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WILLY BRANDT AND OSTPOLITIK 

Introduction 

The government of the Federal RepuDlic of r,.~,.,.,,~,,,,, , ~n . ,  !,.d ~,,, r.,,~,,,...,,,. 

Willy Brandt. embarked tn 1969 upon a policy of Oslooi~tlk-~moroved reiatlons with "he 

r-or.man Democratic Repubhc !GI]R) and the Scvlet' ~,-,,',n ~,, ,-,,,,-~,, T ,-~ '"'s ....... 

9randt he!d ~ o  ministerial-level consultations with repre~-'~'~en',at,,'es of I ~  '3DR ~n :he 

spnng of 1970. Following subsequent negotiations at lower levels, several bilateral 

agreements-signed in 1971 and 1972-increased the volume of cultural and economic 

traffic across the Inter-German Border (IGB) and formalized mutual ,~""','~"....,.~,,,,,,.,,,~"" cf "~"~',.~,,.,, 

state's political legitimacy. Ostp~titik also contributed to conclusion of the 197! 

I ~ Q  Q Oua~apa,,tite Agr....m,.nt whi~ clarified the politica! and °,-,~nn,-,,,- H,,~< ~,,,*,,,,,.-,, w-.~, 

~lin an~ the Federal Republic. 

By Brandt's own account, his policy was only partmlly successful, as much as he 

underestimated the resistance his initiatives would face. ~ Yet, we often recall Ostpolitik 
o 

as the successful catalyst which ushered in the decade of superpower detente. 

Following in the footsteps of Brandt's policy, the US and Soviet Union reached 

numerous agreements during the 1970s which stabilized-if not reduced-the intensity of 

the deadlocked ideological and m~titary confrontation between East and West. Today. 

w~th that confrontation aii but moot. we m~gi~t question whether Ostpol~tik was a landmark. 
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+ore~gn policy w~th broaa general ~mpl~cat~ons ~ {nsteaa. simply an n~stoncal artttact of 

,'.he Co!d War. ~fter reviewing .',he ends 6randt sought and the means he Chose to 

.-3C,.OmDl.Sh them. oaoer " . ~ th!s, . argues that _Rr.anat's Ompo!itik contains reievant ~essons f~  

contemporary American .OO!LcymaKers. and that h~s policy Js one of long standing 

s~gn~ncance. 

Ends and Means 

Basic Assumptions and National !nterests 

Willy Brandt possessed a remarl(ably clear under~and~ng of the ~.~G's ~!ace ,n 

the world of the late 1960s Ne assumed that the reiat~onsmo between The ~.JS and the 

:JSSR governed both the political ma0 and the economic lifes~'eam of Eurooe 

particularly w0th regard to Germany. Like De Gaulle ~n ~rance nearly a decade earlier 

• Brandt also understood that while the Western powers-~ared many ~nterests w~th h~S 

country, the allies' nat~onai interests were not totally congruent with German ~nterests. 

Put bluntly. Brandt understood that it fell to the Germans themselves to pursue German 

~nterests. 

As a result of World War'll. Germany's interests were-~n 8ranm's eyes-unique. 

Germans were deprived by the post war parmion of a smgte state to encompass German 

qat~onnood Thus. national existence usually a state's .~lme ~nterest was ~,~rond~rv...~ . ,,.~, tO 

the ~mperatwe of German cultural existence. 2 Other German interests such as peace 

lust~ce, economic well being, and acceptance in the international community, were much 
* 

hke those of other states. But even these interests were colored to some extent by the 

nation's political division. Threats to German interests came most directty from the East 

and indirectly from Western allies who failed to resist Communist subversion of their- 

and West German---rights in East Berlin and East Germany. With an accurate pucture of 

_ ~ r . . ~  : '...! . . . . .  . , .~;  ~-.-. - r e  : :  : .~; : . .  . . . .  "-" ~ , ' , ,  ".;.:~... ~ .-.. .-,r":"r"-* '~"tt~e~... ~ , /  ~i~TP.... "-r~.. . . . . .  , ~ . .  w ~ . . ' - - ~ r  r. . . . .  . - ' , , ~ "  : .  . 



q~s environment and an ~n depth assessment of his nation's interests. ~zandt carefuiiy 

semctea the ootect~ves of h~s strategy 
4 ,  
..o!ec~ves 

&mpiy put. through Ostpolmk ~anat strove to improve relations w~th the GDR 

and Sower Union to prevent-and reverse where possible-me budding of a cultural and 

economic wall which threatened to d~wde the German people I,ke the physical wa!! 

winch the communtsts had erected along the IGB3 This ~nv~sible wall tool( many forms: 

~-ast German limitations on family visits, trade barriers, and postal and communications 

reslrlctlons. It was precisely in these and simdar areas, wh{cn were for the most pan 

~nterpersonat and commercial transactions among private c~t~zens, that 5randt sougnt 

agreement and concessions from the East. 

