had recently been
transferred to NATO. The utilization of the WEU as a vehicle to create a
European Political Union would threaten to revive defence cooperation between

132 EUROPE, COLD WAR AND COEXISTENCE, 1953–65



the UK and the Continentals and thereby endanger US control of European
affairs.29

With the launching of the EPU negotiations, an intense battle began among the
conflicting interests and visions of ‘Europe’—those of the USA, France, the UK
and Germany. De Gaulle’s determination to build the EPU on a confederal basis,
and US determination to rearrange its military commitment in Europe (to reduce
the costs of its overseas forces), opened up new perspectives.30 A confederate
Europe would allow the UK to participate, while US force reductions would
make the UK’s participation attractive for the Continent. A historic opportunity
thus emerged for the UK to refashion its ties to Europe. A revival of the Anglo-
French entente of the years 1954–57 seemed achievable, if the UK would be
willing to share its nuclear expertise and therefore European leadership with
France. In case the UK should scrap its plans for an all-European settlement
based on the WEU and embrace the institutions of the Six as a means to contain
Germany, even the Federal Republic might prefer to support a Europe thus
reconstructed instead of facing a discriminatory all-European settlement that
would allow the USA to ‘sit back a little and relax somewhat’.31

Whitehall did indeed grasp the opportunity, and began to align its policy with
that of France to recreate the Anglo-French entente broken by the re-
establishment of the Anglo-American special relationship in 1957. The change
of heart did not pass unnoticed. The French Prime Minister Michel Debré
declared after deliberations with Selwyn Lloyd on 12 November 1959, ‘[que] les
objectifs fondamentaux de la politique européenne étant d’ailleurs, si je ne me
trompe pas, les mêmes a Londres et a Paris.’32 The scheme of the British and
French to build Europe together did, however, fail to get the support of the
Federal Republic. Chancellor Adenauer announced in Paris on 1–2 December
1959 that he would support an association of the UK with the Continent but not
British membership in the Communities of the Six because European
cooperation with British participation would probably offend the USA.33 The
Federal Republic would support enhanced military cooperation with France, but
reject the idea floated by Debré that France, the UK and the Federal Republic
should bear the responsibility for the security of Europe. West Germany would
support the creation of a European deterrent, but would not participate in a
visionary policy to replace the Atlantic Alliance with a European defence
community. The creation of European forces capable of defending the European
Continent independently of the USA was fictitious as long as no agreement on
general nuclear disarmament was in sight. Even with a force de frappe, Europe
would be utterly dependent on the US strategic deterrent. The policy of the
Europeans, Adenauer argued, should limit itself to a reform of NATO that would
guarantee Europe a voice in nuclear affairs. A Franco-German axis should form
the nucleus of the future Europe of the Six. Franco-German integration would
allow a restructuring of Europe that would rid its institutions of an excess of
supranationalism. Adenauer thus envisaged a special relationship of his own
between France and Germany. The trilateral agreement foreseen by Prime
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Minister Debré and President de Gaulle would not only challenge the USA, but
also lead to a Anglo-French leadership in Europe and therefore threaten to
discriminate against Germany.34

The USA now felt obliged to take precautions. The drive for emancipation had
to be carefully redirected, if not controlled. The future Europe had to be a
supranational one. For this, a multilateral nuclear NATO force might be created
to control Europe’s drive for greater autonomy. To secure French partnership,
moreover, Eisenhower was even willing to accept trilateral deliberations ‘on a
clandestine basis’.35 An institutionalization of such arrangements was, however,
rejected. If the French chose not to participate in a NATO nuclear deterrent,
France would be isolated. To prepare the ground for this scheme, the Europeans
had to be cut off from the military means necessary to develop a European
defence identity. The development of independent nuclear potentials among the
allies would be blocked. Above all, the USA had to rethink their decision of
December 1957 to provide assistance for the coordinated NATO development
and production of Intermediate Range Ballistic Missiles (IRBMs). The pledge of
assistance had led to the transfer of responsibility from the Standing Armaments
Committee of the WEU to NATO, but this did not, however, block the
development of indigenous European IRBM production. If the British would
abandon their IRBM programme, the USA could make their assistance to the
European production effort dependent on the adoption of US missile technology,
for any other solution would involve unjustifiable costs and endanger the NATO
IRBM requirements for 1963 defined by the Supreme Allied Commander,
Europe (SACEUR). There were multiple advantages to furnishing NATO allies
with the US Polaris missile. First, the NATO IRBM requirements could be met;
second, the Americans could make their offer dependent on the creation of a
NATO strategic deterrent under SACEUR, which would create a European
deterrent but guarantee NATO control of strategic weaponry in Europe.
Furthermore, the adoption of the Polaris missile by NATO would deprive France
of an independent deterrent. The warhead of the Polaris was technologically so
difficult to produce that France, even after having become a nuclear power,
would not be able to utilize Polaris as a delivery system for its national nuclear
forces. France, therefore, would have to choose either full integration into NATO
or the expensive development of an entirely new strategic deterrent—without the
support of NATO allies. Last, but not least, NATO nuclear forces would be
dislocated according to SACEUR’s plans, thereby allowing NATO to avoid
stationing IRBMs on German soil, rendering an all-European agreement based
on a denuclearized Central Europe possible.36

First and foremost, the USA had to come to terms with the UK. The ideal
underlying the US reconstruction of Europe was a federal system that included
the UK. For its part, however, the UK was traditionally sensitive to any
abrogation of its national sovereignty and had always rejected submersion into a
supranational Europe. This had forced Washington to gently pry British affairs
away from the Continent and to recreate a special relationship, which would
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guarantee US control of affairs in Europe and ensure the integration of
continental Europe. The rilancio europeo, the development of an EPU,
questioned the isolation of the UK. The Europe of the Six would soon emerge as
a power bloc with special relations to the USA as well. In case the UK would not
participate in and thereby help reshape Europe, it would sooner or later feel
constrained between two power blocs. It was therefore only too logical that
Whitehall resume its courtship with the Continent. The USA, however, would
make their placet to an association of the UK with the Continent conditional on
the UK’s phasing out of the nuclear deterrent business and on the UK’s
participation in NATO nuclear forces. The first appropriate steps in this direction
were undertaken in March and April 1960. Harold Macmillan agreed on 27
March to support the NATO IRBM programme based on Polaris. The UK would
give up its Blue Streak project in its entirety and furnish the US with facilities
for Polaris submarines in Scotland. The US would in return furnish the Royal Air
Force with the Skybolt air-to-ground missile, giving the V-bomber force a new
lease on life.37 Thereafter, in the 1970s, the UK would phase out of the nuclear
deterrent business. Washington envisaged a similar solution for the French
Mirage strike aircraft to ensure de Gaulle’s placet for the establishment of a
NATO deterrent force. The F-104 ‘Starfighter’ would ensure similar capabilities
for the other NATO allies, who, in contrast to the British and French, would
depend entirely upon warheads from the NATO nuclear stockpile.

Just four days after the UK’s acquiescence, US Secretary of Defence Thomas
S.Gates offered NATO an alternative to its armaments programme for the
multilateral production of IRBMs—namely, procuring US-produced Polaris
missiles. The proposal shocked the Europeans, especially after news reached
European cabinets that the US would take a very dim view of European
production. European control of IRBM forces thus seemed entirely out of reach.
This appeared to be nothing more than the EDC transplanted to the nuclear
field.38 French opposition softened, however, after the USA hinted that the
increased bloc tension resulting from the abortive summit meeting with
Khrushchev of 16–18 May 1960 would justify more intensive trilateral talks.
Eisenhower soon clarified that he did not propose to establish a directorate to run
the world. Nevertheless, trilateralism was back on the agenda. Harold Macmillan
even told French Prime Minister Debré on 19 May 1960 that the UK supported
trilateralism, for such a mechanism ‘pouvait transformer, en l’améliorant, le
fonctionnement de l’Organisation atlantique, et également…rendre plus aisée la
solution des problèmes européens.’39

France and the UK hoped the USA would finally agree to a special status for
France, to the installation of a directing council, which would allow France to
give attention to the creation of NATO nuclear forces. The firm establishment of
a NATO deterrent would also allow the UK to join the European communities
free from any US intervention. But the subsequent announcement to NATO that
the US and UK would start trilateral deliberations with France was badly
received by the other allies, who felt betrayed. The essential equality of NATO
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membership seemed threatened. Hence the outcry of other Europeans obliged the
USA to soft-pedal the issue of trilateralism—once again.40 The hesitation of the
USA now convinced President de Gaulle that ‘it was firm US policy to remain
sole master of Western nuclear strength’.41 The apparent US unwillingness to
concede France special status at the cost of its own NATO leadership led de
Gaulle to openly challenge a US policy based on integration. He not only
threatened to denounce NATO but actively set the process in motion to form a
Europe for the Europeans, an inter-governmental European Political Union of the
Six—one of the prerequisites for an EDI. In short, France became willing to
undermine NATO ‘protection’. The USA and the UK had to be more
forthcoming or face the consequences. De Gaulle was thereby pressuring the
USA to agree to a trilateral leadership council.42

But this strategy also forced de Gaulle to come to terms with Adenauer. The
chancellor, although hurt by utterances of the French Prime Minister Debré that
the UK, France and the USA formed the pillars of the West, agreed at
Rambouillet (29–30 July 1960) to plans for a thorough reform of NATO
suggested by de Gaulle, plans that would end the US integration of Europe.
Suffice it to say that de Gaulle’s plea for a confederated Europe did not fall upon
deaf ears. The Chancellor, however, rejected the role of the UK as outlined by
the French president. Adenauer did agree to the inclusion of the UK, in case
British participation in the deliberations was not intended, before the Six agreed
on the principles governing the EPU. Finally, Adenauer insisted upon
intensifying Franco-German cooperation. One thing needed affirmation, namely
‘que la France et l’Allemagne sont les piliers de ce nouvel édifice’.43 If this
partnership were guaranteed, the support of the Federal Republic for an EPU of
the Six, even an EPU with military competences, would be forthcoming. The
relationship with London would be maintained with the help of the WEU. 

The chancellor tried to win equal status for the Federal Republic, attempting to
lure France away from trilateralism and draw her into a Europe of the Six.
Furthermore, Adenauer thoroughly disliked Paris’s preoccupation with the
creation of a French force de frappe. Immediately following the deliberations at
Rambouillet, the German chancellor warned US Ambassador Dowling that
French filibustering in NATO would increase as long as France was denied a
voice in the control of the Western deterrent. This was not necessarily a plea for
special status—on the contrary. Dowling was warned that the Federal Republic’s
renunciation of ABC weapons on its territory was made rebus sic stantibus, that
is, as long as an equality of status existed between France and the Federal
Republic. The creation of a trilateral directing Council giving France but not the
other allies a voice in the Western deterrent would force the Federal Republic to
renounce the declaration of 1954. The German chancellor pleaded for a rapid
realization of NATO nuclear forces under the control of the NATO Council, as
envisaged by the SACEUR General Norstad. Expected control by the NATO
Council would safeguard the principle of equality within the alliance.44
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The Norstad Plan originated in 1959. It was a timely reply to the desire of the
European allies to have a voice in nuclear defence. By responding to that
legitimate quest, Norstad hoped to forestall a proliferation of strategic weapons,
that is, the emergence of a European Political Union with a capacity for self-
defence against the Warsaw Pact. The Eisenhower administration was slow to
respond to the Norstad Plan, however. The outgoing administration was willing
to furnish ballistic missiles to form a NATO nuclear force (NNF) but remained
silent on control measures. Recommendations on sharing in the nuclear field
were worked out but not implemented, for Eisenhower considered it appropriate
that the final decision should be left to the incoming administration.45 Norstad’s
own presentation of the plan to Adenauer, Dirk Stikker and Paul-Henri Spaak at
Cadenabbia on 9 September 1960 nevertheless made France’s EEC partners
reluctant to rush matters among the Six. Adenauer was thoroughly impressed by
the Norstad Plan, which would give the Europeans a voice in the control of the
Western deterrent.46 He therefore requested that French Prime Minister Debré
accept the principle of the NNF, embrace Norstad’s plan, which envisioned the
utilization of nuclear weapons by NATO without previous consultation with the
president of the USA. An implementation of the Norstad Plan would make it
superfluous to furnish the EPU with military competences. The future EPU must
be limited to its proper sphere, politics.47 Lacking the support of the chancellor,
de Gaulle decided not to insist on furnishing the EPU with a commission of
defence. The now rather moderate French proposal, introduced at the Conference
of the Foreign Ministers of the Six on 10–11 February 1961, was nevertheless
rejected thanks to Dutch resistance to the inter-governmental character of the
proposed EPU, which would necessitate British membership to counterbalance
Franco-German ‘domination’. The Six, however, decided to study the question
further. For that purpose a Commission d’Etudes, the so-called Fouchet
Commission, was established.48

Although he had inherited far-reaching recommendations on co-determination
from the previous administration, the issue was still undecided when John
F.Kennedy assumed the US presidency in January 1961. Among these was
Robert Bowie’s report on NATO in the 1960s. Bowie recommended a two-step
approach to the creation of a NATO deterrent force (NADET). The US should
immediately furnish NATO with Polaris missiles to meet the NATO
requirements for 1963. A pre-delegation was advocated which would give the
SACEUR the authority to utilize the NADET if an emergency precluded a
decision by the NATO Council. The US would, however, retain the right to
utilize the Polaris unilaterally. The second step would be the creation of an
indigenous strike force of a multilateral, multinational character. The warheads
of this multilateral strike force would remain under control of the Americans
(who would, however, refrain from vetoing its utilization). Bowie even proposed
that the US ‘might consider allowing NADET to be organized under the
European Community or WEU’ if the Europeans so desired, once they met
prescribed conditions and put the deterrent force at the disposal of NATO.49 Yet
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he also recommended that the USA propose a package deal making its offer
conditional on a previous decision by NATO partners to increase their
conventional capabilities—which in turn would allow the USA to reduce their
forces in Europe without weakening the shield forces of the alliance.50 There
were other preconditions. NADET had to be a multinational submarine missile
force under common financing and ownership, and with mixed crews, to
forestall the development of national potentials. To utilize NADET as a system of
nuclear non-proliferation, the USA had not only to refrain from installing a
directing council and from enhancing France’s nuclear programme but had also
to secure British abandonment of its national nuclear forces altogether and
accept membership in the European Communities. Under this scheme, a
transatlantic ‘partnership of equals’, a two-pillared structure of NATO, would
evolve.51

Yet while Kennedy’s new administration was formulating its European policy,
the concept of NATO strategic forces suffered a major setback.52 The UK and
France voiced opposition to the arrangement since it challenged the
independence of their national nuclear defences. In fact, Harold Watkinson, the
UK’s Minister of Defence, rejected the notion entirely: The British Government
was quite clear that in their view NATO should not become a strategic nuclear
power.’53 Similar voices could be heard on the other side of the Channel.
According to Pierre Messmer, Watkinson’s French counterpart, ‘France was
utterly opposed to making NATO a fourth or fifth nuclear power.’54 Paris and
London expressed instead their interest in a revival of the WEU, trilateralism and
nuclear ‘cooperation’. Harold Macmillan even suggested that Kennedy might
remodel NATO to safeguard joint tripartite political control of all nuclear
weapons assigned to the alliance.55 The Franco-British flirtation and the
perspective of NATO reform left its mark on the ‘Bonner Erklärung’ of the Six of
18 July 1961. De Gaulle, meanwhile, showed restraint. The French president
even agreed to make the EPU compatible with the Atlantic alliance, that is, with
a reformed alliance.56 Taking advantage of the Anglo-French honeymoon, the
UK on 31 July 1961 announced its decision to apply for membership in the EEC
—a move encouraged by French Foreign Minister Couve de Murville. He had
signalled that France would not block the UK’s application, which was made on
9 August 1961. The Benelux countries heartily welcomed this. They strongly
endorsed European emancipation but not a construction of Europe that would
secure French hegemony, advancing de Gaulle’s own policy of creating a class
structure within NATO. As a result, hardly any resistance emerged to a
cooperation among the Seven. Instead, there began a revival of arms-cooperation
within the WEU. Emancipation, on the basis of an Anglo-French alliance, was in
the making.57

Once again fearing the political exclusion of the Federal Republic in these
deliberations, German Defence Minister Franz-Josef Strauss signalled to US
Secretary of Defence Robert McNamara on 5 December 1961 that a decision on
NNF be presented soon, otherwise the creation of such a force would be
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forthcoming within the WEU.58 Strauss surely exaggerated the threat, not only to
save West Germany from Anglo-French domination, but also to create a fait
accompli. A NNF would save the Federal Republic from being discriminated
against in a comprehensive, all-European, settlement of the pending Berlin
question and therefore Bonn was determined to forestall any legal status
different from the other non-nuclear NATO countries. The Germans now
steadfastly refused requests by the allies to link Germany’s renunciation of the
manufacture of ABC weapons with the East—West negotiations. The Berlin
question had to be dealt with in isolation. A linkage would only allow the Soviets
to use Berlin to achieve other ends and would only invite the allies to
discriminate against the Federal Republic.59

In Washington, meanwhile, the Kennedy administration began to fear that
NATO nuclear forces not subject to a direct US veto would only allow the
Europeans ‘to drag the US into a general war’. The USA thus remained
unresponsive. The US A even declared at the NATO Ministerial Council
Meeting of December 1961 that Europe’s security would be best served not by
IRBMs but by a conventional arms build-up allowing a more flexible response to
any aggression against Western Europe by the Warsaw Pact. The creation of a
sea-based multilateral IRBM force controlled by a NATO Nuclear Committee
remained a remote possibility. The conventional build up—already outlined in
Bowie’s report—was given priority. German hopes were shattered. The US plan
breathed discrimination instead of emancipation. The very creation of a NATO
deterrent force was questioned, and there loomed the threat of an all-European
settlement based on a denuclearized Central Europe. Furthermore, ‘flexible
response’ made European security even more dependent on US good will.
Consequently, the German quest for a European Defence Identity received fresh
impetus.60

Shortly afterwards, at the Anglo-American summit meeting in Bermuda (21–
22 December 1961), Kennedy signalled to Macmillan his support for both British
membership and leadership of the EEC—on the condition that ‘the British would
phase out of the nuclear deterrent business’, refuse to furnish France with
nuclear technology and ensure that the EEC would be tightly knit without the
association of the British Commonwealth. Kennedy implemented Robert
Bowie’s recommendations. The United Kingdom must become a member of the
EEC and the NNF. Stripped of its power and influence, Britain would be
reinstated as the leader of Europe, to safeguard a liberal development of the
European Communities and the establishment of the EEC as the European pillar
of NATO.61 Four weeks later, de Gaulle was informed by the US A that there
was no prospect whatsoever that France would receive nuclear assistance from
the USA for the build-up of its own, independent deterrent forces. Eisenhower’s
former restrictive policy on nuclear sharing was likewise adopted by Kennedy.62

The expected reform of NATO was not forthcoming. The French reacted
instantly. Negotiations among the Six were reactivated. The Fouchet Plan of 19
October 1961, the French blueprint for a European Political Union, was redrafted
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to make the planned EPU an instrument of emancipation. The references to
NATO were deleted, and a commission of defence reintroduced. Once again,
President de Gaulle was challenging NATO supremacy.63 His measures,
however, lacked the support of the Europeans.64 The fact that the USA seemed
unwilling to grant France any special status might have even reinforced NATO
solidarity. For Adenauer, US impertinence toward Europe generally was much
easier to bear than impertinence toward the Federal Republic alone. The
Chancellor therefore considered it unwise to challenge the USA. The Europeans
should concentrate on a common foreign policy and not on an EDI. A
commission for defence could be installed any time after the EPU had taken
off.65 The Netherlands and Belgium likewise opposed de Gaulle’s plans and
quickly insisted upon a ‘package deal’ between the EPU and the British EEC
application negotiations. The blocking vote of the Low Countries guaranteed that
there would be no EPU unless the UK was admitted to the Common Market.66

The French hoped to achieve a lifting of the blocking vote, enabling France to
form a European Defence Identity based on the Six. These hopes faded when
Lord Privy Seal Sir Edward Heath used the WEU Council meeting on 10 April
1962 to declare that the United Kingdom ‘quite accepts that the EPU will have a
common concern for defence problems and that a European point of view of
defence will emerge’, which will change the balance within the Atlantic alliance.67

The EPU negotiations stalled. Why should the EEC member states, which were
ill prepared to defend themselves, risk a transatlantic rupture and face the danger
of French hegemony in Europe when Europe’s emancipation seemed achievable
without risk? At the Foreign Ministers Conference of 17 April 1962, the French
plan to lead Europe finally did not come off.68

De Gaulle was trapped. He must either accept British leadership in the EEC or
choose a showdown, rejecting the UK’s admission and thus hoping to regain the
momentum to organize Europe politically. The USA feared that de Gaulle would
make his decision dependent on British nuclear cooperation, placing the UK
under pressure to build up the EEC militarily.69 These concerns were well
founded. Pierre Pflimlin, a member of the French Cabinet, left no doubt that de
Gaulle would use the defence issue as the touchstone for forming his own
opinion as to whether the British were sincere in their desire to take part in
Europe. Consequently, what the prime minister could say to de Gaulle on this
subject would determine the success or failure of the Brussels application
negotiations.70

On 17 April 1962, the day the EPU negotiations stalled, Counsellor of the
Department of State Walt Rostow advised the president that the USA must
negotiate at an early stage a limited long-term role for Europe within a unified
Atlantic plan and command structure to pre-empt any European scheme
challenging trans-Atlantic supremacy.71 And, indeed, Macmillan seemed not to
have resisted the temptation, but seemed to have toyed with the idea of forming a
European ‘independent deterrent force’ based on the EEC. This is revealed in
minutes of a meeting of the British prime minister with Ambassador Chauvel on
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19 April 1962.72 Soon thereafter, during the prime minister’s stay in Washington
of 27–29 April 1962, Macmillan was told yet again that the USA would not
tolerate any form of nuclear sharing—even if the French bargained for British
nuclear technology as their price for admitting the UK into the Common Market.
Dean Rusk made it crystal clear that despite speculations to the contrary, ‘the US
were determined not to help France in the nuclear field, either directly or
indirectly through the United Kingdom’.73 Having tested the UK’s leeway,
Macmillan changed his strategy. Facing an almost certain rejection of the UK’s
application to join the EEC, the British Prime Minister focused on isolating
France. Sensing this in his encounter with Macmillan in Champs on 2 June 1962,
de Gaulle instructed the French delegation in Brussels to maintain its position
but avoid isolation.74 The UK and France started to position themselves for the
struggle following a rejection of the UK’s application, instead of negotiating a
settlement.

As de Gaulle remarked on 21 June 1962, ‘l’Europe a manqué son heure’.75

Days later, alternative planning set in and France now approached the Federal
Republic. During the Franco-German Summit of 3–5 July 1962, the French
President proposed a Franco-German accord along the lines of the Fouchet Plan
in case the EPU, that is, the application negotiations, were to fail. The Franco-
German Union would serve as the nucleus for a revival of the political
cooperation among the Six. Adenauer acquiesced once de Gaulle assured him
that the Franco-German Union would serve to form a common foreign policy
towards the East. It would be a ‘veritable osmosis’ of the two countries. Once the
emergency efforts of Italy’s Prime Minister Amintore Fanfani for an agreement
on the basis of the Six had faltered (due to the fact that the proposals were
entirely based on the US conception of Europe, that is, a supra-national Europe
within transatlantic bounds), Adenauer and de Gaulle reached agreement on
Franco-German Union at a summit on 6 September 1962. Unimpressed by
threats from the USA not to contemplate a Franco-German axis at the expense of
NATO, de Gaulle presented two weeks later the outline of what would serve as a
basis for the Elysée Treaty of January 1963.76

Britain meanwhile approached the USA for a common assessment of
European attitudes toward the nuclear problem. The British initiative was well
received in Washington. The Americans were keen to participate in a planning
exercise on European defence. Clarity about the future structure of European
defence had to be regained in order to safeguard NATO’s centralized command
and control. The ‘Anglo-Saxons’ agreed upon common planning. London,
however, urged Washington not to force decisions until the question of the UK’s
admission to the EEC had been settled so as not to shatter the already minimal
chances of its success. Kennedy seemed to acquiesce. Soon, initial results of the
planning exercise were forthcoming. The UK Working Group on European
Integration and Defence drafted a blueprint for a NATO Nuclear Force
comprising parts of the US deterrent and all of the UK and French nuclear strike
forces. This arrangement would have neither the dangerous international impact
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of a truly multilaterally owned and controlled NATO force, as foreseen by the
Kennedy administration, nor that of an independent European deterrent as
envisaged by de Gaulle. The British intended to create a flexible structure easily
adaptable to all eventualities.77

When Harold Macmillan met de Gaulle at Rambouillet on 15 and 16
December 1962, the French president still seemed hopeful of constructing
Europe with the UK. De Gaulle’s indispensable prerequisite for further
collaboration was that the UK showed itself determined not to relapse into greater
dependence on the United States. The British too must preserve their
independence in the defence field. Already committed to the alternative plan, the
British prime minister, however, rebuffed de Gaulle’s offer to build a truly
independent Europe together.78

Days after Macmillan’s talks with de Gaulle at Rambouillet, an increasingly
anxious President Kennedy used the Skybolt cancellation to force the British to
draft an agreement on European security to be presented to NATO partners
before the final deliberations on the UK’s EEC application. Thus the USA used
the Nassau Summit of 19 and 20 December 1962 to secure an Atlantic
framework for a future European defence community, irrespective of the impact
of this on the UK’s admittance to the EEC. The White House thereby made the
UK’s acquiescence in a transatlantic security architecture a sine quo non for US
support for its EEC membership. US decision makers were fully aware that the
cancellation of the Skybolt would force the USA to extend the Anglo-American
relationship into the MRBM field of nuclear deterrence so as to forestall an
adverse reaction by the British, thereby boosting the emergence of a European
deterrent force. In the event that the Europeans did not strive for a separate EDI,
the extension of the nuclear special relationship would not affect the British
application negotiations. If the Europeans, on the other hand, did indeed aim at
an independent EDI based on Anglo-French nuclear cooperation, the extension
of the special relationship would halt such a development, discredit the UK
among the Europeans, and ‘damage the EEC-UK negotiations’—thereby making
the UK entirely dependent on US goodwill. The Skybolt cancellation was both
an insurance policy and a political litmus test.79

At Nassau the USA proposed to furnish the UK with POLARIS missiles in
case the UK would participate in a truly multilateral NATO force. But Whitehall
hesitated, insisting instead on a more flexible structure in line with British
alternative strategic planning. To entangle the British as well as enmesh the
French, the USA tactically compromised on the force structure. Finally, Kennedy
agreed to the creation of para. 6 or inter-allied forces, combining the existing
nuclear forces in NATO under a new command as a supplement to the para. 8 or
multilateral forces; that is, multi-manned sea-based IRBM forces, operating
within the NATO framework as originally envisaged.80 The Americans,
moreover, were determined to modify the formula to work their way back to a
truly multilateral solution as soon as the UK entered the EEC. But Britain
preferred to build on the inter-allied forces and create a European defence
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identity within NATO without being submerged into a multilateral force.81 The
Nassau Agreement made the creation of an independent EDI based on the EEC
almost impossible. The UK sided with the USA, and opted for an Atlantic,
instead of a European, framework for the future European defence structure.82

De Gaulle reacted by activating his plans to form a Franco-German Union.
The recent Cuban missile crisis had convinced him that Warsaw Pact aggression
was not imminent. The USSR, as well as the USA, was frightened at the
prospect of a serious, open conflict. Neither one would use force unless its
national existence was being threatened. This state of mind enabled the
Europeans to challenge US supremacy without jeopardizing Europe’s security.83

Simultaneously, the UK tried to secure the support of the allies for the Nassau
arrangement, which, thanks to its flexibility, formed a credible basis for the
creation of a European defence organization within the Atlantic alliance. No
attempt, however, was made to win over the French, for, as Sir Pierson Dixon
stated: ‘De Gaulle’s hostility…gives us the possibility to out-manoeuvre him…
and to bring about the situation in which the five would construct the political
unity of Europe a Six with Britain instead of France.’84 The UK’s calculation
seemed to work. De Gaulle’s interview of 14 January 1963 and the collapse of the
application negotiations in January 1963 left France in an untenable position.85

Nevertheless, the strategy of isolating de Gaulle failed. Adenauer signed the
Elysée Treaty on 21 January 1963 once de Gaulle assured him that France would
not categorically object to the Federal Republic’s building its own nuclear
weapons. The French president even discussed Franco-German collaboration on
missile technology. The creation of an EDI within NATO was endangered yet
again. Even worse, a European Third Force’ was threatening to emerge—a
Europe ready to sever trans-atlantic links in order to come to terms with the
Soviet Union on German reunification and to create a new Europe stretching
from the Atlantic to the Urals under Franco-German leadership. To forestall such
a development, it was necessary to come to terms with Premier Khrushchev
before de Gaulle did. Fanfani immediately urged the alliance ‘to arrive in
Moscow before de Gaulle’ in order to isolate him. De Gaulle’s policy forced the
alliance into a policy of détente. The ‘Anglo-Saxons’ were furious.86 While the
USA pressured the Federal Republic to revise the Franco-German Treaty,87 the
British drafted a concept of Europe compatible with NATO and the Nassau
agreement. A genuine alternative to Gaullist Europe was needed. By February
1963, the UK, the Benelux countries and Italy had agreed upon a Solemn
Declaration to create an economic and political organization based on the WEU
to be responsible for administrating the inter-allied forces of the Nassau
Agreement.88

Chancellor Adenauer was not supportive. The inter-allied forces did not imply
a deployment of IRBMs and would therefore neither add to the security of Europe
nor guarantee the Federal Republic equality of status. The arms control regime
of the WEU further decreased the attractiveness of the British plan.89 To keep the
Federal Republic from further drifting toward de Gaulle (who was pushing the
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idea of building Europe around the French force de frappe) and to secure
centralized control, the USA felt compelled to build on the paragraph 8 forces of
the Nassau Agreement, the so-called MLF (Multilateral Force). The question of
control, however, remained problematic. Washington insisted on a veto; Bonn on
a revision clause that would—after a transition period—allow majority voting,
which would be indispensable in the formation of a European nuclear force.90

European support for the MLF was meagre, however. Rome hesitated, but finally
agreed to support it. A European clause was drafted that foresaw the withdrawal
of the US contingent after the successful formation of a European Political
Union. A truly European nuclear force would be the result. Yet, Italy insisted not
only upon UK membership but that the UK furnish the nuclear warheads for an
MLF.91

The perspective of a European-controlled MLF made the USA look for
alternatives. Washington focused more and more on the inter-allied forces. This
would allow the USA to drop the deployment of IRBMs altogether. Furthermore,
discrimination against the Federal Republic would facilitate a settlement with
France and clear the way for an important agreement with the Soviet Union on
non-proliferation. Henry Kissinger therefore informed the British in May that the
MLF proposal was ‘utter nonsense’. The UK ought to establish a European
deterrent within the Atlantic framework.92 A few days later, Kennedy inquired
whether France would furnish the Federal Republic with nuclear information,
should the USA give up the MLF project. Couve de Murville reassured him
France would never do so.93 Now, the US president was ready for a change of
policy. Washington approached Moscow on nuclear non-proliferation.
McGeorge Bundy hinted to Sir Harold Caccia that the Harriman-Hailsham
Mission to Moscow might affect the future of the MLF. The USA expected a
breakthrough on non-proliferation and that the Russians would handle the
Chinese, while the US A would look after the French. Caccia, however, was at a
loss about what the USA had in mind for winning over the French. ‘Bribes or
threats or both?’ Caccia remained sceptical.94 But the policy of détente soon
started to bear fruit. Khrushchev proposed on 2 July 1963 to sign a limited Test-
Ban Treaty.95 With this, Kennedy and Macmillan agreed to restart trilateral
deliberations and to furnish the French with nuclear secrets enabling them to
develop and manufacture nuclear weapons without further testing—if France
would also sign and ratify a Test-Ban Treaty; agree not to furnish third parties
with nuclear information; assign the force de frappe to an inter-allied force; and,
finally, smooth the UK’s accession to the EEC. But again the US proposal was
rejected by de Gaulle with the remark that it was unacceptable for a country such
as France, which valued its independence—unlike the UK. This, however, did
not hinder the USA and the UK from signing such a Test-Ban Treaty with the
Soviet Union in Moscow on 5 August 1963.96

Meanwhile, the MLF negotiations continued unabated so as not to alarm the
Germans. Withstanding a French propaganda initiative to create an independent
European deterrent, general agreement was reached that the foreseen
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transformation of the MLF into a European deterrent force would be gradual and
pari passu with the advance of European integration. After the demise of
Adenauer the Federal Republic was firmly set in favour of the MLF in order to
increase the US commitment in Europe.97 The whole project was finally
questioned, however, when President Lyndon B.Johnson announced on 21
January 1964 that the USA, the USSR and their respective allies should agree to
a controlled freeze on all nuclear weapons.98 The declaration was coldly received
by the European allies and especially by the Germans. The Americans were
trying to please the Soviets and lock the door to the exclusive club of the nuclear
powers. The Auswärtige Amt instantly announced that German adherence to an
agreement on nuclear non-proliferation could only follow the realization of the
MLF.99 Ludwig Erhard, Adenauer’s successor, was now determined to speed the
process and to clear all obstacles endangering a quick realization of the MLF to
assure a European voice in nuclear affairs. Only the MLF would secure a partial
fulfilment of the IRBM requirements, enable the Europeans to create a European
Defence Identity, and bind the Americans into the European security architecture.
For Erhard, the MLF was an absolute necessity; if the MLF failed and US forces
withdrew from Europe—following a settlement with the Soviet Union—de
Gaulle would invariably assume guardianship of the Continent.100 Just in case de
Gaulle would agree to the formation of a genuine European nuclear force, the
MLF could become superfluous. The German Chancellor therefore asked de
Gaulle point blank whether the truly independent Europe propagated by the
French would have control over the force-de frappe or whether those forces
would remain under French control. De Gaulle’s answer that French control
would be maintained had been expected. A Europe des patries and a European
Nuclear Force were incompatible. For Germany there remained no alternative to
the MLF.101

The MLF project, however, did not fare well. The MLF contradicted the
Johnson proposal and countered the principle of non-proliferation, which
prohibited the transfer of control of nuclear weapons to states which did not
possess them. But the European clause in the MLF charter proscribed exactly
such a transfer. In order not to endanger an agreement with the Soviet Union,
either the MLF project itself or the European clause (and therefore European co-
determination) had to be abandoned.102 Now seemed the appropriate moment to
present an alternative to the MLF. The long-awaited opportunity to get rid of the
MLF and revive the British scheme of inter-allied forces arrived, a scheme
perfectly compatible with the principle of nuclear non-proliferation.103 Soon
after the Labour government of Harold Wilson was installed, the UK presented
an alternative scheme, based on paragraph 6 of the Nassau Agreement, which
dealt the final blow to the MLF project. In December 1964, London proposed the
creation of Atlantic Nuclear Forces (ANF). These would operate under a single
authority. The UK, the United States, France and ‘Europe’—that is, the powers
participating in its mixed-manned element—would have a veto over the use of
strategic weapons. The single authority would provide political guidance, approve
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targeting and operational plans, develop doctrine and cooperate with the US
Strategic Air Command. In order to assure the new arrangement would not lead
to the dissemination of nuclear weapons, a clause was foreseen prohibiting the
nuclear powers from giving over ownership or control to individual member
countries or a group of such countries.104 The ANF concept was tailored to foster
détente. In contrast to the MLF, the ANF did not entail the deployment of an
IRBM force. The ANF did not strengthen the offensive capability of the West
but did prevent the creation of a future independent European nuclear force, and
thus maintained the nuclear status quo, not to mention Anglo-American
leadership within the Western Alliance.105

With the ANF, which was well received in the USA, the project to create a
European Defence Identity finally fell prey to the policy of non-proliferation.
The ANF can even be conceived as ‘a non-proliferation treaty disguised as an
offer for nuclear sharing’ .106 The ANF project foreshadowed the conclusion of
the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty of 1968 and the replacement of the project
to form multilateral forces by a consultative arrangement, the Nuclear Planning
Group of NATO.107 The Americans had prevailed. They had come to terms with
their Soviet antagonists on nuclear non-proliferation before the Europeans even
became a power factor. US control of an all-European settlement was thus
guaranteed. The efforts of the French and Germans to construct a Europe, their
own Europe, before all-European negotiations would begin, had failed.

