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Now that the Cold War is over, people look back on that conflict and wonder how seriously it is to be taken.  Was there ever a real risk of a Third World War?  Didn't Soviet power and American power balance each other so completely in Europe that both sides were more or less locked into the status quo--that neither America nor Russia nor any third power had any room for maneuver, and that armed conflict was essentially out of the question?  A general nuclear war was such a horrifying prospect, the argument runs, that neither side would want to come anywhere near the point where serious fighting could actually break out;  the Cold War peace was therefore stable from the start.


This view, I think, is profoundly mistaken.  The sense, particularly strong at certain points, that a third world war was a real possibility, was not just an illusion.  But if there was a serious risk of war, what was generating it?  Certainly not the ideological conflict alone:  the western powers might not have liked Communist rule in eastern Europe, but they were never prepared to go to war to liberate that area;  and the Soviets, for their part, were not going to risk war to impose Communist regimes on western Europe.  So why then weren't both sides locked into the status quo--more or less forced, that is, by power realities to accept things as they were in Europe?


This is the great puzzle of the Cold War.  Why didn't the division of Europe lead, immediately and directly, to a stable international order?  Why didn't we have a simple spheres of influence system, where each side accepted, in fact if not in words, the other side's predominance on its side of the line of demarcation--a system, that is, in which the two sides, no matter how they felt about the arrangement, respected each other's power and coexisted with each other on that basis?   Where, in other words, was the clash coming from?  Given the division of Europe, what could possibly generate a real risk of war?  To answer that question is to understand what the Cold War was about.


And the key point to note here is that while the western powers were willing, practically from the start, to live with the status quo in Europe, the Soviet attitude was somewhat different. The Soviets had no problem accepting the division of Europe, and as a general rule were prepared to give the western powers a free hand on their side of the line of demarcation.  But there was one very important exception to that policy, and that exception had to do with Germany.  From the Soviet standpoint, German power had to be kept limited;  Germany could not be allowed to become a great power again, capable of posing a basic challenge to the status quo in central Europe.  This was an area where the Soviets felt that their most basic interests were engaged.  They therefore felt that this issue, if necessary, had to be dealt with before it got out of hand.  Depending on power realities, this implied that in certain circumstances force might have to be used.  The threat of force was a fundamental instrument of policy;  for that threat to be effective, the Soviets might have to be prepared, in the final analysis, to follow through on it.  The USSR could make the western powers take her concerns about Germany seriously most obviously by threatening their position in Berlin, and a Berlin crisis could develop a momentum of its own; a major crisis in this area could conceivably lead to an armed conflict, and thus possibly to a third world war.


The German question therefore lay at the heart of the Cold War.  And this meant that the arrangements the western countries worked out among themselves were of fundamental political importance--that is, in terms of east-west relations, and thus in terms of the stability of international politics in general.  It was not as though there were NATO problems and problems between the two blocs, and that these two sets of problems were only marginally related to each other.  All these issues were tightly intertwined.  The basic question had to do with how much power Germany was to have--whether Germany would reemerge as a truly independent power, able to chart her own course in international affairs, or whether Germany (and that, of course, meant essentially West Germany) would be dependent on her allies and thus forced to live with the status quo.  If the West developed a political system which kept Germany from becoming too strong and independent, this was something the Soviets could accept--that is, they could live with a system of that sort.  But if it seemed that the West had embarked upon a course that would lead eventually to a full resurgence of German power, the Soviets felt they might have to take action--action which might conceivably lead to war.


So if the German question lay at the heart of the Cold War, the settlement of that conflict depended on how the problem of German power was resolved--that is, on whether the western countries were able to build a political system which could effectively control German power.  And by late 1954, it seemed that a system of this sort had been constructed.  In two great conferences held first in London and then in Paris, the western powers and the Federal Republic of Germany quickly worked out a whole series of agreements.  The Paris accords, as this set of arrangements came to be called, was (as Georges-Henri Soutou has pointed out) the great settlement between the Federal Republic and the three western powers, the equivalent in the post-World War II period of the Versailles settlement after World War I.


