
Dramatic changes in
1989—most notably, the fall of the Berlin Wall on November 9—shocked much
of the world. Yet the post–Cold War order that emerged afterward included a
great deal of continuity, particularly with regard to the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO). Although the transatlantic alliance’s primary mission
had been to counter the Soviet threat, NATO endured the demise of that threat
and the end of the Cold War with relatively few alterations. The means by
which this happened are of more than historical interest, given that NATO’s
endurance enabled its subsequent enlargement. If world leaders had struck al-
ternative bargains at the end of the Cold War—namely, agreements sub-
ordinating or replacing NATO, or foreclosing NATO’s future movement
eastward—then such enlargement would have become much more difªcult, if
not impossible.1

As a combination of newly available and previously released multilingual
evidence reveals, such potential alternative bargains emerged in 1990.2 First,
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Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev began calling for a new post–Cold War pan-
European security structure. He hoped for an organization that, while yet ill-
deªned, would stretch from the shores of the Atlantic to his country. The U.S.
ambassador in Moscow, Jack Matlock, reported in May 1990 that Gorbachev
wanted to create such a security structure quickly by putting a united
Germany into both NATO and the Warsaw Pact. Moscow’s logic was that if
“Germany can participate without difªculty in the G-7 [Group of Seven], the
EC [European Community]-12, the NATO-16 and the CSCE [Conference on
Security and Cooperation in Europe]-35, why couldn’t it also accept participa-
tion in all or part of the Warsaw Pact political framework—an Eastern E-7, so
to speak”?3 Gorbachev also speculated with the Polish president, Wojciech
Jaruzelski, on whether the Warsaw Pact should increase its presence in East
Germany until such a pan-European structure came about. Jaruzelski thought
that, because not only U.S. but also British and French troops were stationed in
West Germany, Polish and Czechoslovakian troops should move into East
Germany to join the Soviet forces already there.4 Second, the U.S. National
Security Council (NSC) worried in 1990 that Gorbachev might call a snap
peace conference of the 110 nations that had been in a state of war with Nazi
Germany in 1945. Many of the former belligerents would have been eager to
attend, given the possibility of gaining reparations from wealthy West
Germany.5 The issue of “postwar” security structures would then have been
on the table, and the consequences for NATO of such a meeting would have
been unpredictable. The French, for example, had already expressed interest in
new visions for the future of European security. In contrast to what they saw
as an American, British, and West German plan to “conªrm and revitalize
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the Atlantic alliance” at the end of the Cold War, French President François
Mitterrand and his advisers were interested in a third and, in their eyes,
“better” alternative: an expanded role for a “suitably reinforced” CSCE.6

Secretary of State James Baker found this variant worrying; as he advised
President George H.W. Bush, the “real risk to NATO is CSCE.”7 Fourth, it was
conceivable that West Germans might, if pressed by the Soviet Union, be will-
ing to trade NATO membership for uniªcation with East Germany; the
alliance was not a beloved one. In the 1980s, more than 1 million West
Germans had protested against NATO’s missile emplacements in their back-
yard; Chancellor Helmut Schmidt’s government fell partly because it had
made agreements leading to such emplacements; and a popular rock song
telling Americans and Russians to go ªght on the uninhabited surface of
the moon instead of in divided Germany spent eighty weeks at the top of the
charts.8 Fifth, a number of the Eastern European dissidents who had contrib-
uted to the dramatic changes of 1989 were now political rulers. Many came
from paciªst backgrounds and rejected both the Warsaw Pact and NATO, in-
deed all military alliances. To cite just one example, the new Czechoslovakian
leader, Václav Havel, shocked Washington during his ªrst visit there in Febru-
ary 1990 when he called for all foreign troops to leave Europe.9

These alternatives shared one critical aspect: they promised to diminish the
United States’ preeminence in European security, an outcome that President
Bush wanted to avoid. Writing personally to Mitterrand in April 1990, he
stated, “I hope that you agree that the North Atlantic Alliance is an essential
component of Europe’s future.” Moreover, “I do not foresee that the CSCE can
replace NATO as the guarantor of Western security and stability. Indeed, it is
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difªcult to visualize how a European collective security arrangement includ-
ing Eastern Europe, and perhaps even the Soviet Union, would have the capa-
bility to deter threats to Western Europe.” Bush asserted, “NATO is the only
plausible justiªcation in my country for the American military presence in
Europe. If NATO is allowed to wither because it has no meaningful political
place in the new Europe, the basis for a long-term U.S. military commitment
can die with it.”10 In the words of Mitterrand’s top foreign policy aide, Hubert
Védrine, the transatlantic alliance’s future was “the only issue” that truly con-
cerned Bush at the end of the Cold War.11 To ensure that NATO would main-
tain its dominant status during a time of dramatic upheaval, its supporters
would need to act quickly and decisively.

The available evidence shows that they did. Bush and West German
Chancellor Helmut Kohl understood that NATO guaranteed a leading role for
the United States in European security. In the interest of maintaining that
status quo, they took action to shield NATO from both potential competitors,
in the form of new European security structures, and from restrictions on its
future activities. Kohl’s cooperation in this effort was fortunate for Bush, be-
cause a different West German leader might have considered other alternatives
more seriously. But Kohl believed in NATO, and he believed that he could
overcome West Germans’ ambivalence toward the alliance if he could achieve
German uniªcation as part of a grand bargain.12 Put another way, the reactions
of both Washington and Bonn to the events of 1989 revealed the accuracy of a
popular saying about NATO’s mission—namely, to keep the Russians out, but
also to keep the Americans in, and the Germans down. By 1990 the alliance
had clearly succeeded; the Russians were “out,” the Americans wanted to stay
“in,” and the Germans wanted to stay “down.”

