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Neue Ostpolitik is usually associated with
Willy Brandt and the Federal Republic’s ope-
ning toward Central and Eastern Europe. Less
well known is Ostpolitik’s profund impact on
nations outside Europe. India, China, the two
Koreas, South Africa, and Israel were affec-
ted to varying degrees by the consequences
of Brandt’s Ostpolitik. Simultaneously, Ostpo-
litik strongly influenced the Western Allies’
politics toward and within Europe, the Con-
ference for Security and Cooperation in Eu-
rope (CSCE), China’s position vis-à-vis the
West and the Soviet Union, and the policy
of non-proliferation associated with détente.
The complex interaction between West Ger-
man Ostpolitik and international politics from
the late 1960s through the mid-1970s was the
topic of an international conference that took
into consideration recently released archival
documents shedding new light on many as-
pects of the Cold War, détente, and the inner
dynamics of international history.1

The East European Response
The conference’s first panel dealt with „The

East European Response“ to Ostpolitik. Wan-
da Jarzabek described Poland’s anxiety about
the new policy, an anxiety that stemmed
from Polish fear of a German-Soviet agree-
ment – a second Rapallo – and a revision of
the Oder-Neisse line. Simultaneously, Poland
tried to encourage closer cooperation within
the Eastern bloc in order to formulate a cohe-
sive response to Brandt’s Ostpolitik as a me-
ans to keep Germany divided and limit its
strength. However, neither the Warsaw Pact
members nor the Soviet Union showed par-
ticular interest in Poland’s proposals. The di-
strust toward Germany dissipated when ge-

nerational change set in after 1970, making
way for more constructive negotiations with
the FRG and, ultimately, the normalization of
Polish-West German relations. Improving Cz-
echoslovak relations with the FRG took much
longer, as Oldrich Tuma showed in his pre-
sentation. This delay was due to the emo-
tionally burdened legacy of the 1938 Munich
Agreement as well as to the nationalist stan-
ce adopted by the Czech government-in-exile.
Negotiations between the CSSR and the FRG
therefore proceeded very slowly, even though
Moscow lent assistance to both sides. In the
meantime, Tito’s Yugoslavia, as one of the
leading powers within the nonaligned move-
ment, unsuccessfully tried to convince West
Germany to construct a common develop-
ment policy in the Third World, Milan Kosa-
novic reported. Despite its international stan-
ding, Yugoslavia, the first country to which
the Hallstein Doctrine was applied after it had
recognized the GDR in 1957, remained eco-
nomically dependent on the FRG even after
relations were restored in 1968. Economic in-
terests and fears of German imperial tenden-
cies heavily influenced all Eastern and Sou-
thern Central European reactions to Ostpo-
litik. Rapprochement was facilitated by so-
cialist governments’ hopes that a West Ger-
man Social Democratic administration would
better understand their situation. Apart from
such common features, national differences
within the bloc remained visible throughout.
Whereas German responsibility for war cri-
mes complicated rapprochement efforts with
Poland, the CSSR was never offered such po-
litical symbolism by West Germany.

Overarching the bloc, the Soviet Union
was particularly eager to further détente and
rapprochement, as Andrey Edemskiy show-
ed on the basis of archival material, some
well known and some newly available. After
the Soviet sphere of influence had been in-
ternationally recognized in the aftermath of
the 1968 Prague intervention, the Politburo
considered establishing a socialist countries’
confederation in order to unify the Eastern
bloc. Brandt’s Ostpolitik fell on fruitful soil
in the Soviet Union, for Gromyko was plea-
ding to accept the realities and Andropov and

1 For full program see http://www.ghi-dc.org
/conferences/ostpol_prog.html
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Brezhnev were working towards normalizing
relations with the FRG and the establishment
of a European peace conference. Brezhnev
developed a close working relationship with
Brandt, which was nurtured by the back chan-
nel between Bonn and Moscow as well as by
Soviet propaganda aimed at calming the So-
viet population’s fear of a German attack af-
ter the signing of the Moscow Treaty. While
they succeeded in improving relations with
the FRG on the basis of cultural exchange,
Brezhnev and the Politburo increasingly lost
faith in the East German government, Edems-
kiy argued. Brandt’s resignation proved a ma-
jor set-back for Soviet-West German rappro-
chement. In addition, although the USSR ad-
mitted its weakness by accepting the need
for détente, it never considered relinguishing
its hegemonic control over the socialist coun-
tries and proved decisive in making rappro-
chement happen.

