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Parallelism, Asymmetry and Convergence in Cold War Europe

With its opposing and mutually exclusive military and economic organisations, 
post-1945 Europe was the perfect embodiment of the symmetric and paral-
lel development of the two ideological Cold War blocs. Drawing on the rich 
historiography of the last fifteen years that put the Europeans centre stage, 
this conclusive article qualifies this view of Cold War Europe and rather argues 
that the Continent should be seen as a complex space where parallelism, asym-
metry of various kinds and convergence coexisted and where multi-layered 
cooperation emerged between a diverse range of actors in various domains.

Parallélisme, asymétrie et convergence dans l’Europe de la guerre froide

Avec ses organisations militaires et économiques exclusives et idéologiquement 
opposées, l’Europe de l’après 1945 incarne parfaitement le développement 
symétrique et parallèle des blocs de la guerre froide. En s’appuyant sur la 
riche historiographie des quinze dernières années, cet article conclusif nuance 
cette interprétation et invite plutôt à considérer le continent comme un espace 
complexe où parallélisme, asymétries diverses et convergence coexistaient et 
traversaient les deux blocs, et où la coopération s’installa entre une multitude 
d’acteurs divers et dans plusieurs domaines.
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Parallelism, Asymmetry and 
Convergence in Cold War Europe

Angela Romano

Lecturer, School of Social and Political Sciences, University of Glasgow

Introduction

This conclusive article of the special issue will discuss the idea that Cold 
War Europe should be seen as a space characterised simultaneously 

by parallelism, asymmetry and convergence. It will do so by drawing on a 
wealth of diverse historiography on the period, though with no pretension to 
be exhaustive and no intent to provide a literature review. The article starts 
with acknowledging some of the most important features of the continent’s 
international life during the Cold War that led to the classic depiction of 
Europe as a divided space where the two opposing blocs formed in parallel and 
along quite symmetrical patterns. The article will then contend that taking 
a closer look at the same features allows us to detect numerous asymmetries 
in the parallel development of the Cold War blocs. Moreover, it is noticed that 
when we abstract states from the blocs, we observe additional layers of asym-
metry across the continent. Finally, this article argues that the long-standing 
powerful narrative that describes Cold War Europe as a continent divided in 
opposing blocs is only partially correct, as it overlooks the multiple experiences 
of convergence that took place at the same time. Taking into consideration 
two acceptations of the term ‘convergence’, this article will present some key 
experiences that reveal Cold War Europe as a space also characterised by 
common trends and multi-layered cooperation.

Parallelism

With its military, economic, and cultural blocs, Cold War Europe perfectly 
embodied the image of two political camps developing in parallel and sym-
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148 • Angela Romano

metrically, as both groupings presented akin structural features and similar 
evolution paths.1

First, both Cold War blocs were characterised by the existence of a hegemonic 
superpower leading a group of smaller states in the ideological, political and 
socio-economic confrontation/competition with the other camp.

Second, each grouping established its military alliance – the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organisation (NATO) for the West and the Warsaw Pact for the East 
– characterised by the role of the superpower as by far the main provider of 
security to the group, the main spender on military matters and ultimate deci-
sion-maker. At the same time, both NATO and the Warsaw Pact had internal 
consultation mechanisms, which emerged in the mid-1950s and became more 
necessary after the Cuban missiles’ crisis in October 1962. The actual risk of 
a nuclear war as a consequence of superpower brinkmanship scared minor 
member states and prompted requests for genuine political consultations. The 
1956 Report of the Three Wise Men as well as the consultation exercise that led 
to the 1967 Report of the Council on the Future Tasks of the Alliance (Harmel 
Report) were the stepping-stones to making NATO a less US-dominated hie-
rarchical organisation (Wenger, 2007). The stereotypical image of the Warsaw 
Pact as a Soviet ‘transmission belt’ (Gaddis, 1997, 289) has been successfully 
challenged by recent studies on the socialist alliance, which have brought to 
the fore a more complex reality of debates, cooperation and constraints within 
the camp (Mastny and Byrne, 2005; Crump, 2015). In both alliances improved 
consultation mechanisms were not a mere cosmetic feature meant to pacify the 
smaller allies by giving them some space to express their views and anxieties. 
Rather, recent studies investigating the setting-up and use of consultation 
and cooperation mechanisms within NATO and the Warsaw Pact have shown 
that the smaller allies had significant room for manoeuvring vis-à-vis their 
superpower, which they used to resist or condition some actions as well as to 
propose their own initiatives (Crump and Romano, 2020).

Third, each Cold War bloc featured an international economic organization 
meant to promote cooperation among the member states and some form of 
integration of their economies. On the Western side, the Organisation for Euro-
pean Economic Co-operation was set up in Paris in April 1948 to coordinate 
the European Recovery Program (aka Marshall Plan). On the Eastern side, the 

1	 For a discussion of the use of the term “bloc” and its historical meaning 
see: Faure and Kott, 2011; and Marung, Müller and Troebst, 2019.
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Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (CMEA or Comecon) was founded in 
January 1949. An additional element of symmetry is that both organisations 
were born in Europe but eventually extended their membership to countries 
beyond the continent: in 1961 the OEEC became the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (Leimgruber and Schmelzer, 2017), while the 
CMEA welcomed Mongolia in 1962, Cuba in 1972 and Vietnam in 1978.