The way in which Washington and Bonn succeeded in achieving their strate-
gic goals is the focus of this article. Given the vast literature on the end of
the Cold War, it is impossible to revisit all of the major narratives and de-
bates here.13 Rather, this article focuses on those assumptions most in need of
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reassessment: ªrst, that in 1990, consideration of NATO’s future beyond its
1989 border was either nonexistent or limited solely to eastern Germany; sec-
ond, that U.S. policymakers negotiated all of the key bargains with the Soviet
Union, most importantly at the Washington summit of May–June 1990; and,
third, that, as Daniel Deudney and G. John Ikenberry have argued, “[T]he
diplomatic conversation at the end of the Cold War concerned architectures
that would integrate the Soviets (and Russians) into pan-European and pan-
Atlantic institutions.”14

The article’s three main sections challenge these assumptions by showing
(1) that as early as February 1990, leading Western policymakers were specu-
lating about NATO’s future, not just in eastern Germany but also in Eastern
Europe; (2) that, in the endgame of the Cold War, it was not just U.S. but also
West German negotiators who would play decisive roles; and (3) that their
main goal was not the integration described by Deudney, Ikenberry, and oth-
ers in their depictions of the United States as a liberal Leviathan. Rather, their
goal was best articulated by Robert Gates, the deputy national security adviser
in 1990. He summarized Bonn and Washington’s strategy as follows: “to bribe
the Soviets out” using the wealth of the West. Gates was thinking about di-
vided Germany in particular, but his analysis has broader applicability to the
means by which the United States perpetuated its preeminence in European
security after the Cold War.15

Considering NATO’s Future

Experts have argued that, at the end of the Cold War, consideration of NATO’s
future beyond its 1989 border was either nonexistent or limited solely to east-
ern Germany. As Ronald Asmus, a Department of State ofªcial in Bill Clinton’s
administration, wrote in 2002, “[N]o one in either Washington or Moscow was
thinking about further NATO expansion in the spring and fall of 1990.”16 Mark
Kramer stated in 2009 that “NATO’s role vis-à-vis the rest of the Warsaw Pact
countries . . . never came up during the negotiations on German reuniªca-
tion.”17 Deudney and Ikenberry maintained in 2010 that “NATO expansion
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was simply outside the realm of the thinkable at the time.”18 Gilles Andréani
wrote in 2010 that “[t]he fact is that in 1990 NATO enlargement was not con-
ceivable as an issue.”19

Newly available sources challenge the view that no one was engaged in
thinking about NATO enlargement and that the subject never came up. It is
important to avoid overstating what these sources say; the new evidence does
not reveal a secret 1990 plot to ensure that NATO reached the Baltics. It does,
however, demonstrate that key Western political leaders had indeed begun to
think—in both approving and disapproving terms—about the alliance’s future
role in Eastern Europe, not just eastern Germany, by February 1990.

early speculation in 1990

On February 2, 1990, West German Foreign Minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher
visited Secretary of State Baker and subsequently President Bush in
Washington, to discuss among other topics the consequences of the opening of
the Berlin Wall and what they might mean for NATO. Genscher and Baker an-
nounced the results at a press conference that same evening, a Friday.
Genscher said they had agreed that “there was no interest to extend NATO to
the east.” The foreign minister had already made public comments to this ef-
fect, so he was conªrming that Baker was of a similar opinion.20

After the intervening weekend and his return to Bonn from Washington,
Genscher clariªed his thinking in a conversation on February 6 with the visit-
ing British foreign minister, Douglas Hurd. Genscher told his English guest
that the West needed to state clearly that “NATO does not intend to expand its
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territory to the East. Such a statement must refer not just to East Germany but
rather be of a general nature. For example, the Soviet Union needs the security
of knowing that Hungary, if it has a change of government, will not become
part of the Western Alliance.”21 Thus, Genscher was already thinking of
NATO’s potential future in Eastern Europe; not as something that he wanted
to promote, but rather as something that Moscow would want ruled out.
Genscher speculated that if the Warsaw Pact were to erode, it “would be easier
for the Soviet Union” to use the CSCE “as a safety net.”22 Genscher’s goal ap-
pears to have been to establish a realistic negotiating stance with regard to
Moscow, which he would be visiting in four days with Kohl.

Hurd responded that he shared this view and thought that it should be dis-
cussed within the alliance itself, both with military and political leaders. Re-
plying that such discussions could begin “now,” Genscher mentioned that the
discussions should consider “developments in Poland, Czechoslovakia,
Hungary and East Germany.” He also stated that “we do not want to extend
NATO territory, but we do not want to leave NATO. In our opinion, both alli-
ances [NATO and the Warsaw Pact] must become part of the common
European security structure.”23 Also on February 6, journalists traveling with
Baker (who by now was en route to the Soviet Union) pressed for clariªcation
of Genscher’s comments and received the following reply: “[I]t is a way of
maintaining the NATO structure and not having NATO forces further East.”24

In Moscow, from February 7 to February 9, Baker reiterated to Gorbachev that
the alliance would not move “one inch eastward” if he agreed to allow a
uniªed Germany to go into NATO.25

Genscher discussed the question of NATO’s future yet again that weekend
in Moscow, after journeying there with Kohl on Saturday, February 10. Like
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Baker, Genscher and Kohl stated during separate meetings that NATO would
not expand eastward. Genscher told his counterpart, Soviet Foreign Minister
Eduard Shevardnadze, that “for us, it stands ªrm: NATO will not expand itself
to the East”; Kohl told Gorbachev that “naturally” NATO’s territory could not
expand.26

The issue of NATO and Eastern Europe moved from behind closed doors to
the pages of newspapers on February 20, 1990, when prominent Hungarian
politician Gyula Horn speculated about some kind of future integration of
Hungary into NATO. His comments were controversial, and critics discounted
them as an election ploy.27 Nonetheless, in Washington a member of the U.S.
State Department’s Policy Planning staff, Harvey Sicherman, was given the job
of writing a speculative report on future security structures in the Germanies
and Eastern Europe. Baker and his top aides, Dennis Ross and Robert Zoellick,
received copies of this report, dated March 12, 1990; Baker found the docu-
ment so worthwhile that he kept it among his private collection when he left
ofªce.