It was less the preponderance of power of the USA which hindered the
development of a European Defence Identity than the utter incompatibility of
European and US conceptions of Europe. The leading Western European
powers, the UK and France, strove to reconstruct postwar Europe by enhancing
the power base of their nation states, in order to emancipate not necessarily
Europe as a whole but the UK and France from superpower dominance.
European unity was conceived as a tool enabling them to draw upon the resources
of the Continent to achieve purely national policy aims. The EDI envisaged was
a separate one. The USA, in contrast, deemed it necessary to thoroughly
reconstruct Europe in order to eliminate an order based on the nation state that
had traditionally bred rivalries and jealousies. The USA advocated—as a long-
term aim—a Europe that would check the self-serving ambitions of its own
constituency and safeguard the autonomous rights of small powers to maintain
peace and stability. The USA favoured a federal Europe based on a supranational
EPU, and possibly vested with a European Nuclear Force. This conception of
Europe would render the USA’s dis-engagement from the European Continent
possible without threatening the US A’s own national security. A reconstructed
and prosperous Europe in which democracy could flourish would free the USA
from an enduring military presence overseas, from commitments that threatened
political liberty and free enterprise at home.

The two models of ‘Europe’ were thoroughly incompatible. France and the UK
tried to overcome their present weakness. The USA, on the other hand, tried to
curtail their ambitions by insisting upon the very basis of the supranational
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experiment: a balance of power. In order to create and maintain the balance
necessary for a progressive order to flourish, Washington felt compelled to
control affairs in Europe. This control was guaranteed as long as fundamental
NATO structures were left intact. It was assured as long as Western Europe’s
ultimate security depended on US deterrent forces. To maintain this control, the
US A were obliged to retain their Western nuclear monopoly. Consequently, the
USA insisted on nuclear non-proliferation. The USA not only tried to prevent
any continental European country from acquiring a nuclear potential, but kept the
UK aloof from the Continent and forfeited possible Anglo-French nuclear
cooperation by offering the UK a special nuclear relationship. British
participation in Europe was made conditional on their willingness to accept a
supranational construction of Europe, while simultaneously phasing out of the
nuclear deterrent business, that is, to accept NNF. With these premises, the USA
offered the UK the leadership of the reconstructed Europe. As opposed to being
submerged into but rather aiming at leading Europe, France and the UK rebelled
against the US integration of Europe. To safeguard the US reconstruction of
Europe, the UK was granted the special relationship with the USA, thus being
quieted and bound. France, however, not being offered such a special
relationship with the USA and thus a status equal to the UK, continued to
challenge the US reconstruction of Europe. To secure France a status of
predominance within Europe, NATO would have to be reduced to a guarantee
pact, integration abolished and a European architecture created which would
either endow France with a special status or enable it to monitor Europe thanks
to the political and military weight gained by its emerging nuclear potential. The
former solution, entailing the establishment of a European directorate, was
improbable; the latter required an inter-governmental European structure—as
envisaged by the Fouchet Plan.

The aims and interests of the Federal Republic were entirely different. Bonn
first and foremost needed to secure for the Federal Republic a place among the
free nations, and felt compelled to rid the nation of its pariah status in the
international community. Germany stood to gain the most from a supranational
solution since it guaranteed Germany a status of equality in Europe. Bonn,
therefore, keenly supported integration—European as well as Atlantic.
Integration, however, was threatened by a premature all-European settlement.
Such a settlement threatened to block Europe’s—but especially West Germany’s
—path toward emancipation. It would freeze the status quo, that is, a still rather
discriminatory order. Premature détente therefore frightened the Federal
Republic as much as it did France, which tried to establish its own predominance
in Western Europe before talks on an all-European settlement commenced in the
hopes of enabling France to shape Europe’s future order. The spectre of an all-
European settlement based on the WEU, as advocated by the UK, made
Adenauer support France’s emancipatory politics and a Franco-German alliance.
An EPU along the lines of the Fouchet Plan meant protecting Europe from a
discriminatory all-European settlement, while a Franco-German union protected
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the Federal Republic from being discriminated against by France. Deprived of
this due to the demise of the Elysée Treaty for Franco-German Union, the
Federal Republic gave up its support for the creation of a separate European
Defence Identity. Realizing then that the Gaullist Europe des Patries was
incompatible with the creation of a truly collective European nuclear force, the
Federal Republic turned to the supranational MLF concept envisaged by the
Nassau Agreement.

As mentioned above, an EDI did not fail to emerge because the notion was
opposed by the USA but because the Europeans were faced with two mutually
exclusive concepts of Europe, two ways to achieve a European Defence Identity:
within the Atlantic framework supranationally by integration, or outside NATO
inter-governmentally by emancipation as a ‘Third Force’. An EDI failed to
emerge because the UK and France rejected the supranational concept. Yet the
inter-governmental concept lacked the support of the USA and was hampered by
the fact that the two powers capable of guiding Europe, namely the UK and
France, competed for European leadership. Both tried to utilize their nuclear
capabilities to achieve a dominant position in Europe. Such a potential was a
precondition for offering Western Europe an alternative to the existing security
architecture; nuclear proficiency was the basis of power and influence. France
was therefore bound to insist on nuclear sharing as a prerequisite for the UK’s
admission to the EEC so as to secure France a status equalling that of the UK. If
nuclear sharing were not forthcoming, French leadership in Europe could only be
maintained through the exclusion of ‘Anglo-Saxon’ influence. The UK—whose
nuclear forces were a wasted asset—needed US backing and therefore an
Atlantic framework to guarantee the UK’s predominance in Europe. Such a
backing, however, could only be expected if the UK stuck to a policy of nuclear
non-proliferation.

The nuclear technological expertise of the USA—and the utter necessity of the
European nation states to command nuclear forces so as to be able to shape
Europe—empowered Washington to an atomic diplomacy that paved the way to
the US integration of Europe. It was the nuclear special relationship that enabled
the USA to follow a classic policy of divide et impera to make integration work
and to make the development of a separate EDI fail.
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10
De Gaulle’s France and the Soviet Union from

Conflict to Détente1

Georges-Henri Soutou

When de Gaulle returned to power in 1958, he already had a long-term blueprint
for France’s relations with the USSR and for European security. Even if in the
short term and especially during the Berlin crisis of 1958–1962, he realized that
Soviet policy was very aggressive and dangerous, in the long term he was
convinced that Russia would ultimately discard communism and return to a
traditional great power diplomacy. France would seek a profound revision of the
Atlantic Alliance, suppressing NATO integration. NATO would be reformed and
greater independence of the Europeans from the Americans would enable France
to launch a new détente policy towards Moscow. At the same time, the reduction
of tension would diminish the dependence of Eastern Europe on the USSR.
Germany (through tacit Franco-Soviet cooperation) would be forced to accept its
Potsdam boundaries and to give security guarantees to its neighbours, especially
renouncing nuclear weapons; thus reinsured and able to dispense with the need
for Soviet protection against Germany, the countries of Eastern Europe would
overcome the artificial ideology of communism and revert to their traditional
national interests. The Soviet Union, no longer confronted with the danger of an
integrated Western alliance and especially with a strong German—US pairing,
but having to address the Chinese menace, would also revert to its long-term
national interests. Thus it would be possible to rebuild a European security order
freed from ideological tensions, resting on a tacit Franco-Soviet understanding
for controlling Germany. The USA would revert to their former role of outside
guarantor of the new European order, as a form of reinsurance. This would be a
return to the Concert of Europe before 1914, but of course, at least in de Gaulle’s
view, a modernized one, taking into account the political, strategic, and
democratic necessities of the twentieth century.2

De Gaulle’s Basic Tenets

Contrary to a commonly held opinion at the time, de Gaulle did not have in mind
any kind of neutralism, nor did he wish to reverse France’s alliances. But he
contemplated a new European system which would overcome the Cold War and
establish a new European balance between a de-ideologized Russia, on the one
hand, and a Western Europe led by Paris, on the other. In this new Concert of



Europe, Germany might ultimately be reunited (but once again within the
borders decided at Potsdam and with security guarantees for its neighbours, such
as denuclearization). The counterweight to Soviet power, which de Gaulle felt
was absolutely necessary, would be provided by the USA (from afar) and first of
all by the grouping of Western Europe, including Germany, around France. In
this web of interlocking balances, France would balance Germany with the help
of the Soviet Union. With the help of Germany, the Soviet Union would remain
at the apex of the European system, thus multiplying its actual power and
allowing it to go on playing a world role.

Such a blueprint was largely explained by de Gaulle himself to Soviet
diplomats in Paris in 1958 and 1959, just before and just after assuming power.3
He actually published its main lines in the third volume of his Mémoires de
guerre, which came out in 1959 and were as much a programme for future action
as an account of the past.4 He explained it to Alain Peyrefitte, a minister in his
government and for four years its official spokesman and one of the Elysée’s
main links with the media.5 He told Khrushchev in March 1960 that only a
European détente from the Atlantic to the Urals would solve the German problem
by ‘controlling the German body in a Europe of peace and progress’, regretting
at the same time that Stalin had not allowed France in 1944 to transform the
German Reich into a loose confederation; this reveals much about the basic
continuity of his thinking.6

De Gaulle’s basic views about France’s relationship with the USSR derived
from three major considerations. First, the historical necessity for France to
control Germany and the German problem. Apart from the Franco-German
rapprochement initiated by de Gaulle in 1958, which very clearly was devised to
draw the FRG away from the USA and closer to Paris, the only country which
would be ready to help France control the German problem was the USSR.7 The
second consideration was his very strongly held views about the permanence of
nation states, despite internationalist ideologies, as the building blocks of the
international system and, beyond that, as repositories of history, civilization and
progress.8 The third was his will to restore the unity of Europe. The Continent
would overcome the division induced by the Cold War, would include Russia,
and would rest on a system of cooperation between sovereign states evoking a
modernized Concert of Europe.9

Complex Overlapping Tactical Moves

De Gaulle followed different successive tactical steps to implement this basic
strategy. From 1958 to 1960, he tried to reach an agreement with Washington
(and London) to reform the Atlantic alliance and hence the whole
international system in accordance with his views; he felt there was no
immediate possibility to deal with Moscow under the pressure of Khrushchev’s
Berlin ultimatum.10 From 1960 to 1964, he tried to establish a privileged
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political and strategic relationship with Germany. Then in 1964 and 1965, he
decided to approach Moscow directly.11

But the basic blueprint of interlocking balances remained the same all along
and those different steps did not supersede each other but overlapped in a
complex and subtle way. Even as he was taking a firm stand on the Berlin crisis,
de Gaulle did not hesitate, in March 1959, to recognize the Oder-Neisse line,
which was a clear signal to the Soviets, supported by subtle feelers in the
background.12 As early as 1959, de Gaulle spoke publicly of a ‘Europe from the
Atlantic to the Urals’ and told French diplomats and Chancellor Adenauer that
Soviet communism was mellowing, spoke of an inevitable Russian-Chinese rift,
and evoked a new European security order including Russia.13 In May 1962, he
stressed publicly that close Franco-German cooperation would make possible the
establishment of a new European balance between East and West, and thus of a
European cooperative system from the Atlantic to the Urals.14 In this way, in one
sentence, he revealingly linked steps two and three of his programme! At the
same time, de Gaulle’s positions were not to be taken always at face value but
could be instrumentalized to further his aims. As soon as the Berlin Wall was
erected in 1961, for instance, he was convinced that West Berlin was potentially
lost; his uncompromising stance (refusing to associate himself with Anglo-
American negotiation offers to Moscow) was probably not so much directed
against Moscow as devised to draw an isolated FRG to Paris and thus to ‘create
Europe’.15

1958–1963: Frosty Franco-Soviet Relations

Until 1964, Franco-Soviet relations were basically bad. Apart from the Berlin
crisis and especially the failure of the Paris summit in May 1960, there were
three basic reasons for this. First, the war in Algeria and Moscow’s support of
the rebels, culminating in the recognition of the FLN government 24 hours after
the signature of the Evian agreements in March 1962 but months before the
actual accession of Algeria to independence.16 Second, there was Soviet
opposition to the Franco-German rapprochement culminating in the Elysée
Treaty of 22 January 1963, which brought accusations that Paris was promoting
an anti-Soviet and revanchist military bloc.17 Third, de Gaulle was furious about
the signing of the Moscow Treaty in July 1963 banning nuclear tests in the
atmosphere, which for him epitomized US—Soviet hegemonic collusion.18

At the same time, there were some subtle indications that the Soviets did not
write off the big hopes that they had formed about de Gaulle in 1958 (as stated
by Venedict Erofeev in his already quoted articles). On 22 and 23 March 1961,
the French Communist Party’s newspaper Humanité published articles on
Franco-Soviet relations very critical of de Gaulle but expressing the hope that
those relations could get better, a sentiment which did not escape the attention of
the Quai d’Orsay.19 In February 1961, the Soviets had published excerpts of the
Mémoires de guerre, with a commentary going in the same direction.20 The same
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could be said of a speech by Khrushchev in Stalingrad on 10 September of the
same year.21

And even inside the Quai d’Orsay, there was discreet opposition to the official
policy line of diffidence towards Moscow and rapprochement with Bonn.
Maurice Dejean, ambassador to Moscow since 1955, historically a Gaullist and
since the war a proponent of a Franco-Soviet understanding to control Germany,
suggested that there might be some valid reasons behind Moscow’s opposition to
the Franco-German treaty, which could be seen as promoting Franco-German
military and perhaps nuclear cooperation. He was convinced that despite the
Elysée Treaty, the Soviets still wished an understanding with France on the basis
of de Gaulle’s policy of ‘national independence’ .22

1963–1964: The Thaw

From the summer of 1963, there were discernible beginnings of a thaw.
Economic and scientific relations began to evolve in a positive way; Economics
Minister Valéry Giscard d’Estaing went to the USSR in January 1964.23 His trip
marked a turning point in Franco-Soviet trade. On 16 July 1963, Khrushchev had
a not unfriendly conversation with Maurice Dejean. He said that he would be
happy to invite de Gaulle to Moscow, and he stressed, in a none too subtle
insinuation, that he feared the Federal Republic would be the leading member of
the Franco-German pair and would use France to further its own agenda.24 The
Quai d’Orsay noticed the change: in March 1964 the Department of Eastern
Europe concluded that Moscow wanted to re-establish a dialogue with Paris.
Three motives were adduced. First, France was standing aloof from the general
atmosphere of détente which had existed since the end of the Cuban crisis; by
engaging Paris and using the deterioration of the relations between France, the
US, Great Britain and Germany, Moscow could hope to facilitate détente and to
achieve its aims—such as recognition of the German Democratic Republic
(GDR) and security agreements in Europe—and also to divide France and
Germany. The second motive was the need to play the different Western powers
against each other in order to obtain better trade and loans terms, which the
USSR badly needed given the sorry state of its economy. The third motive was
the Sino-Soviet rift.25

De Gaulle still remained very prudent26 but he basically shared that analysis.
In his press conferences of 31 January and 23 July 1964, he stressed the growing
rift between Beijing and Moscow, both relinquishing ideology and returning to
their traditional national interests, including potential rivalry about Siberia. He
also stressed the ultimate failure of the Soviet system to provide for the well-
being and dignity of mankind, the end of the totalitarian monolith, the
opportunity now for Europe (both East and West) to regain its world role.27 The
point being not so much emphasis on the Sino-Soviet rift (which was a fact) but
the conclusion that communism itself was becoming irrelevant for the Soviet
Union and that a new European order was now possible. For the twentieth
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anniversary of the liberation of Paris in August 1964, Khrushchev sent a warmly
worded message to France. De Gaulle modified the answer prepared by the Quai
d’Orsay, making it much more amicable and adding his hopes that the combined
Soviet and French efforts could lead ‘to a lasting peace in Europe and in the
world’.28

At the same time, de Gaulle was keenly aware of the evolving balance of
power in the world and was quite ready to use it. On 27 January 1964, he had
recognized the People’s Republic of China. That move was as much a
proclamation of independence from Washington as a discreet reminder to the
USSR that it had now better come to terms with Western Europe.29 This was an
important part of the system of interlocking balances for which he was striving.
And his choice of words about ‘a Europe from the Atlantic to the Urals’, often
derided, actually had an obvious meaning for a man of his generation (the same
problem had arisen in 1891 and 1944 at the time of the two Franco-Russian
alliances): in the future European security framework, France was ready to
collaborate with Moscow about European affairs, but not about Asia.30

The Problem of International Communism

Much attention was devoted in Paris during those years to the problem of
international communism and its eventual unravelling in the aftermath of de-
Stalinization and of the ideological turmoil which world communism was
experiencing. There were interesting considerations close at home: the French
Communist Party (PCF) appeared divided, some leaders maintaining a hard anti-
Gaullist line, others judging that de Gaulle’s foreign policy included ‘positive’
(that is, anti-US) aspects.31 This latent convergence with the PCF on some issues
of foreign policy was probably one of the ulterior motives of some Fifth
Republic leaders, a strategy to keep the left divided, but with hard-to-assess
effects; any way, it did not prevent a united presidential candidature of the left by
François Mitterrand in the election of 1965, with potent political consequences.
But more research still needs to be done on the issue of how de Gaulle used his
foreign policy to gain political support at home on the left of the political
spectrum: for example, it has been said that on his orders (and certainly not
without his consent) the very leftist and neutralist Emmanuel d’Astier de La
Vigerie was granted a weekly television programme in 1964. All this of course
did not escape the Soviet Union, which apparently stepped up after 1958 its
effort to penetrate the French political world and to establish all sorts of links
with the new regime, in the hope that something useful could come out of the
new political situation in France.32

As early as 1961, the Quai d’Orsay and French embassies abroad began a
systematic and worldwide study of the effects of ideological divisions and
especially of the Sino-Soviet rift (which had become noticeable the previous
year) on the different communist parties all over the world.33 That study was also
made at the Atlantic level, inside the Consultative Group for Atlantic Policy;
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major themes were the Sino-Soviet rift, ‘revisionism’ in the USSR and in the
Italian Communist Party, the ‘autonomy’ of the Rumanian party, the ‘neo-
communism’ of the Cubans, the links with the Afro-Asiatic movement, and the
impact of all those developments on East—West relations.34 A conference
initiated by Prof. Alexander Dallin in Washington in March 1962 about the final
end of united international communism met with great interest in Paris.35

The secret services contributed to that effort. The notorious ‘Renseignements
généraux’ (the secret police of the Interior Ministry) obtained the proceedings of
the Moscow meeting of the communist parties’ representatives in November-
December 1960. The ‘Secrétariat général de la Défense nationale’, which
collated open and secret intelligence, circulated a monthly bulletin about
European communist countries.36

The Quai d’Orsay had numerous reasons to feel that Moscow was incapable of
resolving the problems of the world communist movement. Evidence came from
the growing disorganization of the movement in 1964, the publication of
‘Togliatti’s Will’ in August of that year, the failure of the communist conference
that Khrushchev had scheduled for December, his own fall in October, and the
limited scope of the conference of the communist parties of the European
capitalist countries held in Brussels in June 1965.37 The mainstream conclusion
was that the process of differentiation among communist parties determined to
defend their own national interests had now become irreversible, particularly in
Eastern Europe.38

But this conclusion was disputed. Specialists on the Soviet Union at the Quai
d’Orsay, such as Jean Laloy, Jean-Marie Soutou and Henri Froment-Meurice,
felt that despite the crisis of world communism the USSR and its satellites
remained deeply ideological and had not reverted to a traditional style of realist
foreign policy. It was also felt that Moscow had not lost its full control over
Eastern Europe and that there was no way to drive a wedge between Eastern
Europe and the USSR in the name of a new European security order, of a Europe
from the Atlantic to the Urals, which could only lead to a fragmentation of the
West, to a difficult situation for Western Europe, and to dangerous temptations
for the FRG.39 A close study of the papers may show signs of this rift.40 But Jean
Laloy, ‘directeur-adjoint des affaires politiques’ since 1961, became ‘conseiller
diplomatique du gouvernement’ in Autumn 1964. That is, he was effectively
side-tracked. Henri Froment-Meurice, head of the Eastern Europe Department,
was sent to Egypt in 1963; Jean-Marie Soutou, director of the European
Department since 1961, moved in 1963 to the Africa and Middle East
Department. Apart from the case of Laloy, those personnel changes were not
directly motivated by the differences about the policy towards the Soviet Union,
but the result all the same was that the three men mainly responsible for inspiring
the previous policy towards the USSR (with close links to the Western
diplomatic establishment devoted to Soviet affairs and with many Western and
Eastern anti-communist intellectuals) had now been shunted aside. Those
internal discussions and shifts were of course closely linked to the deep
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reorientation French foreign policy experienced from 1963 to 1966, first towards
Bonn to the detriment of the links with London and Washington, and then
towards Moscow. One litmus test was the perception of the Soviet Union either
as an ideologically motivated power or as a ‘realist’ one. Another litmus test was
the concept of a common Soviet-French interest in balancing Germany.

Those internal changes inside the Quai d’Orsay were reflected in French
society at large. During those years, a sea-change took place in French opinion.
Before 1958, Atlanticism had certainly been weaker in France than in other
European countries, and the USSR always retained a higher level of sympathy
than elsewhere (aside from Italy). But there was a powerful anticommunist and
anti-Soviet sentiment, and a strong Atlanticist constituency encompassing the
moderate left and the moderate right. After 1958 and the founding of the Fifth
Republic, the Gaullists, who were now ascendant and would remain so until
1981, were mostly in favour of a Franco-Soviet rapprochement to enhance the
French agenda while remaining staunchly anticommunist on the domestic level.
It was particularly the case regarding Germany and the USA in order to balance
those two countries and to further France’s international role. On the other side,
the socialists, until that time rather Atlanticist, were pushed into permanent
opposition, which led them after 1965 to ally themselves with the communist party
and generally to follow a more radical course, evident in the 1970s. They thus
became much more hesitant about the Atlantic alliance if not, as was the case for
many in their ranks, outright neutralistic. This meant that there was no longer a
majority which had a positive attitude toward the Atlantic alliance, as there had
been in the 1950s, and the constituency of Atlanticism, although it never
disappeared, remained a minority one. The Cold War was often seen as the
result, as much or even more, of US imperialism than of Soviet provocations. At
the same time during the 1960s and until the 1980s, French opinion about the
USSR and its system was quite often positive; at least the Soviet system was
generally seen as a valid option, not too different from the dirigist, state-centred
French one.

It is sufficient to read Raymond Aron’s articles of the time in Le Figaro to
understand those changes and the discussions and divisions in France—
for instance, his two-part piece of 8 and 11 February 1963 (‘Y a-t-il un grand
dessein gaulliste?’) and his article from 12 April 1966 (‘Vingt ans après’),
describing the main lines of de Gaulle’s blueprint and stressing its basic
continuity.41

1965: The Turning Point and the Convergence

In the period from 1964 to 1966, all the major problems of French foreign policy
(relations with Washington, Bonn and Moscow) came to a head together and
were deeply interlocked: now was the time to try to implement the Gaullist
blueprint. In October 1964, France launched a massive attack against the
Multilateral Force (MLF) project, which was now seen as the major tool of US
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policy to thwart the French ‘European Europe’ concept. In December, the MLF
was effectively killed by de Gaulle.42 On 23 December 1964, Soviet Prime
Minister Alexei Kosygin told the French ambassador Philippe Baudet that France
and the Soviet Union agreed about the necessity of promoting ‘security in
Europe’ in order to forestall the dangers of German ambitions and of US-German
privileged cooperation. This was an evident offer of cooperation, in the wake of
the MLF failure, tailored to French fears about an eventual Bonn-Washington
axis.43 Paris immediately decided to take up the offer, despite the deep
differences remaining with Moscow (especially the problem of the recognition of
the East German regime, the necessity of retaining the Atlantic alliance, and the
building up of Western Europe). But, for Paris, the most important point was that
both states agreed that the main problem, the division of Germany, was a
‘specifically European’ one that could only be resolved within the framework of
a European détente in which the European countries should play the leading role,
in other words marginalizing the US.44 De Gaulle himself told Vinogradov as
much on 25 January 1965: France would not recognize the GDR or be drafted
into an anti-US coalition, but Paris was ready to discuss with Moscow a
European solution to the German problem.45 During his press conference of 4
February, de Gaulle explained very clearly his whole concept: the USSR and
Eastern Europe freed from communist totalitarianism; the German problem
solved in the framework of a European security agreement; European
cooperation from the Atlantic to the Urals; the grouping of Western Europe to
balance the continent; cooperation between this new European system and the
USA, ‘Europe’s daughter’.46 (But let us note here that one month before, on 2
January, de Gaulle had told the French ambassador to Washington, Hervé
Alphand, that he contemplated a European security system from the Atlantic to
the Urals in which the USA would not participate.)47 During the following
weeks, careful soundings between Paris and Moscow took place, until it was
announced on 2 March that Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko would
visit Paris in April, and Couve de Murville would fly to Moscow before the end
of the year.48 On 23 March, de Gaulle toasted departing ambassador Vinogradov
by evoking ‘the centuries old sympathy and natural affinity’ between the two
countries.49 This was widely noted and it became evident that something was
afoot.

On the eve of Gromyko’s visit, French diplomats noticed that French and
Soviet views about some international problems, and particularly about Laos and
southeast Asia, were now converging. But, above all, they were very sanguine
about the evolution of Eastern Europe toward the reaffirmation of national
interests and more independence from Moscow, which they believed the USSR
was obliged to accept. In their view, the only way to slow down this
development would be for Moscow to achieve a solution of the German problem
in a European security framework, but one which would include the recognition
of the GDR by the West. The aim of the Soviets was to bring the French to accept,
in exchange for a liberalization of Eastern Europe, the existence of the GDR and
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thus recognize the partition of Germany. That is why Vinogradov had been
replaced as ambassador by Zorin, a specialist on the German question and with
much more influence in the party.50 But French diplomats were quick to note
that the Soviets in their conversations and memoranda were distorting the
meaning of the 4 February press conference: de Gaulle had evoked a solution of
the German problem in a European security framework, but this solution would
include the reunification of Germany, which has always been the official French
position.51

But in his talk with Gromyko on 27 April, de Gaulle went beyond that. He
believed that the partition of Germany was ‘abnormal’ and would not last for
ever, but he was ‘in no hurry’ to overcome it. And for the time being, partition
was ‘an accomplished fact’. Gromyko and de Gaulle agreed on the idea of a
European security framework, established among Europeans (that is, without the
USA). Interestingly enough, Gromyko stated that France ‘laid more stress on
reunification’ than did the USSR, but that Moscow was not against reunification,
provided it was agreed between both German states (which had always been
Moscow’s position). There was now certainly a measure of overlap between the
positions of both countries.52 This led to an ambiguous communiqué at the end
of the visit, in which the French did not expressly reaffirm their adherence to
German reunification. The West Germans were furious.53 Let me add that
Gromyko suggested the conclusion of a bilateral treaty. De Gaulle answered that
it was too soon, but he certainly did not reject the idea despite the fact that his
diplomats realized that Moscow was trying to play France and Germany against
each other.54

When Couve de Murville went to Moscow at the end of October, he was actually
more reserved in his talks with Gromyko, Brezhnev and Kosygin than de Gaulle
had been in April with Gromyko. Certainly France did agree that there was no
solution to the German problem outside a general détente in Europe (but he did
not allude to an actual European security framework); certainly the USA was no
European power and certainly Germany should not possess any nuclear weapons
and should be contained in the borders decided upon in 1945. But he added,
much more forcefully than de Gaulle had done, that at the end of the process of
détente Germany should be reunited, that reunification should be achieved not
through a direct agreement between both Germanies but by the four powers
(therefore including the USA), and he stressed the importance of good relations
between France and the FRG.55 A close study of the different versions of the
final communiqué (issued on 2 November) shows that Couve de Murville
resisted the Soviet wish to include the expression ‘already existing realities’ and
refused a paragraph stating that any resolution of the German problem should be
achieved ‘by all interested states from East and West’ and include the 1945
borders and dispositions about German armaments. There remained a call for
détente and cooperation in Europe and for a solution to European problems by
‘all interested parties’.56 Thus prudently worded, the communiqué met with no
objections in Washington or Bonn.57
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Toward a New European Security Order? De Gaulle’s Visit to
Moscow in June 1966

At the beginning of 1966, there was a general acceleration of de Gaulle’s foreign
initiatives. He was now convinced that for the time being no real agreement was
possible with Bonn, which was still harbouring nuclear ambitions, was still
keeping too close to Washington, and still did not accept the 1945 borders or the
concept of détente. At the same time, he still desired political and strategic
cooperation with Germany, which was necessary to achieve the security of
Western Europe and the overall balance in the new Europe which would emerge
anyway.58 But the order of precedence in the French-German-Soviet triangle now
changed: the new European system would not rest primarily on the Franco-
German relationship, but on the Franco-Russian one. The whole point now was
to build, by means of a basic agreement with Moscow, a new European order in
which Germany would eventually be reunited, but would in any event be kept
subject to a system of European security controlling its borders and armaments—
in fact controlled in a system led by Paris and Moscow. De Gaulle explained
most clearly in his press conference of 28 October 1966 that Bonn’s reluctance to
follow him and the new situation in the East had changed the whole situation.59

At the same time, de Gaulle decided to enforce NATO reform. In March 1966,
he announced that France would withdraw from the integrated NATO command
and that NATO organizations and US troops would have to leave France.60 He was
convinced that France’s initiative would compel the other members to undertake
a thorough reform of NATO. He envisioned its transformation into a classic
alliance without military integration, especially given the 1969 treaty deadline,
after which the members could leave the alliance. Evidently, his move was
decided upon with his scheduled June trip to Moscow in mind: by eroding the
Western ‘bloc’, France would set the example for an equivalent eroding of the
Eastern one; in overcoming the two opposing blocs and in the climate of
confidence thus created, a new European security system would become possible.

But de Gaulle did not forget what were in his view the necessary interlocking
balances. He had first contemplated leaving the alliance altogether and
substituting a system of bilateral alliances. But he finally decided to leave not the
alliance itself but only the integrated command: it was the only way to be sure
that French troops could remain in Germany, and that France could retain its
control of the German question and of an eventual reunification, and thus to
retain control of the interlocking links with Germany, the USSR, the USA and
the UK.61

De Gaulle probably never explained his whole concept more vividly than he
did for US Senator Church on 4 May 1966. The USSR would have to come to
terms with the West due to fears about China and eroding ideologies. The
German problem could be solved only after the establishment of an overall
détente in Europe, which would appease Eastern Europe’s fears about Germany,
provided it forswore its ambitions and accepted its new borders and non-nuclear
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status. But, as we shall see, de Gaulle was perhaps less than candid with his US
host when, in response to a pointed question, he stressed the necessity of the
continuing presence of US troops in Europe in order to balance the USSR and
stated that the USA should participate fully in the negotiations leading to the new
system.62

When de Gaulle left for Moscow in June 1966, the situation papers prepared
by the Quai d’Orsay for the Elysée largely supported his views. The USSR was
beset with economic and systemic problems; it would have to be reformed. Eastern
Europe was evolving toward greater autonomy. The evolution of NATO
enforced by de Gaulle would compel the USSR to modify the Warsaw Pact
toward more equality among its members. In his view, ‘a hostile China pushed
Soviet leaders to realize their kinship with the Western world’. Their former
German and European policy having failed, it was in the Soviets’ interest to
agree with France about Europe and Germany, especially in order to prevent
Bonn from achieving nuclear status.63 At the same time, French diplomats
understood that even if it might be in Moscow’s best long-term interest to accept
a reunited Germany in a European security framework, in fact and for the time
being the Soviets were ready to discuss such a European security system with the
French only if it led to recognition of the GDR and to the confirmation of
Germany’s partition.64

Let us add that the two main and crucial problems raised by de Gaulle’s
concept had emerged very clearly in his declarations to the press, to Senator
Church, in the previous conversations with the Soviets, as well as in the internal
papers of the Quai d’Orsay. Would the new European security system allow the
reunification of Germany or not? Would the USA have a role in this new
European order or not? The answers given by Paris up to then had been
outwardly and officially yes to both questions, but we have noted that on some
private occasions (especially with Hervé Alphand and with Gromyko) de Gaulle
had already answered ‘no’ or ‘perhaps’ to both.

De Gaulle’s trip to the Soviet Union took place in an especially warm mood.
Apart from the atmospherics, there were some important agreements on
economic and scientific matters concluded on that occasion and, even more
important, an agreement for a permanent political exchange and consultation
process between the Quai d’Orsay and the Soviet embassy in Paris.65 But most
important was the talk between Brezhnev and de Gaulle on 21 June.66 Brezhnev
began with his usual boilerplate about the German menace. De Gaulle agreed that
Germany should not possess any nuclear weapons and should finally recognize
its 1945 borders. He added that he had discussed German borders with Stalin in
1944 in the same room of the Kremlin, and that at the time the Soviet leader had
not accepted his views about the western boundary of the former Reich being on
the Rhine and in the Ruhr. ‘I was not powerful enough at the time to prevail with
my views.’