The modest cultural and economic oblectives of~st.po~t~k served -.a variety oT 

~nteresxs. the most ~mportant being the continuation of a unitary German ~aentlty 

Ostpolitlk also contributed to peace and to prosperrty in both Germanys by ~owerlng the 

rhetoric of confrontation and by yielding mutual econom!c benefit, agreements w~th the 

East also solidified the position of West Berlin as an integral component of the West~n 

camp-a psychologically ~mportant element of particular va!ue to the ~nhab~tants of the 

;~qG and one which played an ~mponant roie ,n eventual German un{f,cat!on :he 

oeauty of Ostpoiit~t( as a policy was that ~t served all these interests-and accomplished 

~ts oblect~ves-m spite of the FRG's "powerlessness" in an absolute sense• 
,o 
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,~ow~ 

Staim's ~uest~on. "How many dtws~ons nas the #ope~" e×emo!tfies the c!ass!c 

m,sunc~stanamg oT the nature ot power :n Get.many s case {t was a fact treat, as a 

small nation caught between ,two superpowers, the FRG possessed httle national 

pol~t~cal, military, or economic power on an ~nternat~onal scale. Yet. !ike the Pope. t,~e 

7RG's Dower could not be measured solely ,n d~vfsJons. ."n astute politic,an, w~!!y 

8randt reaJized that h~s counl~'y was tar from powerless. The elements ot that Dower 

were not oOvtous, and ~t reflects Willy 8randt's ~illiance that he so clearly perceived 

them 

Oomest~cally and across the IG~. ~andt could cait ~Jpon the cohesive 9ower ot 

German culture and natlonatlsm !n addlt~on astride trle rraclt~onai ~nvaston route ~o 

l:rance the 8enelux and 8ntam. and al the forefront OT !~TO-Warsaw #act cor:rr, ontatlon 

the FRG possessed undeniable geopolitical power LooKing West. the FRG couid-tf trust 

were maintained w~th the US-w,eld political and economic power to reduce tensions 

between East and West and to lower American military costs ~n Europe w~ile the US 

continued to fight a costly war ~n Southeast Asia. Lool(mg far to the East. Brandt's sl(~lful 

political maneuvering could provide the USSR the perception of a welcome softening 

along NATO's perimeter of containment Closer to qome t~e FIqG could tanta!!ze the 

leaclersn~p of the GDR with economic incentives as well as the .orom~se of legitimacy as a 

state equal ~n legal stature to the FRG. All these elements of national power were at 
o 

&'an~t's c~sposal: they offered powerful enticements, ,ndeed. With power at hand a~! 

that remained for Branclt was the dehcate task of executing a strategy which 

~mptemented his pot~cy. 

Strategy 

~ran~'s strategy in the ~mplementatlon of OstpohtiK focused on diplomacy and 

bargaining To the US he offered assurances ot his loyalty to the West before Deg~nnmg 

negotiations w~th the GDR These assurances accepted 8randt kept tr~e US ~nformed of 



his pro~ess ~n secret communtcatlons between hts emissary and the ~ e s t d e n t ' s  

national security advzsor throughout bdaterat negotlattons w~tn the GDIq '~ in a stmliar 

,Nay. ~anm apprised Moscow of hrs ~nst~atlves, especfa~ly where me assistance ot the 

_qov e{ Union could prove useful in secunng cooper, arran .'r, om the government cf .',me 

GDR. In negotmt~ons with t,~e East Germans. he I!stened beyond the communist rnetonc 

to focus on areas of agreement between the two sides and to {eave the door open t~ 

subsequent negotiations. This negotiating strategy, coupled with the FRG's power to 

offer mcentwes to all partms, was key to 8randt's eventuai success. The agreements 

which eventually resulted from thls process increased the n~rnalcy of the datty Jives of 

the many Germans whose actlwtJes required the Eansfer ot goods, serwces or ~ersons 

.across the !GB. More ,mportantly. tr~rough OStDOiltik. w,!ty 6ranu--'t succeedeo ~n 

perpetuating the bond Of German culture between the ~rrf~mltants oT the ,:,qG and GDIq. 