Fourth, both groupings were characterised by the commitment of each super-
power to provide its allies with access to affordable oil, necessary to fuel modern 
transports and industrial production and thus ensure long-term economic 
growth. Modernity and diffuse economic wealth were central to the ideological 
competition between capitalism and socialism, and for each superpower the 
wealth of its allies was an important asset in terms of international credibility 
and power projection. Moreover, in spite of nuclear weaponry development, 
oil remained central to military power.

Fifth, symmetry also relates to the formation of a German state in each grou-
ping – the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) in the West and the German 
Democratic Republic (GDR) in the East – and the determination of each 
German regime to consolidate itself as a viable state. In the FRG, the govern-
ment of Konrad Adenauer resolutely worked to link the new state closely with 
the Western democracies, accepting to perpetuate the divide of the German 
people for the time being (Granieri, 2003). The first step was to embrace the 
French proposal for a Coal and Steel European Community, at the core of 
which was Franco-German reconciliation. The FRG government was also 
ready to enter into the proposed European Defence Community – another 
French initiative for a supranational organization – and accept that the FRG 
would never reconstitute national military capabilities. After the French Par-
liament rejection of the EDC Treaty in 1954, the FRG was allowed to rearm 
and join NATO in 1955. Fully restored in its sovereignty, in the same year the 
FRG established diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union. In September, 
the Adenauer government proclaimed the ‘Hallstein Doctrine’ (named after 
Walter Hallstein, who was State Secretary to the Foreign Minister), according 
to which the FRG would refuse diplomatic relations with any state (but the 
USSR) that recognised the GDR. The refusal to acknowledge the existence of 
the GDR – still officially considered as Soviet-occupied German territory – 
was meant to establish the FRG as the sole legitimate German state, isolate 
the GDR internationally and pave the road to reunification of the German 
people under the Federal Republic (Gray, 2003). In the GDR, the leadership 
of the Socialist Unity Party of Germany (SED) went through a tense internal 
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150 • Angela Romano

power struggle, in which different attitudes emerged on the question of German 
unification or consolidation of the communist regime in its part of the German 
territory. With the evidence of a clear pattern towards FRG integration into 
the Western system, the Kremlin openly told the SED leadership that it should 
seriously work on organizing its own state. Walter Ulbricht prevailed at the 
helm of the SED, and with him the priority was given to consolidating the 
Party’s (and his) power in the country and, after 1953, to getting international 
recognition for the GDR.

Sixth and last, when the two German states’ authorities eventually explored 
ways to try and change the status quo and promote rapprochement in the 
late 1960s, the reaction of the superpowers was very similar. Both the White 
House and the Kremlin grew concerned of the unintended consequences 
that increased contacts between the two German states might unleash, 
which Sarotte has described as ‘parallel superpower worries’ (Sarotte, 2001, 
174). In the United States, President Richard Nixon and his national adviser 
Henry A. Kissinger, the architects of détente with the Soviets, had serious 
reservations about the new FRG social-democratic chancellor, Willy Brandt, 
and his Neue Ostpolitik. The process of “change through rapprochement” at 
the heart of the policy had German reunification as the ultimate goal; the US 
administration, though, would constantly worry about the possibility that part 
of the goal would imply the neutrality of the unified Germany. Indeed, Kis-
singer himself perceived Germany’s national aims as inherently incompatible 
with its Atlantic and European ties. Parallelly, although Soviet leader Leonid 
Brezhnev was not opposed to closer contacts with West Germany, which he 
promoted as part of the Soviet policy of détente, he was on guard about the two 
German states getting too close. He also considered Walter Ulbricht too eager 
to take initiatives; the actions of the GDR leader could be seen as challenges 
to Brezhnev’s personal authority and to the Soviet leadership upon the bloc 
(Sarotte, 2001, 174), something that Moscow would not tolerate, especially 
after the Sino-Soviet split.