At the same time, he stressed the necessary balance between the USA and the
USSR. Without this balance France would fall victim to the hegemony of either
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one power or the other: ‘We are therefore quite happy with your might, and also
with American might.’ All this was not new. More important was the repeated
statement that the French were ‘neither very sanguine, nor in a great hurry’ to see
Germany reunited. Reunification should be a ‘hope’, a ‘perspective’, to prevent
dangerous developments in Germany. Reunification was no longer a firm (if
hypocritical) element of French foreign policy aims. And anyway the German
problem should be discussed among Europeans, so as to take it out of the Soviet-
US rivalry, which Germany, as de Gaulle implied, was using in a dangerous way
for its own purposes.

At this point Brezhnev suggested a European security conference without the
USA. De Gaulle then equivocated; it was too soon for such a conference, but if
‘one should go in that direction’, the conference would be the result of détente. As
for the Americans, they certainly had rights regarding Germany that had resulted
from the war, but there was ground to believe that the USA might accept a
settlement arrived at among Europeans and that allowed the USA to disengage
itself from Europe. At another point, de Gaulle agreed explicitly with Brezhnev’s
statement that the Europeans should collaborate among themselves without the
USA.

As stated above, those two questions—German reunification and US
participation in a European security conference—were the most important. De
Gaulle’s position, as sketched rather ambiguously to the Soviets, now went far
beyond the previous French stance, explained for instance by Couve de Murville
in Moscow the year before. As explained to Senator Church, there was to be a
European détente including the mellowing of Soviet communism in Eastern
Europe, the reunification of Germany, and a continuing US military presence in
Europe, even with a completely transformed NATO. Quite another proposition
was a European security system with a severely controlled Germany, with its
reunification only a distant prospect and without US presence. The two pillars of
such a system would have been the USSR and France. With its nuclear weapons
and its leadership of Western Europe, France would provide a counterbalance to
Russia, which would be contained on one side by China, on the other by the
peripheral power of the USA. De Gaulle’s diplomatic counsellor at the Elysée at
the time, Pierre Maillard, sensed in those speculations a certain return to his views
of 1944, when he had gone to Moscow to sign the Franco-Soviet pact: France
and Russia would control Germany together and thus achieve European security,
and at the same time a ‘Western bloc’ led by France would balance the USSR.67

The Aftermath

In the following months, France played its part in the Franco-Soviet détente and
took it seriously; the celebration of 1917 on the French radio and television
system (at the time nearly completely controlled by the state) reached
unprecedented heights in 1967. The Germans were told to follow France’s
example and to negotiate with the Soviets.68
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But actually Moscow was more interested in entering a round of negotiations
with the USA, as the Glassboro meeting between Johnson and Kosygin in June
1967 showed. The Americans concluded, quite rightly, that the Soviets were
interested in the fact that de Gaulle’s policy was harming NATO, but not in his
long-term views about European security; despite their public stance, they did not
really wish the Americans to evacuate Europe, because they were in fact
counting on them to contain any German revanchism.69

This did not prevent Moscow from celebrating France’s withdrawal from the
NATO command and the weakening of the Western alliance. As Brezhnev told his
Warsaw Pact partners in 1966:

Take, for instance, de Gaulle. Did we not achieve, thanks to him and with
no risk at all, a breach into American capitalism? De Gaulle is our enemy
and we know that. The French Communist Party, narrow-minded and
thinking only of its interests, has tried to drive us against him. And still,
what have we achieved? A weakening of the American position in Europe.
And it is not yet finished.70

Actually, Moscow knew how to instrumentalize France’s ‘politique
d’indépendance’. In 1967, for instance, the Soviets used the French stance on the
Middle East conflict to reinforce their own policy. Both countries were united
against the USA and Israel and both were demanding a four-power conference
on the Middle East—which did not prevent Moscow from negotiating directly
with Washington later on. The same could be said about French opposition to the
war in Vietnam.

But concerning the two main paradigms of de Gaulle’s policy, the mellowing
of Soviet ideology and the growing independence of Eastern Europe, it became
evident, as early as 1967, that both were for the time being merely an illusion.
When de Gaulle went to Poland in 1967, he told the Poles to overcome the
ideological division of Europe. He was publicly rebuked by Gomulka, who
reaffirmed the solidarity of socialist Poland with the USSR.71 As for the Prague
Spring and the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, they definitively
proved the point. But apparently, de Gaulle felt those events were only an
episode in an inescapable evolution, and he reaffirmed the validity of his
concept.72 Paris felt that the Germans had been too pushy in Prague and had thus
upturned the applecart of détente.73 The conclusion was that, more than ever,
Paris and Moscow should discuss European security together. As Michel Debré,
then in charge of the Quai d’Orsay, told Soviet diplomats in January 1969:

Neither in Moscow nor in Paris ought one to forget the lessons of history
and geography. The French and the Russians must help each other. That is
the price of Europe’s peace!74
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The Ostpolitik and SALT were soon to show that other countries could play the
game of détente with Moscow, that there were alternative European security
concepts, and that there was no way to decouple European security from the
USA. France’s policy between 1962 and 1966 took place in a sort of historical
entredeux between the height of the Cold War and the general détente of the late
1960s and early 1970s, making full use of the security and balance achieved by
the Atlantic alliance in the previous years for its own ends.

NOTES

1 For a general account, see Maurice Vaïsse, La grandeur: Politique étrangère du
General de Gaulle (1958–1969), Paris: Fayard, 1998, and Marie-Pierre Rey, La
tentation du rapprochement: France et URSS à l’heure de la Détente (1964–1974),
Paris: Publications de la Sorbonne, 1991. See also Institut Charles de Gaulle, De
Gaulle en son siècle, vol. V, Europe, Paris: Plon, 1992, and Jean Lacouture, De
Gaulle, vol. III, Le souverain, Paris: Le Seuil, 1986.

2 Cf. Georges-Henri Soutou, ‘Le général de Gaulle, le Plan Fouchet et l’Europe’,
Commentaire, 52 (Winter 1990–91); Georges-Henri Soutou, L’Alliance incertaine,
Paris: Fayard, 1996, chapter VIII; Pierre Maillard, De Gaulle et l’Allemagne, Paris:
Plon, 1990, pp. 247–52.

3 See the fascinating account by V.Eroféev, an important Soviet diplomat in Paris at
the time: ‘De Gaulle, sa clairvoyance et ses illusions’, Vie internationale (Moscow)
(October and November 1988), pp. 143–53 and 152–60. 

4 See particularly page 62 of the Presses Pocket edition, vol. III, Le Salut.
5 See particularly Alain Peyrefitte, C’était de Gaulle, vol. III, Paris: Editions de

Fallois/Fayard, 2000, pp. 195–207.
6 Charles de Gaulle, Mémoires d’espoir, Paris: Plon, 1970, pp. 239–42. For his 1944–

45 ideas, see Georges-Henri Soutou, ‘Le général de Gaulle et l’URSS, 1943–1945:
idéologie ou équilibre européen’, Revue d Histoire Diplomatique, 4 (1994).

7 Georges-Henri Soutou, ‘Frankreich und die Deutschlandfrage 1943 bis 1945’, in
Hans-Erich Volkmann (ed.), Ende des Dritten Reiches—Ende des Zweiten
Weltkrieges, Munich: Piper, 1995; Georges-Henri Soutou, L’Alliance incertaine:
Les rapports politico-stratégiques Franco-allemands, 1954–1996, Paris: Fayard,
1996.

8 Fondation Charles de Gaulle, Cahier 7, 2000, L’idée de Nation chez Charles de
Gaulle.

9 Fondation Charles de Gaulle, Cahier 6, 1999, Coudenhove-Kalergi/De Gaulle: Une
certaine idée de l’Europe.

10 Henri Froment-Meurice, Vu du Quai: Mémoires 1945–1983, Paris: Fayard, 1998,
pp. 202–3.

11 I have described those different steps in Soutou, L’Alliance incertaine.
12 Thierry Wolton, La France sous influence: Paris-Moscou 30 ans de relations

secrètes, Paris: Grasset, 1997, pp. 272 ff.
13 Froment-Meurice, Vu du Quai, p. 213.
14 Charles de Gaulle, Discours et messages, Paris: Plon, 1970, vol. III, p. 411.
15 Henri Froment-Meurice, Vu du Quai, pp. 228, 234–5, 237–8.

DE GAULLE’S FRANCE AND THE SOVIET UNION 183



16 Very cool talks between de Gaulle and Soviet Ambassador Vinogradov on 23
November 1960 (Ministère des Affaires étrangères, Cabinet du Ministre,
entretiens) and on 23 February 1961 (MAE, Europe 1961–1965, URSS, carton
1930) and ‘note pour le secrétaire général a. s. Relations Franco-soviétiques’ from
29 March 1962, same box.

17 Note from 21 September 1962, telegrams from the French embassy in Moscow
from 5 and 6 February 1963, round telegram from Paris on 8 February 1963, note
from 14 February 1963, MAE, carton 1930.

18 Maurice Vaïsse, ‘La France et le traité de Moscou (1957–1963)’, Revue d’Histoire
Diplomatique, 1 (1993), 41–53.

19 Note from 30 March 1961, MAE, carton 1930.
20 Note from 24 April 1961, MAE, carton 1930.
21 Note from 21 September 1961, MAE, carton 1930.
22 Telegram of 15 February 1963, MAE, carton 1930.
23 Account of his conversation with Khrushchev on 27 January, MAE, carton 1931.

See Marie-Pierre Rey, La tentation du rapprochement.
24 Telegram from 17 July 1963, MAE, carton 1931.
25 Note of 2 March 1964, MAE, carton 1931.
26 See, for instance, his conversation with Soviet Ambassador Vinogradov on 18 June

1964, MAE, carton 1931.
27 Charles de Gaulle, Discours et Messages, Paris: Plon, 1970, vol. IV, pp. 179, 227;

and also his remarks to Hervé Alphand on 2 January 1965, L’étonnement d’être,
Paris: Fayard, 1974, p. 445.

28 MAE, carton 1931.
29 He told Senator Church as much on 4 May 1966, see below. See Fondation Charles

de Gaulle, Cahier 1, L’établissement des relations diplomatiques entre Paris et Pékin
en 1964.

30 Institut Charles de Gaulle, De Gaulle en son siècle, vol. V, pp. 509 ff.
31 Note from 22 February 1961, MAE, carton 1926.
32 Thierry Wolton, La France sous influence.
33 MAE, cartons 1926 and 1927. 
34 Notes of 3 March 1964, and 30 October 1965, MAE, carton 1927.
35 Telegram from Washington on 7 March 1962, MAE, carton 1926.
36 MAE, carton 1927.
37 MAE, carton 1927.
38 Note of 9 April 1965, from the Eastern Europe Department, with wide circulation,

including to the Elysée, MAE, carton 1927.
39 See Froment-Meurice, Vu du Quai, pp. 217, 247.
40 See, for instance, critical remarks by Laloy on a report by Burin des Roziers,

ambassador to Warsaw, on 30 January 1961, MAE, carton 1927. Or handwritten
corrections to the instructions given to Philippe Baudet, the new ambassador to
Moscow, in February 1964, MAE, carton 1931.

41 Raymond Aron, Les articles de politique internationale dans Le Figaro de 1947 a
1977, vol. II, La Coexistence (juin 1955 a février 1965), Paris: Editions de Fallois,
1993, pp. 1144–9 and vol. III, 1997, pp. 201–4.

42 Soutou, L’Alliance incertaine, pp. 277–80.
43 Note from 5 January 1965, MAE, carton 1931.

184 EUROPE, COLD WAR AND COEXISTENCE, 1953–65



44 Telegram to the French embassy in Moscow from 8 January 1965, MAE, carton
1931.

45 Note from 25 January 1965, MAE, carton 1931.
46 Discours et messages, vol. IV, pp. 338–42.
47 Hervé Alphand, L’étonnement d’être, Paris: Fayard, 1977, p. 445.
48 Different notes, MAE, carton 1931.
49 Discours et messages, vol. IV, pp. 348–9.
50 Two notes of the Eastern Europe department, 20 April 1965, MAE, carton 1932.
51 Notes from 17 and 22 February, MAE, carton 1932.
52 Transcript in MAE, carton 1932.
53 Different documents in MAE, carton 1932, and transcript of a talk between the

Political Director Lucet and German diplomats in Bonn on 3 May, MAE, carton
1932.

54 Note from 20 April, ‘L’URRS, l’Allemagne et la sécurité européenne’, MAE,
carton 1932.

55 The transcripts of his talks with Gromyko on 29 October, with Kosygin on 31
October, with Brezhnev on 1 November are to be found in MAE, carton 1933.

56 MAE carton 1933.
57 Note from the Eastern Europe Department, 16 December 1965, MAE, carton 1933.
58 De Gaulle explained his views to a Cabinet committee on 4 February 1966, Charles

de Gaulle, Lettres, Notes et Carnets 1964–1966, Paris: Plon, 1987, pp. 246 ff.
59 Discours et messages, V, pp. 101–2.
60 See La France et l’OTAN 1949–1996, Maurice Vaïsse, Pierre Mélandri and

Frédéric Bozo (eds), Brussels: Complexe, 1996.
61 Georges-Henri Soutou, L’Alliance incertaine, pp. 287 ss.
62 Lettres, Notes et Carnets 1964–1966, pp. 295–6.
63 Notes from 25 May, 1 June and 10 June, and note without date, ‘Reactions de

l’URSS et des pays de l’Est aux decisions françaises concernant l’OTAN’,
Direction des affaires politiques, MAE, carton 2672.

64 Note from 26 May, MAE, carton 2672.
65 Olivier Wormser, ‘L’occupation de la Tchécoslovaquie vue de Moscou’, Revue des

Deux Mondes, 1978, pp. 590–605 and 631–45.
66 Transcript in MAE, carton 2672.
67 Pierre Maillard, De Gaulle et l’Allemagne, Paris: Plon, 1990, p. 241. For de

Gaulle’s views in 1944–45 see Soutou, ‘Le général de Gaulle et l’URSS, 1943–
1945’.

68 Mémoire de Maîtrise under my supervision by Wanig Neveu, ‘La politique de la
RFA vis-à-vis de l’URSS de 1966 a 1969 vue par les responsables français’,
September 2001. 

69 See a very interesting CIA report, ‘France, the USSR and European Security’, 20
May 1966, Johnson Library, National Security File, France.

70 E.Weit, Dans l’ombre de Gomulka, Paris: Laffont, 1971, p. 188.
71 Isabelle Renaud, ‘Le voyage du général de Gaulle en Pologne en 1967’, Mémoire

de Maîtrise under my supervision in 1999, from French and Polish sources.
72 Press conference of 9 September, Discours et messages, V, pp. 332–5. See also

Wormser, then ambassador to Moscow, ‘L’occupation de la Tchécoslovaquie vue
de Moscou’.

DE GAULLE’S FRANCE AND THE SOVIET UNION 185



73 Neveu, ‘La politique de la RFA vis-à-vis de l’URSS de 1966 a 1969 vue par les
responsables français’.

74 Michel Debré, Mémoires, Paris: Albin Michel, 1993, vol. IV, pp. 260–1.

186 EUROPE, COLD WAR AND COEXISTENCE, 1953–65



11
Khrushchev: Contemporary Perspectives in the

Western Press

Elena Dundovich

A Hollywood le chef du Kremlin fournit lui-même le spectacle… Tout est
arrive en effet, y compris l’étonnant spectacle de Shirley McLaine et des
quinze autres girls lancées dans un ‘can-can’ endiablé, levant haut leurs
jupes et montrant leurs dessous blancs et noirs a son excellence Nikita
Khrouchtchev… Le premier ministre soviétique ne paraissait pas souffrir de
la situation… Quel chemin parcouru depuis les jours difficiles dans les
champs, dans la mine, durant la revolution bolchevique, les purges, le
stalinisme, pour aboutir aux froufrous des danseuses d’un monde inconnu
et hostile! (Le Monde, 22 September 1959).

In the two most recently published essays on Nikita Khrushchev (including the
only one up till now based on new findings from Russian archives), F.
Shakhnazarov and P.Reddaway1 take opposing viewpoints when reflecting on
the only two Soviet leaders who are generally presumed to have been reformers:
Nikita Khrushchev and Mikhail Gorbachev. In the reformist intentions of each
leader, the two historians find a starting point for comparing their differences and
similarities.

Reform is indeed a central issue when approaching or debating a figure such
as Khrushchev. The discussion is between those who accuse him of having
missed or rejected an opportunity for a more radical transformation of the Soviet
system and those who praise his efforts to reform the old Stalinist system in both
foreign and domestic policy.2 Often enough, and especially in the absence of
documentary evidence, interpretation may transcend reality to the point of myth-
making. Roy Medvedev once wrote that the process of de-Stalinization and
freedom from the ‘Gulag’ were enough to justify any other mistake Khrushchev
might have made.3 Conversely, the latest historical considerations, which are
based on new findings in the former Soviet archives, have expanded our horizons
concerning Soviet history in the 1950s, redefining some of the key moments in
Khrushchev’s advocacy of reforms. For example, we now know that de-
Stalinization was not his own personal initiative and that, after 1956, he
welcomed a return to old repressive methods in order to contain a dangerous and



unpredictable reaction in Soviet society to the beginnings of liberalization
following the Twentieth Party Congress.4

The political and literary aura that has formed around that congress was
enough to make Khrushchev the iconoclast of the Stalinist cult and the innovator
in establishing a new era in international relations. The Cuban missile crisis
sanctified his persona in the eyes of his supporters. Thanks to his temperance and
openness to compromise, the world had been saved from catastrophe, but is that
enough to provide substance to the Khrushchev myth? If so, on what basis? How
did the myth overcome moments of crisis, and how did it survive over time?

Contrary to the Stalin myth, there is no single and complete answer about the
one surrounding his successor. For example, Paul Hollander, who considers
‘political pilgrimage’ by Westerners to the Soviet Union one of the most
effective ways by which the prestige of the USSR and of Stalin grew in the
West, claims that following the Hungarian uprising in 1956, such journeys
became fewer and fewer, revealing a clear disinterest in the Soviet Union and its
allies.5 The myths of the October Revolution and the anti-fascist struggle, which
had both given stature to Stalin, gradually faded away over the years. In the
1950s, economic recovery in Europe, first and foremost in West Germany, belied
the Marxist forecast of the collapse of the capitalist system. In contrast, the
economic crisis which began in 1929 had highlighted the success of the
economic processes of modernization in the USSR during the 1930s. Just as
post-1945 pride in the victories of the Red Army had healed the wounds inflicted
by both the Great Terror and the pact with Germany (and had once again united
the people around their leader), so the economic crisis emerging in the 1950s
transformed that pride into a mere relic of the past.6

But Khrushchev had to deal with more than just a diverse domestic policy.
Stalin, ‘laconic’ as a god, had observed an international scene dominated by a
handful of traditional players. Khrushchev, ‘endlessly loquacious’,7 was forced
to keep up with the challenges of a new era of rapidly expanding technological
and scientific developments, the appearance of new players on the international
stage, and the role of the mass media—a completely new phenomenon making
its first appearance during the 1950s—and its influence on public opinion.

Building an Image: Khrushchev and the Mass Media

One of the key issues which remains unclear in the personal and political history
of this Soviet leader is his concept of mass media and the importance he may
have attributed to it. There are, however, numerous clues that allow preliminary
observations, provisional as they may be.8 For example, from the very beginning
of his political career, when between 1953 and 1954 he was only a ‘political name’,
he had readily understood the importance of an ‘image’ in international relations.
His own son Sergei, in one of his last indirect accounts, remembers how
embarrassed Khrushchev was when he arrived in Geneva in July of 1955:
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Until the day he died, he never forgot how humiliated he felt when the
delegation’s modest two-engine IL-14 landed. It looked like an insect next
to the planes that delivered… Eisenhower…, Eden…, Faure.9

His presence and his obstinacy in drawing attention to himself are expressions
not only of his exuberant albeit unpredictable personality but also of his
conscious acknowledgement of the importance of projecting a personal image.
This consciousness grew parallel to his status as a leader and international
statesman. And the attention paid to him by the Western mass media and
especially the press in the early 1950s grew as well. In this sense, three phases in
Khrushchev’s political career can be identified, each embodied by a single key
episode recorded in the Western press and indicative of the relationship between
this Soviet leader and the mass media at the time: his rise to power between 1953
and 1957; the years of power, 1958 to 1961; and his downfall from 1962 until he
resigned in October 1964.

In each of these phases, Khrushchev built up his public image in different
ways but always relied on ‘visibility’, a tactic very far removed from Stalin’s
custom. While struggling for power during 1955 and 1956, his trip to Belgrade
offered him a chance to appear before the international public for the first time.
In effect, little was known about him, even though he had played a part in
Stalin’s entourage for years and had held key roles at the very heart of the
Stalinist regime.10 At the time of Stalin’s death and in the months immediately
following, the European media ascribed to him very little importance.11 In that
meeting with Tito in Belgrade, it was also the case that the European press did
not afford him a place of honour. No one could have imagined at that time the
political influence Khrushchev would have. Although upon his arrival at the
Belgrade airport, the future leader recited a Soviet ‘mea culpa’ for Lavrenti
Beria’s guilt, this was not bound to be recognized as indicating any important
position held by Khrushchev within Soviet leadership.12 In journalists’ reports,13

his name was always accompanied by that of Nikolai Bulganin,14 who signed the
Soviet-Yugoslav Treaty with Tito, while ‘Mr. Khrushchev, in his eternal black
suit, sporting a gray tie with odd spiral patterns, had his elbows on the table’.15 On
this occasion, only the correspondent of the Italian journal Il Corriere della Sera,
the well-known and trenchant Indro Montanelli, focused on him as a ridiculous
figure in this close-up: ‘Khrushchev’s whole attitude yesterday evening was
marked by a deference that bordered upon humiliation and flattery. In front of
the imposing marshal, highly decorated and imperturbable, who smoked a
cigarette in a long holder, chubby little Khrushchev, shambling about with his
light-coloured jacket unbuttoned, made a miserable impression’.16 

Khrushchev’s success was no greater in Geneva, where reporters at the
conference were no more indulgent than they had been before. The most
important European newspapers dedicated long articles to the meeting between
Eisenhower and the old Marshal Georgi Zhukov,17 and European journalists
concentrated their attention mostly on the figure of Bulganin, who then held the
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position of prime minister and who was unanimously considered by all to be the
true spokesman for Soviet interests at the conference.18 Of Khrushchev, however,
there were very few traces to be found in the press,19 aside from the articles in Il
Corriere della Sera once again, the only one among the newspapers to recognize
some importance in his awkwardness:

Khrushchev, dressed in grey-green with a horrible brown tie, appeared
very small and round in the vast square.20

The heads of state and their ministers…pose smiling in front of the
jungle of photographers and cameramen. Edgar Faure has Bulganin to his
right and Molotov to his left. Khrushchev springs out suddenly from
between Eden and Foster Dulles and, on his big pale-pink face, anxious in
his manoeuvre of drawing near, a huge smile explodes, pierced by two
malicious green eyes. With Khrushchev happy, the guests…are invited to
the table.21

It is probable that Nikita was not particularly worried about the situation. It was
more important for him just to be there; his battle had been won when a few months
earlier, despite the opposition of Molotov, Bulganin and Zhukov, he was
appointed to the Geneva delegation. As his son Sergei recalls, Khrushchev’s name
was not on the list of delegates for the reason (or excuse) that he was only the
first secretary to the Central Committee of the party and did not hold an official
position in the government.22

It was the renowned secret speech delivered during the Twentieth Party
Congress of the Politburo that definitively brought him into the international
limelight. His attacks on Stalin’s crimes, however, had much greater effects in
his own country and in the general communist sphere: for example, the reactions
of the French and Italian communists and the resistance from the Chinese
Communist Party. It had less impact on the moderate European press, which had
been very cautious with its judgments. The conclusions reached by the Twentieth
Congress23 and the following process of so-called de-Stalinization caused great
amazement but did not raise too many hopes.24 With these few lines, Il Corriere
della Sera commented sententiously on the clamour that historians later made
about news of Stalin’s crimes:

One finds no satisfactory answer to the question formulated after
Khrushchev’s statement by the universal public conscience: Why in the
world have Stalin’s successors waited for the death of the dictator to
denounce so many errors?… [They] were accomplices and collaborators in
that interminable sequence of errors and depravity. With what
authority, with what ascendancy, do these accomplices set themselves up
today as judges and executioners?25
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From the beginning, Khrushchev’s reputation as a reformer, despite the
inevitable curiosity he aroused, was not regarded as well-founded. In the years of
his rise to power and purging of adversaries (from about 1953 to 1958),
European public opinion received via the press the slightly faded image of a
leader who, although no longer clad in the diabolical vestments of Stalin, neither
represented a new Soviet political direction26 nor signified profound changes on
the international political scene.27 If Khrushchev had had the intention of
presenting to the world the image of a leader totally different from Stalin, he
obviously succeeded. At the time of the Geneva conference, for example, no
journalist missed the delicious opportunity to sketch the Soviet troika that
travelled carefree in luxurious convertible automobiles. Le Monde wrote, for
example:

The delegation from Moscow…settled into a dozen cars…more or less
registered in the USSR, with little curtains in the back to keep dignitaries
hidden from indiscreet gazes. But these precautions perhaps seemed
superfluous to Mr Khrushchev and his two marshals since a little later we
were able to see them driving along in a convertible.28

As Georges-Henri Soutou emphasizes, ‘the extravagant personality of
Khrushchev…disrupted the conventional network inside the Soviet leadership’.29

Who would have been able to picture Khrushchev’s terrifying predecessor in a
similarly futile and foppish circumstance? But—and this remains to be proved—
if Khrushchev had had the intention of promoting on the international scene not
so much a diplomacy different from that of the past, but, rather, a new Soviet
Union in a period of thaw and as a guarantor of peace, he had failed. Reading the
major Western European newspapers from the 1950s, one has the impression
that the mythologizing of Khrushchev, symbol of a new era, was due much more
to later memoirs and historiography than to any feeling or judgment by his
contemporaries. In fact, there is no way it could have been any different. As
Vladislav Zhubok and Constantine Pleshchakov wrote in their book Inside the
Kremlin’s Cold War, because of Khrushchev’s Communist orientation, the
ideological and revolutionary dimension was of basic importance for him.
Khrushchev strongly believed in the ‘revolutionary-imperial’ paradigm. He
simply tried to attune it to the new international situation.30 Because of this
perception, the invasion of Hungary obviously provoked harsh negative criticism31

but not particular disappointment:32 None of the reporters writing on the subject
at that time was particularly surprised by the arrival of Soviet tanks in Budapest.

Although in the mid-1950s the press represented mass communication par
excellence, things began to change slowly but radically with the introduction of
television into European homes. This transformation coincided with the
Khrushchev years, and its initial effects became evident when the Soviet leader
decided to take his first trip to the USA in September of 1959. Even here, it is
not clear whether or how the Soviet masters of ceremonies had actually prepared
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for that trip nor is it clear whether Khrushchev had truly planned to take
advantage of television coverage. Although not comprehensively documented,
some parts of the trip are revealing: his decision, for example, to travel with his
family and allow his wife the role of first lady and his decision to visit cities and
farms in the USA prior to meeting Eisenhower at Camp David. From a highly
semiotic point of view, his trip to the United States in 1959 was a triumph
especially after the first few days.33 It certainly was successful from the point of
view of mediation, if not of content. Preceded, not accidentally, by the launching
of the first Soviet rocket to the moon,34 the reception the Americans gave him
was not particularly warm at the start. As French correspondent and future Cold
War historian André Fontaine remarked:

The last gestures of the Soviet prime minister had certainly not dispelled
the mental reservations of the public on the other side of the Atlantic
towards a person that, until recently, they had seen as a reincarnation of the
devil. The gift to President Eisenhower of a copy of the Soviet emblem sent
to the moon was in questionable taste, and Mr ‘K.’ in his speech at the
airport, insisted too much on Soviet accomplishments in order not to
aggravate, in some way, American self-esteem.35

The atmosphere improved little by little while the European press dwelt at great
length on his suits, the First Lady36 and her first press conference37 as well as
their family. Khrushchev’s image became more and more familiar and as Le
Monde observed:

No one was converted to communism, but Mr Khrushchev seemed to be
making small amounts of progress in his attempt to seduce. The public… is
getting used to seeing him in newspapers or on television screens. A
familiar enemy is less frightening.38

But in the end, exactly as on all the other occasions in which history had set
Khrushchev in the international spotlight and in front of the photographers,
political judgment about basic Soviet choices remained unchanged in this case
too.39 In the lead article of 28 September 1959, Le Monde noted:

Once again, an international meeting upon which general attention has
been concentrated for days concludes with a press release that does not
have any importance… None of its results seem spectacular. If the ice has
begun to melt between the two great nations, it is happening very slowly.40

With greater caution, The Times also noted that ‘Mr. Khrushchev seems to have
left the image of a man who genuinely wants peace, but also of one who is very
confident and is unshakably convinced that history is on his side… When he
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boasted so often of the eventual triumph of communism, he must have left most
of his audiences either perplexed or suspicious about the means’.41

Despite enthusiasm displayed this time too by the moderate European press,
not much had changed. And no one was surprised when the Soviet leader broke
up a summit in Paris in May of 196042 or when he pounded his yellow shoes on
the table of the United Nations. Strangely enough, that episode was barely
covered in the papers at the time, with no more than a few lines dedicated to it.43

The Cuban crisis44 and the signing of the 1963 Nuclear Test-Ban Treaty were
the events that, for the last time, put Khrushchev in the headlines of newspapers
worldwide. Now, however, the press changed its tune: the determination first to
avoid a nuclear war with the USA45 and the direct negotiation on nuclear
weapons afterward redefined the authority of the Soviet leader. During the time
of the Moscow Treaty (an event obviously less dramatic46 than the first one) little
gossip and few allusions were generated by the eccentric behaviour that had been
reported in articles of the previous years. It was as if, using Georges Soutou’s
words, the press had understood somehow that, after Cuba, Khrushchev would
never be the same:

I think that from 1963 (this could be the reason for his downfall) his idea
of peaceful co-existence (at first ambiguous) was more profound, not only
tactically, but strategically. The historical development of the revolutionary
process would continue to be an objective, but it would depend more and
more on the domestic evolution of the Western world and less on the
international role of the USSR.47

Shortly afterwards, Nikita Khrushchev was obliged to retire. The news was
barely covered by the European press cited here. But, as often occurs, it was only
after 14 October 1964 that Europeans realized to what extent Nikky48 might have
been a champion of peace. It was The Times, a newspaper which had praised him
very little in the previous decade, that dedicated numerous articles to him in
1964. On 16 October, this British paper commented on the ousting of the Soviet
leader: ‘His pursuit of relaxation between the two great camps was his greatest—
and most substantial work.’49 And on the following day:

Mr. Khrushchev brought the tactics of a flamboyant showman to the
personal diplomacy that characterized his conduct of Soviet foreign affairs.
He traveled widely abroad and received many of the world’s statesmen in
Moscow… Mr. Khrushchev has made a deep impression at home and
abroad in the eleven years since Stalin’s death permitted him to enter the
limelight.50

But the time for myth-making had already passed. The Western press had always
been almost cold toward him. In this sense, over the following years, some
intellectuals, commentators and historians sought to magnify this image of a new
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man and create the myth of Khrushchev as symbol of peace. European public
opinion received and perhaps embraced that stereotype in a much more critical
way. In the judgment of many journalists of his time, Khrushchev was in fact
regarded as a great mass communicator rather than a real reformer.
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12
The Western European Communist Parties in

the Cold War, 1957–68

Marie-Pierre Rey

From the first Congresses of the Comintern in 1919–20 to the very end of the
Stalinist years, the Western communist parties were used as parallel and
obedient tools of Soviet diplomacy. During that time, Soviets could indeed rely
on a double structure unique in the world: an official apparatus—the
governmental one, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs—and an unofficial one, the
communist structure which, through the Western European parties, was supposed
to influence public opinion in a favourable direction and, possibly, to facilitate
the establishment of communist regimes in Western Europe. In 1956 and the
following years, de-Stalinization introduced new concepts into the diplomatic
field, such as ‘peaceful coexistence’. In this new context of de-Stalinization, do
we observe essential changes in the relation between the Soviet leadership and
the Western European communist parties or not? Did de-Stalinization and
peaceful coexistence bring some freedom to the Western communist parties or
did the Western European parties remain obedient tools of Soviet diplomacy?

To answer this question, this chapter will make use of archival sources and
cite examples from the major Western parties: the Italian one and, of course, the
French. With 340,000 members in 1956 and 330,000 in 1964, the French
Communist Party remained an important force in French political life,1 even if
not as important as it had been at the end of the Second World War. But this
chapter will also take into account the case of much smaller parties, such as
Britain’s Communist Party, which counted 56,000 members in 1945 and 30,000
in 1960 and which won less than a half percent of the vote.2 This diversity will
allow us to make useful comparisons and see whether the size, the authority and
the political weight of the communist parties made a difference in relations with
the Soviet leadership.

The chapter is divided in two parts: first, we will study the nature of the
relation between the Soviet leadership and the Western communist parties;
second, we will focus on the precise role which the Soviet leadership assigned to
the Western communist structures during the period from 1956 to 1968. 



I.
The Western Communist Parties and the CPSU: Between

Loyalty and Dependence

Evidence from Soviet archives and Western communist newspapers and other
publications makes clear that for the period from 1956 to 1968 two concepts
dominated the relationship between the Western European communist parties
and the Soviet leadership: loyalty and dependence.

True Loyalty

During these years, the ideological and political bonds remained extremely
strong. In April 1956, the Kominform was dissolved, but the Soviet leadership
did not give up its authority in the international communist movement. On the
contrary, at that time the International Department (ID) of the Central Committee
of the CPSU, in charge of relations with all the non-governmental communist
parties, became an essential organization, even preceding in the Soviet hierarchy
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs led by Andrei Gromyko.

From June 1957 to the end of our period and beyond, the ID was led by Boris
Ponomariov, a specialist in propaganda matters who had served in the Comintern
from 1936 to 1943 and had then become Director of the Marx Engels Institute
before heading the International Department. A few years later, Ponomariov was
assisted by Vadim Zagladin who, after graduating from the Institute of
International Relations, became a specialist on Western European matters and
was from 1954 to 1964 a member of the editorial committee of two magazines,
Novoie Vremia (New Times) and Problemy mira i sotsializma (Problems of
Peace and Socialism). Throughout our period, some leaders who were members
of the party apparatus but who did not belong to the International Department
regularly took part in the work of the ID: for example, that is the case with
Michail Suslov, head of the Culture and Propaganda Department of the Central
Committee from 1946.

During the 1950s and 1960s, the ID and its main leaders developed a common
communist education through many publications, all distributed in the various
national languages to the different Western European communist apparatuses.
These publications—Problems of Peace and Socialism was the most important
one—aimed at giving the Western communist parties an ‘official truth’ on two
kinds of matters: international problems and the socialist community.