For this alone, he deserves the thanks of all the citizens of the new Germany. 

Three Lessons of Ostpoli t ik 

are there lessons that we can draw ~rom this chapter ~n the Cold war which apply 

to the current c,,rcumstances of th~ Untted States? I think there are at least three and that 

ad are lessons ~n the nature of nat~onat power. 

The  ~ o w e r  o f  National,sin 

The first !esson ts one we nave been taught betore-out which we often forget- 

that cultural nationalism ~s a locus ot substantial power. Through Ostpoiltik. 8rancor 

demonsEated that even oppressive states cannot resist the t,de of cultural affinity 

~ndeTiniteiy; to [he contrary, iqe was able to harness cultural power to facliitate change ~n 

the behavior of the government of the GDR. Products of a multicultural. ~mm~grant 

socmty, US dec~smnmal(ers are predisposed to underestimate the power of natmnhood- 

---. ',r, ' ., • '-'::(.?~," " ' ;  "vn l :~-" ' : ' . "~ '~.? r'~ ~*~!" : r , :w; ' ,  ~r, C "'~-:,.'..~r~. " , ' - ,  .."~_ " '  " : - - '  
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a Ioo~ oT sta~ecran st~tl routinely employed internationally and domest~caily by many 

s{ales-bo~h as an obstacle to po,cy and as a un#y~ng force. 

We ~mer~cans .are often fru~_rate.d by .ardent nat~ona,sm, especta!!y when ~t 

results ~n seemingly senseless mltitary confrontation such as that currently ongoing m 

Yugoslawa. tn understanding nationalism. I think we need to come to the same 

reaiizatlon that Brandt d~d. namely, that modern states and cultural nations are separate 

entlt~es and that nationhood may fall beyond the scope of control by the state• Thus. 

when specific ethnic groups are threatened by state actions, we may anticipate negatwe 

reactions to ensue. Conversely we can expect that date act.ons W.h,Ch ,'10 not threaten 

cultural ~dent~ties. even changes as dramatic as European economic ~nte~atmn w~ii 

,~k..ely not produce vmient cultural reactions, even ~n states w~th ~roud ,':.u{tura! ,'-~tages 

The Power of WeaKness =. --~ 

The second lesson of Ostpollt~k is derived from Brandt's analys~s of Germany's 

power Just how is it that such ambitious objectives were achieved with so few 

resources? I think Brand's success ~s proof that in a modern state, considerable power 

can coexist with apparent weakness and that limited means do not necessarily restrict an 

actor to limited ends. if those means are thoughtfully employed. We observe s~mdar 

oower beyond means today ~n ti~e actions of Israel and-until he squandered ~t-~n the 

polm~es of Sadam Hussem Loo~mg homeward, we m~ght propose with an air of 

optimism that despite relative dechne and the federal deficit, our own weaknesses may 
o 

also bear the seeds of national power. 
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The Power of the Policymal(er 

The mKrd lesson flows from the previous two. It is ~andt the policymaker who 

lecogn~zed the force of German culture and who crafted diplomatic success• His lesson 

:o us ts tnat effectwe employment of national power often relies on the capaDdlties and 

vision of the policyma~er or a key adwsor. In our own na~on, which delights ~n vl,fying 

~ts heros can there be any WOnder at the scar~y of "great men" called to public service? 

Where the US often focuses on the polish of its tools of national power and womes about 

thee s~'ength. Willy Brandt successfully implemented Ostpolitik with modest, worn tools 

coupled w~th the skill of a master politician. While our tools remain capable, we can only 

wonder at the skill of our next generatton of political leadership. 

Conclusion 

Poised at the end of a political age, America retains ~n search of en!ightened 

and tnnovat]ve s~'ateg~es to replace our accustomed reliance upon power-based 

contatnment of the Soviet Union. In terms of challenges, Brandt's world was slmdar. For 

its era. Ostpolitik was an audacious policy, yet it was both forward-looking and ultimately 

successTul. Ostpolitik reflected one policymaker's acute sensitJwty to the political 

environment and depended upon h~s political mastery for ~ts execution In the fina! 

~_naivsas Brandt's DoIicy was conducted through skrl!ful mampulation of the ~ad!t!ona! 

~oo~s of statecraft Times have changed, but the tools remain. For that reason alone. 

Ostpol~t~k teaches lessons of enduring value. 
. -  