Asymmetries

Notwithstanding these parallel processes, when we zoom in on each of these 
aspects and appreciate their evolution, we notice that symmetry between 
the blocs was superficial and that the reality was more one of asymmetries.
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First, we detect differences when considering the leading superpower’s 
behaviour towards its allies. In the aftermath of World War II, the US admi-
nistration directly and immediately engaged in organising its camp and did 
so in order to counteract an acutely perceived communist threat, the embodi-
ment of which were western communist parties (particularly strong in Italy 
and France) and, in any case and ultimately, the military power of the Soviet 
Union. The latter had been seen as an enemy of capitalist countries since the 
1917 October Revolution. Indeed, the Soviet Union had been welcomed in the 
coalition against Nazi Germany only at the last minute, as an ally of conve-
nience. Therefore, it is possible to argue that US President Truman and his 
administration in 1947 took on a battle that had been only suspended to defeat 
the Nazis, and pushed it to the extremes. On the one hand, the Marshall Plan 
and the foundation of the Atlantic Alliance (and then NATO) were aimed at 
organising the West and consolidating the economic bonds across the Atlantic. 
On the other hand, they were obvious instruments of confrontation with 
the Soviet Union, as they were clearly precluded to socialist regimes (Maier, 
2002). Furthermore, on 1 January 1950, following discussions between the 
US administration and the governments of France and the United Kingdom, 
the Coordinating Committee for Multilateral Export Controls (known as 
CoCom) began to operate as an informal organization for the coordination of 
national controls over the export of strategic materials and technology to the 
Soviet Union and other socialist countries (McGlade, 2005).2 By contrast, the 
Soviet Union was not initially keen to organise a bloc. The socialist regimes 
at its borders were conceived in an old-fashioned way as a buffer zone meant 
to protect the Soviets from renewed attacks by capitalist countries. Soviet 
leader Josef Stalin was trapped in the old-world mentality and hence forged 
relations with the new-born socialist regimes in Eastern Europe that were 
strictly hierarchical, bilateral and for several years marked by the extraction 
of war reparations, rather than investing in their reconstruction and prospe-
rity (Gati, 2002). Between 1949 and 1953, the tasks of the CMEA were mainly 
limited to the registration of bilateral trade and credit agreements among 
member countries. Only in the post-Stalinist era did the Soviet leadership 
under Secretary General Nikita Khrushchev start generous subsidization of 
the allies and a process of (attempts towards) socialist integration. Ten years 
after its creation, the CMEA acquired a structure and a statute; in 1961, the 
CMEA Council approved the fundamental principles of the socialist division of 

2	 CoCom’s initial members counted the United States, the United Kingdom, 
France, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxembourg. In early 1950, 
Norway, Denmark, Canada, and West Germany joined, followed by Portugal 
in 1952 and Japan, Greece, and Turkey in 1953. 
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labour, which should guide socialist economies to gradually integrate through 
the coordination of national plans (van Brabant, 1989, 46–54).

Second, asymmetry is visible in the military alliances on many accounts. 
First, the Atlantic Alliance took shape in the aftermath of World War II and 
thanks to a substantial initiative of the Western European countries – a key 
aspect that led historian Geir Lundestad to describe the Western bloc as an 
“empire by invitation” (Lundestad, 2005, 27–62). Moreover, the Western 
military alliance was accompanied since its inception by attempts at forming 
a sort of Atlantic Community: “Atlantica” was a hot topic in the 1950s and the 
matter has been the object of continual academic and political attention and 
initiatives ever since (Van Heumen, 2019; Aubourg, Bossuat and Scott-Smith, 
2013; Milloy, 2006; Sayle, 2014). The smaller allies in particular had argued 
for greater non-military cooperation; notably, the shock for the Soviet Union’s 
successful launch of the Sputnik satellite in October 1957 prompted calls for 
advanced scientific cooperation. The North Atlantic Council asked the Foreign 
Ministers of Canada, Italy and Norway to ‘advise the Council on ways and 
means to improve and extend NATO cooperation in non-military fields and 
to develop greater unity within the Atlantic Community’. The ensuing Report 
of the Committee of Three on Non-Military Cooperation in NATO – known as 
the Report of the Three Wise Men – recommended increased political consul-
tation and dialogue among members as well as enhanced cooperation in the 
economic, scientific and technical, cultural, and the information fields (Report 
of the Committee of Three, 1956). Following the report, NATO member states 
agreed and implemented some major initiatives: a more robust information 
programme to explain NATO and its mission to public opinions; the creation 
of a NATO Science Programme to promote scientific and technological inno-
vation across the Alliance; and the NATO Committee on the Challenges of 
Modern Society, which is the Alliance’s environmental programme (Risso, 
2011; Hatzivassiliou, 2017). By contrast, the Warsaw Pact was formed only in 
1955 as a reaction to the consolidation of the Western bloc, when the entry 
of the FRG in NATO made it crystal clear to the Soviet leadership that there 
was no possibility of agreeing a peace treaty in Europe. The Soviet aim had 
long been a treaty establishing a collective security system and the neutrali-
zation of either a reunified Germany or a wider zone in central Europe, as the 
USSR had repeatedly proposed to the US, the UK and France (Roberts, 1999, 
36–42; Loth, 2004). Second, asymmetry in the military alliances also lies in 
the fact that NATO counted two other members possessing nuclear weapons 
in addition to the superpower (UK and France), while there was none in the 
Warsaw Pact beside the Soviet Union. Third, the Warsaw Pact’s military 
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power in conventional forces was much larger than NATO’s, which relied on 
the flexible response strategy and ultimately on the US nuclear umbrella. 
Fourth, the integration of the military structure was much more developed 
in NATO than in the Warsaw Pact. Fifth and finally, from a functional point 
of view, the Warsaw Pact proved to be also a tool deployable against its own 
members. The collective invasion of Czechoslovakia in the summer of 1968, 
which meant to repress the so-called Prague Spring reforms, had been dis-
cussed and approved in Warsaw Pact meetings by the member states (Bischof, 
Karner and Ruggenthaler, 2010). The only open opposition came from Romania, 
which coherently did not participate in the invasion (Deletant, 2007). Also, 
at the height of the political crisis in Poland in 1981, the majority of Defence 
ministers attending a dedicated Warsaw Pact meeting advocated the invasion 
of the country (a decision that was not adopted). This was not the case for 
NATO, where no military interventions were discussed as a possible response 
in the event that violence, collapse of the system or even democratic elections 
would bring the communists into power in a member country, notably in 
Southern Europe (Varsori, 2009; Del Pero, 2011a). Preoccupation was high 
in the case of Italy’s continually fragile and short-lived governments and the 
growing electoral success of the Italian communist party, and the situation 
was constantly monitored by the governments of the United States and of its 
major allies (Gualtieri, 2004; Bernardini, 2009 and 2011). Several discussions 
on the Italian question in the 1970s took place in the restricted “Quadripartite 
meetings on Berlin” between the foreign ministers and leaders of France, the 
United States, Britain and West Germany, sometimes convened in the margins 
of G7 meetings (Varsori, 2008; Bernardini, 2011). Portugal’s transition from 
the fascist dictatorship to democracy in 1974/75 was also the object of intense 
allied discussions as well as an orchestrated (and predominantly West Euro-
pean) political effort to sustain Mario Soares’ leadership and avoid descent 
into either communism or US countermeasures of a Chilean persuasion (Del 
Pero, 2009, 2010, 2011b; Munoz Sánchez, 2011). Yet none of these talks took 
place within NATO, nor envisaged its use.