This written education was reinforced by frequent official meetings between
the Soviet and the Western European communist apparatuses. Whenever the
CPSU held its congress or a world conference—in 1960, 1961, 1965 and 1966—
the Western communist parties staged their own congresses. When the First
Secretary of the Soviet Party was visiting a Western country, as Khrushchev did
Great Britain in 1956 and France in 1960, parallel meetings between Soviet and
Western communist delegations were systematically organized. Of course, the

WEST EUROPEAN COMMUNIST PARTIES IN THE COLD WAR 201



most interesting and fruitful meetings were not the official ones, but rather the
discreet or even secret ones.

Until the mid-1970s, the national and the regional staff of the Western
European communist parties often spent one or two years at the Moscow
International Party School3 where they were given a special ideological training
and education in conformity with Soviet political references and perceptions.

Ideological loyalty was also secured by permanent, frequent and secret
exchanges with the Soviet ambassadors. The archives of the Soviet Ministry of
Foreign Affairs show that, at the end of the 1950s and in the first half of the
1960s, the Soviet ambassadors in Paris and Rome met French and Italian
communist leaders at least every two or three weeks.4 During these meetings, the
Soviet ambassador had almost no freedom and simply transmitted the
instructions he had received from the ID. On this point, the testimony given by
the former Soviet diplomat Nicholas Polianski is quite clear:

The ambassador regularly received ‘information’ or rather ‘instructions’
from the Central Committee of the CP [Communist Party] to be given to the
‘friends’, as we called the communists in the diplomatic telegrams.

This ‘information’ was approved during the meetings of the Politburo,
which were held every Thursday. So the information was sent to the
embassy every Friday evening in principle. The ambassador used to ask his
collaborators to translate the text (which could sometimes amount to
twenty pages) from Russian to French on Saturday and Sunday… The
ambassador used to read the text word for word because he didn’t have the
right to change anything in the instructions of the Central Committee. Then
he used to ask the opinion of his visitor, which was immediately
transmitted to Moscow.5

The conversations dealt quite often with international questions: the Soviet
leadership was taking advantage of these meetings to give the Western staff its
position on sensitive matters and to define ‘common attitudes’ among them.
During the second half of the 1950s and the first half of the 1960s, the Soviet
rejection of West German rearmament and the Soviet opposition to the FRG’s
access to nuclear weapons were constantly at the heart of these secret meetings.
The ‘nature’ of the EEC—that is, as an imperialistic weapon in the hands of West
German and US big business—was also frequently described. Through its
ambassadors, the Soviet leadership sent detailed and frequent reports to the
Western communist chiefs on complex matters: during the Algerian war, for
example, the Soviet Communist Party quite often addressed reports to the French
communist leaders describing and explaining the Soviet strategy on the question.
This would remain the case even after the end of the Algerian war. In July 1967
the Central Committee sent a report expressing the hope of bringing a
‘progressive’ regime to Algeria.6
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This ideological dependence was only one aspect of a much larger
dependence: It was the case that from 1956 to at least 19757 all
Western communist parties were generously financed by the Soviets through the
International Department of the Central Committee.

Financial Dependence

Financial assistance was both indirect and direct. The former8 included subsidies
to communist newspapers, holiday trips in the USSR for Western leaders and their
families and invitations for delegations of Western workers who were shown the
communist paradise. Throughout the decades, the process remained the same:
financial decisions were discussed by the Presidium (and later by the Politburo)
and, when the Presidium gave its agreement, the ID organized the payment. And
there was direct financial aid as well.

The Kominform adopted the principle of direct and large-scale financing in
1947, and the structure was implemented in 1950, that is, during the Stalinist
years. Officially, funds were given through an International Trade Union Fund;
this fiction, maintained until 1966, was aimed at hiding the political dimension
of the action. In 1966, that fiction disappeared and the fund became an
International Fund to help workers’ and leftist organizations. The reports
produced by the International Department and presented for discussion and
adoption by the Presidium give quite precise information about this direct aid.9

During the period from 1950 to 1968, the amounts of financial support
continually increased. Expressed in 1996 constant French francs,10 the total
amount given to all non-governmental communist parties in 1958 represented
three times the amount given in 1950; and, in 1968, the amount was more than
six times that given in 1950 (see Table 12.1).

Table 12.1. Total of the amounts given to leftist parties and organisations through the
International Trade Union Fund

The alleged international origin of the funds was supposed to express
internationalist solidarity. The reality, however, was that the Eastern European
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Countries and Communist China played a minor role in this financing as shown
in Table 12.2.  

The amount given by the Eastern European democracies together represented
only 18 per cent of the total in 1957, whereas the USSR provided 58 per cent and
Communist China 25 per cent of the funds. In 1963, the Chinese Communist
Party was supposed to provide 17 per cent of the total and the Soviet party 65.7
per cent. Actually in 1962,11 however, the Chinese party stopped contributing
and the CPSU began to increase its own participation. In 1966, for example, the
Soviet Communist Party provided 84 per cent of the funds.12 The distribution of
the money is quite interesting (see Table 12.3).

Table 12.3. The destination of the funds: the communist parties benefiting from the aid.
(Data are given in percentages)

In 1957, the Western European parties received 86.3 per cent of the total
amount. To explain this high percentage, we have to take into account the strategic
importance of Western Europe for Soviet strategy, which rejected West German

Table 12.2. Origin by country of the amounts given through the International Trade Union
Fund. (Amounts expressed in constant 1996 million francs)
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rearmament and tried to encourage neutralism in Western public opinion. In the
following years, this percentage decreased to 66.2 per cent in 1966 and 45.9 per
cent in 1973. These figures show that the Third World was important for
Khrushchev’s diplomacy but not as important as was Europe. We have to wait for
the Brezhnev years to see the Third World becoming a priority.

In 1957 as in 1973, the Italian Communist Party received the biggest share
among the Western European parties: 41 per cent in 1957, 36 per cent in 1966
and 28 per cent in 1973. It was followed by the French Communist Party but the
amount given to the French communists was much smaller: 19 per cent in 1957,
13 per cent in 1966 and 12 per cent in 1973. These figures clearly show that if
the Italian Communist Party appears from an intellectual point of view as the
‘enfant terrible’ of the communist family, the child was obviously not
independent from a financial point of view. The last point to be noted in the table
is the surprising absence of the Spanish and West German Communist Parties.
However, this absence does not mean that these two organizations were
financially independent. In his book Les aveux des archives: Prague-Paris-
Prague, Karl Bartosek quotes a letter coming from the Central Committee in
1956 which confirms that part13 of the funds given to the French and to the
Italian parties was transmitted to the Spanish and the West German parties.14

In this context of extreme dependence, let us focus now on the precise role
assigned by the Soviet leaders to the Western European parties. For if the Soviet
leadership did not believe any more in the revolutionary potential of the Western
communist parties, it nevertheless kept assigning them specific functions on the
international scene.

II.
The Role of Western European Communist Parties in the Cold

War

The roles of Western communist parties were quite diverse. First of all, they
were asked to promote Soviet perceptions and goals in their meetings, speeches,
newspapers and public declarations.

The Promotion of Soviet Perceptions and Goals

Four main directions can be identified in the promotion of Soviet perceptions and
goals.The Western communist parties were asked to fight against the FRG’s
rearmament and West German access to nuclear weapons as well as to promote
Molotov’s plan for an international treaty on European security. But they were
also supposed to fight against two Soviet objects of fear: ‘Atlanticism’, that is,
European dependence on NATO and the powerful influence of the United States
on the European continent and ‘Europeanism’, that is, the EEC process, which
was totally negative from the Soviet point of view.
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In these four directions, the Western communist parties were quite active
during the period. In particular, they actively supported the pacifist campaigns
developed by the Soviet leadership: in 1956, when Nikolai Bulganin called for
general disarmament and in 1957, when Adam Rapacki’s plan was issued, and
when Bulganin called this time for a balanced reduction of forces. In 1966, they
strongly promoted the new project of a European Conference on Security and
Cooperation. These four topics were also constantly and repeatedly developed in
the Western communist press, for example in English communist magazines
such as Labour Monthly or Marxism Today.

This role assigned to the Western communist parties aimed at influencing
Western European public opinion in a ‘favourable’ direction. But this open
action was not the only one. During this period, the Soviet leaders also called on
their ‘friends’ to get information on the political, economic, social situation of
their country, on the political balance, or on the future of one politician or another.

Underground actions

During the frequent and regular meetings mentioned above, the Soviet
ambassador in Paris, Vinogradov, and the General Secretary of the French
Communist Party, Maurice Thorez, often discussed the French situation and the
de Gaulle ‘enigma’. They were trying to answer a crucial question: Could de
Gaulle be a good ally and could he help the Soviets achieve their main goals—
that is, the weakening of NATO and the departure of US troops from the
European continent?

On 1 February 1958 Vinogradov and Thorez met in Cannes, and spoke in
detail about the French situation. In his long report to Gromyko, Vinogradov wrote:

Thorez said that it would be useful for the Soviet Union to promote again,
in one form or another, the question of the reduction of conventional
weapons, which is a quite important matter for France, which has now
more than one million of people in its military forces. This could be useful
also against the political circles which are hostile to us and who pretend
that the Soviet Union wants to ban nuclear weapons but wants to keep
conventional armaments. That is the reason why, repeated Thorez, we have
to make new offers on the reduction of conventional weapons. Then
Thorez spoke about the military alliances and he emphasized that French
public opinion is not ripe enough to think about exiting NATO. That is the
reason why, said Thorez, the French Communist Party does not express
any demands on this question. Thorez repeated that even if the communists
entered the French government, they still would be unable to achieve an
immediate break between France and NATO. Under these conditions,
Thorez is in favour of our proposals which do not tend toward the immediate
dissolution of the military alliance but to an agreement between them.15
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This report is quite rich: it shows that Thorez makes proposals, offers directions
—in a word, that he is active. And the function assigned to him is clear. In
contrast to the Stalinist period when the Western communist leaders had to obey
Soviet directives, in Khrushchev’s years they were supposed to inform, to
analyse and to make proposals. But the most interesting fact about this meeting
is the following. At the end of the discussion, Thorez emphasized de Gaulle’s
focus on French national interests and stressed that during the ‘Hungarian
events’, the General remained silent and did not make any public anti-Soviet
declarations. Five days after this discussion, Vinogradov met de Gaulle in his
private house in Colombey les deux Eglises and, during the meeting, de Gaulle
declared to the Soviet ambassador that ‘the French dependence on the United
States will not be eternal’.16 This important declaration is of course emphasized
in Vinogradov’s report to Gromyko and explains why the Soviet diplomats and
French communists were quite optimistic about de Gaulle’s return to power. In
June 1958, during a new meeting with Vinogradov, Thorez expressed his
confidence in the promotion of regular and official contacts between de Gaulle’s
France and the Soviet Union.17 However, these initial hopes did not last. In June
1960, a new meeting between Vinogradov and Thorez revealed the
disappointment of the general secretary about de Gaulle’s foreign policy:

Comrade Thorez said that from now on their goal would be not only to
unmask the American government but also to unmask de Gaulle’s foreign
policy which, on paper, strives to improve international relations, but
which is actually supporting the current American policy and conducting a
policy of reconciliation with West German militarism.18

Of course, Maurice Thorez was not the only interlocutor coming from the French
Communist Party, and we could mention many others, such as René Andrieu,
who was the editor-in-chief of the communist daily L’Humanité. Meeting Vassili
Kuznetsov, who was a political adviser at the Soviet embassy in Paris, in
September 1960, Andrieu was asked by the Soviet diplomat about the Franco-
German reconciliation and about the neutralist feelings of the French people; he
replied rather frankly that the neutralist consciousness had not made progress in
France.19

The information and judgements expressed by the Western communist leaders
were not always interesting: sometimes these leaders were led to misperceptions
because of their ideological convictions; sometimes they told the Soviet leaders
what they wanted to hear. But in general, this information was quite useful;
during the years 1956–68, the Western European communists were good
informants. They were also quite good agitators, as could be seen in the Algerian
crisis.

Between 1958 and 1961, the Soviet state adopted moderate positions on the
Algerian question. Since Soviet diplomacy was engaged in a privileged dialogue
with President de Gaulle, the Soviet state had to show its willingness toward the
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French government. But at the same time, the French Communist Party promoted
very harsh criticism of de Gaulle’s Algerian policy, which aimed at seducing the
supporters of Algerian independence. And of course, Moscow assigned this role
to the French Communist Party: in December 1960, for example, Jacques Duclos
declared in a conversation with Ambassador Vinogradov: ‘We will do everything
to compromise de Gaulle’s Algerian policy.’20

The Algerian example shows a clear ‘casting’ of roles: on the one hand, the
Soviet state wanted to appear as a respectable partner and used diplomatic tools
for this purpose; but, on the other hand, it asked the Western communist
apparatus to fight against the international order. We observe the same process
regarding the United Nations Organization (UNO): on the one hand, the Soviet
leadership used the UN General Assembly to promote disarmament plans and to
present a respectable and pacifist image of itself; but, on the other hand, the
Western communist newspapers develop the idea that the UNO is only an
‘American rubber-stamp’.21

So, from 1956 to 1968, and despite de-Stalinization, the Western European
communist parties remained very useful tools of Soviet parallel diplomacy. Did
they easily accept the role the Soviet leadership assigned to them or do we see
inside the parties the birth of some protest?

Obedient Parties?

As a matter of fact, if the Western communist parties did faithfully adopt all the
Soviet positions and perceptions on international questions, they were much
more reluctant to accept Soviet perceptions and positions related to the
communist movement.

In 1956, the hierarchy of the French Communist Party remained deeply
attached to Stalinism and did not easily accept Khrushchev’s Secret Report.
After some internal discussions, the party leadership adopted on 22 March a
resolution taking a clearly favourable position on Stalin’s legacy. This
declaration put a special emphasis on

Stalin’s role and merits, as a theorist and as a leader in the development of
the Communist and Workers’ Parties, in the ideological and political fight
against all the enemies of the October Revolution (Trotskyite, Bukharinist,
Nationalist) and Stalin’s role in the construction of socialism, in the defeat
of German fascism.22

At the same time, the leadership of the Italian party as a whole and despite
Togliatti’s reticence seemed to adopt a more moderate attitude, condemning the
excesses of Stalinism and trying to take advantage of the situation to win more
freedom in the international communist movement. In contrast, the small English
Communist Party was enthusiastic about the congress, speaking through its
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general secretary, Harry Pollitt, of a ‘splendid vision’ and ‘the immortal youth of
Marxism-Leninism’.23 

During the Hungarian tragedy, the leaderships of both the French and the
Italian Communist Parties adopted quite conservative positions which contrasted
with the criticisms voiced by some intellectuals who were members of the two
parties. We now know that Togliatti was in favour of a firm response to the
‘counter-revolution’. And, after the Soviet intervention, the Western communist
hierarchies once again adopted conservative positions, much more conservative
than Khrushchev’s own. In November 1956, Thorez declared to the Central
Committee of the French Communist Party:

Our party will keep its eyes on the glorious experience of Lenin’s party,
which inspires all the revolutionary workers’ parties in the world. As for
us, we think that several centres could not exist in the international
workers’ movement because it would lead to the dislocation of the
movement.24

And on the same day, he declared that

somebody told me: Stalinism was a necessity. I think this expression is
wrong. For there was no Stalinism; this expression belongs to our enemies’
vocabulary.25

As these quotes show, the French and Italian leaderships were reluctant to adopt
official Soviet de-Stalinization and remained attached to the Stalinist approach in
1956 and 1957. Step by step however, the following years brought some changes
in their positions.

In 1966, the famous communist writer Louis Aragon began to express in the
official communist daily newspaper L’Humanité a strong protest against Andrei
Siniavski’s and Yuli Daniel’s condemnation to seven years in a labour camp. But
the strongest criticism came from Italy: During the Prague Spring of 1968, the
leadership of the communist party began to condemn Soviet military intervention
and to contest the Soviet leadership of the international communist movement.
However, and this point is quite interesting, the Italians’ critical behaviour was
not taken seriously by the Soviet leadership, which obviously misunderstood the
nature of the dispute. In November 1968 in Moscow, an Italian delegation led by
Enrico Berlinguer was received by such figures as Kirilenko, Pelshe,
Ponomariov and Beliakov. The disagreement between the two parties clearly
appeared in the discussion because Berlinguer declared:

We want to emphasize that we do not want to exacerbate our discord, that
we do not want to use this discord for propaganda, that we do not aim at a
schism between our parties; but on the Czechoslovakian question, our
point of view is different from yours. And we ask you to admit that our
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point of view is different from yours… The Italian party never hesitated to
support all the actions taken by the socialist countries which in its mind were
in conformity with the interest of the international communist movement.
We do not hesitate to swim against the stream when we think it necessary.
That was the case in regard to the Hungarian events. But now the situation
is different. We adopted a position different from yours, not because we
were afraid to swim against the stream but because our judgement of the
situation, which is based on our own information, was and is different.26

In his answer, Kirilenko appears very inflexible and even shows some
paternalism:

The common point between 1956 and 1968 is the existence of the counter-
revolution. In 1956, the counter-revolution was an armed one; now the
tools are different. Nobody would have forgiven us if we had let
Czechoslovakia become our enemy. We did what we could… We are
convinced that in due time, the Italian Communist Party will change its
mind about the question. The Italian Communist Party is a creative one,
which knows how to analyse the situations from a dialectical point of
view; it showed this ability more than once in the past. We think that you
will not always maintain the positions which were taken by your Central
Committee… We believe in your party, in the direction of your party. That
is the reason why, and we speak frankly, we think that in due time, you
will change your mind.27

The meaning of this declaration is clear: the Soviet leaders wanted to minimize
the dispute, considering the attitude of the Italian Communist Party as a
temporary mistake; they spoke to the Italian representatives with the authority of
a father, of a paterfamilias. But this behaviour was not adequate: for the first
time in the international movement, a dispute was the expression of a strong
desire for radical change in the relationship between Moscow and the Italian
Communist Party. It led to the Eurocommunist adventure.

Until 1968, criticism remained strictly limited to questions related to the
socialist community. Under the authority of the International Department,
ideologically and financially dependent on it, the Western European communist
parties remained active tools of Soviet diplomacy. Were they efficient tools?
Yes, if we think of their role as informants and agitators. But it is not easy to
measure their impact on Western public opinion. The Western European
communist parties obviously did not succeed in preventing German integration
into NATO or in driving US troops out of the European continent; they did not
prevent the EEC process; nor did they succeed in promoting neutralism in
Western Europe. But they did have some influence on Western European public
opinion and leaders, inducing them to accept at the end of the 1960s the principle
of a forthcoming Conference on European Security and Cooperation, which
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would lead to the Helsinki process. Was it worth all this mobilization and all this
energy? That remains an open question. 
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13
Détente, the Superpowers and their Allies,

1962–64

Vojtech Mastny

The improvement of the international situation that followed the October 1962
Cuban missile crisis, whose aftermath coincided with the terminal stages of both
the Kennedy and the Khrushchev leaderships, has generally been regarded as the
formative period of East—West détente. As with other such sweeping
generalizations, however, this observation raises more questions than it answers.
What was the nature of the détente that took place? Was it intentional or
incidental? Did it occur despite, because, or regardless of the incipient crisis in
the relations between the superpowers and their allies? Did the outcome have the
effect of precipitating the eventual end of the Cold War or delaying it?

Both Khrushchev and Kennedy could claim to have won something in the
crisis over Cuba—the former the shelving of US plans to invade the island, the
latter the withdrawal of the threatening Soviet missiles from there. In their
relations with their allies, however, they both had to pay a price for what they
had allowed to happen. The respective allies were alarmed about how close they
had come to getting embroiled in a war not of their making but because of a
confrontation between the superpowers over which they had no control. At a
secret briefing on 2 November, Khrushchev admitted to the stunned Eastern
European leaders that the outbreak of a war had been the question of but ‘a few
minutes’.1

Within the communist world, the impact of the Cuban crisis was the greatest
on China which, though not a member of the Warsaw Pact, was tied with
Moscow by a bilateral mutual defence alliance, signed in 1950. The effect was
further complicated by the Sino-Indian border war, which coincided with the crisis
and initially elicited Soviet verbal support for Beijing—in its view a bid for
Chinese support in the forthcoming Soviet confrontation with the USA. Through
East German and Hungarian diplomats, the Kremlin tried to impress upon the
Chinese leaders the need for solidarity during the confrontation. However, once
the confrontation climaxed and then resulted in Soviet retreat—while Moscow
had switched its support to India in trying to block further Chinese advance and
end the war—Beijing staged mass rallies ostensibly in support of Cuba but
implicitly to condemn ‘those who were frightened in the face of imperialist
aggression’ and ‘bartered with the freedom and independence of another people’.2
The Chinese criticized Moscow for not having consulted with them about an



adventure which, by making the 1950 treaty operative, could have brought their
country into war with the USA—the reverse kind of accusations Moscow used to
level against them. They condemned Khrushchev for the dual sin of
‘adventurism’ and ‘capitulationism’. Eventually, Mao Zedong’s representative,
Deng Xiaoping, memorably told the Kremlin leaders:

you committed two errors: in shipping the missiles to Cuba you indulged in
adventurism, and then, showing confusion in the face of nuclear blackmail
from the USA, you capitulated… For Cuba’s defense no missiles are
necessary at all. And so, in shipping missiles to Cuba, did you want to help
her or ruin her? We have become suspicious that you, in shipping missiles
to Cuba, were trying to place her under your control… You daily speak
about the danger of thermonuclear war. But in the given case you rashly
played with nuclear weapons. You justify your actions by saying that you
wanted to obtain some sort of ‘promise’ from the USA, and you say that
you truly received such a ‘promise’. But what are the facts? The facts are
that under threat from the United States you were obliged to remove your
missiles.3

The tensions within the communist world did not translate into détente with the
Western one. The decompression that followed the climax of the Cuban crisis did
not immediately change Soviet policy. Unprepared for the kind of dénouement
that had taken place, Khrushchev rather let developments that had previously
been in progress proceed regardless of the outcome of the crisis. That did not
give Soviet policy much coherence or consistency.

On the one hand, on 28 November Khrushchev told the Canadian ambassador
to Moscow that ‘a new round of talks [about Berlin] should begin soon, and gave
the impression that he meant within the next few months’. In a letter to Prime
Minister Macmillan on the same day, he described Berlin and Germany as the
most important questions, requiring ‘urgent solution’. On the other hand,
however, he

warned that failure to reach a Berlin agreement would create a ‘very
dangerous situation’ which could get out of hand, and he revived the threat
of a separate peace treaty with East Germany. He emphasized that ‘Berlin
is not Cuba’ and that it would be ‘dangerous madness’ to expect a further
Soviet retreat… Khrushchev warned that the USSR’s local tactical and
strategic position is vastly stronger in Berlin than it was in Cuba, and that
‘if people think the Cuban affair will restrain us, they don’t know us’.4

Moscow’s wrangling with the USA over the presence of Soviet forces on the
island continued until Khrushchev sent his trusted and experienced aide, Anastas
Mikoian, to Washington to test the water, and found Kennedy un expectedly
forthcoming on the Soviet idea of a NATO-Warsaw non-aggression pact. Rusk
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subsequently qualified the president’s posture by reminding Mikoian that ‘the
United States has not been delegated authority by the other countries to negotiate
a pact on their behalf. Nevertheless, we were prepared to discuss the idea
informally.’5

At the end of 1962 and the beginning of 1963, Moscow watched warily the
dramatic developments within the Western alliance that marked the final demise
of Kennedy’s ‘grand design’ for Europe. After difficult negotiations, the USA
agreed to compensate Britain for cancelling the delivery of US Skybolt missiles,
intended to prolong the lifespan of the country’s ageing nuclear bombers, by
supplying instead the more-advanced Polaris missiles that Washington originally
did not want to share.6 The outcome of the controversy may have been an
embarrassment for Kennedy but it was no gain for the Soviets either, who
regarded the British nuclear force in any case as an extension of US power.
Moreover, the December 1962 Nassau agreement between Kennedy and
Macmillan that ended the Skybolt affair called for advancing the Multilateral
Force nuclear-sharing plan that Moscow abhorred and offer the Polaris to France
as well.

On 14 January, de Gaulle rejected the offer together with British membership
in the Common Market—the ‘double non’ understandably was greeted in
Moscow as evidence of both a crisis within NATO and the doubtful viability of
European economic integration.7 The latter was the more gratifying from the
Soviet point of view since the plans for the Soviet bloc’s own economic
integration had recently been foundering, particularly on Romanian resistance.
But de Gaulle’s next step in reasserting France’s right to its own security policy
independent of the ‘Anglo-Saxons’—the conclusion a week later of the Elysée
treaty with West Germany8—was not reassuring by Soviet lights.

Far from substantiating rumours in the West that the German-French
rapprochement would lead to a German-Soviet rapprochement,9 the treaty was
incongruously regarded in Moscow as a scheme by West German chancellor
Konrad Adenauer, abetted by the USA, aimed at providing Bonn with access to
nuclear weapons through the French back door.10 Closer to the truth, though not
quite at it, Polish party chief Vladyslav Gomulka interpreted the Elysée treaty as
Adenauer’s manoeuvre calculated to show that his country had an alternative if
the US was not willing to support its ambitions.11 The Soviets rightly judged de
Gaulle as being unwilling to negotiate with them as long as their Berlin posture
remained threatening. Soviet ambassador to Paris Vinogradov reported home
that the Paris-Bonn ‘axis’ was unequivocally hostile to the Soviet Union.12

The disarray within the Western alliance thus did not foster détente between
the superpowers which remained limited to tentative feelers between Washington
and Moscow. In January, Soviet deputy foreign minister Kuznetsov on one day
told Kennedy of Soviet desire for improved relations, whereas on another day,
his boss, foreign minister Andrei Gromyko, showed his usual sour face to US
ambassador Foy Kohler, taking a dim view of the ongoing discussions about the
end of nuclear testing.13 Those discussions had been going on and off since 1958
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without significant progress. The Soviet publication in mid-January, without prior
consultation with Washington, of the secret correspondence between Kennedy
and Khrushchev on the subject did not help matters.14 Evidently, the Soviet
Union was not prepared to move forward on the test ban.

Instead, Moscow renewed on 20 February its proposal for a NATO-Warsaw
Pact non-aggression treaty that it had been intermittently advancing since May
1958.15 However, it did not do so in a manner suitable to make the idea attractive
to the West. It presented the proposal at the Eighteen-Nation Disarmament
Committee (ENDC), a United Nations forum, and accompanied it by
Kuznetsov’s ‘long, propagandistic, and inflexible speech’.16 Unlike the vaguer
1958 version, the proposal specifically provided for signature by all members of
the two alliances, including East Germany. The USA dismissed it as a ploy
calculated to force international acceptance of East Germany, loathed by West
Germany, while sowing doubts within NATO about the alliance’s continued
utility.17 Washington took the sensible position that such a treaty should be the
culmination of détente rather than its beginning.18 Moscow’s move could have
well been aimed at reassuring its own allies as well, rankled by the after-effects
of the Cuban missile crisis, and the Soviet military, irritated by Khrushchev’s
troop cuts. At the June 1962 meeting of the PCC, Khrushchev had deliberately
misled the Warsaw Pact allies by describing the USA as being more favourably
disposed to the non-aggression treaty than he had reason to believe.19

Throughout March, the ENDC negotiations were languishing. Kohler believed
to have detected ‘an unmistakable change in the Soviet posture during the past
six weeks’—for the worse. The ambassador speculated that Khrushchev was ‘a
tired man…overwhelmed by his burdens…[and suffering from a] depression
[that] seems clearly to result from his difficulties with a complicated world
which no longer fits his earlier confident analysis’.20 Khrushchev’s son Sergei
retrospectively concurred with this diagnosis, recalling that ‘father was tired.
Immensely tired, both physically and psychologically. He no longer had either the
strength or the desire for a power struggle’—a striking change from the previous
years.21

The widening Sino-Soviet rift had reached a critical stage at that time.
Khrushchev decided to make one last effort at conciliating the Chinese by
inviting them for talks in Moscow. Nothing indicated that they were ready for
reconciliation, however, thus opening the prospect of a dire and unpredictable
confrontation with a hostile communist power, which was on the verge of
acquiring nuclear weapons. Judging prospects for arms control agreements to be
slim, the CIA estimated plausibly that ‘the present unyielding Soviet stand is
based on the judgment that, with the Chinese charging a sell-out and the Soviet
populace being called upon for sacrifices, this is no time to encourage hopes for
an East—West détente’.22

At the beginning of April, Khrushchev sent Kennedy through Soviet
ambassador Anatolii Dobrynin so insulting a message that the president’s brother
Robert, when hearing it from the envoy’s mouth, refused to accept it.23 The
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Soviet leader ruminated about the USA’s failure to treat the Soviet Union with a
respect supposedly due to it as a great power, complaining bitterly about having
been misled by the chief US disarmament negotiator, Arthur Dean, about how
many inspection sites the United States insisted the Soviet Union must accept in
order to make the conclusion of a test ban treaty possible. Dean had indeed been
imprecise and misleading in his statements, for which transgression he was
subsequently fired, and Khrushchev had ample reasons to be concerned about the
intrusiveness of the proposed US inspections on Soviet territory. Yet, the reason
for his concern was not fear of US espionage, as he was proclaiming and some
Western interpreters have been willing to take at face value.24 The real fear was
that of opening the closed Soviet society to international scrutiny, which in turn
would open him for criticism by the Chinese for compromising the integrity of
the socialist camp in its struggle with the capitalist enemy.

The prudent US response to Khrushchev’s intemperance conformed with a
subtle and convincing analysis of his predicament by the State Department’s
Policy Planning Council, presented by its chairman, Walt W.Rostow, to the
National Security Council on 19 March.25 ‘Seldom has anyone produced so little
with so much’, the document observed by voicing the strictures of Khrushchev’s
putative domestic and Chinese critics, pressing him to show a success and
consequently offering the USA an opportunity to score success, too. Not only are
there ‘presently strong forces operating on the Soviet leaders to make them want
a change in relations with the US, but not to compel them to seek that change’,
but the same is true about the United States, albeit for different reasons.
Washington must not miss an opportunity for accommodation, which the authors
of the document believed had happened in 1953 when ‘we stood as a mere
onlooker while the Soviet leaders went through a bewildering succession of
policy innovations and reversals’. In trying to shift away from what divides the
two countries toward exchanges that could lay the groundwork for their better
understanding, the State Department planners favoured starting talks without a
rigid agenda rather than aiming at a breakthrough in areas where agreement was
most difficult, such as disarmament or the Berlin question.

In an initiative coordinated with British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan,
Kennedy nevertheless chose to focus on disarmament while leaving aside the
Berlin question on the assumption that Moscow had already acquiesced in
leaving the status quo in the divided city undisturbed. This was, indeed, a correct
assumption, since Khrushchev had been trying to impress on an unhappy East
German leader, Walter Ulbricht, that a separate peace treaty with East Germany
was no longer needed. The Soviet leader confirmed that ‘Berlin is no longer a
source of any trouble’ to the president’s emissary W.Averell Harriman during
their Kremlin meeting on 26 April. ‘I will give my word’, Khrushchev vowed to
Harriman, ‘that I will find a basis for a test ban agreeable to both sides provided
you agree to work out the basis of a German settlement which would recognize
the two Germanies as they now exist.’26
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In a lengthy message to Kennedy three days later, Khrushchev added what
was the clearest indication that his much touted concern about the MLF pertained
not so much to a fear of the Germans ever using nuclear weapons on their own as
to West Germany’s growing influence within NATO:

We firmly believe that the Government of the USA will strive to arrange it
so that the multinational and multilateral nuclear forces of NATO, no
matter how their creation comes out in practice, could never be used
without the Government of the USA. But one way or another states which
are included in the nuclear pool of NATO, including the FRG, will have a
vote there and will participate in the formulation of opinions and, as a
consequence, of the final decisions concerning the utilization of nuclear
armaments. Indeed, we all witnessed the fact that in NATO the voice of
Western Germany is increasingly listened to.27

In another message sent jointly to Kennedy and Macmillan, Khrushchev
demanded complete prohibition of nuclear tests while opposing any inspection as
unnecessary because of the supposed adequacy of other means of detection28—a
position that promptly caused negotiations to stall. In retrospect, the Kennedy
administration may be fairly criticized for insisting so adamantly on intrusive
inspections as supposedly necessary to monitor all tests, both underground and in
the atmosphere, for other means of doing so already existed and would further
improve with the passage of time. In his memoirs, Dobrynin mused that if a
comprehensive test ban treaty had been concluded in 1963, the later runaway
development of nuclear missile technology, which aggravated the Cold War,
might have been avoided.29 This is uncertain; what is certain is that even 40
years later and with the Cold War ended, the US Senate’s opposition to a
comprehensive test ban treaty prevented its ratification and with it the
progressive reversal of the development of nuclear weaponry.

Khrushchev had reasons to desire a comprehensive ban, thus making Chinese
nuclear armament more difficult, and therefore to be exasperated by US
insistence on inspections that implied that the Soviet Union wanted to cheat in
order to surreptitiously build up its own arsenal. ‘Give them an inch and they
take a mile’, he complained to his son.30 The pressure for a limited ban, allowing
for underground testing to continue, came from both US and Soviet nuclear
scientists. Much though they warned against the catastrophic consequences of a
nuclear war, they had a stake in the continuation of their programmes for
technical rather than political reasons.31 The Kennedy administration, by fixing
on the inability rather than unwillingness to cheat, tended to take, unlike
Khrushchev, a technical rather than political view.

Rightly sensing that the Chinese were Khrushchev’s major concern,
presidential aides Chester B.Bowles and McGeorge Bundy in conversations with
Dobrynin made bids for a US—Soviet nuclear deal against Beijing, without
specifying details, but were rebuffed.32 Pending conversations with the Chinese
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delegation, expected in Moscow in early July, Khrushchev evidently still wanted
to give reconciliation with Beijing a chance while trying not to show his
vulnerability to Washington. Kennedy’s ‘American University’ speech on 10
June, delivered with the intention to break the deadlock in the test ban talks by
dramatically reassuring the Soviet Union of US good will and asking it to
reciprocate, has since been lauded for achieving that effect and making the
conclusion of the test ban treaty possible.33 The president would have hardly
succeeded, however, without the Chinese unwittingly lending their hand.

Although the speech was received favourably in Moscow,34 no Soviet action
in response to it had ensued by the time Beijing’s blistering 25-point written
denunciation of Khrushchev’s policies, not yet made public, arrived in the Soviet
capital four days later, all but destroying what remained of his hopes for
reconciliation. Still, it was not until 2 July, while keeping the Chinese letter
secret, that Khrushchev first publicly suggested the workable solution of the
impasse with the US by declaring himself in favour of a partial rather than a
comprehensive test ban.35 The suggestion had for him the advantage of both
raising the prospect of an agreement with the USA as a possible bargaining point
with the Chinese delegation on the eve of its arrival and, in the probable case
that the collision course with Beijing would not be reversed, subsequently
concluding the agreement in a fashion that would allow for continued
underground testing, believed to be necessary in order to stay ahead in the
looming nuclear confrontation with hostile China. Concurrently, Khrushchev
promoted hopes for East—West détente as he understood it by again pushing for
a NATO-Warsaw Pact non-aggression treaty, although he left the West guessing
whether he intended to link the two covenants together.