In his report, Sicherman concluded that some Central and East Europeans—
the peoples who had suffered the most from living between Germany and the
Soviet Union—were already realizing that cooperation with NATO was “the
best way out of the German-Russian security dilemma and, with the Czech ex-
ception, the Hungarians and the Poles already see it.” Sicherman found that
the United States could offer “these nations great opportunities” but that
Washington needed to ensure that “1) taking on the burden of ‘organizing’ this
region is really a vital interest [and] 2) we have the means to do so. My answer
tentatively is that we alone do not have the means but that NATO and the EC
surely do.”28

Both Ross and Zoellick later recounted that they began speculating about a
potential role for NATO in Eastern Europe in early 1990, in part prompted by
this March memo. In 2009 Baker recollected doing so by the second half of
1990. Although Brent Scowcroft, the U.S. national security adviser, stated that
he did not remember this speculation, one of his subordinates, Philip Zelikow,
recalled the idea being mooted in a speculative way.29
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In April 1990, as cited above, Bush had told Mitterrand that it was “difªcult
to visualize how a European collective security arrangement including Eastern
Europe, and perhaps even the Soviet Union” could defend Western Europe,
and proposed maintenance of NATO as the answer. In July 1990, Baker and
Zoellick would expand on that topic by brieªng Bush on the potential need to
provide structure for the Soviet Union and East European states after their
own institutions collapsed.30 And in September 1990, Zoellick and his British
colleagues would refuse to ªnalize the so-called 2�4 accord on the uniªcation
of Germany (on which Zoellick was the lead U.S. negotiator) until it was
conªrmed in an “agreed minute” that non-German NATO troops retained the
option of moving eastward over the alliance’s 1989 border. Although he did
not explicitly discuss Eastern Europe, Zoellick later stated he was thinking of
Poland at the time.31

“a question of cash”

The question of the future of NATO caused internal disagreements in both
Washington and Bonn. In early February 1990, Baker, Kohl, and Genscher were
willing to tell Gorbachev and Shevardnadze that NATO would not move east-
ward beyond its 1989 border.32 Indeed, such statements helped to inspire
Gorbachev to agree, on February 10, to internal German uniªcation, in the
form of economic and monetary union. (Planning for monetary union began
immediately thereafter, and the union was enacted on July 1, 1990, well before
political uniªcation.)

In the lead-up to the U.S.–West German summit at Camp David on February
24–25, 1990, however, both the NSC and the West German defense ministry
pushed back against this early February view, questioning how eastern
Germany would be defended after unity.33 Mitterrand, assessing from a
distance how U.S.–West German thinking was developing, decided that
Genscher’s views were becoming increasingly out-of-step with those of Bush
and Kohl. The West German chancellor chose not to bring Genscher to Camp
David.34
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Gorbachev and Kohl had essentially already reached a gentleman’s agree-
ment on February 10: Kohl told Gorbachev that NATO would not expand east-
ward, and the Soviet leader agreed to internal German economic and
monetary union, a process that had already begun. If the Western leaders
wanted more ºexibility regarding NATO’s future, they would have to ªnd a
way to placate Gorbachev. Kohl believed that the Soviets would want compen-
sation: “It will come down in the end to a question of cash,” he told Bush at
Camp David. The president replied that West Germany had “deep pockets.”35

Given the deteriorating economic conditions in the Soviet Union, its leader-
ship would likely be susceptible to such inducement. In the spring of 1990,
Matlock found that Gorbachev was starting to look “less like a man in control
and more [like] an embattled leader.” The “signs of crisis,” he wrote, “are le-
gion: Sharply rising crime rates, proliferating anti-regime demonstrations, bur-
geoning separatist movements, deteriorating economic performance . . . and a
slow, uncertain transfer of power from party to state and from the center to the
periphery.”36 In addition, a crisis caused by a Lithuanian push for independ-
ence from the Soviet Union would soon begin troubling Gorbachev as well.

Thus, Moscow could not address its domestic problems without the help of
foreign aid and credit. In light of the softening U.S. economy, however, Bush
neither wanted to be generous nor felt that he could justify giving aid to a
country that was still ostensibly the United States’ greatest enemy. Therefore,
Gorbachev would have to turn to West Germany for help. The question was
whether Bonn could provide such assistance in a manner that allowed
Gorbachev to save face as he accepted a uniªed Germany in NATO.37 To para-
phrase Gates, Bonn and Washington decided to work closely together and to
offer Gorbachev various monetary and political “bribes,” paid by Bonn.

In short, the available evidence shows that speculation by Western leaders
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about the future of NATO, including in Eastern Europe, had emerged by
February 1990. Such speculation was controversial, both in public and behind
closed doors, and the August 1990 invasion of Kuwait by Saddam Hussein
pushed it well down the Bush administration’s priority list in any event. At the
same time, the evidence shows that it was part of the strategizing of 1990, and
that convincing Gorbachev to accept NATO’s movement beyond its 1989 bor-
ders was a high priority.

Bonn and Washington’s Coordinated Strategy

English-language scholarly histories of the Cold War often emphasize the su-
perpowers and their interaction.38 Yet the evidence suggests that, in the end-
game, the West Germans played a decisive role. Together with the Americans,
they devised and offered Gorbachev a number of deals in the late spring and
summer of 1990. The ªve key moments in this process were the following:
(1) in the spring of 1990, Bonn ensured that German commercial banks would
make large loans to Moscow; (2) around the same time, Bonn and Washington
worked together to make changes to increase NATO’s acceptability to
Moscow, even as Gorbachev suggested that perhaps the Soviet Union should
join it; (3) in May–June 1990, Washington enlisted the so-called Helsinki princi-
ple at a summit, but it did not settle matters deªnitively; (4) in June, Bonn of-
fered to cover the costs of Soviet troops in East Germany; and (5) in July,
NATO publicized its changes at a key moment. Given the desperate condition
of the Soviet Union, it is fair to ask what leverage Moscow could exert in reply
to these offers. In fact, Moscow maintained not only legal rights emanating
from Germany’s unconditional surrender at the end of World War II but also
sizable occupation forces—about 380,000 troops—in East Germany. Hence, lit-
tle could happen without Soviet agreement.

loaning money to moscow in may 1990

Kohl felt certain that the Soviets were more worried about securing ªnancial
help for reform at home and lucrative future economic relations with West
Germany than any other foreign policy issue.39 Therefore, if Kohl could reas-
sure both Gorbachev and enough of the Soviet leader’s advisers and foes that
West Germany would be a reliable source of ªnancial support, then the chan-
cellor would empower Gorbachev. The Soviet leader could then give permis-
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sion for a united Germany to enter NATO without cumbersome restrictions.
Not coincidentally, this belief also put Kohl in the driver’s seat, because the
Bush administration and European leaders other than the West German chan-
cellor repeatedly refused to give Gorbachev signiªcant ªnancial or economic
aid. Hurd summed up West European thinking at the time: “[O]ne doesn’t
help his friends by throwing a great deal of money down a hole.”40 Such views
only increased Bonn’s signiªcance.