And this was a settlement which limited German power in major ways.  Although it is often said that with the ratification of the Paris accords, Germany recovered her sovereignty, this is not quite correct.  The Paris accords set up a regime of constrained German sovereignty.  The western powers retained the right to station military forces on German soil and to take whatever action was needed to protect those forces--and this meant that they retained the right to intervene in extreme cases in internal German affairs, and also the right to use those forces to deal with threats from the east;  in both cases the German government did not, in the final analysis, have to give its consent before allied forces could be used.
  The Federal Republic, moreover, did not have the right, as a sovereign power, to negotiate a reunification agreement on her own;  in particular, the western powers could legally block any settlement which provided for the neutralization of Germany and for the withdrawal of their troops.
  West Germany would have a national army, but that army was to be integrated into the NATO structure; and one fundamental goal here was to make it impossible for that army to operate independently.
  


This whole system was anchored in the most important part of the accords, the provisions governing the Federal Republic's nuclear status.  In formal terms, the German government promised not to build nuclear weapons on its own territory, a promise which the allies had the right to enforce;  but the settlement was understood in somewhat broader terms.  The assumption was that Germany was not to acquire a nuclear force under her own control.  And since a non-nuclear Germany could never stand up to a great nuclear power like the Soviet Union on her own, what Germany's non-nuclear status implied was that the Federal Republic would be dependent on her allies for protection and could therefore not be fully independent in political terms.  It followed that she would have to accept a purely defensive policy, the policy her allies had in effect adopted, and could thus pose no threat to the status quo.


This was a system the Soviets could live with it because it solved their number one security problem:  the control of German power.
  And the Germans, in the final analysis, could also live with it if they had to--mainly because it provided for their security, but also because it represented their acceptance into the western world on an equal, or nearly equal, basis, with all that implied in political, economic and even moral terms.  As for the other west Europeans, it was close to ideal.  For the French in particular, it solved at one blow the two great problems they had to contend with in the postwar period:  the Russian problem and the German problem.  The NATO alliance, a system built on American power, would keep the Soviet threat at bay, and at the same time any possible German threat to the peace would be contained in a structure dominated by American power.


The French, or at least the more perceptive French policy makers, had, in fact, seen the advantages of such a system relatively early on, a good deal earlier than is generally admitted.  In 1946 and 1947, America and Britain had adopted what was called the "western strategy" for Germany:  the policy of creating a west German state, oriented toward the western world economically, culturally, politically, and, in the final analysis, militarily, a state under the military protection of the western powers, and aligned with those powers in the developing conflict with the USSR.  This was a strategy which implied the eventual liquidation of the occupation regime:  the controls would gradually be dismantled;  one could instead count on the threat from the east to hold the Germans on the western side.  Key French officials--the foreign minister, Georges Bidault, above all--saw eye-to-eye with the Anglo-Saxons in this area practically from the start, although they could not say so openly until 1948 because of political circumstances within France.
  But for them, a system based on the division of Germany, with western Germany integrated into the western system more or less voluntarily--indeed, a system based on a certain level of tension between east and west, not too great, but sufficient to keep the Americans in Europe and to keep the Germans dependent on the western side for protection--was the best arrangement they could possibly hope for.
  To be sure, Germany's status would be transformed--but not quite to the point where Germany would become a full partner;  and to be sure, Germany would eventually have to be rearmed, although here too there were limits as to how far this process could go.  But those changes were acceptable, since the construction of the western system (including the integration of the Federal Republic into the western bloc as an almost-equal partner) would solve both the German problem and the Russian problem.  And that solution would be stable:  unlike the 1919 settlement, this was an arrangement everybody could live with.


So the French attitude--or at least the attitude of the French foreign ministers from the period, Bidault and then Schuman, along with their main advisors--was more in line with the Anglo-American position than people think.  In 1949, for example, the French actually took the lead in pressing for a relatively liberal occupation statute for Germany.
  And in 1950, the French government was not nearly as opposed to an eventual rearmament of Germany as is often claimed.  Schuman and other key officials personally agreed with the Americans on a whole range of basic issues:  on the importance of drawing Germany into the West and transforming her into a partner; on the need for an effective ground defense in Europe and the impossibility of achieving this without a German contribution;  and on the desirability of integrated structures which could provide a stable long-term basis for limiting German freedom of action.  In September 1950, when the Americans demanded that Germany be rearmed, Schuman made it clear that he personally understood the need for German troops, and he fully agreed that it was illogical to think that Germany should be defended without a German contribution.  He was ready to accept the principle of a German defense contribution providing this could be done secretly, but the Americans were insisting on public acceptance now.  The problem, he said, was that in France only a minority understood "the importance of Germany in western defense."  It was politically impossible for him to do what the Americans wanted right now.  The French public was simply not ready to go along with German rearmament at this point.  It would be better first to let the NATO regime take shape, for a U.S. general to come over as NATO commander, for a U.S. combat force to take up positions in Germany.  After those things were done, it would be much easier to get the French parliament to accept some form of German rearmament.