Altering the Divide in Europe
The second panel dealt with cultural and

economic relations as well as the impact of
the CSCE in „Altering the Divide in Europe.“
Uta Balbier’s paper on German Olympic poli-
tics under the waning influence of the Hall-
stein Doctrine gave an impression not only of
the scope of the German-German competition
but also of how sports, as soft power, could
help to shape national politics and identity.
When the GDR’s flag was flown for the first
time in 1969, this marked the beginning of a
new phase of West German policy toward the
GDR and thus a new phase of Ostpolitik. Da-
vid Stone, in his paper on Comecon’s Inter-
national Investment Bank (IIB), showed that
not everything that happened during the la-
te 1960s and 1970s was a direct result of Ost-
politik. The IIB, which distributed Western lo-
ans to the socialist countries, was not the con-
sequence of increasing Western investments
but rather grew out of the need for economic
reform within the Eastern bloc. Behind that
need stood Eastern Europe’s fear of Germany
and the resulting attempt to prevent German
unification by tying in the GDR and integra-
ting the bloc. While fears of German aggres-
sion may appear preposterous from today’s
vantage point, efforts to prevent the imple-
mentation of West German revisionism were
not entirely unreasonable, as Gottfried Nied-

hart made clear in his presentation on the CS-
CE. According to Niedhart, Brandt’s Ostpo-
litik aimed at securing for the FRG the right
to peacefully revise its borders, whereas the
foremost goal of the socialist countries, in-
cluding the Soviet Union, was to settle their
borders once and for all. This latter point
was echoed by Alexei Filitov, who, though
unable to attend in person, argued in a pa-
per on the Moscow Treaty that the signing
of the 1970 treaty, despite critical differences
between West German and Soviet objectives,
had been made possible by Egon Bahr’s nego-
tiating skills, the lack of efficiency in Soviet
decision-making, and the FRG’s acceptance of
the Brezhnev Doctrine. The discussion cente-
red on the problem of balancing stabilizati-
on with subversion as practiced by the SPD
vis-à-vis the Eastern bloc. This question aro-
se several times over the course of the confe-
rence, as did the question of continuity bet-
ween Weimar and Brandt’s Ostpolitik, both of
which were characterized by peaceful revisio-
nism.

The World Responds
The following panel turned the partici-

pants’ attention towards global responses to
Ostpolitik. Tilman Dedering showed how
South Africa actively tried to make use of Ost-
politik’s underlying concept of Wandel durch
Annäherung. Portraying apartheid as a multi-
cultural conflict among different nationalities,
the South African government tried to impro-
ve its international reputation by pretending
to aim at a pragmatic arrangement with the
„black nation“ as well as with other African
nations – an effort really meant to entrench
apartheid. However, international skepticism
increased in the early 1970s, and the artificial
division between economic and political co-
operation with the apartheid state was cal-
led into question. In addition, when Ostpo-
litik began to reduce tensions between the
FRG and the GDR, development aid to Afri-
ca lost its former instrumental use. Sara Lo-
renzini, who could not attend the conference
but provided a paper, addressed the impact
of this policy change on Africa: beginning in
the mid-1960s, competition between East and
West in the field of development aid was to
be replaced by cooperation in order to help
the Third World and to overcome the East-
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West divide. Despite such early efforts toward
détente, Cold War thinking remained promi-
nent, and the Western countries’ reluctance to
commit themselves to giving a greater share
of their GNP to the Third World prevented
success. In the meantime, South Africa beca-
me increasingly isolated, denouncing détente
as a communist plot. In this regard Ostpo-
litik helped to strengthen Western Europe’s
integrity. The European community was po-
sitively affected by France’s efforts toward
détente since the mid-1960s, as Marie-Pierre
Rey, whose paper was read in her absence,
described in her account of France’s simul-
taneous support for the USSR and Brandt’s
Ostpolitik. Pompidou had started cooperati-
on with Moscow early on and therefore wel-
comed West German efforts at rapprochement
with the East, hoping that this might bolster
France’s attempts to end the Cold War and
extend the Western system eastwards. On the
other hand, he feared that the FRG might chal-
lenge France’s lead in détente politics, become
too self-confident, if not nationalist, and tend
toward Finlandization. In order not to appear
to be copying Brandt’s Ostpolitik, France re-
frained from signing a treaty with the USSR
and supported the FRG in the CSCE talks,
thereby strengthening the European agenda.
European interests also figured prominently
in Britain’s perspective on West German Ost-
politik, which the British Foreign Office regar-
ded as heavily burdened by the memory of
the 1938 Munich Agreement, the „betrayal“
of the CSSR. Great Britain therefore supported
Brandt’s Ostpolitik, which set aside the lega-
cy of Munich and Potsdam by acknowledging
the Eastern borders, although it did not decla-
re the 1938 agreement null and void, as de-
manded by the Czechoslovak side. Unlike the
Foreign Office, the British public focused less
on the past and more on Great Britain’s ent-
rance into the European Community, which
seemed to hold the possibility for the UK to
become a leader in Europe and a bridge to the
United States, especially within the CSCE pro-
cess. Similar to the French and British positi-
on, the United States’ uneasiness about Ost-
politik, which Irwin Wall in his paper charac-
terized as „overdetermined,“ was due to fears
that the FRG might become too strong or slide
into the Eastern bloc by attempting to reach