Underlining the critical importance of the Sino-Soviet rift for progress toward
the test ban treaty, Khrushchev on 9 July indicated to the visiting former NATO
secretary-general Paul-Henri Spaak that there was no linkage.36 This was the day
after the closed-door meetings with the Chinese delegation had ended in
disarray, Deng Xiaoping having lambasted the Soviet leader for assorted
‘revisionist’ treachery and the desire ‘to bind China by the hands and feet
through an agreement with the USA’.37 Adding to the significance of the timing,
the day after the Spaak visit Khrushchev sent to the Warsaw Pact allies a
‘recommendation’ to admit Mongolia as full member of the alliance.38 This
would have extended its validity, and with it their obligation to assist the Soviet
Union militarily, to the region of possible hostilities with China. 

On 14 July, Moscow chose to reveal the full extent of the break by making the
25-point Chinese denunciation public, along with its rebuttal.39 The next day
Mongolia formally requested admission into the Warsaw Pact, Khrushchev
called for its political consultative committee to meet in as little as two weeks,
and the test ban negotiations resumed.40 They were quickly concluded in the
Soviet capital on 25 July, just as the Warsaw Pact party secretaries were
converging there for their meeting, in time to discuss the implications of the US
—Soviet treaty against the background of the breakdown of the relations with
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China. In praising the treaty to Harriman, Khrushchev expressed the desire to
move ‘from [the] particular to [the] general’—not only in disarmament but also
with regard to NATO-Warsaw Pact relations and the German question.41

The test ban treaty was an accomplishment of the superpowers, in which their
allies—with the notable exception of the Chinese, whose opposition facilitated it
—had played no substantive role. With hindsight, the test ban treaty has been
described as the capping stone of the ‘constructed peace’ built since the onset of
the Cold War and lasting for the rest of it, and even beyond.42 More modestly, it
has been characterized as the solution of the Berlin question in disguise.43 It was,
as the treaty’s chief British negotiator Quinton Hailsham rightly noted, ‘the
biggest step forward in international relations since the beginning of the Cold
War’; he added, however, that no détente ensued, nor did the Cold War end for
another quarter of a century.44 Foreign minister Maurice Couve de Murville of
France—France joined China in denouncing the treaty as designed to perpetuate
superpower predominance and restrict their own independent nuclear policies—
warned at the time that ‘the mere fact that these talks were taking place before
the elements of a real détente were present could lead…to a deterioration of the
political climate in Europe’.45 By focusing on the secondary issue of nuclear
arms race rather than the primary one of the political rivalry that underlay it, the
treaty sidetracked détente. It generated a false appearance of détente in an area
where technological developments were running out of control without
addressing the political issues that remained within the superpowers’ control.
Nevertheless, both sides wanted to proceed beyond the modest confines of the
treaty, although only Khrushchev tried to do so in a radical way conducive to
creating the opportunity to terminate the conflict. Why did the opportunity not
come about?

In February 1963, when the prospects for the test ban treaty looked the
gloomiest, Khrushchev convened his top military brass for a defence council
meeting at Fili, one of the Soviet missile design centres. His son Sergei was
present, and later recounted what happened as follows. Reminding the generals
that the army is for the people and not the other way round, his father announced
at the meeting the need for further reductions of military spending to ease its
pressure on the economy and allow for a rise in the standard of living. The
Warsaw Pact supreme commander, Marshal Andrei Grechko, pleaded vainly for
mass production of tactical nuclear missiles and artillery. Two cannons are
enough for you, Marshal, and for the Americans’, Khrushchev snapped. Berating
the chief of the general staff, Marshal Zakharov, for planning for a nuclear war with
hundreds of targets, he argued ‘that even a dozen of missiles with thermonuclear
warheads are enough to make the very thought of war senseless’.46 He scorned
defence minister Marshal Rodion Malinovskii’s proposal for abolishing draft
deferments for students as ‘unforgivable waste’—a prescription for stymieing
Soviet scientific advance. Khrushchev sent a chill down the bones of his generals
by suggesting that a small professional army, supported by territorial militia,
might be all that the country needed.
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Even if Khrushchev may not have been as outspoken as his son—our only
source on the Fili meeting—has reported from memory a third of a century later,
what he writes is consistent with other sources as well as with Khrushchev’s
behaviour. Having bluffed dangerously with the deployment of nuclear weapons
before the Cuban missiles crisis brought him to the brink, he had incentives to
think harder about the implications of the doomsday weaponry than did his
Western counterparts who had never gone as far in brinkmanship as he had done.
Unlike the strategic planners in the Kennedy administration and their European
clients, he was particularly concerned about proliferation of battlefield nuclear
weapons as lowering the moral and practical inhibitions against their use. But he
also went farther than any other Kremlin leader before Gorbachev in questioning
the justification of oversized Soviet conventional forces and the concomitant
militarization of Soviet society.

The long-classified history of US—Soviet strategic competition, completed in
1980 with the benefit of access to US intelligence data, noted that in February
1963 Khrushchev had to reverse policy to accelerate missile development,
attributing the reversal to opposition within Soviet leadership.47 Indeed, on 30
March the Soviet government issued a secret decree providing for mass
production of intercontinental ballistic missiles.48 Yet, the classified US history
also noted that the pattern of Soviet missile deployments remained defensive
rather than offensive, indicating no other strategic purpose beyond seeking parity
with the USA.’49 Although this was not necessarily correct, it casts doubt on the
significance of the reversal.

Whatever opposition Khrushchev may have encountered within the Soviet
leadership at that time, he was able to proceed toward the test ban treaty. Upon
its conclusion on 25 July, however, he showed unusual caution by requesting
that its actual signing be postponed until the foreign ministers of the three
powers would meet two weeks later. In the meantime, he would be able to assess
the repercussions of the predictably outraged Chinese reaction, complemented on
the Western side by the French rejection of the treaty, as well as the extent of
support given to it by Moscow’s Warsaw Pact allies. Attesting to the importance
of not only the political but also the economic ramifications of the issue, the
meeting of the alliance’s political consultative committee was preceded
immediately by a meeting at the highest level of the Comecon, the Soviet bloc’s
organization for economic cooperation—pairing to be continued in the future.

The Comecon gathering revealed how much the high expectations of Soviet-
directed economic integration and ‘division of labour’ among member states,
entertained by Moscow during the organization’s previous meeting a year
earlier, had fallen victim to the fallout of the Cuban missile crisis and its
aftermath. To Romania’s increasingly persistent opposition to the kind of
division of labour that would have perpetuated its backwardness was the added
tension between East Germany and the countries its leaders expected to help
subsidize its ailing economy, particularly Czechoslovakia and Poland. The
concept of centralized allocation and implementation of capital projects by the
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Comecon was discarded in favour of the principle of ‘interested party’ in
determining the extent of collaboration and its limits.50

As distinguished from the discord that Ulbricht’s insistent demands for aid had
fomented at the economic forum, it was a ‘pleasure’ for him, as put to the East
German politburo, to report about the consequent meeting of the Warsaw Pact’s
political body.51 There was no sense of urgency among the allies as they had
welcomed the conclusion of the test ban treaty, although Ulbricht could not resist
emphasizing that it meant no ‘truce’ (Burgfrieden) in the ongoing struggle with
the capitalists. In the spirit of Khrushchev’s earlier, though not so much latest
thinking, he stressed that détente required more persistent competition to make
‘socialism’ beat capitalism by non-military means.

Behind the façade of unanimity, however, the different weight attributed by
Moscow and its Eastern European allies to the conflict with China hinted at
growing tension within the Warsaw Pact. Poland opposed unconditionally the
Soviet attempt to bring Mongolia into the alliance. Polish foreign minister Adam
Rapacki argued, subtly but irresistibly, that Mongolia’s admission into the
alliance would bring no advantages but only risks to either, while providing
China with ammunition for accusations that an ideological conflict was being
expanded into the military area. Rapacki pointed out the inconsistency of
wanting to give military guarantees only to Mongolia and not to North Korea,
North Vietnam, indeed China itself—all of which were supposedly threatened by
Western imperialists. He warned that since the Warsaw Pact was limited to
Europe, changing its terms would require unanimous consent by all its members,
which in turn would raise the tricky question of the Albanian and perhaps also
Romanian vote, thus fueling further discord.52

The Western powers regarded Moscow’s interest in following up the test ban
treaty as a test of Soviet readiness for détente. When Rusk came to Moscow for
the signing of the document, he found Khrushchev repeating standard Soviet
positions without indicating any wish to advance beyond them, and concluded
that the Soviet leader did not want to tackle ‘difficult issues’.53 Khrushchev’s
reticence was soon to suggest that he had German settlement very much on his
mind but was undecided about how to proceed. On the one hand, he made his
most candid allusion in a conversation with a Westerner to his troubles with
Ulbricht when asking Rusk the rhetorical question of

whether time had not come when we, mature people who knew life and
had seen war, should try move things from rails of war to rails of peace,
namely, record situation as it existed now and forget about Adenauer and
other people opposing such course. It was not only US who had such
allies, for God had not forgotten USSR either and had given it allies who
did not understand its policy. He believed however all such allies would
eventually realize they had been wrong and unrealistic.54
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On the other hand, Khrushchev still displayed his residual predilection for
brandishing bombs as a method, according to his son, ‘of exerting pressure, threats,
and even blackmail’.55 Having taken Rusk aside after luncheon, the Soviet chief
wanted to know why, since Adenauer, de Gaulle and Macmillan had all told him
they would never fight a nuclear war over Berlin, could he be expected to believe
that the Americans would. ‘Mr. Chairman’, the Secretary of State memorably
replied, ‘you will just have to take into account the possibility that we Americans
are God damn fools’, after which remark the subject was changed, never to
surface again.56

In the discussion with Soviet officials, the United States took the position that
consolidating the recent gains in mutual relations was more important than
moving ahead fast.57 Confirming the US predilection for addressing the military
rather than political dimensions of the East—West rivalry, Rusk stated publicly
that, instead of a ‘comprehensive discussion…looking toward some negotiated
détente across the board’, specific issues ought to be explored, for example, ‘in
the surprise attack field’.58 In contrast, Gromyko re-introduced the NATO-
Warsaw Pact non-aggression treaty as an alleged generator of proper atmosphere
for further disarmament talks.59 The idea was congenial to Harriman, who
favoured the treaty as well as recognition of the GDR and of the Oder-Neisse
line as Poland’s western border, but not to Rusk and the majority of US
officials.60

Following the ratification of the test ban treaty by the US Senate on 24
September, Moscow shifted its position in favour of the US emphasis on arms
control, particularly non-proliferation. Again, there was a coincidence with a new
development on the Chinese side. The Soviet shift occurred after Beijing had
responded to the test ban treaty by urging general and complete disarmament—
the declaratory policy Moscow itself had previously pursued in trying vainly to
slow down the growth of Western armaments and only abandoned once it had
managed to narrow the USA nuclear preponderance because of its own
accelerated buildup. Now Moscow and Washington had common interest in
checking Chinese nuclear buildup. 

In a conversation with Rusk and the British foreign secretary Alexander
Douglas-Home at the United Nations on 28 September, Gromyko broached the
non-proliferation issue while remaining silent about the non-aggression treaty
and Berlin.61 He subsequently briefed his Eastern European colleagues who had
come to New York for the opening session of the UN General Assembly, letting
them know that the Berlin question was no urgent matter.62 Behind its
diminished urgency were remarkable developments within the Warsaw Pact,
which remained hidden from public eye until after the Cold War was over. They
involved the special interests of Romania and Poland.

On 4 October, Romanian foreign minister Corneliu Mănescu met with Rusk at
the UN in deepest secrecy to reassure him that in case of a Soviet-American
military conflict arising from a confrontation such as that over Cuba, his country
would remain neutral.63 This stunning breach of loyalty to the Soviet alliance
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may or may not have become known in Moscow—no written record of the
conversation was apparently kept—but was not out of character for a regime
bent visibly on loosening its ties with the Soviet Union. In contrast, Moscow’s
hidden disputes with Poland as well as with East Germany were of Soviet
making, related to Khrushchev’s new interest in defusing the German question
by accommodating the USA.

Confirming that Khrushchev’s professed alarm about nuclear weapons in
Germany was not nearly as great as pretended, the Soviet foreign ministry on 2
October notified the Polish party chief, Gomulka, of Moscow’s intention to drop
its demand for including a prohibition of joint nuclear forces from the non-
proliferation agreement that was to be negotiated with Washington.64 The
proposed omission amounted to Soviet acceptance of the prospective sharing of
US nuclear weapons by NATO allies, including West Germany, within the
framework of the MLF. The acceptance would have sent a warning to Beijing
about the possibility of US—Soviet collaboration against its nuclear ambitions—
collaboration in which the Kennedy administration had been signalling to
Moscow it was interested.65

Yet, at a meeting with Rusk and Douglas-Home on 3 October, Gromyko
showed no interest in exploring cooperation against China, thus suggesting that his
ministry’s message to Gomulka on the previous day had been primarily intended
to test Polish reaction to a policy that was still in the making.66 Gomulka was
appalled by the message. He immediately convened an emergency session of the
Polish politburo, which unanimously rejected what he regarded as a Soviet
attempt to compromise on Germany with the USA at the expense of Poland. In a
message to Khrushchev informing him on the politburo’s position, Gomulka
advised the Soviet leader that he should seek a compromise with the Chinese
instead, adding the gratuitous comment that the Soviet Union was not without
blame in antagonizing them. He condemned any acceptance of West Germany
sharing in NATO’s nuclear weapons as contradictory to the spirit of the test ban
treaty and injurious to the prestige of the Soviet Union and its allies.67 

Gomulka was obsessed by what he regarded as the incessant German threat to
Poland’s unrecognized western border, the defence of which was the centrepiece
of the Polish communist regime’s dubious claim to legitimacy in the eyes of its
people.68 His Germanophobia, unlike Khrushchev’s, was genuine rather than
pretended, and his mistrust of the USA, too, was deeper. In Gomulka’s view, the
MLF was ‘a military-political transaction between the USA and the FRG based
on the FRG’s committing itself to the maintenance of US hegemony in Western
Europe in return for the USA’s committing itself to supporting the FRG’s efforts
to annex the GDR’. Echoing the Stalin-Molotov strategy, he insisted that
‘everything that contributes to the weakening and decay of NATO is in the
interest of the socialist states’,69 and went as far as suggesting that the proper
response to the MLF should be a joint Soviet-Chinese nuclear force.

On 14 October, deputy foreign minister Vasilii Kuznetsov broke the news of
the intended Soviet acceptance of the NATO nuclear sharing plan to the East
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German politburo, eliciting a similarly negative, if more subdued, reaction as in
Poland. Ulbricht lamented that the West German threat was growing regardless
of Bonn’s access to nuclear weapons and suggested that Soviet acquiescence in
it would be interpreted as a concession bound to have disruptive internal
repercussions in East Germany. Showing little sympathy, the Soviet diplomat
concluded the conversation by hinting at the possibility that Moscow’s earlier
‘proposal to withdraw all foreign troops from Germany and the GDR’ might
‘have to be resuscitated’—an alarming perspective for Ulbricht and his regime.70

A week later, an official Soviet statement charging that the MLF contradicted ‘the
spirit’ of the test ban treaty struck US officials as ‘notably restrained’.71 Rusk
may not have realized how pertinent was his observation that ‘we might be on
the threshold of important developments’ provided ‘the real problems the Soviets
were facing would lead them to seek genuine détente’.72

Such an outcome, however, was far from certain. New incidents on the Berlin
autobahn, with Soviet forces harassing British and US military convoys, not to
mention the arrest in Moscow of Yale University Soviet specialist Frederick
C.Barghoorn on phony spying charges, seemed to contradict Rusk’s
assessment.73 Yet, Washington chose to play down the incidents on the premise
that they were not indicative of a reversal of Soviet commitment to détente,
whereas Moscow sought to reaffirm the commitment when it saw the danger of a
reversal on the US side when Kennedy was assassinated and succeeded by
Lyndon B.Johnson on 22 November. By all accounts, Khrushchev was deeply
affected by the tragedy that could not fail to remind him of the fragility of his
power as well.

Dobrynin later reminisced that Kennedy and Khrushchev had been set on
détente when the president’s death interrupted the process. He cited Kennedy’s
supposed remark to his wife on the morning of his death expressing the belief,
after ‘deep reflection’, that ‘everything should be done to get things under
way with Russia’ ,74 Whatever the substance of the belief, Khrushchev himself in
his first message to President Johnson credited his predecessor with having ‘laid
down the unseen bridge of mutual understanding which, I venture to say, was not
broken to the very last day in…[his] life’.75 Contradicting these lofty postmortems
is the warning delivered to Dobrynin on the eve of the assassination by
ambassador-at-large Llewellyn Thompson, the experienced former US envoy to
Moscow, who characterized the recent developments in mutual relations as ‘not
good’.76

In fact, the change of the guard in Washington did not affect adversely the US
—Soviet relations. Rusk remained optimistic, believing the USA had been given
a ‘hunting license for means to develop détente’.77 Johnson, to reassure sceptics,
went out of the way to emphasize the continuity of US policy despite the
inevitable change in style resulting from the change of personnel.78

Uncharacteristically, Soviet diplomats welcomed the 17 December NATO
communiqué as an invitation to détente.79 As the new year dawned, Khrushchev
announced a 4.5 per cent cut in the Soviet defence budget, to which Johnson
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responded by a 2 per cent cut in US defence spending and a 25 per cent reduction
in the procurement of enriched uranium for use in nuclear weapons. Khrushchev
then reciprocated by stopping the construction of two new plutonium plants,
designed for the same purpose, and scaled down other nuclear programmes for
the military. According to Dobrynin, Khrushchev considered reduction of
military budgets the necessary first step toward effective disarmament.80

At the beginning of 1964, the relations between the superpowers were thus more
relaxed than at any other time since the onset of the Cold War and seemed to be
getting closer. Such a prospect was not welcomed without reservations by their
respective allies. To West Europeans, no matter how much they desired détente,
its management by the superpowers raised the spectre of the abandonment by the
USA of their nuclear protection. De Gaulle had, in any case, already concluded
that the US nuclear umbrella was a fiction, and drawn the conclusion that France
must take the responsibility for its own security, preferably in a special
relationship with West Germany. Yet the Elysée treaty he had designed proved a
‘pale imitation’ of what he had wanted,81 once the Bonn parliament appended to
it a clause reaffirming West Germany’s loyalty to the USA. Nor did
rapprochement with the Soviet Union seem an option for France as long as
Moscow displayed preference for dealing with Washington.

The MLF was the key issue in US relations with NATO in 1964.82 Yet just as
the Soviet Union was getting ready to acquiesce in the implementation of the
project, the European allies that were originally intended to be its principal
beneficiaries were developing doubts about it. Adenauer, its foremost advocate,
was succeeded as chancellor by Ludwig Erhard, more susceptible to pressure for
‘change through rapprochement’ in relations with the East—the formula
enunciated by Social Democratic politician Egon Bahr on the eventful day in
July 1963 when the negotiations leading to the test ban treaty were resumed.83

The British, and even less the smaller NATO members, were never enthusiastic
about Germany sharing nuclear weaponry and remained uncomfortable with the
absurd complexity of the MLF scheme, with its multinational crews on nuclear-
armed surface warships.

On the Warsaw Pact side, the prospect of West Germany rising to become
NATO’s strongest European power rankled both East Germany and Poland,
straining not only their relations with Moscow but their mutual relations as well.
In December 1963, Poland unveiled the ‘Gomulka plan’ for freezing nuclear
armaments in Central Europe, designed particularly to prevent the entry of
NATO’s German-manned vessels into the Baltic.84 East Germany resented the
plan because it ignored the GDR’s primary goal of achieving international
recognition as a sovereign state, and tried to pre-empt it by proposing the
alternative plan for denuclearization of both German states. Although such a
project stood little chance of being accepted, it at least served to undermine the
Polish initiative. Nor was Moscow enthusiastic about Gomulka’s idea of a
nuclear freeze conducive, according to Gromyko, to recreating ‘the thick icy frost
of the Cold War’.85 When Rapacki tried to come to Berlin to clarify matters,
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Ulbricht sent word that ‘the leading comrades at the foreign ministry’ were not in
town to receive him, and the Poles responded in kind by snubbing East German
representatives in Warsaw.86 More to the point, Khrushchev infuriated Gomulka
at their January meeting by revealing his intention to visit Bonn and to improve
relations—a telling sign of the direction in which Khrushchev’s policy was
moving. Not without reason, Gomulka berated him for pursuing Soviet interests
at Poland’s expense, in response to which the Soviet leader hinted menacingly
that Gomulka’s position in the party was ‘not forever’.87 In fact, it was to outlast
Khrushchev’s own by seven years.

So frayed had Moscow’s relations with the Warsaw Pact’s northern members
become—in addition to the fraying of those with Romania and China—that
Khrushchev found it appropriate to propose regular consultation and exchange of
information to coordinate policies.88 This appeared particularly urgent in view of
the forthcoming ENDC negotiations on the spread of nuclear armaments and the
divergent opinions on the subject. He proposed consultations at the level of
foreign ministers—the beginning of the arduous Soviet effort to streamline and
institutionalize the Warsaw Pact’s policy-making bodies in a fashion comparable
to that of NATO.

Ulbricht responded by calling for a meeting of the alliance’s political
consultative committee, ostensibly to follow up Khrushchev’s New Year’s Eve
appeal to the heads of the world’s governments for the renunciation of the use of
force but in reality to line up the allies’ support for the GDR’s drive for
international recognition.89 Wanting to meet as early as March, he insisted there
was danger in delay since ‘some’ of them, meaning the Poles, had already
advanced disarmament proposals on their own. The Romanians demurred,
pleading inconvenient timing, and proceeded issuing in April what came to be
known as their ‘declaration of independence’, asserting the intention to conduct
their own policy without foreign interference.90 As a result, neither the planned
foreign ministers’ meeting nor the PCC session took place during Khrushchev’s
remaining days in office, indicating that his days were numbered.

In June, the Soviet Union signed a mutual defence and friendship treaty with
East Germany, the absence of which had been one of the last features that
distinguished the status of East Germany from that of other members of the
Warsaw Pact. The gesture was designed to reassure the edgy Ulbricht, and he was
duly gratified. At the same time, under the circumstances, the normalization of
East Germany’s status within the alliance carried the disturbing implication of
Moscow wishing to normalize its relations with the other German state as well,
as Khrushchev had hinted to Gomulka he wanted to do. The USA did not show it
considered the treaty an unfriendly act.91

The situation evolving in 1963 resembled in important ways that of the Cold
War’s terminal stage 25 years later; at the same time, there were crucial
differences. Soviet authority in Eastern Europe was eroding as the Khrushchev
leadership was losing steam, showing disposition toward appeasement and
accommodation. Yet, the pressure from Eastern Europe to which Moscow was
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responding emanated from the ruling oligarchies, which by posing as defenders
of national interests were asserting their own power, rather than from their
constituents challenging the discredited rulers. East European populations were
quiescent, reluctant to endanger the tangible improvements in their lives that had
taken place under Khrushchev. This was still the generation shaped by the
memories of Stalin and Hitler, fearful of another war—and no people were more
resigned to the prospect of another war than the Poles, the people that in 1989
would be in the forefront of the struggle that brought down the Soviet empire.92

Nor were the superpower relations the same then as they would be in the late
1980s. Major arms control agreements had been signed on both occasions, but
the 1963 test ban treaty was not followed up by Western pressure on the Soviet
Union to address its political vulnerabilities. Instead, the USA deliberately
focused on arms control as presumably more important as well as more
manageable than the systemic differences underlying the Cold War. Johnson’s
landmark speech of 23 May 1964, was about ‘building bridges’ rather than
knocking down walls.93 The ultimate reason why the Cold War did not end in the
1960s, however, concerned Soviet leadership, despite superficial similarities
between Khrushchev and Gorbachev.

Khrushchev’s son has maintained that if the planned Soviet armed forces
reductions had been carried out the USA would have reciprocated, and the Cold
War would have ended earlier. Although this cannot be proved, his father, like
Gorbachev, became appalled at the cost of his country’s militarization and
sought to reverse it, even unilaterally. In the summer of 1963, he
further antagonized the Soviet military by ending the separate status of the
ground forces within the command structure and threatened to downgrade them
by curtailing drastically the production of tanks—the mainstay of Soviet
offensive strategy in Europe and the main ingredient of the Warsaw Pact’s
numerical superiority over NATO, the abandonment of which by Gorbachev
eventually broke the confrontation.

Besides demands for additional cuts in the defence budget, Khrushchev jolted
his generals by his cavalier pronouncements about matters of military expertise,
such as his wisecracks about tanks supposedly going the way cavalry had gone.94

Nevertheless, the traditionally docile Soviet generals did not conspire against
him; it was the party coterie, consisting largely of his protégés and acolytes, that
did, with indispensable help from Khrushchev’s appointee as the head of the
secret services, Vladimir Semichastnyi.95 By that time, unlike Gorbachev,
Khrushchev was a tired man while his opponents were spoiling for action. He
had not come to power, like Gorbachev, after the rest of the politburo had
acknowledged the bankruptcy of its policies, but was himself widely regarded as
politically bankrupt after his ambitious domestic reform plans had failed to meet
expectations. His foreign policy, which had taken a stable course after the Berlin
and Cuban adventures, was not the main issue, yet it became the main casualty
of his forced dismissal on 14 October.
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The extent of his prospective opening to West Germany, which has tantalized
interpreters of his downfall, is not sufficiently documented—prima facie
evidence of its having been in the realm of intentions rather than specific plans.
In summing up Khrushchev’s failings in a prosecutorial speech to the party
central committee, its chief ideologist, Mikhail A.Suslov, alluded to the recent
mission to Bonn by Khrushchev’s boorish son-in-law, Aleksei Adzhubei, as
something that ‘could have brought harm to our relations with friendly socialist
countries’.96 He was referring to Adzhubei’s indiscretions that could have been
interpreted by his West German hosts as implying Soviet readiness to sacrifice
East German and Polish interests for the sake of normalization of relations with
Bonn—indiscretions monitored by Polish intelligence and passed on to
Moscow.97

Whatever were the opportunities inherent in Khrushchev’s attempted
demilitarization of the Cold War along with a prospective compromise
settlement in Germany, they were missed because of his dismissal. This did not
occur, as French government estimates at the time and other interpreters later on
wrongly assumed, because of the adventurism Khrushchev had shown in
provoking the Cuban missile crisis but, on the contrary, because of the common
sense that had been increasingly showing since.98 The détente he sought was
suspect to his rivals not only because of his style but also, more importantly,
because of its substance. They were men who sought comfort in Soviet military
might, which—contrary to Khrushchev—they believed could offset the Soviet
system’s other deficiencies and, above all, secure their own power. They could
easily gain support from the disgruntled Soviet generals, in return for which they
were prepared to countenance the generals’ dreams that he had threatened to
disturb.
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PART IV:

DIRECT NEGOTIATIONS BETWEEN
EASTERN AND WESTERN EUROPE



14
Soviet Union, Finland and the ‘Northern

Balance’, 1957–63

Seppo Hentilä

The term ‘Northern Balance’ was introduced in 1966 by the Norwegian political
scientist Arne Olav Brundtland to describe the foundations of the existing
situation in the North of Europe.1 The phrase means two different things at the
same time: on the one hand, it served as a description of the prevailing
constellation including a special presence of the superpowers in the area and a
description of relations between the four countries Denmark, Finland, Norway
and Sweden. On the other hand, the theory of ‘Northern Balance’ has also been
used as a general explanatory model for the geopolitical changes in the North of
Europe.

Brundtland did not actually invent the idea of a ‘Northern Balance’ although
he might have been the first to use the term. Since 1949, when the constellation
of security policy of the four Nordic countries had been formed, the predominant
explanation for the geopolitical situation had in fact been based on this kind of
‘balance’ thinking. Brundtland admitted this when, in the same periodical of the
Norwegian Institute of Foreign Policy in which he had originally presented the
term, he once again returned to the idea of ‘Northern Balance’ in 1976. On that
occasion, he argued that the model had not lost its value as a theoretical approach
to geopolitics in the North of Europe over the previous ten years.2

The ‘Northern Balance as a Geopolitical Theory

The key word ‘balance’ means that every possible effort to change the
constellation would almost automatically lead to countermeasures by the
opposite side in order to regain the original balance. The imagined existence of
this kind of automatic correction mechanism is actually the core of the theory of
‘Northern Balance’. Thus, the term ‘balance’ also includes an explanation of the
so-called ‘relative moderation’ of Soviet policy toward Finland and the Nordic
countries in general—and this primarily because of possible countermeasures by
the Western powers if Soviet policy were to become more aggressive toward
Finland. Also, the behaviour of the Scandinavian countries—the issue of how
close Norway’s and Denmark’s ties with NATO would be and whether Sweden
would continue its neutrality policy or bind itself more closely to the Western



bloc—this all could be understood and explained from the point of view of the
theory of ‘Northern Balance’.3

The fundamentals of geopolitics in the North of Europe, often described as
‘Northern Balance’, were as follows:

1 Denmark and Norway were members of NATO under so-called ‘minimum
conditions’, which meant that they refused to allow the stationing of nuclear
weapons or foreign troops on their territories in peacetime. This also
included Norway’s voluntary demilitarization of the area bordering on
Murmansk on the Arctic Ocean, where the Soviet Union had built numerous
naval bases.

2 Sweden’s neutrality policy, ‘non-alignment’ in peacetime, aiming to
preserve neutrality in wartime as well, supported by a relatively strong
national defence.

3 Finland’s neutrality policy in the framework of the 1948 pact of friendship,
cooperation and mutual assistance (FCMA) between Finland and the Soviet
Union. Most important in this treaty were articles 1 and 2, the so-called
military articles, which obligated Finland to defend its own territory with all
its strength if Germany or some country allied with Germany attempted to
invade the Soviet Union using Finnish territory. In the event it were unable
to resist the invader alone, Finland undertook to negotiate for military
assistance from the Soviet Union. This so-called ‘consultation article’ was
from the Finnish point of view the most dangerous part of the FCMA
Treaty.

Possible changes in the ‘Northern Balance’ could be caused by certain initiatives
of either superpower involving new military strategies or arms systems
(especially the issue of deploying tactical nuclear weapons or missiles in this
area). Withdrawing or defusing of military potential in the area would logically
lead to changes in the ‘balance’ as well. Specific proposals and plans for nuclear-
free zones (NFZ) put forth during the 1950s and 1960s were very important for
exactly that reason.

In the North of Europe, the Iron Curtain did not seem to be as stiff as it was in
Central Europe Finland’s position between the blocs and the reservations of
Denmark and Norway on the nuclear and base policies of NATO made it
possible for both sides to use the North of Europe as a kind of testing ground
where the reactions of the opposite side could be observed.

A major change in the geopolitical situation in the North of Europe was caused
by West Germany’s joining NATO in 1955 and its military presence in the area
(especially West German participation in NATO’s naval manoeuvres in the
Baltic Sea). The new role of the Federal Republic was important, on the one
hand, because of the NATO membership of Denmark and Norway and, on the
other, because of the Finnish-Soviet FCMA Treaty, which was premised on a
potential military threat from (West) Germany.
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The theory of ‘Northern Balance’ seems to offer a fruitful approach for
researching Finnish-Soviet relations during the late 1950s and early 1960s. On
the basis of ‘balance thinking’, we can assume—and this is the main hypothesis
of this article—that the Soviet Union’s policy toward Finland always had a
certain Scandinavian dimension. The Soviet Union may have used Finland—and
especially Finland’s President Urho Kekkonen—as a tool of its Scandinavian
policy. The opposite is also true: the behaviour of the Scandinavian countries,
their relations to each other, and, even more, to the policies of the Western
powers—especially their attitudes toward NATO’s nuclear and other strategic
plans in the area—might well have had a substantial influence on the Soviets’
Scandinavian policy and Finnish policy as well.

The Ambivalence of Soviet Views on Neutrality

The attitudes of Soviet foreign policy toward neutrality always remained
ambivalent. The Soviets’ dualistic world-view left little room to deal with a
phenomenon such as neutrality. According to the ‘Two Camps doctrine’
presented by A.A.Zhdanov in 1947, national liberation movements could still be
included in the ‘Camp of Peace and Democracy’. Neutrality, on the other hand,
was just an ‘imperialist deviation’. Staying on the sidelines was interpreted as
giving active support to the ‘imperialists’.4

In the first phase of the Cold War, the Soviets allowed Finland very little
freedom. Since the summer 1947, when the Soviet Union had actually hindered
Finland’s participation in the Marshall Plan (ERP), it had been jealously
watching every Western contact with Finland. Thus, the Finns were not allowed
to join such European bodies as the Organization for European Economic
Cooperation (OEEC), the European Council or even the Nordic Council, founded
in 1952 as an interparliamentary organization of the Scandinavian countries.
Obviously, the NATO membership of Denmark and Norway was literally too
much for the Soviet Union at that time and did not fit with its interpretation of
the ‘Northern Balance’.

With the Soviet Union seeming to view the Nordic countries so suspiciously in
the 1950s, Finland’s chances of maintaining its democratic system and
establishing its trade relations with the market economies seemed to be very
dismal. Finland was not allowed to cooperate with or become a member of
international organizations or arrangements which were dominated by the NATO
countries. Since the mid-1950s, this ban meant more precisely organizations of
which the Federal Republic was a member. This was naturally based on the
Soviet interpretation of the military articles of the FCMA Treaty of 1948.

The first détente emerged after Stalin’s death in 1953 as a transition in Soviet
domestic and foreign policies. The Soviet Union soon began to use the concept
of ‘peaceful coexistence’ to describe its relations with the West, though this
became the official Soviet foreign policy doctrine only in February of 1956 at the
Twentieth Party Congress of the CPSU.5
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In the spirit of Geneva, during the fall of 1955, the Soviet Union surprisingly
waived its 50-year lease and handed back its naval base on the Porkkala
peninsula—as near as 15 miles to Helsinki—as compensation for extension of
the FCMA Treaty for an additional 20 years. The departure of foreign troops
from the vicinity of the Finnish capital enhanced the credibility of Finland’s
neutrality in the eyes of the Western powers. In October of 1955, Finland
succeeded in joining the Nordic Council; identification with the Scandinavian
countries was important for Finland’s image in the wider world. In December of
the same year, it was also finally accepted as a member of the United Nations.