And in late 1954, it was the French government that took the lead in working out the arrangements that were later embodied in the Paris accords.  The French prime minister, Pierre Mendès France, allowed the plan for a European Defense Community to be voted down by the French parliament.  He then quickly accepted the idea of a German national army and the direct admission of Germany into NATO.  He had, in fact, begun to press for a solution of this sort at a time when the Americans still had their hearts set on the EDC, and when the British, out of loyalty to America, were still urging the French government to push the EDC treaty through parliament.  But Mendès saw that this course of action was hopeless, that the NATO solution was better in any case, and that the sort of arrangement that was finally worked out--the limits on German power embodied in the Paris accords--was all that was needed.


So what went wrong?  The problem at this point is to explain why the system embodied in the Paris accords did not lay the basis for a stable peace.   For it is quite clear that the arrangements worked out in late 1954 did not lead to the kind of system both sides felt they could live with.  Just four years later, a new period of crisis began, and the world would have to wait until 1963 before the threat of war receded, this time permanently.


Why then had the Paris system failed?   The answer has to do, above all, with American policy.  The NATO system would work if, and only if, the Americans remained present in Europe.  For how could the Germans be expected to remain non-nuclear if the United States was not there to protect them?  How could they be expected to stand up to a great nuclear power like the USSR essentially on their own?   There had to be some counterweight to Soviet power in Europe.  If the Americans could not provide it, then the west Europeans would have to do it themselves.  But a real political unification of western Europe was not imminent.  If the war-making power could not be vested in some supra-national European authority--if a true pooling of sovereignty in this key area was simply not in the cards, if a real United States of Europe was ultimately little more than a distant dream--then any European force would have to be organized on what was, in the final analysis, an essentially national basis.  But a German "finger on the nuclear trigger" was not something which the Soviets would readily accept;  the prospect of a nuclear force under German control could easily lead, as it in fact did in late 1958, to a new period of crisis.


So the issue of the American military presence in Europe is of fundamental importance.  The stability of the system--the viability of the sort of arrangement that had been worked out in 1954, a system which limited German power in fundamental ways--turned on the willingness of the Americans to commit themselves to the defense of western Europe on a more or less permanent basis.


But it took many years before the Americans finally accepted the idea that they were in Europe for good.   In the 1940s, the American attitude in this area was ambivalent.  In 1948, for example, some American policy makers wanted western Europe to become an independent center of power, a "third force" strong enough "to say 'no' both to the Soviet Union and to the United States."
  The feeling was that the Europeans had the resources to defend themselves, if only they would unite politically.  Unification would also solve the German problem, and was probably the only solution if the United States was not to remain in Europe forever.  So the American attitude toward European integration was unambiguous.  "We favor it," Secretary of State Acheson told Schuman in 1950, "I favor it."  This was the way, he said, to build a Europe strong enough to defend itself "against the attacks of Communist nihilism and Soviet imperialism," and it was "the soundest basis on which this generation could reinsure the next against another dangerous German aberration."
  


On the other hand, the Americans gave certain assurances that they were not going to withdraw as long as there was a need for a counterweight to Soviet power in Europe.  In early 1948, in fact, as part of the process leading to the London Recommendations, the agreements which provided the framework for the establishment of a west German state, the U.S. government made certain formal commitments along these lines.  "As long as European Communism threatens US vital interests and national security," Secretary of State Marshall wrote on February 28, "we could ill afford to abandon our military position in Germany."  "The logical conclusion," he added, "is that three-power occupation may be of unforeseeable and indefinite duration, thus offering protracted security guarantees and establishing a firm community of interests."  The maintenance of the occupation, he pointed out, meant in particular that the French would be secure against Germany.
  And on March 17, President Truman declared officially that American forces would stay in Germany until the Communist threat had come to an end;  this promise was incorporated into the June 1 three-power agreement on Germany, thus giving it a certain contractual force.


But these commitments, as it turned out, were not taken as binding.  Even in mid-1951, Acheson was still thinking in terms ultimately of a purely European solution.  America, he assumed, would eventually withdraw from Europe, but when she did, some sort of integrated military system had to be left behind.  A situation where nothing would remain on the continent "except national forces solely under national control"--and that meant mainly a German army under German control--had to be avoided.  A "workable European army" was thus the aim; "practical steps" toward this goal should be taken even in the short run; a European system would eventually evolve out of the present U.S.-dominated NATO structure.