Kohl’s intuition about Soviet priorities was correct. In May 1990,
Gorbachev’s chief foreign policy aide, Anatoly Chernyaev, conªdentially ad-
vised his boss that it was probably no longer possible to prevent NATO from
moving eastward as part of German uniªcation. Chernyaev thought that, to a
certain extent, it did not even matter. The balance of forces that mattered was
in the nuclear realm, and that would not change even if eastern Germany
joined NATO, because neither it nor West Germany had any nuclear weapons
of their own.41 The real problem—which Shevardnadze would emphasize
in the 2�4 talks between the two Germanies and their four occupying pow-
ers (i.e., Britain, France, the United States, and the Soviet Union)—was not
the balance of power but the balance of opinion. Reaching the point where
Gorbachev and his closest advisers felt comfortable that they could make a de-
cision to allow NATO to move eastward beyond its 1989 border and still sur-
vive in ofªce was the main issue.

In the spring and summer of 1990, the Soviets and the West Germans began
bilateral talks. Moscow sought 20–25 billion West German Deutschmarks
(DM) in credit.42 Shevardnadze informed Kohl’s foreign policy adviser, Horst
Teltschik, that the Soviet Union had lost the ability to secure loans on the inter-
national credit market, a problem Teltschik conªrmed with Hilmar Kopper of
Deutsche Bank and Wolfgang Röller of Dresdner Bank.43 Kohl was convinced,
however, that giving loans to Moscow would help to support Gorbachev. Kohl
succeeded in convincing Kopper and Röller of this belief, and as a result, the
two banks informed Moscow it could, with the backing of the West German
government, borrow up to DM 5 billion from them.44 Gorbachev reacted “eu-
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phorically” upon hearing this news.45 The Soviet leader would later call this
credit a “chess move” made at the right moment.46

There was a domestic political subtext to these events. Kohl had decided
that the next West German election (which, under the country’s electoral law,
had to take place before January 13, 1991) should be held in early December
1990.47 The chancellor hoped that this election could be the ªrst all-German
one since the 1930s, because he had strong support in the East and he wanted
that region to unify with the West and become part of the electorate in time for
the voting. To accomplish this goal, uniªcation would need to occur in a short
period of time (i.e., sufªciently in advance of December 1990). It seems that, to
diminish Soviet anger at the rapid pace of events that he was contemplating,
Kohl used his leverage with his friends in the banking sector to secure loans
for Gorbachev.

starting to reform nato

If money was one “bribe,” reform of NATO was another. The goal was to make
NATO seem less threatening outwardly but to maintain its essential character-
istics. The evidence shows that Bonn and Washington made key decisions
about reform bilaterally, then vetted them with a few other national leaders,
and ªnally channeled them through the alliance’s bureaucracy for rubber-
stamping.

Bush suggested organizing a NATO summit in the summer of 1990, to publi-
cize the results of their efforts.48 Kohl thought that such a summit should not
take place until after Gorbachev survived the upcoming Congress of the
Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) of July 2–14, 1990, which prom-
ised to be contentious.49 The Bush administration disagreed, believing that
revamping NATO’s public image would help Gorbachev to defend himself
at the Congress. Washington won; the NATO summit was scheduled for
July 5–6, during the CPSU Congress. In addition, Bush invited Gorbachev to
Washington, D.C., for a summit in the lead-up to the Congress, at the end of
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May and start of June 1990. As Robert Hutchings, a member of the NSC at the
time, remembers, “Gorbachev needed a successful summit, and we meant to
give him one.”50

In preparation for both summits, Kohl, accompanied by a large delegation,
visited Washington in the middle of May 1990. Hutchings recalled a real sense
of camaraderie between the Americans and the West Germans.51 Kohl was be-
coming a particularly welcome and frequent visitor to the United States; at one
point in the spring of 1990, he appeared twice in three weeks. Nevertheless, he
and Bush still had their differences, mostly over how much economic assis-
tance the United States would provide to the Soviet Union. The White House
remained unwilling to give Moscow loans, or even most-favored-nation trad-
ing status, while the Baltic crisis remained ongoing. Bush was coming under
criticism domestically for doing too little for Lithuania; George Will, for exam-
ple, remarked that Bush’s timid response proved that “Bushism is Reaganism
minus the passion for freedom.”52

Bush and Kohl did agree on a major issue: that the trickiest problem would
be the removal of Soviet troops from East Germany without parallel requests
for the removal of NATO troops from West Germany. They concluded that the
Helsinki Final Act of 1975, which stated that signatories had the right to
choose their own alliances and should respect the rights of others to do so,
would be useful in this context. The Soviet Union was a signatory to this act.
Therefore, if a united Germany chose to be in NATO, then Western troops
would remain there. Reminding Gorbachev of the Helsinki principle would
thus be very useful.53

Meanwhile, as the Americans and the West Germans made plans together in
Washington in May, Baker and his team were back in Moscow. There, the sec-
retary of state found a Soviet leader trying to fend off opponents on both his
right and his left. The unhappy Gorbachev pushed Baker to compromise on
the subject of the transatlantic alliance. The Soviet leader repeatedly ques-
tioned the need for a united Germany to be in NATO. He accused Washington
of playing games and not taking his concerns or ideas about pan-European se-
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curity seriously. Baker reassured Gorbachev that there was no such game play-
ing.54 He called Gorbachev’s idea of a pan-European security institution “an
excellent dream, but only a dream”; NATO was a reality, and a Germany sol-
idly implanted in it would be in the interest of the Soviet Union.55