N.S.Khrushchev was the first Soviet leader to achieve practical results through
use of the neutrality concept, especially in the case of Austria in 1955. Then
Khrushchev made a remarkable theoretical reinterpretation at the Twentieth
Party Congress when he announced that, along with the world’s two known
camps, there also existed a third one, a zone of peace; he went on to praise the
policies of the neutral countries of Europe and Asia. Surprisingly, though not
accidentally, Finland was mentioned as a neutral state, comparable to Sweden
and Austria.

Soviet scholars soon added to Khrushchev’s remarks by asserting that the
existence of the socialist camp was a prerequisite for non-alignment and active
neutrality. Active neutrality or neutralism was seen to have emerged after the
Second World War as the threat of nuclear war had grown. Neutralism differed
from the tradition of permanent neutrality in three ways: (1) it was based on
peaceful coexistence; (2) it was anti-imperialist and active, and was based on a
broad popular interest; and (3) the countries adhering to it would abstain from
possessing nuclear weapons. As traditional neutrals, they would also prohibit
foreign military bases and the use of their territory by foreign aircraft.6

Even though the neutrals were no longer seen as harmful ‘fellow travellers’ or
‘hidden allies’ of the enemy, the ambiguity in Soviet feelings toward neutrality
did not disappear. For a socialist country, in any case, neutrality would be a step
back toward US imperialism and its sphere of influence, a move which in the
final instance should be prevented through ‘brotherly help’ to the communist
party of the friendly nation. Although a European collective security organization
guaranteeing the status quo had been one of the main issues of Soviet foreign
policy, the possible neutrality of certain countries was seen as an important
objective too—especially Germany and Austria, and in Scandinavia, the NATO
members Denmark and Norway.7

In Scandinavia, promoting neutrality instead of NATO membership became
Moscow’s general policy. The earlier Soviet policy on Scandinavia was no longer
regarded as very satisfactory; the Soviet foreign ministry now perceived that
attitudes toward these countries had to move beyond a state of stagnation. The
main objective still remained eliminating Scandinavia as a military bridgehead
against the USSR. But now the best way of achieving this seemed to be by
steering Scandinavia toward neutrality. Larger Soviet foreign policy objectives
were reflected in the expected consequences of détente. It was seen as
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strengthening the position of the neutral countries and also furthering the
aspirations of many countries to leave aggressive military alliances, a hope
which clearly referred to Denmark and Norway.8

The new Soviet approach to international relations and neutrality was noticed
in Finland as early as the summer of 1953. The first major evaluation of the
changes was made by the Finnish Ambassador to Moscow, Eero A. Wuori. His
central concern was to analyse whether the international situation had altered so
much that it should be taken into consideration in Finnish foreign policy. Despite
the easing of tensions between the superpowers, no changes were perceived that
would make it advisable to alter substantially Finland’s relations with the Soviet
Union. New possibilities were seen, however, to change Finland’s policy toward
the West—in certain respects, it could become more open and positive in tone.9

Consequently, the moment was advantageous for both the public image of
Soviet foreign policy and for Urho Kekkonen as defender of Finland’s
manoeuvring room to tie together the FCMA Treaty and neutrality. Already in
March 1956, Kekkonen had privately stated that ‘our own success depends on
the fact that we are able to safeguard our position as a display window of
peaceful coexistence’.10 This was supported by K.M.Voroshilov’s statements
during his visit to Finland in 1957, where he underscored the importance of
peaceful coexistence as the foundation of Soviet foreign policy and also stressed
the exemplary nature of Soviet-Finnish relations.

Kekkonen, who had emerged as J.K.Paasikivi’s trusted ally, was an
exceptionally gifted and ambitious, if controversial, leader. It is well known that
the Soviet Union and especially the KGB had regarded it as necessary to
intervene in the 1956 Finnish presidential elections to ensure the victory of the
most suitable candidate, Kekkonen, in order to guarantee good relations.11

Kekkonen certainly knew how to make the most of his powers as president of
the republic, even going further than the articles of the constitution allowed
(when interpreted narrowly). His autocratic style of leadership was well suited to
the management of relations with the Soviet Union, where personal contacts
were everything. It was especially notable that Kekkonen was soon able to build
a close personal friendship with Khrushchev. Soon after Kekkonen had won the
presidential election in February 1956, the Soviets analysed the fundamentals of
the new situation carefully. It was observed that as Kekkonen had won by only
the closest of margins, his freedom of action as well as his re-election in six
years’ time would be dependent on how much support he could gain outside his
own party, the Agrarian League.12 

This being the case, it was expected that the Soviet embassy in Helsinki would
follow with keen interest developments among Kekkonen’s main competitors in
the socialist and bourgeois camps. As well as opposing Kekkonen in domestic
politics at least since the late 1940s, these groups had different, more
Scandinavian and Western, emphases in their foreign policies. In the reports of
the Soviet embassy, they were often labelled as ‘unfriendly,’ ‘rightist’ or at times
simply as ‘certain circles’.13
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Stationing Nuclear Weapons in the North of Europe?

The development of arms technology was extremely rapid in the first half of the
1950s, especially in the Soviet Union. In 1957, the Soviets made their first
successful test with intercontinental missiles. The most spectacular
demonstration of this new technology was the launch of the first Sputnik into orbit
around the earth in October of 1957. By that year, the Western powers seemed to
have lost their lead in the development of nuclear weapons technology.
Stationing missiles equipped with tactical nuclear warheads in European NATO
countries seemed to be the only way to prevent Soviet military supremacy.

The USA offered two types of short-range missile, ‘Nike’ and ‘Honest John’,
to NATO countries including Denmark and Norway. The governments of those
two countries were considering serious changes in their security policy during
the spring of 1957. There were, for example, plans for building a joint NATO staff
in command of the North Sea and the Baltic Sea and to start joint manoeuvres
with the newest NATO member, the Federal Republic.14

When West Germany joined NATO, military tensions in the North of Europe
had inevitably increased. The Soviet Union was very worried about the growing
strength of West Germany. When we see the situation from the point of view of
the theory of ‘Northern Balance’, the appearance of a strong new player on the
Western side almost automatically had to lead to serious Soviet pressure on the
opposite side of the field. This was the geopolitical fate of Finland.
Developments in the Baltic Sea began to concern Finland when West Germany
became a member of NATO in 1955. From 1957 at least, the USSR was
sounding out Finnish support for its policy of opposing naval cooperation
between West Germany, Denmark and the UK.15

In this phase, Denmark and Norway were inclined to accept missiles but
absolutely did not want nuclear warheads. Soviet Prime Minister N.I. Bulganin
wrote to his Norwegian and Danish counterparts, warning them of serious
consequences. Bulganin’s advice to the Danish prime minister was that a small
country such as Denmark would be wise to leave NATO as soon as possible. The
Norwegian parliament, the Storting, decided in April of 1957 to prohibit the
stationing of nuclear weapons in Norway. Prime Minister Gerhardsen’s letter to
Bulganin confirmed this.16 

The official newspaper of the Soviet government, Izvestia, harshly attacked
Finland in March of 1957 and claimed that militarism and war propaganda had
recently gained strength there as well. The Soviet propaganda campaign against
the Nordic countries was continued in June of 1957 by Prime Minister Bulganin
and Secretary-General Khrushchev, both of whom paid a one-week visit to
Finland. ‘The guests are coming when love is blooming in nature’—with this
phrase Khrushchev praised the beauty of the Finnish summer. The aim of this
visit by the highest Soviet leadership was obviously to influence the Nordic
countries, especially Denmark and Norway. In talks with Finnish leaders,
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Khrushchev advised them to tell the Norwegians that it would be very wise for
them to resign from NATO.

In his speech at the Great Fair Hall in Helsinki, Khrushchev told a large
audience about his plan to make the Baltic Sea a neutral area by means of a
treaty among all the coastal states. The Baltic should be and for ever remain a sea
of peace. To what extent was this a serious proposal? Was it mere rhetoric? We
can only note that it was easy for Soviet leaders to promise anything and
everything, knowing that the opposite side would never agree to such proposals.

In the final press conference of the visit, Khrushchev said that he was very
worried about the situation in Denmark and Norway. And, although Sweden was
a neutral country, he said that a new kind of war hysteria was to be seen even
there. Khrushchev obviously meant the ongoing Swedish debate as to whether
the country should strengthen its national defence with nuclear weapons of its
own. ‘We know that the Danish and Norwegian leaders are at the moment
negotiating on stationing nuclear weapons in their countries. May God give their
leaders enough courage to refuse this kind of plan’, Nikita said prayerfully.

Contemporaries were not aware of the power struggle among the Soviet
leadership during Khrushchev’s and Bulganin’s visit to Finland in June of 1957.
The hardliners, a group around Malenkov and Kaganovich, were removed and
Khrushchev’s position became stronger. But, even later on, he too occasionally
showed that he was able to put the ‘Western imperialists’ under severe pressure.
The criticism of détente in connection with the attempted removal of Khrushchev
in 1957 created a serious need for a significant foreign political breakthrough for
the Soviet Union. The lead the Soviets had gained in missile technology was
demonstrated by the launching of Sputnik in late 1957, and this created
preconditions for the breakthrough. Sputnik simultaneously symbolized planet-
wide striking capability and helped portray the socialist system as the Wave of
the Future. The Soviets saw the international system tilting toward the
superiority of the socialist camp.17 In the autumn of 1958, the global context
worsened again due to growing superpower confrontation, as the Soviets were
heading toward a conflict over Berlin, and the Americans were planning to
station tactical nuclear missiles in West Germany. 

The Soviet Union answered those US plans with intensive peace propaganda.
One of the key issues was a proposal to establish a neutral zone between Western
and Eastern Europe. The Baltic Sea and the North of Europe were most
favourable for this kind of project. During his visit to Finland in June of 1957,
Khrushchev had painted a wonderful picture of the Baltic as a sea of lasting
peace. A little later, he proposed to the Western countries a peace treaty with
Germany, and, when they rejected it, he threatened to make a peace treaty with
the GDR alone and to give all authority over Berlin to East German officials. In
January of 1959, the Soviet peace initiative for Germany was sent to the Finnish
government as well, which was no surprise at all. With polite but firm words, the
Finns rejected the plan, as they did the Soviet invitation to a summit conference
on the German question some months later.18 In this case, as in other similar
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situations, Finland could refer to the introductory chapter of the FCMA Treaty,
which not only entitled but also obliged Finland to remain aloof from disputes
between the great powers. If anything qualified as such a dispute, the German
question did.19

From the point of view of the Nordic countries, the neutralization of the Baltic
would have made it a closed sea, the Soviet Union’s Mare Nostrum, which only
would serve the strategic aims of the USSR, creating a kind of Pax Sovietica. As
Swedish Foreign Minister Östen Undén emphasized, it was extremely important
that the Baltic remain free for the ships and aircraft of all nations.

Domestic and International Aspects of the ‘Night Frost’ Crisis
of 1958 and 1959

During the latter half of the 1950s, instability had grown in both Finnish
domestic politics and in the politics of foreign trade. The consolidation of the
European Economic Community (EEC) without Great Britain had led to
negotiations on the European Free Trade Association (EFTA). As the main
customers of Finnish products and Finland’s main rivals would belong to this
organization, it was necessary for Finland to make some kind of arrangement
toward the end of the 1950s.20

At the economic level of Soviet-Finnish relations, there seemed to be
problems connected to Finland’s growing economic ties with the West. The
Soviet Union had seen Western economic organizations as a security and
political threat since the time of the Marshall Plan. This attitude remained
practically unchanged even during détente. The OEEC was regarded only as
a’US tool’ whose influence was not confined to the Western bloc alone. Its
function was seen as luring the neutral countries into supporting the overall
interests of the West. The Finnish Cold War historian Kimmo Rentola has
discovered that clear reasons for the Night Frost crisis were the Soviet Union’s
economic interests and concerns about the liberalization of Finland’s trade with
the West since 1957; along with this, there were Finland’s strengthening ties with
the Western countries. The Soviet Union became worried because the proportion
of Finland’s trade with Eastern countries began to decrease. According to
Rentola, another ideological interest was the Soviet Union’s need to get the
Finnish Communist Party into the cabinet again; it had been in the opposition since
1948. The participation of the communists in the government would potentially
turn Finland into a model country transforming itself into a socialist society on
the basis of peaceful coexistence and an alliance of the workers’ parties.21

In Finnish domestic politics, the main Soviet interest was always only this:
continuity. Concerns related to that interest were present in the evaluations of
Soviet policy toward Finland in the spring of 1958. The policy of good
neighbourly relations had so far been based on a large coalition, in which the
main partners had been the Agrarian Party, the Social Democratic Party (SDP)
and the Finnish People’s Democratic Union. In 1958, the Soviets were blaming
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the breakdown of the government coalition on the return of the rightwing
socialists to the leadership of the SDP during the previous year. According to
Moscow, this activated the Finnish conservative vative circles, which were now
trying to create a government of bourgeois parties and right-wing socialists.
These circles aimed to bring Finland closer to the Western countries and
ultimately to prepare the abandonment of the policy of cooperation with the
USSR.22

A majority government was then formed in August 1958 by Kekkonen’s
opponents, the SDP and the Coalition Party (Conservatives) with the
participation of the Agrarian Party. This seemed to threaten not only Kekkonen’s
position but also Soviet investments, given the rising level of international
confrontation. The Soviets’ view that the new majority government was
politically unreliable caused the so-called ‘Night Frost’ crisis in Soviet-Finnish
relations. The Soviets’ moves were unexpectedly harsh. They broke off trade
negotiations and withdrew their ambassador from Helsinki, an act which in
international diplomacy is generally a prelude to severing diplomatic relations.
After sufficiently heavy Soviet political and economic pressure, the Finnish
government had to resign in early December of 1958.23

The crisis was eased in January when President Kekkonen met Khrushchev in
Leningrad and reassured him that there would be no changes in Finland’s foreign
policy. The Night Frost crisis was a practical demonstration of just how little
room for manoeuvre Finland had in its foreign policy, and even to an extent in its
internal affairs. Together with the obvious foreign political reasons—tensions
over the German question and the need to give a serious warning to the
Scandinavian NATO members Denmark and Norway—the crisis between
Finland and the Soviet Union had some objectives which were aimed solely at
Finland.24

By far the most dangerous of the reasons for the Night Frost crisis was the
Soviet anger at Finland’s Western trade relations. More than 50 per cent of
the market for Finland’s paper and wood products lay in the OEEC countries.
When steps were taken at the end of the 1950s to set up a free-trade area
encompassing all of the 16 OEEC countries, Finland faced the threat of being
left totally out in the cold. At that time, Finland would not have been able to join
any organization dominated by members of NATO and especially those
including West Germany. It was Finland’s good fortune that French President
Charles de Gaulle thwarted the British proposal for a broad free-trade area. This
led in 1959 to the birth of EFTA, which the Scandinavian countries duly joined
in Britain’s wake. Finland negotiated a separate deal with EFTA. This could not,
however, be signed immediately due to opposition from the Soviet Union. When
we think about the future of the Finnish market economy at the time, it is no
exaggeration to say that such an agreement was a matter of life and death.

In September of 1960, Khrushchev then unexpectedly turned up at President
Kekkonen’s sixtieth-birthday celebrations in Helsinki and indicated that he fully
understood Finland’s efforts to arrange its trade relations with the West.25 This
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gesture of benevolence was not done for the sake of the Finns but rather out of
the Soviets’ own economic interest. On the basis of the Finn-EFTA arrangement,
the Soviet Union was guaranteed the status of most favoured nation by EFTA. In
April of 1961, Finland became an associate member of EFTA, and, in practice,
the treaty offered the rights and duties of full membership following an initial
period of transition. With hindsight, Finland’s joining EFTA at that time can be
considered a stroke of luck because barely six months later Finnish-Soviet
relations once again entered into a crisis.

The ‘Note Crisis’ of 1961: Warning to Finland and Message to
the Scandinavian Countries

The Berlin crisis in the summer of 1961 had led to an extremely tense
international situation just as both parliamentary and presidential elections were
approaching in Finland. The re-election of the controversial Kekkonen looked
far from certain. Then on 30 October 1961, the Soviet Union sent the Finnish
government a note which, referring to the ‘imperialist threat’ from West
Germany, proposed defence consultations in accordance with the military article
of the mutual assistance treaty. President Kekkonen was at the time on a visit to
the USA, and, when the note arrived, he was sitting in Hawaii with a lei around
his neck.

On the very same day they sent the note to Finland, the Soviets detonated a 50-
megaton nuclear device in Novaya Zemlya; this was by far the most powerful in
nuclear history.26 This test was probably a mere coincidence and not meant to be
a sign to Finland of a coming doomsday, but the timing was horrifying in any
case. The Soviet Union aimed the note at the government of Finland but its
motivations were first of all an attack against the Federal Republic of Germany
and partly against Denmark, Norway and Sweden as well. Soviet rhetoric was
extremely harsh: West Germany was accused of harbouring plans for revenge,
and it was claimed in the Soviet note that the Bundeswehr had been established
to carry out the military plans which Hitler’s Wehrmacht had not been able to
fulfil two decades earlier.27 Bonn rejected these accusations, regarding them as
totally absurd and as a sign of the Soviet Union’s own imperialistic plans in the
North of Europe.28

In the files of the East German foreign ministry, there is a detailed explanation
of the aims of the Soviet note to Finland; this had been given to the East German
government by the head of MID’s Scandinavian department, N.M.Lunkov. In the
first place, the Soviet government wanted to express clearly its view to Finns in
general and to the reactionary forces in particular, which were led by the right-
wing social democrat leader Väinö Tanner. In the second place, the aim was to
influence attitudes in Denmark and Norway such that ‘these countries would not
be hooked by West German imperialists’.29

As much as 47 per cent of the text of the note (which ran to 15 pages) dealt
with West German militarism, 24 per cent with West German influence on
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Denmark and Norway, 15 per cent with the military cooperation between West
Germany and Denmark, and 4 per cent with Sweden. Only the remainder of the
note, about 10 per cent, actually concerned Finland itself. The last sentence was,
however, the most dangerous: on the basis of the military articles of the FCMA
Treaty, the Soviet Union was proposing consultations on possible Soviet aid to
Finland in repulsing the increasing military threat in the North of Europe.30

Kekkonen did not interrupt his visit to the USA in the face of the Soviet
initiative but rather sent Foreign Minister Ahti Karjalainen to Moscow to find
out what the Soviet Union was trying to achieve with the note. When this failed
to ease the crisis, Kekkonen had to go and talk with the Soviet leadership in
person. The sense of drama was heightened by the fact that the meeting was held
at Novosibirsk in Siberia, deep within the Soviet Union. At this point,
Kekkonen’s main rival in the presidential election, Olavi Honka, indicated his
intention to withdraw his candidacy for the sake of national interests.

Tensions seemed to abate rather easily in Novosibirsk, Khrushchev promised
to postpone consultations but wanted Kekkonen to keep a closer watch in future
on developments in the Baltic area and in the North of Europe. The engagement
of the Finnish president was by far the most important aspect of the resulting
Novosibirsk communiqué. Kekkonen had to pay this debt again and again in the
1960s and 1970s. It was just this phrase which was used against Kekkonen by his
domestic opposition and his foreign critics. Kekkonen had promised to serve
Khrushchev as his ‘watchdog’ in the North of Europe.

There was a feeling of relief in Finland once the crisis had passed. Even in the
eyes of many of his opponents, Kekkonen had become the saviour of the nation.
There has since been debate in Finland over whether the note resulted from
genuine Soviet fears over the situation in Europe, or from a desire to interfere in
Finland’s internal affairs so as to ensure Kekkonen’s re-election. Did Kekkonen
himself request the note, as has been claimed? No one has been able to produce
conclusive proof of this theory, and it seems more likely that the Soviet Union
launched the operation of its own accord to support Kekkonen’s re-election.31

In any case, Kekkonen certainly benefited enormously from the ‘Note Crisis’.
It marked the beginning of his unchallenged dominance of both foreign and
domestic policy, which some critical contemporaries derided by reference to
‘Kekkoslovakia’. Kekkonen never again had to face a serious challenge. He
gradually crushed his political opponents and during the 1960s and 1970s
constructed a presidential system in Finland. Just as in Gaullist France, Finland
also saw the emergence of an unofficial party of Kekkonen supporters which
spread from the Agrarian Party in the centre to both the left and the right.

At about the same time that Kekkonen and Khrushchev met in Novosibirsk,
Denmark and West Germany were planning to build a joint command centre, the
so-called COMBALTAP, for their cooperation in the Baltic Sea. The Soviet
Union responded by immediately sending a note with very harsh wording. The
Norwegian government publicly announced that pressure from the Soviet side
would only lead Norway to more intensive cooperation with NATO and would
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not have the opposite effect. Foreign Minister Halvard Lange, during his visit to
Moscow a couple of weeks after the Note Crisis, said that Norway would
possibly revise its former negative attitude toward allowing NATO bases and
nuclear weapons on its territory if the Soviet Union continued putting pressure
on Finland. The hardline Soviet attitude would automatically increase the fear of
war in the North of Europe and would also influence Sweden to seek security in
the West.32

That the Soviet Union appealed to the military articles of the FCMA Treaty
was by no means mere rhetoric or a pretext for interfering in the internal affairs
of its small neighbour. We should not forget that the Mutual Assistance Treaty was
actually the only arrangement for the security and defence of the Soviet Union’s
north-western border, which was some seven hundred miles in length.

In the early 1960s, Finland’s defence suffered from a lack of modern military
equipment. For example, the armed forces did not have the slightest possibility
of controlling Finnish airspace if aircraft were flying at high altitudes; this is not
even to mention their inability to defend against modern missiles. The armed
forces of Finland were seriously limited by the articles of the Paris peace treaty of
1947; for example, Finland was not allowed to acquire missiles of any kind. In this
respect, the Soviet Union was very liberal and did not hinder the acquisition of
arms when Finland wanted to buy them from the right sources. During the
1960s, the Soviets, especially military leaders such as Minister of Defence
Marshal Rodion Malinovski, wanted to interpret the FCMA Treaty literally as a
military agreement. Finland bought MiG jet fighters and even surface-to-air
missiles from the Soviet Union.33 Whenever the Finnish armed forces conducted
war games on maps, however, the enemy was always portrayed as attacking from
the east.

The ‘Kekkonen Plan’ for the Nordic Nuclear-Free Zone, May
1963

Various initiatives to reduce military forces in Europe were made beginning in
the mid-1950s. The first concrete proposal for a nuclear-free zone (NFZ) was
presented in 1957 by Polish Foreign Minister Adam Rapacki. He suggested that
Poland and both German states create such a zone and forbid nuclear weapons on
their territories.

As we have seen earlier, it was one of the main objectives of Soviet
Scandinavian policy to encourage Denmark and Norway to continue their
relations with NATO under so-called ‘minimum conditions’, which meant that
these two countries refused to station nuclear weapons and foreign troops on
their territories in peacetime. Every effort to change this state of affairs was
harshly attacked by the Soviets. Concerning future developments in Scandinavia,
they had political expectations which ran in exactly the opposite direction. There
is much evidence in the sources for the conclusion that the long-term political
objective of the Soviet Union in Scandinavia was neutralization. In practice, this
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would have required some kind of a ‘roll-back’ of NATO from Denmark and
Norway.34

In his 1959 speech in Stettin, Khrushchev attacked the leaders of these two
countries because their attitude was so negative to his proposal for creating a
neutral zone around the Baltic Sea. ‘If war breaks out in this area, millions of
people in these countries will be swept away, and the cause of this catastrophe
will be the nuclear arms and other bases which will be destroyed by the
counterblows of Soviet H-bombs and A-bombs’, Khrushchev threatened.

Ireland’s foreign minister Frank Aiken was one of those who had a positive
attitude toward Rapacki’s plan and suggested that a club of non-nuclear powers
should be created. In 1961, his Swedish colleague, Östen Undén, prepared a
detailed plan on the basis of Aiken’s idea. According to Undén, the club of non-
nuclear powers should be open to the aligned countries as well if they did not
allow the deployment of nuclear weapons in their territories. This part of the
proposal obviously referred to Denmark and Norway. The Undén Plan was
accepted in the autumn of 1961 by the UN General Assembly.35

As early as 1952, when Kekkonen was Finland’s prime minister, he had
reinterpreted the introduction of the FCMA Treaty, which mentioned Finland’s
desire to remain aloof from great-power conflicts, as a justification for—or even
as a guarantee of—‘neutrality of a certain kind’. The actual substance of his
remarks at the time had dealt with the separation of Denmark and Norway from
NATO through a Nordic neutrality alliance. Despite Finland’s participation in
the alliance, it would still have the FCMA obligations toward the Soviet Union.
The speech mainly supported the objectives of Soviet Scandinavian policy, and
its formulation had been begun together with the Soviet ambassador in Helsinki,
Viktor Lebedev. Interestingly enough, this was initiated even before President
Paasikivi had been informed.36

In March of 1962, then Soviet ambassador in Helsinki Andrei Zakharov
informed Kekkonen about Foreign Minister A.A.Gromyko’s visit to the
Scandinavian countries. Acting on behalf of his government, he then proposed that
Kekkonen make an initiative for establishing a nuclear-free zone in the North of
Europe, referring to the Undén Plan as a model. One of the objectives of the plan
should be that Denmark and Norway resign from NATO. Kekkonen seemed to
be very doubtful and reluctant to do anything, but still he answered Zakharov
that ‘he would keep it in mind in discussions with Nordic leaders, among them
Lange’,37 meaning the Norwegian foreign minister, whom he considered to be
the most NATO-minded of all the Scandinavian ministers.38

A couple of weeks later, in April of 1963, Kekkonen paid a visit to Yugoslavia
where his host Marshal Tito encouraged him to make a plan for an NFZ. Kekkonen
immediately ordered his political assistant Max Jakobson to prepare such an
initiative. On 28 May 1963, Kekkonen presented his plan in a speech to the
Paasikivi Society.39 The President made reference to the Undén Plan and
addressed himself to all countries which did not yet have nuclear weapons and
would refrain from obtaining them in the future. They could bind themselves
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with real agreements, in which they would promise to make neither nuclear
weapons nor means of transport for them, nor would they allow stationing of this
kind of military equipment on their territories. These countries could begin
serious efforts to get international approval for this kind of commitment. The
final aim of Kekkonen’s plan was that only those countries which already had
nuclear weapons would be left outside the group of the nuclear-free.

The situation in the North of Europe was, according to Kekkonen, most
favourable for practical steps toward realizing an NFZ. Although Finland and
Sweden had chosen the policy of neutrality, and Denmark and Norway were
members of NATO, none of them had wanted nuclear weapons. This meant that
the Nordic countries in reality were already building an NFZ. This state of affairs
was, however, based on unilateral statements only. Therefore, it was high time to
confirm this state of affairs with agreements in accordance with the Undén Plan.
He suggested that announcing the establishment of an NFZ in the North of
Europe would not change the policy of the Nordic countries or weaken their
security positions.

Kekkonen justified his proposal by reference to turmoil in the world—
especially the Cuban crisis seven months earlier—and by pointing out that the
North of Europe was still free of nuclear weapons. The US rearmament policy
begun by the Kennedy administration would mean either that the Nordic
members of NATO, Denmark and Norway, would become participants in the
multilateral nuclear force or that NATO nuclear weapons would be stationed on
their territories. Preventing West Germany from acquiring nuclear weapons either
from NATO or on its own initiative was naturally one of the most important
aims of the Kekkonen Plan. Another, less immediate objective was to get the
USA to withdraw its nuclear weapons from Central Europe.

Kekkonen was well informed about the so-called MLF Plan, the Multilateral
Forces of NATO, which was intensively prepared from 1961 to 1963. This plan
was also known as the McNamara Plan and was preliminarily accepted at the
NATO summit in Nassau. The idea of the MLF was to share the command
responsibility of NATO between the USA and the other member countries. The
aim was also to establish a NATO nuclear submarine fleet equipped with nuclear
warheads. One part of the plan was for West Germany and Denmark to establish
a joint fleet which would carry nuclear missiles of the ‘Polaris’ type. The MLF
Plan was exactly the kind of agreement that could have offered West Germany
the opportunity to acquire nuclear weapons, that is, if the plan had been
realized.40

The new developments of NATO’s nuclear strategy concerning possible
participation of West Germany could well have motivated the Soviets to stress
again the need for military consultations with Finland. This was for the Finns a
very dangerous vision of the future. Perhaps Kekkonen’s initiative of 1963 was
meant to be a warning to his Scandinavian neighbours that the development of
nuclear strategies in the North would inevitably lead to a situation in which
Kekkonen would be compelled to make good on his promise in Novosibirsk and
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to suggest consultations on Soviet military aid in accordance with article 2 of the
FCMA Treaty. Otherwise, Kekkonen’s Eastern policy would suffer a serious
credibility crisis. In accordance with the conception of the Northern Balance, the
behaviour of NATO members Denmark and Norway could lead to Soviet
pressure on Finland’s security policy.41

The governments of Denmark and Norway could by no means accept
Kekkonen’s plan.42 They pointed out that their membership in NATO could not
even in theory allow their participation in an NFZ. Norwegian Foreign Minister
Halvard Lange explained that the reluctance of Norway and Denmark should be
understood simply as a sign of their willingness to maintain the Northern
Balance. Sweden’s reaction was not much friendlier, especially because
Kekkonen had not informed his Scandinavian neighbours beforehand that he
would propose an NFZ for the North of Europe.

The reactions of the Scandinavian press to the Kekkonen Plan were extremely
critical as well. On the one hand, Finland’s president had been compelled to
make this initiative. On the other hand, what kind of concessions would the
Soviet Union give? When the Soviets were demanding that Denmark and
Norway resign from NATO, they did not promise anything in return, such as the
dissolution of the FCMA Treaty with Finland. Only if that occurred would
Finland gain the status of a neutral comparable to that of Sweden.

West German Minister of Defence Kai-Uwe von Hassel stated that the
Kekkonen Plan was directed against the NATO membership of the Federal
Republic of Germany. According to him, that ‘poor man Kekkonen’ was again
being forced to play the role of the Kremlin’s watchdog; of his own free will,
Kekkonen would never have made such a ridiculous proposal.

Conclusion

During the so-called ‘First Détente’ in the years immediately after Stalin’s death,
relations between Finland and the Soviet Union were made into an example of
neutral and peaceful relations. This was done especially to influence the Nordic
Countries but was also intended for a wider context. The nature of this neutrality
that the Soviet Union was ready to support in Scandinavia was defined very
carefully. A clear difference was made between the manoeuvring room allotted
to Finland and that of other Nordic countries. Given that Norway way and
especially Denmark were seen as the ‘weakest links in the NATO chain’, any
support for their possible future neutrality was desirable. It was not, however, in
the Soviet interest to promote the formation of a Scandinavian neutrality bloc
resembling the earlier Scandinavian Defensive Union (SDU) plans of 1948—not
even as an alternative to NATO membership. It was perfectly clear to the Soviets
that it would be difficult to expect real neutrality from such a bloc. Moreover,
from the Soviet point of view, Finland’s participation in that kind of association
would have been a clear step backward. Finland’s status differed decisively even
from that of Sweden because on the basis of the FCMA Treaty, Finland was
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clearly a part of the Soviet security sphere, rejecting neutrality in case of war
between the blocs. So, from the Soviet viewpoint, neutrality elsewhere in
Scandinavia was worth supporting, but only neutrality without any kind of
alliance, as there were suspicions that an alliance would be too Western oriented.

Everything that served to lessen the Soviet Union’s fears and doubts was
important for Finland’s national interests. If the Soviet proposition created
controversy between the parties concerned, then support for the Soviets would
endanger other, even more important interests: Nordic cooperation and the
confidence of other Western countries. From the Finnish point of view, growing
international tension would lead to a conflict between the country’s Soviet and
Scandinavian policies.

A clear turn for the worse in Finnish-Soviet affairs took place during the late
1950s: the Night Frost crisis of 1958–59 was to signify a structural change in
Soviet-Finnish relations. If ‘Finlandization’ is understood to mean that Soviet
relations were used to achieve domestic political objectives in the country, then
the significance of the Night Frost crisis was to be decisive in the birth of this
phenomenon. As a consequence of the crisis, foreign political reliability became
a generally accepted criterion in Finland, not only concerning the political
makeup of the government but also in lower-level political decisions.

At the beginning of the 1960s, Finland’s position in international politics was
extremely difficult and narrow. The main factors that Kekkonen had to take
seriously into account were as follows: (1) The Soviet Union seemed to appeal
unscrupulously to the military articles of the FCMA Treaty in order to exercise
influence on NATO’s northern flank; (2) Finland’s position could be maintained
only if the Soviet leadership trusted the will and ability of the Finnish
government to adhere to the FCMA Treaty under any circumstances; (3)
Finland’s foreign-policy leaders had to be very careful, and they could not even
by accident give the impression that Finland wanted to avoid enforcement of the
treaty; and (4) it was therefore in the vital interest of Finland’s foreign policy to
try to prevent situations in the North of Europe which would demand the
implementation of the FCMA Treaty. On this basis, it is clearly understandable
that Finland’s policy toward its Scandinavian neighbours tended to be more and
more preventive beginning in the early 1960s.

The participation of Denmark and Norway in the Western bloc also linked
Finland’s and Sweden’s positions when Soviet leaders evaluated the motives
behind Swedish neutrality. It was asserted that Sweden’s non-alignment was
based to a great extent on fear of possible Soviet countermeasures against
Finland, which the USSR could implement in the case of Swedish participation
in the Atlantic alliance. When the Swedish position of non-alignment and
neutrality is compared with Finland’s position toward the Eastern superpower, the
Soviet assessment clearly supported the idea of ‘Northern Balance’.
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15
Western Europe and Negotiations on Arms

Control: The Anglo-Americans and the
Evolving Concept of European Security,

1963–681

Marilena Gala

To speak of disarmament negotiations during this period requires that we
examine the question of nuclear non-proliferation as a kind of imperative
preliminary condition for the success of any other arms control initiative. In fact,
especially after the Cuban missile crisis, the necessity of ensuring stability during
a crisis and of reducing the reciprocal fear of a surprise attack found an
increasing consensus in both East and West. Arms control, as a concept broader
than disarmament, could better serve the purpose of attempting to regulate or
stabilize the conflict between East and West and thereby overcoming the
divisions of the Cold War.2

To understand the major Western European countries’ attitudes toward and
roles in arms control and thus also non-proliferation, the first point to stress is
that the negotiations involved the Europeans more as allies of the two superpowers
rather than as protagonists themselves. This is not only related to the limited
dimensions and reduced threat, if any, posed by the Western European countries’
nuclear arsenals but to the essentially political—rather than military—meaning
that arms control began to acquire during the 1960s

This was the decade in which the two superpowers gradually agreed on
shifting the focus of their security policies away from expansion of their nuclear
arsenals—the arms race—to an arms control process aimed first of all at
checking the potentially destabilizing spread of national nuclear capabilities.
According to this approach, a more stable and thus more secure international
context was required in order to stem the tide of nuclear proliferation because
effective deterrence between the two blocs required that the two superpowers
exercise centralized control over the respective nuclear deterrents. 

