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Few people, not even the most seasoned diplomats and politicians, had anticipated German unification. To Dr. Kissinger, the 1972 inter-German Basic Treaty had sealed the European status quo. Willy Brandt, architect of Bonn’s Ostpolitik, believed that the goal of German unity was only “a living lie” (p. 20). East Berlin’s Communist leader Erich Honecker put it more bluntly, saying “one can unite them [the two Germanies] just as little as one can unite fire and water” (p. 37). How was German unification achieved amid the universal pessimism? How can the many seemingly anti-unification policy adjustments adopted by both German states be explained? What is the significance of the German experience for Korea and China, the two remaining divided nations? John J. Metzler takes on these questions in his Divided Dynamism: Diplomacy of Separated Nations, Germany, Korea, China. 

Pessimism on the prospects of German unity was not baseless. As Metzler chronicles, both German states had once pursued a one-German policy, flown the same flag, and sent a unified German team to the Olympics. However, Bonn’s Ostpolitik and the 1972 inter-German Basic Treaty culminated in dual/cross-recognition of the two German states and their separate memberships in the United Nations. The universal pessimism based on these developments was overturned by the sudden demolition of the Berlin Wall in 1990. 
German experience from division to unity highlighted the interplay of internal and external factors. Internally, both German states had never abandoned the goal of national unity. “The grand goal of unity can be postponed but not precluded.” Noticeably, Metzler advances a new interpretive approach for reading policy changes that ostensibly ran counter to the goal of national unity. Because of the competitive electoral system in West Germany, policy adjustments, such as the suspension of the “Hallstein Doctrine” in favor of Ostpolitik, should not be construed as signs of abandoning the objective of unity. They should be interpreted instead as an expedient of the party in power. In East Germany, policy changes were simply recalibrations of the chosen tactics of the ruling Socialist Unity Party. Value integration through multilayered exchanges between the two sides of the divide also contributed to unity.

Externally, German unification came amid extraordinary historical circumstances (p. 40). While the West was ready to accept a unified Germany, Moscow was no longer capable of enforcing the Brezhnev Doctrine. Bonn’s decade-long pro-West posture, reconciliation with France, and rapprochement with the socialist camp had helped dispel distrust toward the German nation and reduce apprehension about a unified Germany. 
Metzler uses the same method to interpret policy adjustments adopted by postauthoritarian South Korea and Taiwan. Competitive party politics in these two states have freed the issue of unification from the “unquestioned lockstep” imposed by their respective authoritarian predecessors. Today, unification is more a political tool for advancing individual party’s political agendas. Based on this assessment, Metzler suggests that Taiwan’s unification policy “must be viewed through the prism of the political evolution of the parties … Unification policy after all, reflects the agenda of the party in power” (p. 177). Implicitly, Metzler recommends that Beijing not overreact to declaratory policy announcements made by leaders of authority in Taipei. In contrast, policy adjustments adopted by Beijing (for example, the “one country, two systems” formula) and Pyongyang (its grudging acceptance of separate North and South entry into the UN) were only recalibrations of tactics adopted by the Leninist Party states. 

Divided Dynamism is uncharacteristically optimistic on the prospect of China’s unification. Metzler’s optimism comes from his understanding of the cause of China’s partition, mainland China’s status as a world power, and Taipei’s lack of a formal security arrangement with a major power. As a result, Taipei’s diplomatic offensive for international recognition is not likely to lead anywhere in the foreseeable future. Metzler recommends that Taipei “work within a Chinese formula rather than trying to redefine Taiwan’s Chinese identity” (p. 195). He argues: “that China will eventually reunify is certain, but the formula remains an enigma” (p. 196). Noticeably, on the prospects of Beijing-Taipei unification, Metzler stands out among Western scholars of non-Chinese descent. 

The book is debatable in two areas relating to the China case. First, Metzler does not believe that systemic factors have a role to play in China’s unification. Many would disagree to this assertion. China’s divided rule was certainly caused by the carnage of the Chinese Civil War. Its perpetuation, however, is partially attributable to the influence of external forces. The entry of the U.S. Seventh Fleet into the Taiwan Straits in 1950, American security treaty with Taiwan in 1954, and the 1979 Taiwan Relations Act are all examples of external impact on China’s division. More tellingly, the fact that the Taiwan issue tops Beijing’s diplomacy and that Taipei spends millions of dollars lobbying in foreign capitals is a testimony that the issue regarding Taiwan’s future cannot be free from external influences.

Second, the single most important difference of the China case is the existence of a separatist movement striving for Taiwan’s de jure independence. In politics, politicians are told not to ignore the power of the agitated minority. Radical Taiwan independence activists may be small in numerical terms; their capacity to cause a seismic jolt to the established order cannot be underestimated.

Divided Dynamism is a commendable effort. It offers a kaleidoscopic view of policy evolution in the six states representing the three divided nations. A latitudinal cross-comparison is skillfully interlaced with a longitudinal historical contrast of the policy trajectories of the six states in different periods. While the book makes no pretense to theorize the politics in divided nations, it does accomplish the subtle normative goal of policy recommendation. Is German experience relevant to Korea and China? The answer is resoundingly positive. Metzler calls for a German-type pragmatic and incremental approach to the goal of Korean and Chinese unity, an approach that emphasizes value integration, reconciliation, and mutual confidence-building. Divided Dynamism contributes to the ongoing policy-specific debates concerning the two Koreas and Beijing-Taipei relations. 
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