unification. The US administration therefore
tried to give the West Germans the impres-
sion that the German question was progres-
sing while simultaneously working to secure
the status quo. As the panel’s discussion made
very clear, the Nixon administration was qui-
te skeptical of Brandt’s activities and would
not have regretted his defeat in the 1972 elec-
tion. At the same time, the extensive use of
Kissinger as a back channel and the resulting
disadvantage to the Department of State vis-
à-vis the National Security Council complica-
ted the formulation of a coherent US positi-
on on Germany. Kissinger tried to control dé-
tente through the negotiations over the Berlin
Agreement, yet he had to acknowledge that
American influence on European détente was
limited. In this regard, the controversial Ni-
xon Doctrine was related only indirectly to
détente, being much more the result of Viet-
nam and the Third World. Here it once again
became clear that Ostpolitik was not the on-
ly factor influencing international politics in
the late 1960s and early 1970s, but rather part
of a larger shift in priorities and interests that
changed relations among the different blocs
and alliances as part of global détente and do-
mestic developments.

The same phenomenon could also be obser-
ved in Asia: The South Korean government
regarded West German Ostpolitik as a role
model for overcoming partition, and the FRG
monitored the Korean case closely. However,
strong intra-Korean mistrust combined with
ideological divergence to make rapproche-
ment difficult, eventually resulting in the rein-
forcement of Korea’s division, Meung-Hoan
Noh stated. India witnessed grave crises, too,
but managed to overcome them more con-
structively, Amit Das Gupta argued in his pa-
per on South Asia. He showed that, along
with good personal relations between Indi-
ra Gandhi and Willy Brandt and the latter’s
good standing with the Indian public, the dis-
carding of the Hallstein Doctrine provided the
basis for improved relations. India was wil-
ling to defer recognition of the GDR until the
FRG had settled its issues with East Berlin.
Likewise, when the Pakistan-Bangladesh cri-
sis of 1971/72 presented India with a major
challenge, improved relations with West Ger-
many proved much more useful to India than
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the GDR’s support – a visible sign of the fact
that, due to Ostpolitik and détente, interna-
tional competition for India’s favor had lost
much of its former intensity. China, according
to Bernd Schaefer, perceived Brandt’s Ostpo-
litik in a much different way. Opposing Ost-
politik and favoring German unification was
part of China’s overall strategy to undermi-
ne the Soviet Union’s hegemony. This strate-
gy included portraying the GDR temporari-
ly as the USSR’s victim – a move the GDR,
in need of Moscow’s support, did not dare to
make. Brandt, in the meantime, never consi-
dered a playing the China card in negotiati-
ons with the Soviet Union, making rapproche-
ment with the USSR his foremost priority. In
Mao’s China, this resulted in fears of the So-
viet Union starting a war in the Far East now
that it was freed from the European burden.