Gorbachev was unconvinced. Showing that he, too, could speculate about a
future for NATO beyond eastern Germany, the Soviet leader raised the issue of
whether the Soviet Union should join the transatlantic alliance as well. “I will
propose to the President [Bush], and will say publicly, that we want to enter
NATO,” Gorbachev stated. He emphasized that the idea was not a hypotheti-
cal question, “not some absurdity,” but rather a serious consideration. In reply,
Baker avoided Gorbachev’s suggestion by bringing up the Helsinki principle.
Under it, Baker emphasized, the Germans would be allowed to choose their
own alliance. Determined to press the matter, Gorbachev repeated that “our
membership in NATO is not such a wild fantasy”; the United States and
the Soviet Union had once been allies, so why not again?56 Baker remained
unmoved.57

the washington summit, may–june 1990

Aware of Gorbachev’s mind-set, the Bush administration had limited expecta-
tions for the Washington summit. It would try to hearten the Soviet leader by
agreeing that a united Germany would renounce “ABC” (atomic, biological,
and chemical) weapons, and that Soviet troops could remain there for a transi-
tion period. But no massive ªnancial aid, Gorbachev’s main goal, would fol-
low. The internal brieªng papers for the summit concluded that, as a result,
expectations should be kept low.58 Bush himself told Kohl that he did not ex-
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pect much. Rather, Bush’s goal was simple: for Gorbachev to “come out feeling
he has had a good summit, even though there are no major breakthroughs.”59

Bush’s assessment was accurate. The Washington summit failed to produce
an agreement on what would happen to Germany and NATO. It could, how-
ever, boast a signiªcant U.S. accomplishment: Gorbachev, in response to a di-
rect question from Bush, allowed that nations could choose which military
alliances they would join, thus conªrming his respect for the Helsinki princi-
ple.60 The subsequent claim that this meeting was “the most important U.S.-
Soviet summit ever held,” however, is not supported by the evidence now
available. Although accords were signed on chemical weapons, nuclear test-
ing, and trade, there “was nothing to announce on Germany.”61 Matlock re-
ported that the summit had hardly even registered in Moscow. It could “not
compete with concerns over food supplies and the election of [Boris] Yeltsin to
the . . . presidency” of the new Russian republic. Most people had written it off
as part of a “Gorbachev political campaign to gain support at home.”62

paying the occupiers in june 1990

In the meantime, Kohl’s team continued work devising a new “bribe,” namely,
agreement by the West Germans to cover many of the costs of the Soviet
troops in East Germany. Soviet forces stationed there had come as victorious
occupiers, but at the end of the Cold War they were demoralized, housed
in deteriorating barracks, and badly fed. A particularly worrisome develop-
ment was that they were selling army property and weaponry for personal
gain. East Germans living near Soviet bases complained that the troops
seemed desperate, hungry, and potentially dangerous. Already in December
1989, Shevardnadze had conªded to Genscher that “the situation in East
Germany is running the risk of becoming unstable.” Despite being Soviet for-
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eign minister, Shevardnadze “did not know what orders Soviet soldiers there
[i.e., East Germany] might receive.” Given that “the soldiers had their wives
and children with them, even a minor incident could become an explosion.”
Genscher asked if there was evidence of “aggressive behavior on the part
of Germans in East Germany toward members and dependents of the Soviet
Army” that might trigger such an explosion, and Shevardnadze replied that
there was.63

This had been the situation in December 1989; in the spring of 1990, the
specter of the July 1 beginning of German economic and monetary union
threatened to exacerbate the situation further. If Soviet soldiers became penni-
less with the introduction of a hard currency, the consequences could include
violence. There were even rumors that Soviet troops withdrawing from
Czechoslovakia and Hungary might decide to head to East Germany rather
than to the Soviet Union (because they faced such terrible conditions back
home) and create further problems.64 In light of all of these issues, Moscow
sought help from Bonn, and Bonn agreed to provide it.

On June 25, 1990, West Germany committed to pay DM 1.25 billion in “sta-
tioning costs” for Soviet troops in the second half of 1990. The irony of this de-
cision was heavy. West Germany would pay to continue to be occupied by the
Soviet Union after the collapse of the Berlin Wall. In addition, Soviet soldiers
and their dependents would be allowed to exchange their so-called ªeld bank
savings (which were becoming worthless) into Deutschmarks at a very favor-
able rate. Similarly favorable terms would apply to future trade between
uniªed Germany and the Soviet Union. It was also agreed that property
conªscated during the initial wartime occupation of Germany—that is, before
the 1949 foundings of West and then East Germany—would not be subject to
legal action in a united Germany. This pronouncement would largely shield
the Soviet Union from legal challenges dating back to the war.65

publicizing nato reform in july 1990

West German bankers and government leaders had thus committed a sub-
stantial amount of funding to Moscow. The matching “bribe”—a NATO
relaunch—was still being assembled. On June 8, 1990, Bush and Kohl
discussed this relaunch, as well as other issues, when Kohl returned to
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Washington. In a session only they attended, Bush, Baker, Scowcroft, and Kohl
began planning the July NATO summit in detail. Although NATO was de jure
an institution and alliance of many nations, de facto it was the close con-
ªdantes of U.S. and West German leaders—that is, Scowcroft, Teltschik, and
their subordinates—who decided on the July 1990 press release. They did so
through an exchange of draft communiqués in late June. Bush speciªed that
only NATO Secretary-General Manfred Wörner, along with the British, French,
and Italian leaders Margaret Thatcher, Mitterrand, and Giulio Andreotti,
might be consulted.66 The idea was to produce a press release that would help
Gorbachev to prevail over his opponents at the CPSU Congress in the short
term and convince the Soviet leader to accept a united Germany without sig-
niªcant restrictions on NATO in the longer term.67

