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GOTTFRIED NIEDHART, DETLEF JUNKER, and MICHAEL W.
RICHTER (eds), Deutschland in Europa. Nationale Interessen und interna-
tionale Ordnung im 20. Jahrhundert (Mannheim: Palatium Verlag, 1997),
xi + 402 pp. ISBN 3 920671 29 5. DM 98.00

The concept of ‘national interest’ plays an important role in the realist
and neo-realist theory of international relations. It has, however, been
much derided and dismissed as a uselessly elastic, even dangerous
concept by theorists in fields such as postmodernism and critical
security studies. It is claimed that the expression implies too state-
centred an approach and therefore ignores many other, often hidden,
factors of influence and ‘power’ in today’s ever more interdependent,
multilateral, and multicultural world. None the less, the controversial
term is still used by policymakers and scholars interested in contem-
porary ‘power political’ debates to indicate what are perceived as the
strategic, political, economic, and also ideological interests of the
political unit they represent (see Christian Hacke’s article in the book
under review). In this sense ‘national interest’ refers both to certain
long-lasting concepts as well as to merely temporary short-term aims.
Despite the inherent vagueness and ambiguity of the term recognized
by all the contributors to this interesting book, there is a certain
consensus that the expression seems to suggest, in Geoffrey Stern’s
words, ‘a set of stable, relatively unchanging foreign-policy goals
which can be identified and recognized by enlightened statesmen and
rational observers’ (The Structure of International Society, 1995, p. 110).
Since German reunification, the accompanying four-plus-two treaty,
and the November 1990 treaty with Poland it appears to many in
Germany that it has become easier to define the ‘national interest’.
Thus the collapse of the East-West divide and the establishment of a
geographically larger, more populous, though not yet economically
more dynamic Germany has given rise to a renewed discussion
regarding what united Germany’s ‘national interests’ actually consist
of, and whether or not the realization of the country’s ‘national interest’
should be more energetically pursued than hitherto.

Unification as well as to some degree the internal German debate
have also greatly stimulated discussion outside Germany regarding
potential German hegemony in an ever more united Europe. There has
always been the perception that an ‘equal Germany automatically
meant a dominant Germany’ (Niedhart, p. 383). Above all, since 1990
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the ‘balancing imbalance’ (‘ausgleichendes Ungleichgewicht’, Urs Leim-
bacher, p. 192) of Franco-German relations has come to an end.
Furthermore, Britain’s role as European mediator on behalf of the
United States, which had already been on the wane since Ostpolitik,
was more or less terminated when, in 1990, President Bush spoke of
‘partnership in leadership’ with reference to Germany. During the Gulf
War of 1990-1 and subsequently in the course of major ethnic conflicts
in the former Yugoslavia, Somalia, and other regions, newly united
Germany was actively encouraged to participate in UN peacekeeping
activities. Simultaneously, a certain uneasiness regarding more direct
military and political participation by Germany in world affairs has
continued to exist both inside and outside Germany. In addition, a
genuine apprehensiveness of united Germany’s potential economic
predominance still prevails among its neighbours. The current pro-
longed economic, financial, and social difficulties of the united nation,
however, have contributed to alleviating fears regarding the devel-
opment of an aggressive new German superstate as predicted, among
others, by Mrs Thatcher.

The book edited by Gottfried Niedhart, Detlev Junker, and Michael
Richter is a timely contribution to the current debate regarding
Germany’s international role, a debate which is taking place inside and
outside the Federal Republic. It makes an important contribution to
identifying and discussing the many different aspects of united
Germany’s real ‘national interests’. The coherently structured, very
well edited, and well produced volume is based on a conference held
in Mannheim in 1995. It has been divided into four main parts, each
except the second consisting of six contributions: Germany’s role in
Europe; Dutch and Polish perceptions of Germany as a factor in world
politics (four articles); French and British perceptions of Germany’s
international role; and finally Germany and the superpowers before
and after reunification. An engaging concluding section completes the
book.

Above all, and this makes this volume particularly stimulating, it
approaches its theme in a comparative way. Almost all contributions in
the volume attempt to analyse the tension between the German ‘national
interest’ and the maintenance of peace in Europe which has existed
ever since Gustav Stresemann’s endeavours peacefully to integrate
Germany into the ‘concert of nations’ during the inter-war period. It is
recognized, however, that this tension is largely based on differing
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perceptions of what is viewed as ‘national interest’ inside and outside
a particular country. The editors and the authors in this book agree that
these contemporary perceptions – however inaccurate – should not
merely be dismissed as unfounded and exaggerated. They need to be
addressed and taken seriously (see, for example, Heinrich Vogel’s
persuasive contribution). Based on this insight, the book aims to
analyse Germany’s international role and the various attempts to
integrate German ‘national interests’ into a peaceful European system
by comparing three eras in twentieth-century German history. Political
periods have been chosen during which attempts were made to expand
German activities and independence while simultaneously reconciling
German interests with the country’s integration into an international
economic and political system: the Locarno era, the period of Ostpolitik,
and the post-reunification era. The articles in the book either attempt
the methodologically difficult task of comparing one or more of the
three periods with each other, or analyse in detail one of the three eras.