Third, asymmetry was most evident in the economic organization of the 
two Cold War camps. To begin with, the OEEC was born to manage the huge 
US investment in the reconstruction of West European economies and was 
conceived since its inception as a means to promote coordination and some 
form of integration. The rationale at the time was that the prosperity of the 
United States required a prosperous European economy and market, and that 
the latter was preferable to a reality of separated West European economies 
which would multiply hindrances to free trade (Eichengreen, 1995; Hitch-
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cock, 2010). On the contrary, the CMEA was born openly as a reaction to the 
Marshall Plan (Parrish and Narinsky, 1994). As Simon Godard puts it, “la 
construction de l’Europe socialiste se fait par défaut, par nécessité géopolitique 
et pratique d’offrir un pendant aux organisations occidentales plutôt que par 
réel intérêt”.3 Moreover, the CMEA was left virtually inactive until 1954. As 
mentioned above, Stalin was very keen on extracting war reparations from 
Eastern Europe rather than interested in enabling its post-war reconstruction. 
For instance, at the time when the US administration and the UK government 
established and ran the Bizone on the German territories they occupied, 
the Soviets were uprooting entire factories and shipping them to the Soviet 
territory (Stone, 1996, 27–30). Marer has calculated that in the first decade 
of what was supposed to be socialist integration, the Soviet Union extracted 
from the controlled European socialist countries circa the same amount of 
money spent by the US administration in Western Europe via the European 
Recovery Program (Marer, 1989, 53). Stalin’s ideological view of an inevitable 
military conflict with capitalist countries, now exacerbated by the Cold War 
confrontation, led him to consider the CMEA as a mere tool to strengthen the 
Soviet Union for a future war (Zubok, 1996, 87). Moreover, Stalin was deeply 
distrustful of the new socialist regimes in Europe and adopted a policy of 
divide and rule, rather than promoting actual regional integration (Bideleux, 
1996, 182–3). Despite the fact that several socialist governments in Eastern 
Europe favoured some mechanism for rationalisation and coordination of 
the national economic policies, Stalin imposed a hybrid solution based on 
national development strategies and intensive bilateral cooperation with the 
Soviet Union. By June 1950, the Soviets ceased their participation in the CMEA 
Bureau, without previous communication to the other members. By then, the 
Soviet Union had established the so-called embassy system, which allowed the 
Soviets to meddle directly into the internal affairs of the smaller European 
allies via Soviet citizens playing instrumental roles in running the economy 
or even individual enterprises (van Brabant, 1989, 39). Rather than favouring 
the formation of an integrated economic bloc, this approach created a group 
of non-complementary economies that were competing for resources and 
were structurally dependent on the Soviet superpower (Naimark, 2010). Last, 
because the US administration had a vision of shaping economic integration 
more broadly than Western Europe, the OEEC developed also in connection 
with wider international regimes of US conception such as the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
(GATT). The Soviet Union refused to take part in these organizations and, 

3	 See Simon Godard’s article in this special issue.
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consequently, so did CMEA members; even a founding member of GATT such 
as Czechoslovakia remained inactive de facto for decades.