Scowcroft and his subordinates wrote an initial draft press release, to which
Teltschik and his team responded with a number of criticisms. The White
House wanted to link changes to the complete withdrawal of Soviet troops,
some indeªnite number of years off, which the West Germans did not like. Nor
did the U.S. draft contain language to placate the CSCE, which was essentially
losing out on any chance of becoming the leading European security institu-
tions. It also did not offer to limit the size of German conventional forces. The
draft talked only about potential outreach to individual members of the
Warsaw Pact in the future, not directly with the pact as a whole, as Gorbachev
wanted.68 Scowcroft agreed with some of these criticisms but insisted that
NATO and the Warsaw Pact were no longer equals, so talking to individ-
ual members made more sense than talking to the pact as a whole. Zelikow
later suggested that dealing with individual countries was a way of opening
NATO’s door to East European states and creating opportunities for the
future.69

Teltschik understood the U.S. objection to dealing with the dying Warsaw
Pact, but he still wanted some kind of joint declaration, because Moscow had
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hinted that this was strongly desired. The Bush administration also rejected
a possible early withdrawal of nuclear artillery, arguing that it should hap-
pen only after all Soviet troops in central Europe had gone home.70 Finally,
Scowcroft thought that it was too soon for Germany to make concessions on its
overall troop numbers; that discussion should be saved for later, in the
Conventional Forces in Europe (CFE) talks.71

On July 3, 1990, just after the CPSU Congress opened, Bush assembled se-
nior members of the NSC and the State Department (along with a few selected
others) for a ªnal brieªng before the NATO summit. Baker explained how the
White House had prevented the draft press release from going through NATO
channels. It was at this meeting that Baker and Zoellick briefed the president
on the need to edge out the CSCE in Eastern Europe. As mentioned above,
Baker felt that the CSCE, or to be more precise, French visions of building a
new security structure based on it, represented a risk to NATO’s dominance.
He told the assembled group that “this is why we need to lead re[garding]
what [the] role of CSCE should be.” Bush asked, “[D]o the French really want
to see us out of there?” Baker replied that the French did not exactly want the
Americans to disappear. Rather, they would just prefer if they could become
“mercenaries,” available for hire only when needed. Secretary of Defense Dick
Cheney commented that it had become time for a “rethink” of what NATO’s
future “out-of-area” operations might be. The meeting’s participants also dis-
cussed the need to provide some kind of security, and perhaps even structure,
for the Soviet Union and its former allies once their international institutions,
such as the Warsaw Pact, collapsed around them.72

At the NATO summit in London afterward, the United States and West
Germany succeeded in getting their press release through the alliance bureau-
cracy with hardly any changes. The West Germans got their joint declaration
with the Warsaw Pact, but invitations to visit and establish permanent diplo-
matic missions were extended to individual pact member states, not the orga-
nization as a whole. The document also called for the CFE talks to go into
“continuous session.” A long section paying lip service to the importance of
the CSCE appeared as well.73 These and other provisions originated either
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in the ªrst U.S. draft or in subsequent West German edited versions; clearly,
where the United States and West Germany led, NATO followed.

Meanwhile, in Russia there was considerably less agreement at the CPSU
Congress. Gorbachev came in for bitter, vulgar, and unrelenting attacks from
opponents who wanted to oust him. Once the NATO summit was under way,
however, the news from London helped the Soviet leader. Shevardnadze
would later thank Baker for getting the press release approved during the
CPSU Congress, saying it had contributed to Gorbachev’s survival as leader.
Always a glass-half-full optimist, Gorbachev emerged from the Congress feel-
ing conªdent, despite the vicious attacks that he had endured and his loss of
favor even among former liberal-intellectual supporters.74 Although he did
not know it at the time, the results of the Congress did not ensure his future for
long, as his power would continue to erode, hitting bottom with the coup in
1991.

Sealing the Deal

Washington and Bonn had come a long way, but they still had not attained
their most pressing goal: getting the Soviets out and moving NATO in, or, put
more formally, securing Gorbachev’s promise that the Soviets would remove
themselves from a united Germany, and that the uniªed country would then
become part of NATO. Kohl sought an invitation to go to Russia so that he
could make the ªnal sale in person; Gorbachev invited him for July 15, 1990,
immediately after the CPSU Congress ended. A British assessment of Kohl’s
chances written on July 12 was pessimistic. London “did not expect a break-
through in Soviet policy on German membership of NATO.”75 Contrary to ex-
pectations, however, Kohl succeeded in sealing the deal. He did so in two key
sessions: ªrst, a formal meeting in Moscow; and second, a visit to Gorbachev’s
favorite vacation spot, the village of Archys in the Caucasus mountains.

meeting in moscow

Just before leaving for Moscow, Kohl received word that Gorbachev had al-
ready spent the May bank loans and would need more funding; that would be
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to Kohl’s advantage.76 On July 15, the chancellor and his aide Teltschik spent
two hours alone with Gorbachev and Chernyaev before the rest of their dele-
gations joined them. Kohl called for a plan for Soviet troop withdrawal and an
agreement that a united Germany could enter NATO. In return, he would be
willing to talk about future limits on the size of the armed forces of a uniªed
Germany and about economic relations between West Germany and the Soviet
Union.

Gorbachev responded that Soviet military leaders were already howling
that he was selling the Soviet victory in World War II for Deutschmarks. Still,
he was willing to deal in speciªcs. He asked that a united Germany never ac-
quire or develop ABC weapons. Kohl replied that he was already on the record
as agreeing with this request. Then Gorbachev slipped in what sounded like
the long hoped-for concession in a way that downplayed it. Without explicitly
saying that Germany could join NATO, he simply proceeded to the details. He
announced that “NATO’s structures” could not extend to what was then East
Germany, and that Soviet troops would remain there for a transitional period.

Kohl tried to clarify whether Gorbachev meant that full NATO jurisdiction
could spread to eastern German regions after Soviet troops left. Gorbachev an-
swered indirectly, saying, “[T]he united Germany will be a member of NATO.”
But even though Germany might belong to NATO de jure, “de facto it must
look like the territory of the GDR [i.e., East Germany] does not come under
NATO jurisdiction as long as Soviet troops are there.” The two leaders agreed
that the Soviet forces could stay three to four years.77 When Gorbachev’s and
Kohl’s delegations joined them shortly thereafter, Kohl gave his interpretation
of what had just happened. He told the assembled group that “at the end of
the year, according to everything that we know now, and plan to do, Germany
will reunify.”78

agreement in archys

After a press conference, the West German and Soviet delegations ºew for
a brief visit to Gorbachev’s former hometown of Stavropol. Nazi Germany
had occupied the city, and, as a gesture of reconciliation, Kohl went with
Gorbachev (who had experienced the occupation there as a child) to a war me-
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morial to lay a wreath. The senior members of both delegations then left for
Archys and more talks the next day, July 16.