But soon there was a drastic shift in the American position. Acheson was convinced by his subordinates that a purely European system would never be viable, and he now attacked what he called the growing tendency to "treat European integration and a European Army as final solutions for all problems including that of security against Germany," and he criticized what he now saw as an unfortunate tendency in American circles to disregard the long-range importance of developing the Atlantic community as a whole.  Just two weeks earlier, he had taken it for granted that the American presence would be temporary, but he now explicitly rejected the notion that U.S. participation in NATO would "terminate at some indefinite time in the future."  America's "long-term interests" would be "best served" not just by the development of the European Army plan, but by a "policy of permanent association" with the NATO allies for the defense of the Atlantic area as a whole.  And the reason had more to do with Germany than with Russia:  the west Europeans, he now thought, were probably not strong enough "by themselves to outweigh German influence" in the future European Army.


But this was a false dawn.  Less than two years later, a new government came to power in Washington, and the old notion of western Europe as a "third force," independent of the United States, now reemerged as a central tenet of American policy.  The new president, Dwight Eisenhower, knew what he wanted.  The United States, he felt, was not cut out to be an imperial power: "we cannot," he said, "be a modern Rome guarding the far frontiers with our legions if for no other reason than that these are not, politically, our frontiers."
  The Europeans, in the final analysis, had to defend themselves.  They certainly had the resources to do so.  Faced with the great threat from the east, they should put their petty national differences aside, and unite both politically and militarily.  If they came together, they would be able to balance Soviet power on their own.  Western Europe, Eisenhower therefore thought, should become "a third great power bloc."  When that happened, he explained in 1955, the United States would no longer have to bear the enormous burden of providing for the defense of Europe.  America could then "sit back and relax somewhat."


This sort of thinking lay at the heart of the Eisenhower administration's European policy.  It was because the new U.S. leaders saw the situation in these terms that they, for example, pushed so hard for the ratification of the EDC.  They backed that plan not because it was the only way, given French concerns about a German national army, to get a German military contribution.  Even when the French made it clear that they preferred the NATO solution (which military officers on both sides of the Atlantic almost universally viewed as far superior in military terms), the U.S. government still pressed as hard as it could for the establishment of the EDC.  For Eisenhower, a solution based on national armies "was a second choice so far behind EDC that there could be no comparison."  The fundamental objective was political and not military in nature.  The real point of the EDC, he and Secretary of State Dulles both felt, was to weld France and Germany together as the core of a strong European federation which could stand up to Russia on its own.
  They were therefore livid when Mendès France allowed the EDC project to collapse, and reacted very coolly to the Anglo-French effort to work out an alternative based on the establishment of a German national army within NATO.


The Americans, in the final analysis, felt they had little choice but to accept the arrangements worked out in late 1954.  But their acceptance of the system established by the Paris accords, a system based on a continuing, large-scale American military presence in Europe, was never whole-hearted.  If Eisenhower said it once, he must have said it a thousand times:  the American troop presence was never meant to be permanent;  it was originally supposed to be a kind of stopgap measure;  the idea had been to protect the Europeans during the period when they were building the forces they needed to defend themselves.
 And Paris accords or no Paris accords, this remained his basic concept.


The great test of Eisenhower's seriousness in this area was his policy on the nuclear issue--that is, on the question of European control of nuclear forces.  If the Europeans were to be independent of America, if they were to be able to stand up to Soviet power on their own, they would obviously need nuclear forces under their own control.  And the key point to note about the Eisenhower policy was that he was very much in favor of the Europeans acquiring a nuclear capability of their own.


Eisenhower, of course, did not want a whole series of totally independent European nuclear programs.  The more unity there was within the alliance, the more unity there was especially within western Europe, the better from his point of view.  America had at great expense built up an enormous nuclear infrastructure.  The best thing would be for the United States to treat the NATO countries as real allies and supply them with the weapons and the technology they needed.  The U.S. government should in particular support whatever collaborative efforts the Europeans embarked upon in this area.