Non-Proliferation as a Divisive Factor

Difficulties within both the Eastern bloc and the Atlantic alliance inevitably
arose due to the converging interests of the two main adversaries in promoting
cooperation rather than confrontation and their decision to inaugurate a new era
with agreements on the very sensitive question of improved nuclear capabilities
resulting from test activity. In fact, with the signing of the first agreement aimed
at regulating the testing of nuclear devices, the Limited Test-Ban Treaty of 1963,



not only was it the case that France and Communist China refused to adhere
(Beijing characterized the agreement as a ‘big fraud’),3 but even the Federal
Republic of Germany and Italy showed very little enthusiasm.4

The emergence of a community of interests between the US and the USSR
seemed to contradict the traditional concept of security—at least as Western
Europe had interpreted it since the birth of the Atlantic alliance. According to the
USA, the future belonged to new and more intensive efforts at collective security
and to the collective search for arms control and disarmament measures; only
success in these ways of handling the nuclear issue would make it possible to
build effective economic and political institutions that promoted interdependence.
Conversely, if other nations claimed the right to use nuclear weapons
independently of tight collective security arrangements with the USA, the
Americans might well pull back from their defence commitments. A US
withdrawal from the critical field of security would, however, entail a perceptible
reduction of US total influence on affairs in other parts of the world.

In short, as a memorandum for the US president underlined in 1965:

whether the United States solved the nuclear proliferation problem on a
collective security basis, with the US playing a key role in each area, or
whether the US let national nuclear capabilities rip, would shape the whole
political and economic bone structure of the world in the future.5

In other words, the US government was conscious of at least three issues at stake
on the question of nuclear proliferation: the way the world was organized, US
power and influence, as well as the balance of power in Europe and Asia. This
was the reason nuclear proliferation was considered a vital concern but not
primarily an East—West issue in the eyes of US policy makers but rather a
question of whether the Atlantic world would eventually fragment into separate
components.

But if this was the US ‘side of the coin’ and the Arms Control and
Disarmament Agency in Washington saw a non-proliferation agreement as the
occasion for the US A to engage in the type of joint activity with the Soviet
Union essential to prevent the proliferation of nuclear weapons,6 what was the
Western European reaction to this different approach to the concept of Atlantic
security and Western security overall as promoted by the United States?

First of all, we should mention a couple of paradoxical aspects distinguishing
the status of Western European countries and with which those countries
inevitably had to cope. On the one hand, they had the political difficulty of
renouncing the acquisition of the very means that would enable them to
participate in a negotiation process devoted to the elaboration of a different
notion of security. On the other hand, the same Europeans could not afford to
boycott a process—such as the arms control initiative—which promised to free
the Cold War of one of its most dangerous features. To put it differently, the
larger Western European countries had to come to terms with the challenge of
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trying to increase their weight and their influence on the two superpowers
engaged in negotiations for the sake of European security, while at the same time
renouncing what seemed to represent the only means of attaining such a
capability: a nuclear arsenal or at least the possibility of acquiring one. Since the
beginning of the Kennedy administration, this had thus been the context in which,
on the one hand, de Gaulle opted for the kind of French autonomy he had been
claiming for his country in the nuclear field as the only element essential to la
grandeur de la France,7 and, on the other, Britain pursued its traditional
‘independence in concert’ with its most powerful ally,8 whereas the Federal
Republic of Germany and Italy kept requesting and waiting for a collective
Atlantic solution to the ever-critical European defence question.9

The Central Issue of Germany

Within NATO, success in what actually was an attempt to ‘square the circle’
required first the evaluation of a number of elements indispensable for the
existence of the Atlantic alliance and then efforts to provide the West with sound
development on the international scene. True, the European allies had not
forgotten the evidence of past Soviet hostility toward the West nor did they
assume that the Soviet Union had abandoned the traditional great-power
ambitions of the Russian state. By the mid-1960s, however, the key factor was
that the fear of an armed attack that had prevailed ten or fifteen years before no
longer existed in Europe. The experience of the West European leaders over the
previous decade had suggested to them that the danger of any deliberate war in
Europe was small so long as the USSR believed that its aggression might lead to
a nuclear response and so long as the availability of the US nuclear force to
Western Europe appeared credible to Moscow.10 If these two conditions were
met, Western Europeans believed that US force would effectively deter
aggression. But this was only the first crucial component of the puzzle that
NATO members had to deal with. On the other hand, the US military presence in
Europe continued to be essential not only for security reasons in a narrow sense
but also because the ultimate purpose of Washington’s predominant European
policy in the postwar period was to find a constructive place for Germany in the
Western World. The stability of Germany and its firm adherence to NATO
would, moreover, remain vital elements of the security of the alliance until an
overall East—West adjustment had been reached.11

At least since the last year of the Eisenhower presidency, the US government
had been seeking to strengthen NATO politically through more effective
political consultation and militarily through the Multilateral Force (MLF)
proposal as well as the NATO Force Planning Exercise. In fact, a major
influence on US security policy in Europe during the 1960s was the wellknown
ambitions of the German Defence Minister Franz-Josef Strauss—neither
completely disowned nor denied by the Chancellor, Konrad Adenauer, who
sought the political advantage of occasional ambiguity on nuclear defence
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questions with the FRG’s most powerful ally.12 They made the US government
quite conscious of the ever-present German nervousness over the possibility that
the US interest in achieving a peaceful and stable world might one day lead to
some betrayal of German interests.13 At the same time, however, no one in either
Washington or Bonn—and especially the latter—could afford to forget that any
measure capable of reducing the risk of war and lowering tensions, if promoted
by Washington and negotiated with the USSR, could be useful. This was
especially because such measures, once accomplished, could contribute to the
solution of other problems, including the division of Germany.

This concise exposition of the principal constraints faced by the USA and its
most important European allies during the 1960s makes clear the importance of
the crucial issue of Germany, especially in regard to the process of arms control
negotiations. In fact, the gradual shifting of security matters from a paradigm
oriented toward defence deterrence to one centred on arms control gave rise to a
paradox which was even more evident to Germany than to the other Western
European countries. After the fear of Soviet attack had decreased among the
European allies, the credibility of the US guarantee as well as the reason for US
presence in Europe had to be considered more than ever in relation to Germany
and its aspirations to equality with the other allies because Germany, as a divided
country, was the symbol of the Cold War in Europe.14 In other words, any deal with
the Soviets aimed at regulating the contest between the two blocs had to face the
German question both inside and outside the alliance.

Since 1964, most of the officials at the State Department had felt certain that
reviewing possible arms control measures for Central Europe would be useful as
part of the process of elaborating adequate European security provisions to
accompany a future initiative toward a German settlement. This was the case
even though they recognized that the public airing of such proposals in the
absence of a changed Soviet attitude on the German question would profoundly
disturb the Germans.15 The acquiescence of the Federal Republic was essential to
any important progress toward a solution of the problems of Germany and of
European security simply because it was not politically feasible to treat the
former separately from the latter. Both the Rapacki Plan and the Gomulka Plan16

had failed because they sought an answer to European security in the field of arms
control without taking into account the need for a political settlement. In a
background paper prepared in Washington for the visit of West German
Chancellor Ludwig Erhard in June of 1965, the analysis made at the State
Department confirmed that the ‘Federal Republic of Germany could play an
important and useful role in increasing Western relations with the countries of
Eastern Europe’.17

Meanwhile, on the other side of the ocean, the British cabinet had been
discussing Her Majesty’s government’s proposals on disarmament with the US
secretary of state and had come to the conclusion that it ought to give
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further thought to the possibility of a Western initiative taking the form
either of: a) more limited proposals combining observation posts with
freeze of nuclear delivery vehicles in Central Europe, or b) comprehensive
proposals covering German reunification as well as European security.18

Khrushchev had displayed interest in drawing the Federal Republic into more
active relations with Moscow. After his eviction,19 his successors had not
manifested the same level of interest. Faced with the need first to consolidate
their position at home and within the communist movement, the new leadership
had frozen Soviet-West German relations. Later on, the Kremlin had made it
clear that any significant improvement in the relations between the Federal
Republic and the Soviet Union could occur only if Bonn gave up some major
foreign-policy objectives such as nuclear sharing, and, in any event, no
improvement could come at the expense of Soviet relations with East Germany.

This means that the crux of the problem—as a State Department analysis
already observed in September of 1965—was ‘to get the German government to
feel that its short- and long-term interest did not lie in possession of an
independent nuclear capability’.20 The prospect of European countries acquiring
their own nuclear arsenals had always been disruptive particularly in the case of
Germany. The proposal for a NATO Multilateral Force had been first envisaged
by the Eisenhower administration and then developed by the State Department
during the Kennedy presidency, with the very goal of preventing the rise of any
problem connected with bilateral nuclear sharing or the emergence of many
uncontrollable nuclear powers in Europe. 

The Anglo-American Approach to Non-Proliferation

Actually, the US government under Kennedy repeatedly tried to share its own
perceptions and apprehensions about the general danger of proliferation with its
main European allies. Not only had the president and Secretary of State Dean
Rusk often and clearly referred to US concerns about the likelihood that more
and more nations would develop nuclear weapons during the next decade unless
some action was taken to prevent it, in December of 1962, during the Anglo-
American summit in Nassau.21 Kennedy attempted to make the provision of
Polaris missiles to Great Britain conditional upon a specific requirement:

if we could work out a solution in regard to Polaris which would move
Europe away from national deterrents, we would be prepared to consider
such a move, but it should be in that context.22

The idea of a force created on the basis of multilateral ownership, financing and
control, with mixed staffing to the extent considered operationally feasible by the
Supreme Allied Commander, Europe (SACEUR), had seemed the only practical
way of stopping nuclear dissemination. This was especially because it seemed to

258 EUROPE, COLD WAR AND COEXISTENCE, 1953–65



be the only way out for both Germany’s aspirations not to be kept down forever
and the French government’s determination to obtain a national nuclear
deterrent.23 In particular, nationalistic trends set in motion by de Gaulle,
especially after 1962, had proved to be extremely dangerous since they could
create insurmountable barriers to European supranational integration and disrupt
the US postwar policy of incorporating Germany into a developing European
community closely allied to the USA.

There was a close connection between the negotiations for a test-ban treaty
and the inter-allied discussions about NATO deterrence and non-dissemination
which marked the efforts of the Kennedy administration for promoting non-
proliferation. This was to be reproduced forcefully during the Johnson years
when the US commitment to a policy of non-proliferation increased together
with conflicting aspirations and persisting dissatisfactions within the Atlantic
alliance.

Previous experience had shown that the US impetus to strengthen NATO’s
military role would elicit the cooperation of the West Europeans to the extent of
their joining in a common military effort on terms tolerable to Washington: since
1964, an ill-defined Atlantic Nuclear Force (ANF) had thus gradually emerged
as the appropriate tool

to deter nuclear proliferation by making it possible for non-nuclear
members of the Atlantic alliance to participate in the ownership,
management and control of NATO’s nuclear forces through collective
action and without the creation of new independent national nuclear
systems.24

According to the Wilson cabinet, the new force proposal—which Great Britain
considered preferable to the mixed-manned option envisaged in the MLF—was
aimed at bringing the Altlantic alliance closer together.25 Actually, this proposal
was much more the result of the British intention to resist any hypothesis of
nuclear sharing that implied the joint management of a surface fleet armed with
nuclear weapons. The proposal was not the consequence of a real commitment
on the part of the United Kingdom to achieve some sort of common Atlantic
deterrent for Europe.26 This is clearly seen in the record of discussions in
November of 1964 between British Foreign Secretary Gordon Walker and
German Foreign Minister Gerhard Schröder.27

Again, the core of the problem was ensuring confidence and cooperation in
maintaining effective nuclear defence of the alliance as a whole while keeping
the road open for strenuous efforts toward arms control. To the Johnson
administration, however, this objective proved extremely difficult to reach, as the
USA now aimed at soliciting West European countries to cooperate in a course of
action that many of them did not agree with, albeit for conflicting reasons and to
different degrees.
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Although Britain too was looking for a means of escaping the dichotomy of
‘have’ and ‘have-not’ powers in the nuclear field, the British government did not
contemplate giving up control of their nuclear weapons even if faced with the
creation of an Atlantic Nuclear Force which had no purpose but to impede
development of national nuclear forces.28 This had been quite clear at least since
the point when in December 1964, Defence Minister Denis Healey advanced
proposals for an ANF. To the Wilson government, it was a matter of seeking to
prevent any form of nuclear sharing without renouncing Britain’s independent
deterrent, which fixed its status as a great power in relation to the other European
countries. What London was suggesting was a force containing two elements:
national contributions from the USA and the United Kingdom as well as joint, or
mixed-manned, contributions on the part of other European countries, both
irrevocably tied together as long as the alliance lasted. What London could not
accept was the hypothesis that the Americans were unwilling to make such a
contribution, and, consequently, that British bombers and submarines were seen
merely as an appendage to a Multilateral Force of surface vessels.29

The alternative that the USA were ready to support in 1965 was instead an
Atlantic Collective Force made up initially of mixed-manned V-Bombers and
four UK Polaris submarines. These weapons systems would be owned and
financed by a group of countries exerting political control; this group would have
to include at least the USA, Britain and the Federal Republic. This was the
solution which, in accordance with US interests, would allow pursuit of a threefold
objective: (1) to eliminate the UK national strategic deterrent in Europe, (2) to
adopt policies not open to plausible French criticism, and (3) to give the
Germans a standing in all nuclear matters (except national production and
control of warheads) which would be equal to that of Great Britain, and equal to
the empty chair which was waiting for France. According to the US government,
in other words, the creation of some sort of Atlantic Nuclear Force had to be
conceived not as an addition to strategic forces that would have been otherwise
provided but as a partial substitute for US forces in Europe.30

In fact, as a State Department memorandum on the Atlantic nuclear problem
emphasized in October of 1965, ‘any nuclear sharing arrangement had to deal
with disarmament’ because the object of the whole exercise was ‘to control, not
to build up, nuclear arms’.31 The Americans were so deeply convinced of this
choice that they were even willing to reassure the Soviet leadership—through a
private letter, if necessary—that the USA had no intention of allowing their
nuclear weapons out of their ownership or control, and that the US
administration was prepared to negotiate a non-proliferation agreement based on
the understanding that an ANF/MLF would hardly be able to come into
existence. But the USA were not prepared to give the Soviet Union a veto over
NATO nuclear arrangements not involving proliferation to Germany. As the US
government did not regard the creation of a NATO collective force as
proliferation, it could not accept that the Soviet Union successfully pressed this
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false issue at the end of 1965; consequently, a detailed analysis of the State
Department underlined that the USA

would not be prepared to enter into any treaty that would foreclose such a
force in the future. There is every reason to believe that the conclusion of
any non-proliferation treaty which sought to preclude the creation of such a
force would never win the adherence of the Federal Republic—even in
principle—and would only endanger the future of the alliance and the
objective of non-proliferation itself.32

The idea that the Germans ‘needed to be included precisely because they were
dangerous’33 resulted from fear of a resurgent German nationalism springing
from resentment over inequality and the possibility that this independent power
might eventually be used to make a deal with the Soviet Union. But this was not
the opinion of the British prime minister. According to Wilson, the important
thing was to decide whether the rootless generation of Germany wanted
reunification or not. The question of access to nuclear hardware would ‘knock
reunification out of court’. But if they wanted reunification, then they could only
have it at the end of a long period of détente with the Soviet Union. ‘The problem
was whether they could be induced to become détente-minded.’34

A divergence was clearly emerging between the British and US assessments
of the price worth paying to secure Germany’s Western orientation. Further, the
fact that in these specific circumstances, Britain shared with France a mistrust of
a nuclear-armed Germany as well as a desire to promote an East—West
détente35 risked making the situation even more complicated. Moreover, during
the same period when Washington and London were deeply engaged in the MLF/
ANF negotiations, de Gaulle was trying to promote a Franco-German axis aimed
at counteracting a US-dominated NATO. The French president offered Bonn
vaguely defined German participation in the force de frappe as an alternative to
the Anglo-American plans.36 Against this background, the possibility of
eventually alienating France for pursuing a pro-German policy was considered
conterproductive in London especially as Wilson had no intention of renouncing
the British nuclear deterrent and also remained totally opposed to any kind of
access to nuclear hardware for Germany.37

Such access was exactly what Chancellor Erhard and other important
members of the government of the Federal Republic had been asking for.38 In
November of 1965, Kurt Birrenbach, a CDU member of the Bundestag and
adviser to the chancellor, told Secretary Rusk not only that the Federal Republic
had to be an integral part of a common nuclear weapons system but specified
that the MLF provided the best answer to the problem concerning Germany. The
ANF, put forward by the British, was not acceptable without modifications but
could become the basis for discussions.39 In short, Germany wanted a greater
voice in US decisions, and since it knew that it could not achieve this through a
bilateral relationship with the USA—which would be dangerous politically—
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Bonn was looking for a share in the decision on the use of nuclear weapons in a
way which increased both its own security and the deterrent effect on the enemy.

Foreign Minister Gerhard Schröder—following the trail blazed by Adenauer’s
policy—had repeatedly and publicly stated that he was interested in having a
share in a weapons system. He also seemed keen to convince European partners
and adversaries that the Germans were prepared to go ahead with the hardware
solution despite what was, predictably, the strongest opposition on the part of the
allies.40 According to several US State Department reports in late 1965 and early
1966, the government of the Federal Republic was thinking of a common nuclear
weapons system which had to involve strategic and not merely tactical weapons,
had to be placed under SACEUR, and had to be jointly owned and mixed-
manned. Even a British embassy report in January 1966 confirmed that

it was of course true that the Germans took the view that they could not
accept a non-proliferation agreement which closed the door on a nuclear
sharing agreement of the kind now under discussion and that they also
feared that this might in fact be the effect of a non-poliferation agreement,
if it were signed before any further progress had been made on nuclear
sharing.41

A different attitude could thus be expected only from the Social Democratic
Party (SPD), which had been expressing interest in taking part in discussions on
strategy and planning within NATO and which was expected to be more
supportive of a non-proliferation agreement.42

Actually, when the attempt to promote Atlantic nuclear consultation
arrangements eventually prevailed in the form of the Nuclear Planning Group, it
became evident that even Schröder’s position was not inflexible. To the Federal
Republic, the idea of a Nuclear Planning Group as a permanent body in NATO
had the great advantage of letting common doctrines and mutual confidence
develop over the years so that agreed action would flow naturally if ever nuclear
weapons had to be used.43 Since it would involve both consultation and
hardware, the creation of the Nuclear Planning Group offered a solution capable
of assuaging the Germans’ frustrations in particular but also the Italians’
dissatisfaction at being excluded from direct control of a nuclear NATO
deterrent.

In fact, it had become indisputable especially after 1966 that the creation of a
collective Atlantic Force, instead of fostering unity inside the alliance,
represented a divisive factor, which furthermore promised to make the
achievement of a non-dissemination agreement more ‘expensive’ in terms of
political payoff. As long as the Soviets thought that they could exploit Western
differences over nuclear sharing and thus reduce the price of a non-dissemination
agreement, they had an interest in delaying its conclusion.

It was axiomatic: a prerequisite to the search for East—West stability was to
work toward stability within the Western alliance. Consequently, the adamant
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refusal of the British to abandon their special nuclear status in Europe, the
obstinacy of the French in following their independent path with the subsequent
termination of their participation in the integrated commands of NATO,44 as well
as the relatively meagre level of Italian involvement in any kind of collective
nuclear force which could be envisaged, made non-proliferation and arms
control the key elements and the only choices available to the USA to prevent
Germany’s acquisition of a national nuclear capability together with a stable
détente with the Soviet Union.

In January of 1966, Soviet leader Aleksei Kosygin wrote a message to
President Johnson which testified to the great significance that the Soviet Union
attached to the problem of preventing the dissemination of nuclear weapons and
the belief that

if the dissemination of these terrible weapons of mass destruction is not
blocked and these weapons continue to spread more and more throughout
the world, that would inevitably lead to the growth of the threat of a war
and immeasurably increase the danger of the outbreak of a nuclear war.

In the same letter, however, the Soviet leader did not fail to emphasize that what
the Kremlin considered especially dangerous was a policy of satisfying step by
step the nuclear ambitions of the Bonn government, creating thereby the
conditions which made it easier for the West German revanchists to get access to
nuclear weapons.45 In his reply, Johnson first of all reminded the Soviet leader
that the situation would be different if the European NATO members were not
threatened by nuclear weapons. To deny those countries the possibility of
arrangements for participation in their defence might now only promote
proliferation by encouraging states to develop national nuclear forces for their
own protection. And the US president concluded his letter by stating that

our Governments have a strong mutual interest in acting together to stop
the proliferation of nuclear weapons and in achieving a closer
understanding on other means to curb the nuclear arms race.46

Conclusion

During the second half of the 1960s, US security policy in Europe consisted first
of non-proliferation negotiations with the Soviets and second of US pressure on
the Western Europeans to sign the treaty that would eventually emerge.47 After a
time-consuming debate on the different possibilities available to the Atlantic
alliance for making the Western European countries more active in and
responsible for their own defence through a nuclear sharing alternative, the
Europeans were left in a frustrating situation. They were expected not only to
renounce a collective NATO nuclear deterrent (which for Germany and Italy was
the sole possibility of gaining access to the nuclear club) but, above all, to
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promise not to allow national nuclear deterrents to proliferate. The controversial
aspects of such a policy now had to be faced by each Western European country
with what each of them considered the most effective means of preserving or
strengthening its own influence on the international scene.

The range of attitudes was relatively broad and reproduced quite accurately
the differences characterizing the international status and political interests of the
major European allies. Thus, a year before the signing of the Non-Proliferation
Treaty, Italian Foreign Minister Amintore Fanfani attempted to take advantage
of the Italian ‘resolute support of a treaty which would be acceptable to as many
states as possible’, suggesting collateral measures useful for encouraging
adherence to the treaty. In particular, what the Italian government had in mind
was for the nuclear powers to transfer periodically an agreed quantity of fissile
material to non-nuclear signatories of the Non-proliferation Treaty.48 If this was
the understandable preoccupation of a country which had renounced any
ambitious programme for developing an independent national nuclear capability
—for defence as well as for peaceful purposes—Britain had to cope with the
necessity of deciding its own policy toward the treaty while maintaining, if
possible, a balance between 

a) the position as a European power, and in particular the present position
as an applicant for membership of the European Communities; b) the status
as a nuclear power in which Great Britain shares special responsibilities
with the United States; c) the strong desire to see the successful conclusion
of a non-proliferation treaty.49

As France and Britain in the end opted for opposite courses of action, which led
to a claim for ‘national interpretation’ of the non-proliferation policy, and Italy was
too weak to obstruct the treaty overtly, the crucial factor in determining the
success of that policy was thus Germany once again.50 But in this case what had
always been and continued to be essential was its dependence on the USA.
Hence, it was highly unlikely, for both military and political reasons, that
Germany would make the decision to produce or acquire nuclear weapons
against US wishes, and failure to achieve an alliance nuclear force could not
affect this posture. Only a radical change in the basic structure of the political
relationships in the postwar world would permit—or force—a change in the
German attitude on this issue. Thus, a fundamental reversal in Soviet policy
toward Germany might permit the Federal Republic to feel that it was no longer
dependent upon the USA for its security and therefore free of the restraints of a
US policy against possession of nuclear weapons.

At the same time, as the US permanent representative on the North Atlantic
Council wrote to Dean Acheson in June of 1966, ‘If NATO was not to
disintegrate’ in the long run, ‘it had to find some rationale beyond military
deterrence’.51 The logical area for this fresh emphasis lay in the search for real
security through a European settlement or at least through intensified efforts to
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improve the climate for an eventual settlement. Consequently, the non-
proliferation discussions as well as the increased emphasis on détente with the
Soviet Union had created fears, especially in Bonn, that a Soviet-US
arrangement was emerging as a substitute for the original NATO concept of an
alliance based on equal partnership. That was why West Germany had been
trying for so long to give priority to satisfactory nuclear sharing arrangements
over any non-dissemination agreement and had reiterated that the signing of such
a treaty somehow had to be related to progress on the German problem.52

In other words, the awareness that a German decision to develop a nuclear
force could seriously undermine Germany’s foreign relations even with its
closest allies and destroy any hope of eventual reunification co-existed with the
idea that in order to achieve German national goals, the Federal Republic had to
be ‘of interest’ to the Soviet Union. This meant that, unless West Germany began
to question the rigid guidelines of the policy it had been following since 1949, it
could be useful to have something—for example, at least the freedom to become
a nuclear power—to renounce in return for Soviet concessions on the question of
reunification. Only when a ‘new spirit of determination to seize the apparently
favorable current opportunity to speak and deal with the USSR and Eastern
Europe’53 had prevailed as the main feature of West German international policy
could adherence to the Non-proliferation Treaty finally become the choice in
support of the Ostpolitik implemented by Chancellor Willy Brandt and,
consequently, also a means of strengthening European security.
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16
Gerhard Schröder and the First ‘Ostpolitik’

Torsten Oppelland

During most of the Adenauer era, there was not much of a German Eastern
policy (Ostpolitik). Only during Adenauer’s famous visit to Moscow in 1955
were diplomatic relations established with the Soviet Union. And even this step
was most difficult for the German government to take—after all, the Soviet
Union was the power that supported East Germany, which at the time the West
had not yet recognized and which in the Federal Republic was usually referred to
as the ‘SBZ’, the Soviet Occupation Zone. In order to conceal the inconsistency
of not recognizing the GDR on the one hand and establishing diplomatic
relations with its ‘occupying’ power on the other, the Hallstein doctrine was put
into effect. This declared that the recognition of the GDR by any other state
would be considered an unfriendly act by the West German government.1 It was
intended to block and in fact did block all attempts to improve relations between
West Germany and Eastern Europe. It was only in light of that situation that the
more flexible policies of Gerhard Schröder, who became foreign minister in the
last Adenauer cabinet (1961) and stayed in office throughout the short-lived
Erhard era, were interpreted by contemporaries and most historians as the first
Ostpolitik.2

Yet, this term describes Schröder’s policies only in a very limited sense
because his main focus was in the West.3 The reason for this is quite simple.
Schröder shared Adenauer’s conviction of the early 1950s that the only road to
reunification—and that was the ultimate goal of all German foreign policy of the
time—lay in firm alliance with the West, or more precisely, with the USA.
Schröder’s primary concern during his term as foreign minister and afterward
was to keep the full weight of US power on the European scales and to maintain
US support for German reunification.4 In order to achieve this, he was much
more ready than Adenauer to follow and adapt to the changes in US strategy that
became apparent during the late Eisenhower years and that fully evolved in the
Kennedy years. These differences over the USA were at the root of many
conflicts between Adenauer and Schröder throughout the first half of the 1960s.5
Schröder’s secondary concern was relations with Germany’s European allies and
their support for the issue of German reunification. He put much less priority on
relations with Eastern Europe and did so mostly with an eye to the effect this
would have in the West. However sincere his wish to reduce the image of West



Germany as an enemy in the eyes of Eastern Europeans and to begin a process of
reconciliation, this was never much more than a side show of a foreign policy
that was first and foremost oriented toward the West. Three episodes which reach
back to the time when Schröder was still minister of domestic affairs can
illustrate that the initial impulse for a new attitude toward Eastern Europe
originated in the West, Schröder’s priorities and his interpretation of West
German vital interests, and why his strategy toward Eastern Europe ignored both
East Germany and the Soviet Union.

The Anti-Semitic Incident of Christmas 1959

On Christmas Eve 1959, two members of a small right-wing party in Germany
caught the attention of the world when they scrawled anti-Semitic propaganda
phrases and swastikas on the Cologne synagogue.6 There was an immediate and
overwhelming propaganda reaction from East Germany and the Soviet Union,
but Western public opinion was stirred as well. This was not a great surprise in
the case of Great Britain; East German propaganda about an alleged
‘renazification’ of West Germany had gained much attention in Britain during
the previous years, and the German government had more than once complained
about the negative reporting on Germany in the British press. But the public
reaction in the USA caused much more alarm in Bonn.7 In the following days,
Minister for Domestic Affairs Gerhard Schröder, more so than most other West
German cabinet members, was busy giving interviews to foreign newspapers
trying to calm the storm of mistrust against Germany. Unanimously, the
members of the German government expressed disgust at the desecration of the
synagogue and affirmed the determination of the German people never to allow
the crimes of the past to recur. In fact, many rituals of the particular German way
of dealing with the Nazi past (Vergangenheitsbewältigung) had their origin in the
reaction to those anti-Semitic incidents.8

Yet, the apparent unanimity concealed a rift within the government and the
leading party, the Christian Democratic Union/Christian Social Union (CDU/
CSU), on the question of how to deal with the international public reaction,
particularly in the Western world. The differences surfaced in the discussions of
the CDU/CSU parliamentary group in mid-January. As the responsible cabinet
member, Schröder opened the discussion. His speech referred to the possibility
that at least the original Cologne incident, which had provoked many imitations,
could have been instigated from East Berlin. There were, he claimed, quite a few
hints pointing in this direction but very little proof. After all, the anti-Semitic
incidents fitted all too well into the East German campaign against the Federal
Republic that had been going on for some time. But that was not his main point.
Rather, he looked at the question of why these incidents had received such
enormous attention from the public in nations allied with Germany. The reason
was, he thought, that there was a ‘wave of peaceful coexistence all over the
world’.9 The peoples of the West were tired of the burdens of the Cold War

GERHARD SCHRÖDER AND THE FIRST ‘OSTPOLITIK’ 271



which consumed so many resources. Schröder was afraid that this kind of feeling
automatically focused attention on those, such as the Federal Republic, which
seemed to impede the chances for a détente. The more Germany’s allies would
feel the weight of their obligations at the centre of the conflict, the more difficult
the German psychological position would become. In the present situation, there
were very few remedies he could suggest. The efforts West Germany had made
to compensate Israel, the reconciliation with former enemies, the domestic
efforts at Vergangenheitsbewältigung had to be continued, and all this should be
properly used in a propaganda effort to counter the communist accusations.

Where Schröder basically opted for a defensive public relations strategy, his
cabinet colleague, Minister of Defence Franz-Josef Strauss, took the opposite
point of view. He argued for aggressive anti-communist rhetoric that would
counter the Soviet and East German propaganda. The Federal Republic had
nothing to apologize for and should meet the pressure of Eastern propaganda that
was obviously designed to weaken its position particularly on the Berlin question.
In a cabinet meeting the next day, Adenauer supported the argument of his
defence minister while the foreign office took the same line as Schröder.10

This conflict within the West German government anticipated the much
deeper and more passionate controversy between the ‘Atlanticists’ and ‘Gaullists’
of the following years which also saw Schröder on one side and Strauss and
Adenauer on the other. As early as 1959 and 1960, it became apparent that
Schröder had a better sense of the international ‘winds of change’. The Federal
Republic was not in the same position that it had been five years before. During
the mid-1950s, the most important Western goal had been to integrate West
Germany into the military structures of the free world. Almost no one wanted to
put this in jeopardy by referring too much to what was conveniently dubbed the
‘shadows of the past’.11 By the end of the 1950s, the difficult task of integrating
the Federal Republic into the Western world, which had made it necessary to
treat the Germans very carefully, had been achieved. At the same time, ‘Sputnik
shock’ demonstrated the dangers of the Cold War to the populations of Europe
and the USA. The public reaction to the Cologne incident and the mistrust of
Germany’s democratic reliability were symptoms of the changed psychological
position of West Germany. It demonstrated that the Federal Republic was not
only militarily but also psychologically much more vulnerable than, for instance,
France. Accordingly, Germany’s ability to act independently was much smaller
than that of France. Even before he became foreign minister, Schröder had
displayed some sense of this. He had realized that the strategies of the 1950s—
simple anti-communist Cold War-strategies—would not be sufficient any longer
but that there was a need to adapt to the ‘winds of change’ in the Western world.
His limited Ostpolitik as foreign minister was part of the effort to adapt to the
changes in the political strategies and feelings of the Western allies. And already
in 1959 and 1960, it had become apparent that such a course would be
challenged by members of his own party.
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Schröder and the Berlin Wall

The federal election of 1961 was overshadowed by the construction of the Berlin
Wall. The consequences for Schröder personally were quite ambiguous. On the
one hand, the fact that the CDU lost the absolute majority in the Bundestag, not
least because of Adenauer’s initial reaction to what had happened in Berlin,12

helped him to become foreign minister in the renewed CDU-FDP coalition
government.13 In the very last moment, on the other hand, he almost lost the
nomination for this office he had long desired because there were rumours that
he was ‘soft on Berlin’. In a background interview with a prominent journalist,
he was alleged to have given the impression that it might become inevitable to
give up the city and evacuate the population to some place in West Germany.
Schröder himself claimed that his words had been misconstrued; he had
discussed only possible options and, of course, he claimed that he did not favour
that particular option.14

In his private papers, in fact, there are personal notes suggesting that he may
have been carelessly frank with that journalist. West Berlin, he wrote in a
personal memorandum, could be militarily untenable and thus useless for any
political offensive on the German question. But since the USA had pledged all
their prestige to keeping their position in Berlin, they might be forced to give up
vital interests regarding German reunification.15 Such concessions to Soviet and
East German interests were in his view de facto recognition of the GDR, the
recognition of the Polish western border (which he was ready to accept but only
as a concession for German reunification), and a minor status for West Germany
within NATO. The first concession was most important to him. To recognize the
East German regime was almost equal to renouncing rights regarding German
reunification. This was not only a matter of national self-respect, but it would, so
he explicitly feared, over the long run undermine the will and determination of
the German people to achieve reunification.

Schröder’s thinking on the Berlin question in October 1961 was by no means a
master plan for his policy as foreign minister. Rather, it was an improvised and
certainly not a very deep or perceptive analysis of the situation.16 This episode
nevertheless shows to what lengths he was ultimately prepared to go in order
keep full US support for the German position on reunification. 