The biggest unsolved question concerned the Soviet troops. How much, and
what kind of, additional credits and payments would the Soviet Union receive
for its withdrawal from East Germany? Could NATO go in fully following the
Soviet departure? To the frustration of the West Germans, when they thought
they had an agreement, suddenly a new statement would seem to contradict it.
Kohl was certain that he and Gorbachev had agreed on a three-to-four year
withdrawal period the day before, but in Archys the Soviet leader began spec-
ulating about ªve to seven years. Kohl pushed back, saying that they had al-
ready agreed on three to four years, and Gorbachev relented.79

The Soviets suggested that they needed funding to cover many areas of the
troops’ withdrawal, resettlement, and retraining back home, as well as the loss
of defense ministry property. Kohl believed that his subordinates could negoti-
ate the ªnal amount; he wanted to focus on ªguring out the status of East
German territory after the Soviet troops’ withdrawal and, by extension, what
NATO could do there. At ªrst, Gorbachev declared ºatly that “NATO’s mili-
tary structures” could not extend eastward, without saying speciªcally what
that included. Genscher noted that a united Germany would have the right to
select its own alliance and that it would choose to join NATO. Gorbachev
agreed, but gradually it became apparent that he did not want this agreement
explicitly codiªed, preferring as little as possible about the future of NATO
in writing. It seems likely that he wanted to make sure that his domestic
enemies did not have written evidence of his concessions, or perhaps he
wanted to keep open some possibility for changes later. Whatever the reason,
Gorbachev’s hesitancy would have far-reaching consequences, as his succes-
sors would search in vain for any written guarantees emerging from these
negotiations.

After questioning by Genscher, Gorbachev modiªed his position to say that
NATO’s structures could not extend into East Germany as long as Soviet
troops were stationed there. Shevardnadze, however, interjected that, even af-
ter the Soviet troop withdrawal, no NATO structures and especially no nuclear
weapons should be present in the former East German territory.

The ªnal breakthrough came when Gorbachev suggested a compromise:
both sides could live with a bilateral agreement that left the limits of NATO’s

International Security 35:1 132

79. Both the West Germans and the Russians produced long transcripts from this meeting, but
they are not always identical. I have only cited material here that appeared in both transcripts:
“Gespräch des Bundeskanzlers Kohl mit Präsident Gorbatschow im erweiterten Kreis, Archys/
Bezirk Stawropol, 16. Juli 1990,” Dok. 353, DESE, pp. 1355–1367; and “Iz besedy M.S. Gorbaheva s
G. Kolem” [From the conversation between Gorbachev and Kohl], July 16, 1990, MG, pp. 507–524.
Additional useful sources on the signiªcance of these meetings are cited below.



future role vague but guaranteed that no steps would be taken to “diminish
the security of the Soviet Union.” He added that NATO’s nuclear weapons
must be banned from eastern Germany and that only German NATO troops
could go in after the Soviet withdrawal.80 Kohl and Genscher concurred and
indicated that they would agree to a future ceiling of 370,000 troops in the
Bundeswehr; this ªgure would eventually be codiªed in an annex to the CFE
treaty.81

According to the available documents, neither Kohl nor Genscher explicitly
discussed the issue of NATO and Eastern Europe with Gorbachev. Genscher
had believed that restrictions on NATO movement farther eastward would be
a condition of Soviet agreement to German unity, but he was mistaken. The ab-
sence of this issue from the record could suggest ignorance of the issues in-
volved, but it likely shows the negotiating savvy of the West Germans. If
Gorbachev was not going to make an issue of NATO’s future beyond eastern
Germany, either through lack of concern or by focusing on other, more imme-
diate priorities, then it was not the role of the West Germans to point out that
there might be future Soviet concerns there; that task belonged to Gorbachev.

Instead, Kohl had conceded to limits on NATO’s future in just two respects:
there would be neither nuclear weapons nor foreign (i.e., non-German) troops
stationed on former East German territory. Otherwise, there were no restric-
tions.82 Kohl held a press conference as soon as possible, and television
stations rushed to broadcast the story.83 Halfway across the globe, the Bush ad-
ministration was thrilled. The press conference was the ªrst that any
Americans had heard of Kohl’s success; the White House would have to wait
for details until Kohl was back in Bonn with secure communications.

Gorbachev’s subordinates and opponents watching at home in the Soviet
Union were horriªed. The leading Soviet Germanist, Valentin Falin, spoke for
many when he complained that he and indeed all institutions of the Soviet
Union and Warsaw Pact had been kept in the dark. Gorbachev had been in a
mood to wave his magic wand once again in Archys, Falin concluded, and
wondered aloud whether the Soviet leader had agreed with Kohl because he
was a masochist.84 Falin was not opposed to allowing uniªcation on terms the
Germans wanted, but felt strongly that “we should ‘sell’ it at a higher price.”85
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Another adviser thought that Gorbachev, again bypassing party policymaking
channels, was behaving like an emperor.86

Germany could now unify rapidly (and would do so by October 3, 1990) and
enter NATO. Kohl would have his all-German election in December 1990,
which he would win decisively. There was still much to be done—the Soviet–
West German deal had top-level blessing but still had to be ªnalized in detail;
everything needed ratiªcation—but the essentials were now in place.87 The
main outstanding issue was the ªnal “price,” which Kohl and Gorbachev ªxed
in two phone calls on September 7 and 10, 1990. Political scientist Hannes
Adomeit has rightly referred to these calls as two of “the most expensive tele-
phone conversations” in history.88 Kohl had thought that the amount could be
ªxed by subordinates, but West German ªnance and treasury experts balked at
the sums Gorbachev demanded. For his part, Gorbachev complained that he
felt like he “had fallen into a trap” and was trying desperately to salvage what
he could at a late date by negotiating for more cash. Overriding his worried
ministers and staff, Kohl offered the Soviet leader DM 3 billion of interest-free
credit plus DM 12 billion for the construction of housing for Soviet troops
returning home. Gorbachev wanted more, but accepted Kohl’s offer on
September 10.89

Gorbachev’s acceptance meant that the signing of the 2�4 accord could take
place on September 12 in Moscow. With their signatures, the four powers for-
mally agreed to relinquish their occupation rights. The terms of the deal im-
proved for NATO in the ªnal days. Although Kohl and Gorbachev had said
that foreign troops could not be stationed in eastern Germany, it was at this
point that Zoellick and the British insisted on a written assurance that they had
the right to deploy there nonetheless. In the ªnal rush, Moscow signed an
“agreed minute” that allowed for non-German NATO troops to cross the 1989
border after all.