Fourth, although both superpowers provided their allies with affordable oil, 
they did not do so at the same time and in the same way. After World War II, 
the Soviet oil production was in severe decline and the Soviet Union was a net 
importer of oil; it confiscated the oil fields in its occupation zone of Austria 
and imported mostly from Romania (the latter exported almost all its oil to 
the Soviet Union or to other socialist states in Eastern Europe). Only in 1954 
did the Soviet Union return to being a net exporter of oil and natural gas, 
which it used to subsidise East European allies’ economies and strengthen 
Soviet influence in the region. On the contrary, at the end of World War II 
the United States was the world’s leading oil producer (and remained so until 
1974), with around 66% of world oil production. Moreover, in the late 1940s, 
seven large companies (the so-called Seven Sisters) controlled over 90% of oil 
reserves outside North America and the communist countries, accounted for 
almost 90% of world oil production and provided about 90% of the oil traded 
in international markets; five of these corporations were US companies. Half 
of Western Europe’s oil in 1947 was supplied by US-owned companies and 
required payment in dollars. The US administration feared that the dollar 
shortage in Western Europe could lead to economic distress and communist 
parties’ gains in several countries. To fuel economic recovery, more than 10% 
of the total aid extended under the European Recovery Program went for the 
purchase of crude oil and refined products – and also helped maintain mar-
kets for US oil companies operating abroad (Painter, 2010, 497–8). As Manuel 
Dorion-Soulié’s article in this special issue points out, the US strategy created 
a second important asymmetry in Europe: Western Europe depended on the 
Persian Gulf for its oil supplies, whereas Eastern Europe could rely directly 
on Soviet domestic resources.

Fifth, we can notice asymmetry in how the two new-born German states 
handled the matter of the nation’s divide and reunification. As explained 
above, the choice of the Adenauer government in the FRG was to postpone 
reunification and pursue solid anchorage of the regime to the Western system 
of military and economic organisations. On the contrary, the GDR’s initial 
policy was to pursue unification. On 12 October 1949, taking office as President 
of the Council of Ministers of the new-born republic, SED Co-Chairman Otto 
Grotewohl proclaimed unification as a central aim of the regime. Recent studies 
based on archival sources have dismissed the old interpretation that labelled 
the policy as mere propaganda and have proposed a more nuanced view (Amos, 
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1999; Lemke, 2001; Wentker, 2007). Since its inception, the SED leadership 
envisaged German unification as the extension of the GDR model to the whole 
of Germany. At the time, the FRG was not yet an economic miracle and the 
communist victories in the Chinese civil war and in Korea galvanised key 
members of the SED leadership into thinking that the unification of Germany 
under socialism was possible. In 1950, the GDR regime rejected the Western 
demand for all-German free elections and instead proposed the formation of 
an all-German constituent council (Gesamtdeutscher Konstituierender Rat), 
which would be formed on the basis of parity and be the first step in a process of 
a unification. As the proposal fell on deaf ears, the GDR leadership increasingly 
involved the Soviets into the matter, asking for a renewed campaign for a WW 
II peace treaty on Germany. This eventually led to the Stalin note of 10 March 
1952, which proposed the conclusion of a peace treaty establishing Germany 
as a neutral country (Loth, 2004) and was refused by the West. After 1953, 
the SED confidence in unification under socialism rapidly declined. Between 
1956 and the late 1960s, the GDR advanced some proposals to establish a sort of 
confederation of the two German states, which would imply withdrawal from 
the respective military alliances (Kleßmann, 1988, 448-453). Since archival 
sources do not reveal an active unification policy behind those statements, the 
most recent historiography expresses doubts about the genuineness of these 
later proposals and is inclined to consider them tools of propaganda vis-à-vis 
the stonewalling approach of West Germany’s Hallstein doctrine.

Sixth, when the FRG and the GDR authorities embarked on the course of 
German-German talks in the early 1970s, both had to reassure their allies 
and above all the superpower on which their security depended. However, the 
West Germans, though vocal about their obligations to NATO partners and 
very attentive to duly informing them of the main steps and initiatives of the 
Ostpolitik, maintained the control over the process. The GDR leadership, on 
the contrary, conducted negotiations with West Germany under close Soviet 
direction. As Sarotte puts it, ‘the CPSU ‘‘micromanaged’’ the SED throughout 
the German-German talks’ (Sarotte, 2001, 167).4 Indeed, we now know that the 
Soviet-imposed change of leadership in the SED in 1971, which ousted Ulbricht 
and placed Erich Honecker at the head of the party and the country, was not 
determined by Ulbricht’s opposition to negotiating with the FRG, but by the 
Soviet perception that Honecker would be less inclined to take initiatives and 
would rather obey Moscow. 

4	 CPSU is the acronym of the Communist Party of Soviet Union.
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All the above considered, it seems more correct to argue that the Cold War blocs 
in Europe developed in parallel but asymmetrically. Yet this interpretation 
would not be entirely accurate either, as Europe featured life beyond and beside 
the Cold War blocs, which added layers of asymmetry across the continent. 
First, asymmetry existed among the European members of each bloc, be it 
about development stage, approaches to economic growth and modernisation, 
access to raw materials, interactions with the world economy. Moreover, some 
of these asymmetries pre-dated the Cold War and continued to exist after 
it. Second, Europe included neutral and non-aligned countries; their status, 
nature and foreign policy choices complicate the continental picture further. 
There were neutral states (Austria, Ireland, Sweden and Switzerland) that 
were all capitalist economies; a capitalist yet Soviet-friendly Finland; and a 
socialist Yugoslavia expelled from the CMEA, embracing non-alignment and 
freely trading with both East and West – the latter including the EEC, which 
Belgrade, unlike CMEA countries, had formally recognised in 1970.

