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ermany is our friend but I feel more comfortable with you” (116) the French President François 
Mitterrand told the Soviet General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev during their private meeting of 
May 1990 devoted to the German question. Those words also reveal the close connection 

between the two leaders during the second half of the 1980s while casting a shadow on the common picture 
of an unbreakable French-German partnership.  

Frédéric Bozo’s point in this article is to question a widely represented image of a huge French hostility 
toward the German reunification and hidden attempts by Paris to hinder or slow down its process. This 
vision was defended by some prominent specialists of the German question like Georges-Henri Soutou1 and 
also reported by the press during the twentieth anniversary of German reunification in 2010. Indeed, the 
sentiment is underscored in some recently declassified documents, which include the minutes of a colorful 
meeting between British Prime minister Margaret Thatcher and Mitterrand, where the French President 
accused West-German political leaders of behaving as “bad Germans.”2 Moreover, the task of the historian is 
complicated by a source issue, in that the recollections of Mitterrand’s former advisor, Jacques Attali’s, are 
unreliable, since most of his conversations reproduced in Attali’s Verbatim3 were either selected by the author 

                                                      
1 Georges-Henri Soutou, L’alliance incertaine. Les rapports politico-stratégiques franco-allemands (1945-1996), 

Paris: Fayard, 1996; Georges-Henri Soutou, “The German Question as Seen from Paris,” in Mark Kramer and Smetana 
Vit (eds.), Imposing, Maintaining and Tearing Open the Iron Curtain, The Cold War and Eastern Central Europe (Lanham, 
Lexington Books, 2014), 227-246. 

2 “Memorandum of conversation M.T. and President Mitterrand, Letter from Mr Powell to Mr Wall”, 20 
January1990, Patrick Salmon et al., Documents on British Foreign Policy: German Unification, 1989-90, London, 2010, 
215-219, Document 10.  

3 Jacques Attali, Verbatim (Paris: Fayard, 1995). 
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or have been falsified.4 They also thus contributed to spread the myth of a France hostile to German 
reunification. Bozo’s purpose is to go further than his previous research regarding French foreign policy 
during the Mitterrand era and the French dilemmas on the German problem.5 Indeed, if France’s objective 
was to hinder or slow down the resurrection of a powerful Germany, the USSR would have been a useful ally. 
That is why a thorough examination of Franco-Soviet interactions at the end of the eighties seems to be very 
instrumental. To what extent did Moscow and Paris converge, and did they forge a common policy?  

This article’s major strength lays in Frederic Bozo’s method, which is based on a careful examination and 
comparison of much archival evidence from both French and Russian archives. A comparative study is now 
possible thanks to the recent translation and publication in German and English of Russian documents from 
the Gorbachev Foundation.6 Although most of them are transcripts of handwritten notes taken by 
Gorbachev’s close advisors and speech writers, they are described by Bozo as very reliable sources since Soviet 
and French minutes of Mitterrand and Gorbachev’s main meetings perfectly match them in terms of content. 
Insofar as Bozo validates this rich Russian corpus, this article is also a valuable contribution to Soviet foreign-
policy studies.  

The strong point of Bozo’s paper is that it considers Mitterrand’s policy from a long-term perspective, 
highlighting the continuities of the French traditional attitude toward the German problem, as it was set in 
the mid-1960s. In line with the Gaullist approach, Mitterrand considered unification of the FRG (Federal 
Republic of Germany) and GDR (German Democratic Republic) as legitimate for the German people. 
Nevertheless, some conditions needed to be set before it could happen. The new Germany should respect its 
European and Atlantic commitments, renounce becoming a nuclear power, and respect the Oder-Neisse Line. 
The combination of these factors would guarantee both French security and European stability. The need of 
Paris to frame the reunification process in order to reduce its disruptive effects or to avoid a hypothetical 
German hurry which would threaten French security implied a constructive dialogue with Moscow.  

