Hallstein Doctrine

The Hallstein Doctrine was an unofficial but widely used shorthand for West Germany’s twenty-year effort to prevent international recognition of East Germany as a separate state. In the 1950s and 1960s, the doctrine was central to Cold War disputes over Germany’s status and identity. To a surprising extent, the diplomatic contest transformed the “German Question” into a problem that had to be addressed by states around the world, be they associated with the Western, Soviet, or non-aligned camps.

From the moment that West Germany, officially known as the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), was founded in 1949, Chancellor Konrad Adenauer insisted that it represented “the sole legitimate state organization of the German people.” Adenauer’s government in Bonn dismissed the regime in East Berlin, the German Democratic Republic (GDR), as an illegitimate puppet of the Soviet occupiers. For a time the GDR under Walter Ulbricht responded in kind, claiming to be the only true representative of the German people. But Ulbricht was unable to persuade many others of this. In the early 1950s, it was the Bonn government that won recognition from nearly all UN members. Only a handful of countries associated with the Soviet bloc recognized the East Berlin government instead.

By 1955, the GDR had switched its position; it began to stress its role as a second German state, one that should be recognized alongside the Federal Republic. In conjunction with post-Bandung efforts by Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev to curry favor in the non-aligned world, East German diplomats insisted that governments seeking to display a truly neutral posture in the Cold War should maintain diplomatic relations with both Germanys. Adenauer’s government inadvertently gave credence to this argument by establishing diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union in September 1955, even though Moscow was already home to an East German embassy. India, Egypt, and Yugoslavia, the three most prominent non-aligned powers at the time, all gave serious consideration to recognizing the GDR, which would, Bonn feared, touch off an avalanche of further recognitions. Widespread recognition of East Germany as a second German state would in turn harden Germany’s division and call into question Adenauer’s claim that “Western integration” of the FRG had done no harm to the cause of German unity

Desperate to block any precedents, Bonn’s foreign ministry devised a crude, zero-sum threat: the Federal Republic would break off diplomatic relations with any country that established diplomatic relations with the GDR. It was this threat, articulated publicly at a press conference in December 1955, that later earned the title “Hallstein Doctrine.” Walter Hallstein, state secretary at the foreign ministry from 1950-58, was but one of several officials involved in developing the policy, but the phrase caught on. 
As a deterrent, the Hallstein Doctrine worked astonishingly well. One early test case, involving Yugoslavia, provided an occasion for Adenauer’s government to bolster the credibility of its threat; when Belgrade established diplomatic ties with East Berlin in October 1957, Bonn immediately severed its ties with Yugoslavia. This example, and that of Cuba in January 1963, enabled the Federal Republic to stigmatize recognition of the GDR as a step toward alignment with the Soviet camp. Anxious to retain formal relations with West Germany while pursuing trade and cultural connections with the GDR, non-aligned countries learned to foster unofficial relations in lieu of outright recognition. Frustrated East German envoys sought to ratchet up their level of representation in non-aligned capitals, and over time non-governmental offices (chamber of commerce posts) gave way to trade missions and even consulates. Leaders such as Gamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt and Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana happily accepted favorable trade deals from East Germany but denied Ulbricht the satisfaction of diplomatic relations. Meanwhile, these same leaders learned to leverage their flirtations with the GDR into massive aid packages from the FRG. By the mid-1960s, many in Bonn were impatient with this extortionate behavior.

More unpopular still was one corollary of the Hallstein Doctrine: its detrimental effects on West German policy toward Eastern Europe. Because the Warsaw Pact states and the People’s Republic of China had recognized the GDR in 1949-50, the Federal Republic refrained from establishing diplomatic relations with those countries. This led many commentators to criticize the Hallstein Doctrine as a legalistic construct that hampered Bonn’s own maneuvering room in Eastern Europe. During his tenure as foreign minister, Willy Brandt loosened the policy, establishing diplomatic ties with Romania in January 1967 and re-forging diplomatic relations with Yugoslavia one year later. But Moscow, Warsaw, and of course East Berlin took Bonn’s ongoing refusal to recognize the GDR as grounds to brand the Federal Republic as a “revanchist” state that threatened the status quo in Europe.

Ultimately, the Hallstein Doctrine outlived its usefulness when West Germans no longer felt it sensible to insist upon the isolation of the GDR. Whether or not politicians in Bonn acknowledged it, a second state in Germany existed. The Social Democratic Party increasingly backed the proposition by Egon Bahr, a leader of the party, that would best be promoted by engaging the East German leadership. When six states recognized the GDR in 1969, among them Cambodia and Egypt, there was no longer a consensus in favor of applying the Hallstein Doctrine. Even so, the GDR remained a pariah to most of the world, a fact that Willy Brandt’s cabinet used to its advantage from 1969 to 1972: in exchange for East Germany’s gradual emergence as an internationally recognized state, the GDR had to ease its travel restrictions on West Germans traveling eastward. In 1973, the FRG and GDR became members of the United Nations in tandem, putting an end to the question of Germany’s international status until the sudden collapse of communist rule in the GDR in 1989.
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