The panel’s discussion centered on two
questions: The Western European perception
of the risk of Soviet expansion, which some
thought diminished in the early 1970s, and
the Federal Republic’s view of other divided
countries and its corresponding self-image.
Did the FRG not acknowledge the contradic-
tion between recognizing North Korea, Ban-
gladesh, and the People’s Republic of Chi-
na while demanding that other countries not
recognize the GDR? This question, posed by
Jacques Hymans, led to a discussion about
the concept of self-determination – another
element that seemed to provide a link from
Brandt’s Ostpolitik to Weimar.

In the last paper on global responses to Ost-
politik, Carole Fink reviewed Israel’s relations
with the FRG under the Brandt government.
She contrasted West Germany’s view of Israel
as a „special“ case until 1969 with the social-
liberal coalition’s efforts to achieve „normal“
relations with Israel. This was based on the
FRG’s growing self-confidence as a European
and international player, the SPD’s oppositi-
on to Israeli settlement politics in Gaza, and
West Germany’s awareness of its economic
dependence on Arab oil. Contrary to the Fe-
deral Republic, whose self-image had under-
gone important changes since the 1960s, Is-
rael remained heavily influenced by its foun-
ding generation and, under Golda Meir’s go-
vernment, became increasingly isolated after
the Six-Day War and more and more depen-

dent on the United States. It became clear
in the discussion, Israel, as a by-product of
the Cold War, suffered from West German at-
tempts to end the Cold War. In addition, West
German-Israeli relations were burdened by
the FRG’s opposition to the use of force in or-
der to reach national unification and by Isra-
el’s demands for reparations and restitution.
Ostpolitik played its part in estranging both
countries and temporarily ending their form-
erly „special“ relationship.

The Nuclear Question
The conference’s last panel focused on „The

Nuclear Question“ and the problem of non-
proliferation within the context of Ostpolitik.
William Gray gave an account of West Ger-
many’s attempts to take the lead among the
non-nuclear powers, which was furthered by
Brandt’s successful use of his moral creden-
tials. Below that highly symbolic level, the
FRG did not hesitate to engage in nuclear tra-
de with other countries, thereby not living up
to its own high moral standards. Jacques Hy-
mans, on the basis of Social Identity Theo-
ry, argued differently: In his paper on the
identity politics of non-nuclear-weapons sta-
tes (NNWS), he tried to show that West Ger-
many took the lead in supporting the Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT) because of its fee-
ling of international responsibility. However,
the FRG’s support of Argentina’s demands
for nuclear technology and Argentina’s failu-
re to join the NPT showed not only the risks
of such empathy but of détente, too. Despi-
te their different interpretations, both papers
spoke of the Brandt government’s aspirations
to earn the Federal Republic an international
standing as a „normal,“ yet leading European
state.

The final discussion attested to the range of
problems the conference had addressed: The
relevance of individual actors and of different
generations; the importance of economic inte-
rests; in the case of the FRG, problems of mo-
rality, guilt, and the wish for normalcy; con-
tinuity between Weimar and Ostpolitik revi-
sionism and the latter’s inherent tension bet-
ween subversion and stability; and the overall
connection between Ostpolitik, détente, and
the end of the Cold War. From an economic
point of view, Magnettheorie, with its empha-
sis on the FRG’s attractive power as a wealthy
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capitalist state, seemed to have been realized.
However, economic success alone was not en-
ough to resolve the enmity between East and
West. Sine qua non was the consolidation of
the West German democracy and its abandon-
ment of revanchism – a task the Brandt go-
vernment embraced with great determinati-
on, even though it thereby ran the risk of „be-
traying“ the Eastern European dissidents’ ef-
forts to undermine Soviet hegemony. In gene-
ral, Ostpolitik’s limits could not be ignored,
and Ostpolitik as a whole might have to con-
tent itself with existence as a subcategory of
global détente. This leads to a new perspec-
tive: With Ostpolitik obviously having global
consquences, it seems worthwhile to take a
closer look at transnational phenomena trans-
cending national borders and political blocs.
The range of new insights on Ostpolitik and
its global impact offered at this conference
have laid the foundation for deeper investi-
gations into many fascinating methodological
and conceptual issues of diplomatic, interna-
tional, and transnational history.
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