Conclusion

This article has marshaled evidence, both new and previously released, to
support three claims. First, the revolutionary events of 1989 led top-ranking
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Western leaders to consider signiªcant questions about the future of European
security and NATO broadly speaking, in Eastern Europe as well as in a newly
united Germany. Indeed, it could hardly have been otherwise; a leader with
any strategic sense was forced in 1989–90 to speculate on a number of new fu-
tures. And given that NATO ensured a leading U.S. role in transatlantic secu-
rity, shielding that status quo in an era of dramatic change became the United
States’ highest priority. Speculation on how to achieve this goal included dis-
cussion of NATO’s potential role in Eastern Europe, although such discussion
was controversial and preliminary—and, as mentioned, the subsequent inva-
sion of Kuwait by Saddam Hussein in August 1990 pushed it down the Bush
administration’s list of priorities.

Second, U.S. and West German policymakers worked together to achieve the
goal of shielding NATO from alternative visions for the future. The ªnal deal
ensuring NATO’s continued dominance was sealed not in June in Washington,
but in July in Archys, between the Soviets and the West Germans (with the
price tag conªrmed in subsequent phone calls). Bush’s comment that Kohl had
“deep pockets” was thereby proved to be correct and prescient; not only
had Bonn agreed with Washington’s preferred strategy—“to bribe the Soviets
out”—Bonn had even paid for it. In other words, it was Bonn’s economic
might that brought about the ªnal conclusion, because West Germany had the
combination of the ability and the willingness to pay the Soviet Union when
Washington did not. The Bush administration’s success in 1990 lay in recogniz-
ing that West Germany was working in the interest of the United States, and
continuing to trust its ally to do so, not in shaping all events itself.

Third, this article challenges the argument that U.S. foreign policy at the end
of the Cold War was generous and inclusionary. Zelikow and Condoleezza
Rice concluded their study of U.S. foreign policy in 1989–91 by saying that
“leaders who saw their chance acted with skill, speed, and regard for the
dignity of the Soviet Union.”90 And, as cited in the introduction, Deudney
and Ikenberry argued that the main goal was to “integrate the Soviets (and
Russians) into pan-European and pan-Atlantic institutions.”

This article suggests a different understanding of the animus behind U.S.
foreign policy at the end of the Cold War, public statements notwithstanding.
Obviously, large policy issues—such as how to respond to the changes in
Europe in 1989—have many facets, but the evidence presented here does not
show that integration of the Soviets into new or existing institutions was dom-
inant in 1990. Rather, the goal was to get the Soviets out. Bush made clear dur-

Perpetuating U.S. Preeminence 135

90. Zelikow and Rice, Germany Uniªed and Europe Transformed, p. 370.



ing the February Camp David summit how he felt about the idea of the West
compromising over NATO: “To hell with that! We prevailed, they didn’t. We
can’t let the Soviets clutch victory from the jaws of defeat.”91 Baker consis-
tently advised the president that there was little reason to help the Soviet
Union solve its own problems; as he wrote in a summary of U.S.-Soviet rela-
tions in early 1989, the Russians “have to make hard choices. We do Gorbachev
no favors when we make it easier to avoid choices.” Cheney told CNN that
Gorbachev would “ultimately fail.”92

These views were largely accurate, but they did not exude concern for the
dignity and integration of the Soviet Union. The Bush administration suc-
ceeded in achieving its goals, but Gorbachev’s 1990 requests to the West to in-
clude the Soviet Union in new security structures or even NATO fell on deaf
ears. His appeals for funding from Washington were unsuccessful as well.
Put another way, at the end of the Cold War, the Soviet Union was denied en-
try into leading Western clubs, originating resentments that have lasted for
decades.93

Instead, the strategy of Washington and Bonn in 1990 was to speed up the
pace as much as possible, and to present the world with one fait accompli after
another, in an effort to get the Soviets out and ensure NATO’s continued domi-
nance. This policy was skillfully executed and very successful in the short
term, admirers of a muscular U.S. foreign policy will see no reason to criticize
it. It was not possible, however, to bribe the Soviets, later Russians, perma-
nently out of Europe. Indeed, Asmus argued in 2010 that the Russian-Georgian
war of 2008 was a result of the problems inherent in the Western post–Cold
War strategy. This war, he found, underscored “the need for rethinking and
overhauling the Western strategy toward Russia and our European security ar-
chitecture” in the future.94

At the ªnal signing ceremony of the 2�4 accord in Moscow on September
12, 1990, Genscher had solemnly promised Gorbachev that the Soviet people
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would never be disappointed by what they had done.95 Later Russian leaders,
most notably Vladimir Putin—who had been horriªed to witness the events
of 1989 ªrst hand as an intelligence operative in the East German city of
Dresden, and broke a furnace by shoving so many sensitive documents into it
for burning—recalled such statements as hollow promises.96 Gorbachev had
stressed to both Kohl and Genscher in July 1990 that he would agree to let
NATO move eastward if the West promised in return to take no steps that
would “diminish the security of the Soviet Union.” Putin felt that the West had
not lived up to this or other assurances that it had given Moscow. Understand-
ing the history of 1990 is therefore not only a useful starting place for the-
orizing about international institutions but also for illuminating today’s tense
relationship with Russia.
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