Stalin Note

The Stalin Note, dated March 10, 1952, refers to a Soviet proposal for a four-nation meeting on a peace treaty with Germany. The issuance of this proposal, its failure to achieve its stated objectives, and the questions about Stalin's ultimate motives led to a debate on whether the Stalin Note was a missed opportunity for German unification, one that continues to this day. 

On March 10, 1952 the government of the Soviet Union handed its fellow-occupiers of Germany—France, Great Britain, the United States—a proposal for a four-power conference that was to discuss the establishment of a united, independent Germany. This neutral German state would be allowed to have an army and a military industry for self-defense purposes. The four powers ought to conclude a peace treaty with this German state, the Soviet note argued. Along with delivering the note through diplomatic channels, the Soviet government also published the proposal, thus mixing diplomacy with propaganda. During the following months the Stalin Note led to an exchange of subsequent diplomatic notes between Moscow and the three Western capitals, as well as a good deal of public debate in the West. In the end, however, it led to no concrete result. The failure of the Soviet initiative has long caused Germans, and historians everywhere, to ask if the Stalin Note was not a missed opportunity to create a unified Germany in the wake of the World War II. Answers have depended on one’s assessment of the response of the three Western governments, but especially of Soviet intentions. 

Neither the East-West conflict over Germany nor the country’s division into two separate entities was new in 1952, and the Stalin Note needs to be understood in the context of the evolution of the so-called German question since 1945. From the end of the war Moscow and a United States-led West had pursued different visions for Germany’s and Europe’s future, visions they were able to implement virtually unilaterally in Germany thanks to their division of that country into near-autonomous zones of occupation. This parting of the ways did not proceed without conflict. Neither side wanted to be assigned blame for the growing division of Germany, least of all by the German population itself, an increasingly important constituency in the emerging Cold War. Furthermore, the stated aim of the four powers was to restore a unified German state. Finally, unlike the Western powers, the Soviet government and its German allies (the Socialist Unity Party of Germany—SED) were not satisfied just to control their own section of the country. 

It was the Cold War that caused the United States and its allies to conclude in 1947 that no significant common ground could be found with Stalin’s Soviet Union on the issue of the future of Europe and that instead the West should consolidate the territories, peoples, and resources under its control so that a spread of communist influence beyond Soviet controlled areas in East and Central Europe could be contained. The following year, in the context of this policy of containment and in concert with representatives of the population of Germany’s Western zones of occupation, the Western allies began preparations for the establishment of a separate West German state and its integration with West European economic collaborative structures under the Marshall Plan. 

Through these measures, the West seized the initiative in the struggle over Germany, denying the Soviet Union any influence in Western Germany. Furthermore, through its relative success in these policies, the West also placed the political and economic development of the Soviet zone of occupation in a negative light, most of all in the eyes of the local population. Much of Soviet German policy between 1947 and 1953, starting with the Berlin blockade from 1948 to 1949, was part of an effort to divert the West from its independent course and to return, at least in name, to a four-power regime. Public appeals by the SED to West German politicians and the population at large formed an increasingly important aspect of this policy.

The urgency behind these communist efforts to turn the tide in Germany increased significantly in 1950, less than a year after the establishment in 1949 of the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) in the West and that of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) in the East. The outbreak of the Korean War in June spurred the West to pursue not only the FRG’s economic integration but also its participation in the new Western military alliance. West German re-armament as part of a United States-led Western military alliance would represent the next major set-back for the Soviet Union. Together with the SED, Soviet foreign ministry documentation shows, Moscow resolved to step up its efforts to interfere with the West’s accelerating rehabilitation and integration of the FRG, with the Stalin Note as the climax of this campaign. Specific longer-term objectives behind the initiative have not come to light and may never have existed. 

Clear, however, is that as the Western governments and the FRG’s government led by Konrad Adenauer were determined to go forward with re-armament and integration, only the population of West Germany could turn the tide. Both Moscow and the Western governments understood this. Re-armament so shortly after Hitler’s war was controversial in the FRG, where many people were also unhappy with the deepening division of the country. Hence Moscow’s publication of the Stalin Note (as a means of engaging public opinion in its favor) and hence apprehensive consultations for a joint reply between the Western capitals. In spite of some spirited public debate in the FRG, however, the communist-envisioned mass demands for a four power conference (and a postponement of re-armament) did not materialize. Although anxious about the future, West Germany’s population was unwilling to stake its future on uncertain talks with the deeply mistrusted Stalin, with whom numerous negotiations had come to naught already since 1945. Over the summer of 1952 the exchange of diplomatic notes on the matter therefore gradually ceased. 

The Stalin Note marked the end of Stalin’s German “illusion”: his belief that he could at once deny (West) Germany’s allegiance to the West, keep control of East Germany, and gradually move toward one Soviet-friendly German state. In the wake of its failure, and on Stalin’s orders, the SED accelerated its forced “construction of socialism” in and militarization of the GDR—a policy that ended disastrously in the June 1953 popular uprising. Germany remained divided for the remainder of the Cold War. Because the Western powers declined to test Stalin’s “true intentions” at a four-power conference in 1952, some historians and others wonder to this day whether the Stalin Note did not constitute a missed opportunity for early German unification.
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