In this new light, supported by strong archival evidence, Bozo’s interpretation of the mysterious meeting 
between Mitterrand and Gorbachev in Kiev in the beginning of December 1989 is very convincing. The 
French President was worried at the West German Chancellor Helmut Kohl’s lack of consultation with his 
Western allies on the reunification issue, which in turn created the risk of a “reunification with forceps” (that 
is to say, a quick and disruptive process), and was also alarmed by Kohl’s “procrastination on European 
integration” (130). The French attitude remained true to the Gaullist approach which was designed to hinder 
the resurrection of a neutral Germany at the center of the Old Continent. No concrete alliance between Paris 
and Moscow was forged after Kiev: for Bozo, this episode was rather a “meeting of minds” (133). Taking into 

                                                      
4 Frédéric Bozo, Mitterrand, The End of the Cold War and German Unification, New York, Berghahn Books, 

2010, xxviii. 

5 Frédéric Bozo, Mitterrand la fin de la guerre froide et d’unification allemande. De Yalta à Maastricht (Paris: 
Odile Jacob, 2005); Frédéric Bozo, “France, German Unification, and European Integration,” in Frédéric Bozo, Marie-
Pierre Rey, Piers Ludlow, and Leopoldo Nuti, eds., Europe and the End of the Cold War: A Reappraisal (London, 
Routledge, 2008). 

6 Thomas S. Blanton, Svetlana Savranskaya, and Vladislav Zubok, eds., Masterpieces of History: The Peaceful End 
of the Cold War in Eastern Europe (Budapest, CEU Press, 2010); Aleksandr Galkin and Anatolij Tschernjajew, eds., 
Michail Gorbatschow und die deutsche Frage. Sowjetische Dokumente 1986-1991 (München: Oldenbourg 2011). 
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account Mitterrand’s strong sense of history, the ‘Russian card’ should have been used only if German policy 
became dangerous, as had been the case at the time of the ‘French-Russian alliance of 1894.’”  Kohl’s 
reassurance of his European engagement after the Strasbourg European Community summit meeting on 8 
December 1989 invalidated the hazardous Franco-Soviet alliance.   

After the USSR had accepted the perspective of a reunited Germany beginning of 1990, the Four-Power 
framework was in accordance to Paris’s need to control German strategic engagements and Moscow’s desire 
“to impose a restrictive international status on a unified Germany” (141). But this did not mean that Paris 
and Moscow had forged an alliance. Bozo convincingly points out that while both Mitterrand and 
Gorbachev’s objectives seemed, in theory, to converge, that was not the case in reality. In November 1989 
Moscow opposed the idea of a reunited Germany while Paris approved of it. During Spring 1990, France was 
worried about a neutral Germany while Moscow was pushing for it. Although both Mitterrand and 
Gorbachev favored a German reunification process “synchronized with the overall transformation of the 
continent (126),” the Kremlin’s priority was to build a new pan-European organization, while the Elysée’s 
was to strengthen the European community first. The only strong convergence topic between the two leaders 
was their design of “a Europe from the Atlantic to the Ural [mountains] in which the Soviet Union would 
have been included” (153). But this project collapsed after the coup against Gorbachev in August 1991. 

One can regret the absence in Bozo’s bibliography of recent studies that offer a fine retrospective of the Soviet 
policy towards German reunification,7 as well as the non-evocation of the Eastern European countries as a 
possible convergence or divergence point between Paris and Moscow (though they might have played an 
important role in the Soviet design for Europe and also in the French European ambitions). Nevertheless, 
Bozo’s convincing article enables us to understand that Mitterrand’s real suspicion toward Kohl’s hurry and 
his bitter words against the FGR’s leader did not necessarily mean that the French were neither conspiring 
with Great Britain and the Soviet Union nor trying to “put the brakes on a German reunification (145).” In 
other words, Moscow was a safeguard partner rather than a real teammate.  
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7 Mark Kramer, “The Desmise of the Soviet Bloc”, in Vladimir Tismaneanu, Bogdan Iacob (eds.), The End and 

the Beginning: the Revolutions of 1989 and the Resurgence of History, Budapest, Central European University Press, 2012; 
Vladislav Zubok, “German Reunification From Soviet (Russian) Perspective”, in Kiron K. Skinner (ed.), Turning Point in 
Ending The Cold War,  Stanford, Hoover Institution Press Publication, 2007. 
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