The third asymmetry – and most important one, for the magnitude of the 
experience itself, its impact on third countries and long-term consequences 
– is that the Western part of Europe developed autonomous organizations 
that did not count the superpower as a member, whereas socialist European 
states did not. The most audacious, long-lived, successful experience is that of 
the European Communities (EC) – the European Coal and Steel Community 
(1951 Treaty of Paris), Euratom and the European Economic Community (1957 
Treaties of Rome) – and their non-linear evolution into the post-Cold War 
European Union.5 Capitalist Europe also featured alternative experiences of 
economic integration and cooperation, and notably the European Free Trade 
Area (EFTA) (Malmborg and Laursen, 1995; Kaiser, 1997, 1998; Rye, 2017) 
and the short-lived Nordek in Scandinavia (Sonne, 2007; Hecker-Stampehl, 
2009). Therefore, apart from the Cold War, Western Europe was a diverse 
camp where various economic organizations co-existed and were among them 
asymmetric. The strength and efficacy of the EC are epitomised by its sub-
sequent enlargements to most of the members of the alternative, looser and less 
ambitious organizations. They are also evident in the acknowledgement from 
the socialist camp’s politicians and experts. After fifteen years of propaganda 
depicting the EC as the economic arm of NATO, by the early 1970s socialist 
countries’ academics and ruling elites increasingly saw the EC as a specific 

5	 The historiography dedicated to Western European integration has grown 
exponentially over the decades into a vast diversified corpus. On the evo-
lution of the discipline see for instance Kaiser and Varsori, 2010; Warlouzet, 
2014; Mourlon-Druol, 2015; Patel, 2019; Segers and Van Hecke, 2022.
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centre of power within the capitalist world, able to compete successfully with 
the economies of Japan and the United States and constituting a third pole 
between Washington and Moscow (Rey, 2005, 18).

Convergence

A picture of Cold War Europe in which parallel and asymmetric experiences 
developed in separate spaces thus gets closer to reality. Yet the narrative of a 
Cold War divided Europe, which has been a powerful and widely used expla-
natory tool for decades, still constrains our understanding to a binary view. 
If we remove the Cold War divide’s lenses, we are able to detect the existence 
of overlapping spaces and convergence in the recent history of Europe. The 
term convergence is here understood in two acceptations. The first describes 
entities that are diverse and organised in different groups and yet engage in 
the adoption of a specific approach or pattern to development, which is the-
refore common to them all. The second acceptation relates to these entities 
or groupings coming together to create a common environment, experience 
or process.

Within the scope of the first acceptation, there are several common develop-
ments in Western capitalist Europe and Eastern socialist Europe that are 
worth noticing. The first phenomenon is mass consumption. The late Cold 
War images of empty shelves and dire living conditions more often than not 
lead to thinking that socialist regimes were impervious to the luring sirens of 
consumer products. Yet this is not entirely true and was not the case throu-
ghout the decades. It was not an ideological characteristic of communism to 
have only one product per category and no choice. Quite the contrary, mass 
consumption became a visible feature in most socialist societies in the 1960s, 
when all regimes became more interested in diversifying production from 
the heavy industries and enhancing the production of goods orientated to 
citizens. Since the late 1950s, competition between the two socio-economic 
systems very much focused as well on the material achievements and the 
living standards they were able to provide to their citizens (Loth, 2010). In 
addition, socialist regimes were by definition materialistic, hence the material 
satisfaction of their citizens became quite paramount from a philosophical 
viewpoint. More importantly, after the unrest in East Germany in 1953, the 
suppression of the Hungarian Revolution in 1956 and of the Prague Spring 
reforms in 1968, the legitimisation of these regimes was more and more linked 
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to satisfying citizens in their material life (Péteri, 2004, 2008; Bren, 2008; 
Malinowski and Sedlmaier, 2006). As a matter of fact, access to consumer 
goods as well as an extended social policy comprising housing, welfare and 
leisure were prioritised in most, if not all, socialist countries (Romano and 
Romero, 2020). Closely related to mass consumption was the development of 
mass tourism: much effort was devoted across Cold War Europe, irrespective 
of ideology, to promoting tourism within national borders and abroad as well 
as to appealing to foreign tourists (Gorsuch, 2011; Babiracki and Zimmer, 
2014; Bechmann Pedersen and Noack, 2019). The CMEA discussed tourism at 
a summit in 1955, and two year later convened a conference entirely devoted 
to the promotion of tourism across the socialist bloc.

Convergence is also visible in the phenomenon of the rise of the role of the 
experts in the political decision-making machinery as well as the formation 
of communities of experts that transcended national boundaries and contri-
buted to shaping integration efforts within each camp (Kott, Christian and 
Matejka, 2018). 