Schröder’s First Encounter with Gromyko

In the spring of 1962, the foreign ministers of the great powers met in Geneva
for the UN disarmament talks. Gerhard Schröder, foreign minister since
November of the previous year despite the protests of the Berlin faction within
the CDU, met his colleagues from the three Western powers to exchange views
on the German question and its connections to the issue of disarmament. On this
particular occasion, Schröder also made a courtesy call to his Soviet colleague,
Andrei Gromyko. It was clear from the start that there would be no negotiations
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or even consultations since the two governments had only recently exchanged
notes which had demonstrated that no common interests existed—except on
trade.17 So it did not come as a great surprise that in Geneva there was not much
more than a dialogue of the deaf.18 The uncompromising Soviet position was
that the Federal Republic had to accept postwar realities, that is, the existence of
the GDR and the Polish borders, before any negotiations between the Soviet
Union and West Germany could even begin. Schröder of course followed the
official government position that it was necessary to establish a just peace
settlement—implying that the partition of Germany was unjust and
unacceptable. This exchange of notes and the personal exchange of views
demonstrated to Schröder that the two positions were completely incompatible.
As long as the Soviet Union insisted on recognition of postwar realities, as their
oft-repeated phrase went, as a precondition for any negotiations except trade,
then there would be no bilateral negotiations. This intransigent Soviet position
changed only in the spring of 1969 before the federal elections which finally
made the SPD the leading government party. The Social Democrats could thus
begin the ‘second’ Ostpolitik under much better circumstances.19

To sum up, these three episodes throw some light on the circumstances under
which Foreign Minister Schröder had to develop his concept of Ostpolitik. The
Berlin crises beginning with the Khrushchev ultimatum of 1958 had clearly
demonstrated the vulnerabilities of the West German position. First, there was
the pending danger of further Soviet blackmail over Berlin. Second, there was
the difficult psychological position of West Germany, which more and more
proved to be the main obstacle to achieving a modus vivendi between the
Western powers and the Soviet Union. Third, this reawakened some mistrust of
the Germans’ democratic reliability in the eyes of the Western public and even in
government circles, particularly in Britain. This kind of feeling was
subconsciously boosted by the permanent pounding of Soviet and East German
propaganda. To deal with these difficulties and, most of all, to preserve the
chances for reunification, the Federal Republic needed the support of the USA.
This was Schröder’s deep ‘Atlanticist’ conviction and he therefore rejected
Adenauer’s idea of a close Franco-German special relationship to put pressure on
the USA. ‘If you absolutely depend on this great and strong partner [that is, the
USA] to really keep being engaged in the way he has been engaged’, then you
cannot afford to keep criticizing him, but rather you have to prove your
reliability and demonstrate a constructive attitude.20 This was the essence of
what Schröder wanted to do as German foreign minister. One important aspect
of this was a more constructive attitude toward Eastern Europe than was
favoured by the Kennedy administration. But here the options were of course
extremely limited. The GDR could at this point not yet be a partner in
negotiations and the Soviet Union refused any negotiations as long as the
Federal Republic did not meet its preconditions.
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The Evolution of Schröder’s Concept of Ostpolitik

In 1962, it was clear to Schröder that West Germany could not afford to keep a
Mephistophelian attitude of saying no to all proposals for a détente with Eastern
Europe. At the end of May, he met with a very small group of confidants from
the foreign office for some brainstorming as a monastery in Maria Laach.
Unfortunately there are only very few records 01 the deliberations on how
Germany ought to proceed: ‘new memoranda? diplom[atic] declarations? trade
initiatives? cultural activities? Prognosis’.21 A prominent role during this meeting
was apparently played by Hans-Albert Reinkemeyer, the head of the Soviet desk
at the foreign office, who at the time was not only regarded as one of the most
brilliant younger diplomats but who was also a personal friend of the US
political scientist Zbigniew Brzezinski.22 Most probably it was Reinkemeyer who
either at this meeting or at some other time showed Schröder Brzezinski’s
Foreign Affairs article on ‘peaceful engagement’. The parallels between
Schröder’s policy and the policy suggested by the Polish-US scholar are striking.23

Brzezinski, who was close to the Kennedy administration, argued for a realistic
and constructive US policy toward Eastern Europe, which at least since 1956
was no longer the monolithic bloc that it had been perceived as earlier.
Brzezinski set three goals for such a US policy: he wanted to stimulate further
diversification within the Eastern bloc, and he wanted to encourage these states
to gain more independence of the Soviet Union. These, he hoped, would help in
the long run to establish a belt of neutral states which would be similar to Finland
in ruling over their own domestic affairs but would not be allowed to join any
alliance against the Soviet Union. Brzezinski was sceptical about the Federal
Republic’s possibilities of contributing to these policies. Germany could do little
more than gradually reduce the enmity against it, particularly in Poland and
Czechoslovakia. For this purpose, he suggested compensation of victims of the
National Socialists similar to what had been done in the case of Israel. As the
Hallstein doctrine should not be applied to ‘captive nations’, the Federal
Republic should establish diplomatic relations with Eastern Europe. For the USA,
he suggested a clear statement supporting the present Polish borders; this would
be an indispensable precondition for German reunification, and it would to that
extent be in the long-term interest of Germany. Non-recognition of the GDR
should, however, be continued; ‘peaceful engagement’ should not apply in this
case. Brzezinski was primarily concerned with Poland and the other Eastern
European states, but his line of thinking was most interesting for German
politicians such as Schröder who were looking for new ways to achieve German
reunification. But of course a foreign minister of the CDU could not go quite as
fast as a US scholar.

Less than two weeks after the deliberations in Maria Laach, the 11th federal
party convention of the CDU began in Dortmund, where Schröder for the first
time publicly discussed his ideas on the course of German foreign policy. He
began his speech with a wide overview of the development of the Federal
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Republic from the smallest beginnings to the position of a major economic
power.24 Only toward the end of the speech did he reveal some new ideas:

The peoples of the Warsaw Pact also belong to Europe. I think it would be
good if the hateful communist propaganda and if the resentment disturbing
the relations between the Eastern European peoples and the German people
were overcome… A beginning could be made, for instance, by improving
cultural and human contacts between Germans in the Federal Republic and
Eastern European peoples. We are seriously interested in the intellectual
debate currently taking place in the Eastern bloc and we are convinced that
it would be valuable for all open-minded, undogmatic people of Eastern
Europe to get to know the cultural and political development of free
Europe.

But Schröder remained cautious. He neither suggested establishing diplomatic
relations with the Eastern European states nor mentioned any compensations for
Nazi crimes. Yet it is obvious how close his ideas were to those developed by
Brzezinski, even more so since he took steps to put his words into practice. The
negotiations that eventually led to the establishment of West German trade
missions in the Eastern European states began soon after the party convention.25

Why was Brzezinski’s concept so attractive to Schröder? There are two
reasons:

(1) Since the very beginning of his policies that led West Germany into NATO
and the EEC, Adenauer had claimed that this was the road to German
reunification. By the end of the 1950s, most commentators agreed that this road
was actually a dead-end. Adenauer’s famous ‘policy of strength’, whose core
element was the linkage between any progress on détente between the
superpowers to progress on the German question, had apparently yielded no
results at all. Brzezinski opened a new perspective which had the great advantage
that the previous policies would not have to be abandoned completely. It
was particularly the fact that his ideas for reconciliation with Eastern Europe
explicitly excluded the GDR that made his concept compatible with Schröder’s
view on reunification.

From the beginning, the new ‘policy of movement’, as Schröder later labelled
it, was designed as a new approach to German reunification. Since direct
negotiations with the Soviet Union and the GDR were either not possible or not
acceptable, there remained only the option of ‘indirect means’: ‘Of course, it is
part of these indirect means that we attempt to prevent the communist bloc from
stabilizing and that we on the contrary make all possible efforts to support…the
natural tendencies of dissolution which are fed in part by national traditions.’26

Even at the CDU party convention where he first went public with his new
policy on Eastern Europe, Schröder had stressed that divided Germany would
profit most from any relaxation of the tensions between East and West.
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Yet, the record remains ambivalent as to what degree he really believed in this
reunification element in his ‘policy of movement’. Particularly in 1964, he
seemed more optimistic than before and emphasized in public the first successes
of his policy and spoke of the famous ‘polycentric’ development in Eastern
Europe which might eventually increase the chances for reunification. His
greatest fear was that there could be similar polycentric developments within the
Western world. This was the reason why he opposed the anti-hegemonic policies
of the French president General de Gaulle so rigidly. Only a year later, in 1965,
Schröder discussed the chances for reunification very candidly with some
journalists.27 During this background talk, he appeared much more sceptical that
progress on reconciliation with Eastern Europe alone, as important as it was,
would bring about German reunification. Much more than before, he stressed the
importance of US might in bringing about the fundamental change in power
relations between East and West that would be necessary to allow any real
progress toward German reunification. This points to the second great advantage
of Brzezinski’s concept.

(2) As an Atlanticist, Schröder never saw any choice for West Germany other
than to follow the changes in US foreign policy. The Kennedy administration had
implicitly abandoned the former linkage between détente policies and the
German question. Adenauer and his many admirers saw this almost as a kind of
treason, a sentiment which became quite popular in Germany when the USA at
first reacted very passively to the construction of the Berlin Wall.28 Adenauer
and his German ‘Gaullist’ faction drew the consequence from US behaviour that
they should look to Paris for support since de Gaulle had been hard as steel
during the Berlin crisis. To Schröder, this reaction appeared almost foolish. After
Adenauer’s ‘policy of strength’ had failed on the German question, this course
would have put at risk even the alliance with the USA which seemed to him the
most important achievement of the Adenauer era. Schröder had always claimed
he was continuing Adenauer’s policies and in a way this was true. Only his
interpretation of what that policy had been differed from Adenauer’s own. The
old chancellor thought he had aligned Germany to a certain US policy toward the
communist world and the German question. In Schröder’s view, West Germany
had been aligned to the USA and he sought to keep it that way.

As shown before, Schröder had a much more realistic view of German
dependence on the USA and on the restrictions of German freedom of action. To
him, there was no alternative to adapting to the US policy changes. And the
advantage of Brzezinski’s concept was that he could do so without being forced
to give up any of the vital interests sketched out before, particularly non-
recognition of the GDR. Rather, he could try to make the best of this new US
course for improving the status quo in favour of West Germany and thus in the
long run improve the chances for German reunification.29 Whenever the
Kennedy or Johnson administration tried to put pressure on the West German
government for a more flexible attitude toward détente, he could point to his
‘policy of movement’ which was so much in line with US policy. And he could
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point to the domestic alternative to his policy which was represented by
Adenauer, Franz-Josef Strauss and the other German Gaullists, who would be
much less cooperative.30

Conclusion

At the end of 1963, Gerhard Schröder had an argument with his US colleague
Dean Rusk on the policy of West Berlin Mayor Willy Brandt. Rusk approved
wholeheartedly of the conclusion of the Passierscheinabkommen (transit permit
agreement) between the authorities in West and East Berlin whereas Schröder
was very critical. The East, he feared, would give the impression of being more
humane, the public would come to say that it was possible to negotiate with these
people and the results would be quite welcome as well. But this process would
eventually stabilize the status quo. Unless, Schröder continued, ‘it was
practically the aim to come to a de facto recognition of the GDR in order to be
able to have an impact within the GDR and effect changes there…this was
absolutely the wrong course’.31 Without actually quoting Egon Bahr, Schröder
obviously referred to his famous formula ‘Wandel durch Annäherung’ (change
through approach). No doubt, this kind of new Ostpolitik was not what Schröder
had in mind.

His concept was to adapt to the American policy of détente in a very limited way.
His ‘policy of movement’ was exclusively addressed to the states of Eastern
Europe, not to the GDR. Against considerable resistance from various CDU
factions, he wanted to modify the Hallstein doctrine to be able to establish
diplomatic relations with Eastern Europe, but he never wanted to give up the
doctrine completely.32 The idea that the GDR might be represented in all capitals
of the world was a nightmare for him; this became apparent during the crisis of
spring 1965 when Walter Ulbricht visited Egypt.33 These limitations on
Schröder’s Ostpolitik explain its limited success. In regard to Ostpolitik and
détente policy, there was only little success—the trade missions were not the
beginning of a West German offensive in Eastern Europe but its climax. Within a
short time, Walter Ulbricht was able to counter the West German offensive when
he forged the ‘iron triangle’ between East Germany, Poland and Czechoslovakia
with Moscow’s support.34 The negative responses to the West German peace
note of 1966 by most Eastern European states illustrate that there was little room
for further progress along established lines. As a strategy for reunification the
‘policy of movement’ proved to be a dead-end street just as Adenauer’s ‘policy of
strength’ had been. A ‘polycentric dissolution’ of the Soviet sphere had not (yet)
happened. Only as an adaptation to the US policy of détente was it successful.
This had been Schröder’s main objective all along, and his policies helped to
steer the Western alliance through the difficult time of crisis in the mid-1960s.
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17
The East—West Problem as Seen from Berlin:

Willy Brandt’s Early Ostpolitik

Gottfried Niedhart

The Other Foot Called Ostpolitik

When Willy Brandt became Governing Mayor of West Berlin in October 1957
he was convinced that the Federal government in Bonn should broaden the range
of its foreign policy. After its creation as a product of the Cold War, the Federal
Republic of Germany had to achieve one main goal, namely, the establishment
of friendly relations with the USA and their neighbours in Western Europe.
Stopping there, however, would mean standing ‘on one leg’ only. In Brandt’s
view Bonn, in accordance with the Three Powers and firmly adhering to the
West, had to put down the other foot too, ‘and that is called Ostpolitik’. It
seemed to Brandt that the necessity to develop an Ostpolitik was felt more strongly
in Berlin ‘than on the left bank of the Rhine’.1

In Bonn Chancellor Konrad Adenauer also had thoughts on how to
supplement the policy of binding the Federal Republic to the West. Both Brandt
and Adenauer realized that the status quo, including the division of Germany,
could not be changed in the foreseeable future. Neither was prepared to
recognize the GDR but they both knew that they somehow had to come to terms
with postwar realities. Both had to make an endeavour to persuade their
respective parties and the public at large that a new approach to the German
question was in the national interest. Eventually Brandt was more successful than
Adenauer who, although he felt that his earlier concepts had failed, could not
shake himself free from them. Brandt and the SPD lost the elections in 1961 and
1965 when Brandt campaigned as a candidate for the chancellorship in Bonn. But
by the time Brandt left his post in Berlin in 1966 in order to become Foreign
Minister in a Grand Coalition with the Christian Democrats in Bonn he had
become a prominent figure in national politics. The new government with Kurt
Georg Kiesinger (CDU) as Chancellor took up a number of the initiatives of its
predecessors, notably those of Foreign Minister Gerhard Schröder,2 and paved
the way for what became known internationally as Ostpolitik.

The purpose of this chakpter is to describe the beginnings of Ostpolitik in
Berlin. According to Brandt himself, the Grand Coalition had an
enormous impact on West German politics and on Ostpolitik in particular. But he



added that Ostpolitik was not invented in 1966, and he acknowledged the roles of
Adenauer and his successor Ludwig Erhard who, each in his own way, tried to
improve relations with the Soviet Union and the other Eastern European states.3
But it is of considerable interest that Brandt remembers his time in Berlin, when
the Soviet Union threatened to change the status of the city and gave way to
Ulbricht’s pressure and let him build the Wall in 1961,4 as the period when
Ostpolitik was conceived.5 Indeed, the procedure by which the pass agreement
(Passierscheinabkommeri) of December 1963 was achieved served as a model
some years later when Brandt pursued Ostpolitik as Federal Chancellor from
1969 onwards and when the Four Powers negotiated the Berlin agreement in
1970/71.

However, the original concept of Ostpolitik, as distinct from practical steps
and operational policy, dates from the 1950s. Brandt’s reaction to the Wall and
his policy of small steps (Politik der kleinen Schritte) was based on his earlier
ideas and perceptions.6 Forced by the harsh reality of events during the Berlin
crisis the concept of Ostpolitik was further elaborated and could be applied to the
situation in Berlin and later on to the Federal Republic’s pivotal role in East—
West relations. The formulation of the concept of Ostpolitik and the practical
experience of direct talks and negotiations with the GDR during Brandt’s time as
Governing Mayor in Berlin were to form the first act of a lengthy drama.

The Concept of Ostpolitik

When Brandt used the term Ostpolitik in January 1958 his main contention was
that the East—West conflict could not be solved by the so-called policy of
strength.7 Contrary to the expectations of the late 1940s the Soviet Union was
rapidly gaining in military strength. As it was striving for equality or even
superiority within the coming years some kind of de-escalation was needed and a
new approach towards conflict resolution had to be developed. The Cold War
attitude of the early 1950s had to be replaced by a more realistic assessment of
the international constellation and a more flexible response to postwar realities.
Since the Soviet empire was a reality that could not be removed by military
pressure, the West should not hesitate to open up various lines of communication
to the East. Without accepting every aspect of postwar realities in Europe, and
continually insisting on the right of self-determination for the Germans on both
sides of the border, the guiding principles of a new approach towards the East
were peaceful coexistence and political, economic and cultural exchange. The
combination of the renunciation of force and of improved communication
seemed to be essential in order to achieve a relaxation of tensions between East
and West and initiate a process of détente (Entspannung). 

Brandt and his team of advisers had specific purposes in mind as well as
certain expectations with respect to the future attitudes and policies of the Soviet
Union. In Berlin the conditions in and around the city had to be improved. The
immediate aim was to improve the lot of ordinary men and women in both parts
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of the city of Berlin (menschliche Erleichterungen). On the national level the
Germans in the Federal Republic and in West Berlin, in accordance with their
Western allies, had to take the initiative in dealing with the German question. Its
solution could not be regarded any longer as a precondition for détente—this had
been the orthodox view in the 1950s—but was only conceivable as the end result
of a long and difficult process of negotiation which would finally lead to détente.
As to Brandt’s expectations, he believed that the Soviet Union was also
interested in some kind of cooperation. In a middle-range perspective there
seemed to be a good chance for some relaxation of the Cold War tensions. The
conflict would not be overcome, but at least there might be a degree of
cooperation between the two hostile parties.

The concept of Ostpolitik was in no sense a secret affair. Its guiding lines were
enunciated in public speeches and printed in newspapers and journals. The
publicity was necessary because public opinion in Germany and the mainstream
thinking of West German policy makers, the Social Democrats included, had to
be changed. Furthermore, delivering speeches was the only possible way of
political action, given that the West Berlin Senate lacked both competence and
power in foreign affairs. Being dependent on the three powers Brandt was unable
to pursue a foreign policy of his own. In addition to this he was aware that he had
to be in step with the Federal government in Bonn. Confronted with these
restrictions Brandt acted as a writer and speaker. Thereby he prepared the ground
for later political action without knowing when the time for action would come
and what kind of action would be possible and appropriate.

Again, it has to be stressed that the concept of Ostpolitik was outlined before
the Berlin crisis. An early opportunity for Brandt to explain it to an international
audience was provided by an invitation by the Royal Institute of International
Affairs to give a speech at Chatham House in London. In March 1958 Brandt
described ‘The East—West Problem as Seen from Berlin’.8 Regarding ‘a speedy
solution of the German problem unlikely’, he pleaded for ‘active coexistence’.9
He deplored the Western attitude of anxiously staring at the East. ‘The West has
been far too much on the defensive in its dealings with the peoples of Eastern
Europe. Even in Western Germany there was for years a fear that we should be
affected or even poisoned by our contacts with the other side. This fear and lack
of self-confidence has caused us to assume a defensive attitude and to dig
ourselves in.’ In Brandt’s view the West should advocate an ‘open-door policy’
with respect to ‘human and cultural contacts’. It should ‘strive for a degree of
normalization in relations’. A more ‘flexible policy’ had nothing to do with
‘wishful thinking’ or with the ‘idea of capitulation’. On the contrary, it would
mean competition. It would provide a chance to enter the East and to work for
peaceful change. Having ruled out force, ‘only one course now remains: an
unflinching, stubborn struggle for a peaceful solution by political action’.

As far as the GDR was concerned a more flexible policy could create the
possibility of technical contacts between the two German states and hopefully
would bring about ‘change’ in East Germany. ‘Why not try?’10 Why not begin an
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‘active Ostpolitik’?11 Getting ‘out of the trenches of the Cold War’ remained
Brandt’s message before and during the Berlin crisis.12 It goes without saying
that Brandt had both sides in mind. Throughout his period of office in Berlin
Brandt pursued a double-track course. On the one hand, he tried to build up as
much resistance to the Soviet threat as he could organize. On the other hand he
looked for ways and means beyond the actual clash of positions and interests.
The outcome was a kind of elaborated theory of détente in East—West relations
and peaceful change in Germany. Brandt and his close aide, Egon Bahr,
explained it many times, the famous speeches by Brandt in Harvard in 1962 and
by Brandt and Bahr in Tutzing in 1963 being the most notable occasions.13

The essence was to accept the status quo in order to overcome it. The Soviet
Union was to be persuaded to cooperate and at the same time to accept peaceful
change in Europe. A more cooperative Soviet attitude could be reached by
recognizing the status quo. In the short run the Soviet Union seemed to be the
winner. But the recognition of the status quo would prove to be the initial step
towards changing it to the West’s advantage. Once Moscow had lost its fear of
being pushed out of Germany and Eastern Europe, it could feel able to enter into
a process of communication with the West. A rapprochement between East and
West might result in the ‘transformation of the other side’. Bahr’s famous
formula ‘change through rapprochement’ (Wandel durch Annäherung) was meant
to be a challenge to the Soviet empire, not by military force but by the more
subtle power of economic strength, technological superiority and Western ideas.
This was the only power at Germany’s disposal and, furthermore, seemed
suitable to avoid the dangers of a continual arms race. Weak militarily and
dependent on allied protection, West Berlin and the Federal Republic could only
hope that the Soviet superpower would refrain from using military force in
Central Europe. However, a militarily weak and economically strong West
Germany had something to offer, and the Soviet Union might possibly wish for
cooperation from Germany as well as from the West in general.

The concept of Ostpolitik cannot be understood without taking into account
Brandt’s perception of the Soviet Union and of the Soviet empire in Eastern
Europe. The underlying assumption which was absolutely crucial for the whole
concept was that the Soviet leaders, though behaving in an aggressive way, were
no adventurers. Furthermore, people like Khrushchev seemed to realize that
Stalinist bureaucracy and sheer military power was no longer sufficient. In order
to stabilize the Soviet empire its economic performance had to be drastically
improved. Consequently a process of change and reform had to be introduced.
As early as 1956 Brandt perceived an ideological crisis within the Soviet elite
and a clash between reformers and orthodox communists which arose out of this
constellation.14 Brandt supposed that the Soviet Union would look for a solution
by turning to the West for the purpose of economic and technological
cooperation, provided the West recognized Soviet security interests and itself
was prepared for communication, contacts and exchange. Obviously Brandt was
guided by the theory of convergence of highly industrialized modern societies.
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With increased industrialization and in need of technological progress the Soviet
Union would not be able to avoid a certain degree of de-ideologization and
liberalization.

In addition to this Brandt believed that the Eastern bloc was increasingly
confronted with ‘divergent tendencies’.15 From the late 1950s onwards until
1968, when the ‘Prague spring’ collapsed, the wish for more independence from
Moscow in Eastern Europe was regarded as an important factor on which the
Western policy of détente could count. In a lengthy memorandum of August
1964 Brandt recommended US Secretary of State Dean Rusk to encourage the
reformists in the East by offering economic support and cooperation.16 No doubt
Brandt and his advisers overestimated the power of the forces of evolution and
the actual room for manoeuvre of the Warsaw Pact states, but it clearly shows
their political vision of a world in which they believed that the superpowers,
including the USA, would reach the limits of their power. Looking ahead to the
year 2000 it seemed to Brandt in 1963 that the twentieth century would prove to
be neither a US nor a Soviet century.17

Opportunities and Constraints

As we have seen, the concept of Ostpolitik started from the fundamental
assumption that both sides should talk to each other and search for overlapping
interests. Communication was a key notion in Brandt’s language of détente. One
had to break the ice and begin somewhere, even without knowing the true
intentions of the adversary. An early example of developing contacts was
Brandt’s meeting with Chamov, the Soviet commandant of East Berlin, on 10
January 1958.18 It took place at the Soviet headquarters at Karlshorst in the
Eastern part of the city. Brandt suggested establishing cultural contacts and
raised the problem of how new ways of movement between West Berlin and the
East could be found. The two-hour meeting, helped along by large quantities of
vodka, was friendly but, not surprisingly, did not produce any concrete results. Nor
was there any follow-up meeting, although it was agreed upon that there should
be one. Nonetheless, the mere fact of the meeting, although it did not have any
positive impact on the Soviet policy, seemed to be of some political relevance. 

Brandt reported to the allied powers about the meeting but he had not asked
for their consent in advance. He had merely informed them that he would be
going to Karlshorst. At later stages Brandt was more cautious and even accepted
objections put forward by the allies. Only after he had become Federal
Chancellor in 1969 he did repeat this pattern. He informed the Western allies of
the forthcoming negotiations with the Soviet Union, but he did not consult with
them. A more active policy towards the East needed new initiatives and, at the
same time, had to take into consideration all sorts of constraints. The Soviets
seemed to be simultaneously both talkative and aggressive. The allies and the
Federal Government in Bonn wanted to keep a close eye on any movement
towards the Soviet or East German authorities. Last but not least Brandt’s own
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party, the SPD in West Berlin and in the Federal Republic, was not altogether
pleased. Two days after his trip to the East Brandt had to defend himself at a
party convention in West Berlin.

The main precondition for putting the concept of Ostpolitik into effect was a
change of attitude in the Soviet Union. Only Moscow could open windows of
opportunity. As it turned out the Soviet leadership and the government in East
Berlin did the opposite. Instead of taking up Brandt’s proposal of June 1958 to
establish technical contacts in order to improve the chances for the Berliners in
East and West to move and communicate more freely,19 the Soviet Union
questioned the status quo in November 1958 by proposing a peace treaty with the
two German states within six months. West Berlin was to become a ‘Free City’.
Contrary to Chancellor Adenauer, Brandt perceived the crisis not only as a threat,
which it was, but also as an opportunity for negotiations.20 In December 1958 he
felt reassured when he won the election in West Berlin. Although the SPD share
of the vote was 53 per cent the coalition with the CDU was continued. Also in
December 1958 Brandt consented to the two-track decision of NATO. The Soviet
ultimatum was rejected, but future discussions on both Germany and Berlin were
not ruled out. In particular, Brandt’s reaction to the crisis was ‘very similar to
that of the United States—a firm rejection accompanied by indications of
compromise’.21

With the exception of a short period after the building of the Wall in August
1961, Brandt’s views and the US approach largely coincided, even though Brandt
suspected time and again that the USA might be inclined to compromise with the
Soviet Union at the expense of the West Berliners. It also happened that the
Americans decided for Brandt. When he was unsure whether to accept an
invitation for a meeting with Khrushchev in East Berlin in March 1959, the
negative attitude of the US representative in Berlin was decisive. The British
government as well as the government in Bonn were willing to leave the decision
to Brandt. The French were sceptical and so were parts of the SPD in West
Berlin. Brandt himself wanted to avoid any political risk, but in retrospect he
regretted that the opportunity to talk to the Soviet leader had been missed.22 

In fact Brandt’s readiness to establish contacts with the East on a working level
did not change. But attempts to achieve this in late 1959 proved futile.23 Again
and again it became crystal clear that any improvement in East—West relations
and any chance to launch a new Ostpolitik depended on the behaviour of the
Soviets. In the meantime, however, the Germans themselves should prepare and
should not shrink from taking their own initiatives. In Brandt’s view the time had
come for more independent action. The Germans should shed the remaining egg
shells and should not expect the allies both to speak and to think for them. In
short: continuity was vital in foreign policy and in the Western attitude towards
the East, but so too was the introduction of ‘fresh ideas’.24 In practice, however,
as the Berlin crisis went on, not much could be done by the West Berlin Senate.
It was only after the Cuban missile crisis had been settled that the window of
opportunity for any such ‘fresh ideas’ was slightly opened.
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In the course of the difficult and dangerous year of 1962 Brandt tried to
combine a new approach with old positions.25 In order to alleviate the situation
of the Berliners there was an urgent need for technical agreements between both
sides under the supervision and responsibility of the four-powers, without
recognizing the GDR or the division of Germany. The four power status of
Berlin had to remain in force. To put it succinctly: one had to stick to the legal
status, but work on the basis of the real status. The real situation was shaped by
the presence of the Western allies in West Berlin only. Hence one should
concentrate on improving the real status rather than stubbornly but fruitlessly
insisting on the legal status. Improving the real status meant finding a
satisfactory solution for the access to and from Berlin and to increase the ties
between West Berlin and the Federal Republic. Khrushchev’s attack on the legal
position had to be rejected, but the hard facts of the situation could not be
ignored. What really mattered was defending West Berlin. After the building of
the Wall there was no alternative to this course unless the use of force was taken
into consideration. Military action was ruled out, however. A Wall was ‘not a
very nice solution but…a hell of a lot better than a war’, was President
Kennedy’s comment.26 Kennedy wanted to support ‘the idea of self-
determination, the idea of all-Germany, and the fact of viable, protected freedom
in West Berlin’.27

Once the initial shock of the Wall and the disappointment over the passivity of
the West was over, Kennedy’s view was shared by the West Berlin Senate.
Kennedy’s recommendation did not take the Senate by complete surprise. After
all the idea that the Germans should base their thoughts and expectations on the
status quo was, as we have seen, not new at all for Brandt and his advisers. But
having experienced the brutality of the Wall the lesson had to be learned again.
Now the stage, which prior to the Wall seemed to be full of dangers as well as of
hopes, was completly ‘empty’.28 In order to start the play again one had to
respect the status quo. According to Egon Bahr, Kennedy had pointed out that
legal claims (Rechtsansprüche) might exist, but realities were something else.
The status quo was the reality.29 

Between August 1961 when the Berlin Wall was erected and the autumn of
1962 when it was feared that the Soviets could act against West Berlin in
retaliation for US pressure on Cuba,30 it was not clear whether the Soviet Union
would be content with the status quo. Moscow still insisted on changing the status
of West Berlin. Consequently Brandt, while offering negotiations on passes for
the West Berliners who wanted to visit their relatives and friends in the East, did
not stop demanding both the removal of the Wall and the securing of the status
quo for West Berlin.31 On balance, however, he stressed the necessity of
practical steps in order to solve a variety of questions, such as access to and the
resumption of freedom of movement in Berlin.32 Brandt’s emphasis on the
factual rather than the legal position met with a mixed reaction in Bonn. On the
one hand Foreign Minister Schröder’s ‘policy of movement’ to Eastern Europe
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was similar to Brandt’s approach. On the other hand, influential Christian
Democrats abhored the up-grading of the GDR: ‘It all leads to coexistence.’33

In the end the Berlin crisis led to the enforced division of Berlin, but also to
the survival of West Berlin. The Soviet Union was satisfied with a partial victory.
This provided the fundamental precondition for launching new approaches in
East—West relations on the basis of the status quo. Now the aim was not to
remove the Wall but to make it less impenetrable. The Soviets and the GDR had
to grant some alleviations to the West Berliners in return for the de facto
recognition of the status quo by the West. A first result was the pass agreement
(Passierscheinabkommen) which was signed in December 1963, just in time for
Christmas.34 Further agreements were to follow soon. Western and Eastern
interests were not identical but, after the experience of the double crisis of Berlin
and Cuba, there was a sufficient amount of joint interests. Both sides wanted an
agreement without insisting on maximum goals. The Wall could not be removed,
but nor were the GDR authorities legally recognized. Moscow told its East German
ally to be content with some form of de facto recognition, even though it was
somewhat less than judicial recognition. Hence no ‘treaty’ was concluded, only
an ‘agreement’. When the talks with East Berlin entered their decisive phase in
December 1963, Bahr believed that Ulbricht was under pressure by the Soviet
Union and the other Warsaw Pact states which seemed to be interested in a step
forward towards détente.35

The contacts and negotiations of 1963 could be based on earlier contacts with
East Berlin which had been established by various institutions and individuals,
such as the Trust Office for Inter-Zonal Trade (Treuhandstelle für den
Interzonenhandel), the International Red Cross, private persons (businessmen,
journalists, churchmen) and government officials. These sorts of exchange
continued in 1963, including semi-official or official contacts. Even at the top
level a direct exchange of views seemed possible when Khrushchev visited East
Berlin on the occasion of the SED conference in January 1963. A member of the
Soviet Embassy in East Berlin informed Bahr about Khrushchev’s interest in
talking to Brandt. Brandt was as keen on the meeting as Khrushchev and
consulted with the government in Bonn and the three powers in West Berlin.
Adenauer pointed out that accepting the invitation would mean implicitly that the
Soviets could feel confirmed in their opinion that West Berlin should have the
status of a free and demilitarized city. Having to take a decision, however,
Adenauer in the end did not advise against the meeting. The Allies took the same
view, and yet Brandt cancelled the meeting at very short notice. He was stopped
by the CDU in West Berlin, or rather had not the courage to go against his
coalition partner. The CDU was afraid that Brandt might go too far to meet the
Soviet position and threatened to withdraw its ministers from the Senate.36 The
answer to the veto was the defeat of the CDU in the up-coming elections in West
Berlin. Brandt and his SPD gained 62 per cent of the vote in February 1963. In
spite of this clear majority the SPD again formed a coalition government, this
time with the liberal Free Democrats. The SPD/FDP government in West Berlin
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was a forerunner of the same coalition in Bonn in 1969 when Brandt became
Federal Chancellor.

A comparison between March 1959 and January 1963, Brandt’s two missed
opportunities to meet Khrushchev, shows how much had changed. The Soviet
Union no longer insisted on getting rid of the four-power status completely, and
the West accepted the status quo as defined by Moscow. It had to be seen
whether the Soviets could attain their goal and get the legal recognition of the
GDR. For the time being the West Germans had their way, and still called the
GDR the ‘Zone’ (Soviet Occupation Zone). At the same time, although Brandt was
fully aware of the delicacy of the situation, he did not hide his conviction that the
only chance to improve the condition of the West Berliners was to allow contacts
and negotiations on an official level. Encouraged by Washington generally and
particularly by the message which President Kennedy delivered during his visit
to West Berlin in June 1963, Brandt demonstrated considerable flexibility in
order to reach the first pass agreement in December 1963.

Egon Bahr is right when he calls Brandt’s, and for that matter his own, ‘policy
of small steps’ (Politik der kleinen Schritte) a model for the bigger steps of
Ostpolitik which were possible a couple of years later.37 To summarize the main
features:

• A wide range of contacts and channels had to be used in order to exchange
information and views and to bridge the gulf which separated both sides.

• Nothing could be achieved without or against the Soviet Union.
• The partners of the agreement concurred that they did not agree on legal and

status questions.
• Any agreement of the West Berlin Senate with the authorities in East Berlin

needed the support of the three powers and in particular the USA.
• At the same time West German initiatives and a certain degree of German

self-reliance were called for.

The West Berlin Senate, and later the Federal Government in Bonn, had to keep
the balance between the rights of the three powers and the wish to break new
ground in East—West relations. In 1969/70 there was some fear in the West that
the position of the three powers might be infringed by Ostpolitik or that the
spectre of Rapallo might get out of the bottle. As early as 1963 the US
Ambassador in Bonn, who regarded the pass negotiations as a ‘quantum jump’,
warned that the allies had to be alert as to whether their competencies were
affected. In his view, Brandt’s ‘new approach could settle some problems, and
create others by projecting entire new dimensions of relationships’.38
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