All this may be a little hard to accept, especially since the published documents have been edited (or "sanitized," to use the official term) to give a misleading impression of what American policy in this area in fact was.
  But the archival evidence makes it quite clear that Eisenhower, and Secretary of State Dulles as well, supported the idea of a European nuclear independence.  Thus, in late 1957, France and Germany, later joined by Italy, embarked on the path of nuclear cooperation.  A number of agreements, the so-called FIG [France-Italy-Germany] agreements, were signed at this time.
  The goal was to create a "European strategic entity":  the Europeans would develop some sort of nuclear capability of their own.
   The German chancellor, Konrad Adenauer, told Dulles about the FIG project at the NATO Heads of Government meeting in Paris in December 1957.  Dulles's attitude was not the least bit hostile.  He brought up the possibility of broadening the arrangement and creating "something like a nuclear weapons authority" which would include the three continental countries plus America and Britain.
  A few months later, the U.S. Secretary of Defense, Neil McElroy, told the NATO defense ministers that his government had "no objection" to such arrangements as the "French-Italian-German collaboration, provided that the work is carried out under the aegis of NATO." "In that event," he said, "the U.S. would be able to furnish technical and certain financial assistance."


The preference was for collaborative arrangements, but the Americans at this point were not insisting on a structure that was so tight as to make national use impossible.  Eisenhower's idea was that the allies--first within NATO and then ultimately within a purely European framework--would cooperate with each other voluntarily.  For Eisenhower, it was normal and natural that the European countries would want to develop nuclear forces of their own--that is, forces ultimately under the control of their own national authorities.
  And Germany was not considered an exception to this general rule:  the Federal Republic, in Eisenhower's view, was one of the countries (referred to in the documents as "selected NATO allies") that could be helped to acquire a nuclear capability.


All of this has to be taken quite seriously.  Eisenhower was not just daydreaming about an eventual American withdrawal from Europe, about western Europe becoming a "third great power bloc," and about the major European allies getting nuclear forces under their own control.  The seriousness of the Eisenhower policy was reflected in what was actually done.  By the end of the Eisenhower period, the NATO allies, including Germany, had acquired effective control over substantial numbers of American nuclear weapons.  And this, it seems quite clear, was a direct result of the Eisenhower policy.
  


The whole thrust of the Eisenhower policy, in other words, was to undermine the system established by the Paris accords--a system which rested on the twin pillars of a non-nuclear Germany and a more or less permanent American military presence in Europe.


What role did the French play in all this?  In the past, the French had basically championed the idea of a system based on constrained German sovereignty and a permanent American presence in Europe.  They had thrown their weight into the balance on behalf of the NATO system, the sort of system the Paris accords were supposed to establish, and at key points that policy had played an important role.  But by the late 1950s the French were no longer strong supporters of a system of that sort.  Even under the Fourth Republic, the French attitude on the question of a German nuclear force had become ambivalent, to say the least.  This, in fact, was the meaning of the FIG affair.  


And by 1963, under de Gaulle, the French had turned away from the basic idea behind the NATO system:  that stability depended on keeping German power limited, and that with Germany weak only the American presence could provide an effective counterweight to Soviet power in Europe.  It was not that de Gaulle wanted a strong Germany, although he did toy with the idea of a German nuclear force, conceivably a force built in collaboration with France.
  The real point here was that he was never quite sure how the German problem was to be dealt with--that even if he was not comfortable with the idea of a full resurgence of German power, of a Germany with a major nuclear force under her own control, he had not faced up to the question of what it would take, in terms of the way the European political system had to be structured, and in particular in terms of the role the Americans would have to play in Europe, to head off such a prospect.


What all this meant was that by the end of the Eisenhower period a stable system had still not come into being.  The system outlined in the Paris accords had not been given a chance.  That system had been based on the premise that Germany would be kept non-nuclear, thus dependent on her allies and locked into the status quo;  the security of western Europe would be based ultimately on American power.  But the Americans, under Eisenhower at least, had no interest in supporting a system of that sort, and even major European countries like France were no longer willing to press for this kind of structure.


And deprived of political support, that system was bound to fail.  The result was that things began quickly to move in a direction which the Soviets found hard to tolerate:  the specter of a strong Germany, a nuclear-armed Germany, touched on their most sensitive political nerve.  They therefore felt they had to force the West to take their concerns seriously.  Berlin was the obvious lever, and the Berlin crisis of 1958-62 was a direct result of the failure of the Paris system.  The world thus moved into a new period of crisis, because the western countries had been unable to construct the sort of political system they themselves had formally agreed to in 1954.  
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