A most important convergence is the embarking on a process of economic 
Integration, the latter being conceived as applicable to any system. In the 
first decade of the Cold War, the ideological mind-set informed the view that 
socialist regimes held of integration. The example under their eyes was that 
of the European Coal and Steel Community in Western Europe, which Sta-
lin’s phobia of capitalist encirclement led him to see as a mere instrument to 
revitalise the German industrial power in support of the anti-Soviet policy of 
the imperialist West. Constrained by ideology, the analyses made by socialist 
experts confirmed the forecast of an inevitable conflict among capitalist 
economies rather than appreciating the novelty of supranational integration 
(Zubok, 1996, 85). As reality falsified this dogmatic interpretation, proving 
that capitalism could organize in positive-sum interactions, experts and aca-
demics in the socialist countries devoted increasing attention to the process 
of economic integration. To begin with, new economic theories supported 
specialization across the socialist world. Attempts within the CMEA were 
made to focus on the non-market trade links among the member countries 
and to enhance integration (Popov, 2018); in 1961, the CMEA Council approved 
the Fundamental principles of the socialist division of labour. In 1962, the suc-
cessful development of the EEC and the remarkable growth of its members’ 
economies led experts in the Soviet Union and the other socialist countries 
to acknowledge the unprecedented EEC experiment and its features, most 
notably in the publication of the 32 theses on the subject by the Institute of 
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World Economy and International Relations (IMEMO) of the Soviet Aca-
demy of Sciences (Grachev, 1999, 40; Rey, 2005, 13). It also prompted Nikita 
Khrushchev to call for the 16th extraordinary session of the CMEA in June 
1962, where he presented his initiative to reform the CMEA towards more 
integration – a proposal that was successfully resisted by the smaller member 
countries defending their sovereignty (Lipkin, 2017). Nonetheless, by the end 
of the 1960s, integration – which had been hitherto described as a capitalist 
feature and hence barred as an option for socialist states – was recognized 
as a global trend. Socialist ideologists acknowledged the objective nature of 
integration as prompted by the scientific-technological revolution and the deep 
changes that had occurred in the way production and division of labour were 
organized. Therefore, integration could be possible also in the socialist world; 
indeed, between 1969 and 1971, CMEA members discussed how to promote it 
with due consideration of the specific features of the socialist economy and 
of sovereignty of the individual states.

Finally, another striking phenomenon of convergence is visible in the attitude 
towards economic relations with the Global South. The West is not the only 
grouping that reorganised itself to cope with the Global South (e.g.: the North-
South dialogue, the G7 summits). In the late 1960s and 1970s, the socialist camp 
re-discussed the criteria that guided the conduct of economic relations with 
developing countries. Socialist solidarity and brotherhood were no longer the 
polestar; on the contrary, aid and economic cooperation should follow economic 
criteria, with consideration about the capacity of countries of the South to 
pay for their imports and reimburse loans (Lorenzini, 2014; Lipkin, 2020). 
The socialist camp realised that developing countries were playing East and 
West off against each other, while giving little back and actually turning into 
competitors against the socialist economies for access to the Western markets.

Considering convergence in the second acceptation of the term, it is possible to 
notice multiple ways whereby Cold War Eastern and Western European grou-
pings came together to shape a common environment, experience or process. 
A first example is – again – the transnational community of experts and their 
participation in, and shaping of, international regimes for various sectors (Kott, 
2016; Kott, Christian and Matejka, 2018). Another notable example is the UN 
Economic Commission for Europe, which, by focusing on technical matters, 
promoted cooperation across the continent in spite of the economic blocs and 
the Cold War political tensions (Stinsky, 2021). Academics also deserve special 
mentioning. For instance, the International Economic History Association 
was born in the 1950s, in the intentions of its founders Fernand Braudel 
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and Michael M. Postan, to connect economic historians across the divide; it 
‘successfully navigated its way through a number of diplomatic crises to keep 
open routes of academic exchange through the Iron Curtain’, also developing 
‘its own particular academic culture’ (Berg, 2015). From the 1970s onwards, 
economists from across the blocs and beyond met quite frequently to debate 
economic convergence, a possible European third way, relations between the 
EEC and the CMEA and processes of integration. A major role in enabling 
these meetings was played by Austrian foundations and government, which 
seized the perfect position of their neutral country to build bridges between 
East and West. For instance, since 1976 the Vienna Institute for Comparative 
Economic Studies organised a series of international workshops concerned 
with problems of East–West European economic interaction, guided by an 
international steering committee of academics from the Western, Eastern 
and neutral states, including the superpowers (Saunders, 1983).

Another important example of convergence is represented by the Conference 
on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) and the so-called Helsinki pro-
cess that ensued from it. Although different interpretations existed on several 
principles and the scope of some provisions, it is a fact of Cold War Europe’s life 
that the CSCE did establish a code of conduct for relations in Europe, spread 
a new mentality and promoted cooperation in several domains (Bange and 
Niedhart, 2008; Romano, 2014; Badalassi and Snyder, 2019).6 Convergence in 
this case was towards establishing a pan-European space of cooperation that 
encompassed bilateral and multilateral exchanges, contacts, initiatives and 
agreements across the continent and was developed by governments as well 
as by non-governmental actors of the civil society (Romano, 2020) and even 
transnational movements (Snyder, 2011).