In a book containing twenty-four articles by twenty-three authors
it is almost inevitable that the individual contributions will differ in
quality. This book is no exception. While many of the articles are first-
rate, a few are disappointing as they remain too general, or do not
entirely address the subject of the book. However, the vast majority
make a profound contribution to the theme under discussion. Naturally
a review of this kind cannot do justice to all of them by discussing all
findings in detail; instead a brief look at some of the particularly
interesting ones will have to suffice. The first chapter (Gottfried
Niedhart) compares Stresemann’s ‘Westorientierung’ and the Federal
Republic’s ‘Westbindung’ with its emphasis on Brandt’s status quo
policy. It is exemplary and serves as an excellent introduction to the
entire volume. The articles on Germany’s relations with Poland and
the Netherlands in Part II, and the contributions on Franco-German
relations within a European framework in Part III are also of particular
interest. Clemens Wurm and Georges-Henri Soutou write on the
difficult Franco-German relationship during the Briand-Stresemann
and the Pompidou-Brandt eras, while Urs Leimbacher and Axel Sauder
deal with the topic during the 1980s and 1990s respectively.
Unfortunately, Britain has not been given the same attention. Only two
articles deal with Anglo-German relations, one looking at the Locarno
era (Stephanie Salzmann) and the other at the post-1945 period
(Christoph Bluth). In fact, the latter consists merely of a brief account
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of British security and nuclear policy. Thus, only Salzmann’s judicious
article deals with Anglo-German relations in a European framework.
It would have been beneficial if a contribution on the under-researched
topic of ‘Britain and Ostpolitik’ and Anglo-German relations since
reunification had been included within such a framework. While the
book would also have benefited from an entire chapter dedicated to a
critical analysis and comparison of more recent and more traditional
theories of ‘national interest’, the introductions of several articles
discuss the concept, often with respect to Germany’s post-unification
position in the world (see above all the contributions by Heinrich Vogel
and Rudolf Adam).

In the penultimate part of the book, devoted to Germany’s relations
with the United States and the USSR/Russia, Ernest May’s detailed
account of the gradual development of a more favourable American
attitude towards Ostpolitik between 1966 and 1972 deserves mention.
May concludes that the quadripartite Berlin agreement of 1971-2 was
decisive for the total overhaul of Washington’s definition of the German
Question which took place during the 1970s. Hannes Adomeit’s long
chapter on ‘Russia and Germany: Perceptions, Paradigms and Political
Relations’ is methodologically intriguing and a stimulating re-
interpretation of Russo-German relations since 1945. He arrives at new
insights (for example, regarding Moscow’s occupation policy, the Beria
affair, and developments in the GDR during the 1970s and 1980s) by
analysing the Russian view of Germany’s political course. This
complements the more frequently attempted traditional scholarly
narratives which largely look at Moscow’s policies from a Western
perspective.

Most contributors agree that it is inevitable, and might even be
desirable, for Germany to take a somewhat more prominent role on the
world stage, albeit in a carefully managed way. Whether united
Germany is already in a position to assume the role of an international
‘conciliator’ (above all in European affairs) as Michael Richter suggests
in his article is, however, questionable. The author is probably too
optimistic in his belief that countries such as Britain and France are
prepared to ask the new Federal Republic to accept such a role. The
position of ‘conciliator’ may well be regarded as too close to the
traditional notion of international leadership, if not hegemony, to be
acceptable to Germany’s neighbours. Moreover, despite the challenging
arguments put forward by Richter, Germany’s political élite also still
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needs convincing that the role of ‘conciliator’ would be appropriate.
Perhaps because of the anticipated opposition to this scheme, and in
view of the many unresolved domestic problems, currently there does
not seem to be much inclination in Bonn to push for such a role.

Gottfried Niedhart and, more sweepingly, Klaus Hildebrand each
provide a helpful conclusion. Hildebrand concludes that the Locarno
system failed as neither American hegemony nor real progress towards
European integration was able to tame and reconcile national interests,
including the ‘cognitive misunderstandings’ and misperceptions (p.
393) in inter-war Europe. Niedhart emphasizes that a co-operative
political approach and international interdependence did not become
the guidelines of German foreign policy until after the Second World
War. However, the West Germans had no choice in this matter. Above
all Adenauer recognized that voluntary co-operation was the only
possible way to develop a degree of political independence and
sovereignty for the Bonn Republic. While fully recognizing the very
different frameworks of the three eras compared in the book, Niedhart
concludes convincingly that only since 1945 has German politics been
characterized by a substantial increase in co-operative and integrative
elements. The leading politicians in the old as well as the new, post-1990
Federal Republic quickly recognized that integration and multilateralism
were Germany’s real ‘national interests’ in an ever more integrated and
interdependent world. This is also reflected in Urs Leimbacher’s article.
He argues persuasively that as far as security policy is concerned, but
also with regard to other areas, it is hardly possible to differentiate
between collective and national interests any longer. Thus the old realist
framework for discussing a country’s foreign policy predominantly
with reference to its ‘national interests’ in a narrowly defined state-
centred meaning, which was not always a satisfactory paradigm for
interpreting the history of the old Federal Republic, is even less
satisfactory as far as united Germany’s role in the multilateral and
interdependent post-Cold War world is concerned. In this respect the
book under review takes the scholarly debate a considerable step
further and therefore deserves a wide readership. Perhaps the publisher
should consider bringing out an inexpensive paperback edition to
make this interesting volume more widely available.

KLAUS LARRES is Reader in Politics at The Queen’s University of
Belfast. He is the author of Politik der Illusionen. Churchill, Eisenhower
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und die deutsche Frage 1945-55 (1995), and has edited or co-edited The
Federal Republic since 1949: Politics, Society and Economy before and after
Unification (1996), Deutschland und die USA im 20. Jahrhundert. Geschichte
der politischen Beziehungen (1997), and Germany since Unification: The
Domestic and External Consequences (1998). Currently he is completing a
monograph provisionally entitled Churchill’s Summit Diplomacy: Britain,
Germany, the Soviet Union and the United States from the First World War
to the Cold War and an edited book, Uneasy Partners: British-German
Relations and European Integration since 1945. He has also started a project
on political and economic relations between Britain and the GDR.
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