Yet this pan-European space of cooperation, which the CSCE embodied, was 
also the result of a web of bilateral relations developed since the mid-1960s 
between East and West, and between neutral countries and the East. On the 
Western European side, this materialised in the policies of détente that pro-
moted economic and cultural cooperation with the East in order to overcome 
political barriers (Loth, 2002; Loth and Soutou, 2008; Bozo et al., 2012; Bange 
and Villaume, 2017).7 The neutral countries were also key actors in the long-
term process of bridge-building and of resistance to Cold Warriors’ approaches 
(Enderle-Burcel, Franaszek, Stiefel and Teichova, 2009; Suppan and Mueller, 

6	 See also Nicolas Badalassi’s article in this special issue.

7	 See Pierre Bouillon’s article in this special issue.
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2009; Mueller, 2011; Graf, 2016; Graf and Meisinger, 2016; Jensen-Eriksen, 
2019). On the East side, convergence was visible in the choice to recognise 
foreign trade as a main source of modernisation of the socialist economies 
and the decision to adopt an import-led growth strategy where western and 
neutral countries’ technology was paramount to realise such endeavour 
(Autio-Sarasmo and Miklóssy, 2011; Romano and Romero, 2020). Moreover, 
geographically specific projects of bridge-building and overcoming of the Cold 
War divide also deserve attention, such as the stillbirth Romanian project 
for Balkan cooperation (Stanciu, 2019). These policies converged in creating 
interdependence across Europe, favoured the circulation of ideas and practices 
and enabled several transnational networks across an ever more fictitious 
Cold War divide (Mikkonen and Koivunen, 2015; Mikkonen, Parkkinen and 
Scott-Smith, 2018).

Finally, convergence in its second acceptation is visible also in relation to the 
Global South, which in the 1970s became a space for East-West cooperation 
in the form of tripartite projects.8 Typically, tripartite projects originated in 
tenders called in a developing country. Western European companies provided 
the most advanced technology and machinery, the socialist countries provided 
the intermediate level of machinery and know-how, and the developing country 
provided labour and raw materials. By the late 1970s, socialist regimes had 
recognised that Western Europeans’ business practices were more efficient 
and effective in developing countries; remarkably, Eastern European and 
Soviet economists increasingly proposed to promote mixed economies in the 
developing countries, with a substantial role for domestic and foreign private 
capital (Gutmann, 2020; Lorenzini, 2014, 191–193).

Conclusion

After this tour d’horizon on asymmetry, parallelism and convergence in 
post-1945 Europe, which by no means exhausts the rich historiography on 
the various aspects that have been here mentioned and those that have not 
been addressed, we shall draw some conclusions about Cold War Europe. The 
first and classic image of the Continent that comes to mind is that of a space 

8	 It is important to emphasise that this is typically a European business and 
that it does not apply to the approach of the superpowers, which continued 
to compete and oppose one another in the South, also militarily via proxy 
actors; see Westad, 2005.
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divided in the two opposing blocs of the capitalist West and the socialist East, 
characterised by territorial partition, deep socioeconomic separation, alliance 
systems with vast military structures and tight intra-bloc connections, all 
accompanied by vigorous ideological confrontation and mobilisation of the 
civil society. All this complex and multi-layered structure also evokes a sym-
metric image of the parted continent.

However, if we zoom in, we soon identify several asymmetries in the features 
of the two blocs, with regard, for instance, to the style of the superpower lea-
dership, the degree of integration of each grouping, the degree of autonomy 
of the German state therein, and the conduct of its foreign policy. Moreover, 
if we zoom in on each bloc, we are able to detect several asymmetries among 
its members with regard to their development stage, ideas and approaches to 
economic growth and modernisation, relations with the other side, or access 
to world economy and raw materials. Some of these asymmetries, in addition, 
predated the Cold War and continued to exist in its aftermath.

More importantly, when taking a step away from the mainstream narrative 
of the Cold War between the superpowers and its structures in order to focus 
our investigation on the multiple and diverse webs of relations that consti-
tuted the fabric of the continent’s life, we are able to detect plenty of layers of 
entanglement, cooperation and convergence. In the last fifteen years, several 
historians who put Europeans centre stage have been able to qualify the 
long-held view of Cold War Europe as a parted continent; they have revealed 
that, beside opposing military blocs, separated economic organisations and 
ideological confrontation, the continent and its peoples experienced, at least 
from the mid-1960s onwards, the emergence and consolidation of a multi-
layered space of cooperation and convergence encompassing a diverse range 
of actors at many levels and in various domains. Uncovering these spaces and 
patterns could also go a long way to enhance our capacity to reach a more 
sophisticated understanding of some realities and processes of the post-Cold 
War European life.
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