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Professor MAK King-sang

1.  The complicated political arena of Europe

 1.1    Reasons behind the paradox

Multi-races living in limited territories has been an age-long problem in Europe. The emergence of 

nation states has aggravated this problem as the ethnic groups are compelled to stay within well-defined 

political boundaries, causing international conflicts and ethnic tensions. This has encouraged Europe to opt 

for integration and regional unity. The cases of the Roman Empire and the medieval Holy Roman Empire 

are perhaps inappropriate examples, for the formation of the two empires was more a consequence of 

natural development rather than the result of human design. A number of proposals since the 14th century, 

including Pierre Dubois’ (1250-1322) theory of a European league of nations and Henri Saint Simon’s 

(1760-1825) idea of international cooperation were not sharp or concrete enough to draw political leaders’ 

attention. The German Custom Union was, established in 1834 under the leadership of Prussia, confined to 

trade and economic cooperation among a relatively small community of German Confederation states and 

Luxembourg.

 1.2    An overview of attempts at international cooperation

In fact, ethnic groups in Europe are connected to one another through cultural similarities (i.e. 

Christianity, major languages) and shared historical experiences. Yet, politics is still the biggest hindrance 

to effective cooperation. No matter economic coordination of general type or the more complicated 

political integration, the governance and sovereignty of individual nations will unavoidably be affected. 

The general cultural and education collaboration can easily get support from the nations when compared 

with the economic, military and diplomatic affairs which are more difficult to reach consensus. Factors 

such as internal affairs, national security,  geopolitics, cultural and historical considerations make it even 
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more difficult for collaboration. The League of Nations, which was formed after the First World War, had 

too many members, conflicting ambitions and scarce resources to make remarkable achievements. It is 

not easy to search for international cooperation even in the European continent only.  Both the two World 

Wars were started by the European nations and then spread to other regions. European cooperation and the 

further political integration in the post-WWII period not only helped to minimize conflicts but also promoted 

economic reconstruction among the states. As early as the end of the war, countries such as Britain, the US, 

the USSR started to plan for international collaboration. 

 1.3    The two dimensions of international cooperation

It should have been the right time for cooperation after the end of the Second World War. However, 

the tension between the United States and the Soviet Union immediately led to the outbreak of the Cold War 

which divided Europe into two camps. The international cooperation can be considered in two dimensions, 

namely spatial and structural: the regional cooperation within the continent could only move in slow progress 

because of the two camps in eastern and western Europe. The structural integration within western Europe 

experienced ups and downs as a result of various factors such as the development of the Cold War, the 

policies adopted by leaders of different nations and the actual situation of each nation. 

2.  Spatial integration and structural integration

 2.1    Spatial integration during the Cold War

Spatial integration refers to interaction at a transnational level. For traditional interpretation, such 

interaction was normally concentrated on the economic arena, but in practice it was the economic activities 

which brought about population mobility, knowledge transfer and even political cooperation. Integration in a 

strict sense should be continuous and long-lasting, resulting in the formulation of observable patterns which 

eventually become systems. Limitations set by nations will undoubtedly hinder spatial integration, on the 

contrary, positive transnational interaction among nations will speed up spatial integration.  During the Cold 

War, spatial integration was not probable owing to the iron curtain descended from southern Europe which 

separated eastern Europe from the West. In the 1960s and 1970s, U.S.-Soviet relations was improved because 

of the West German Ostpolitik (i.e. “Eastern policy” recognizing the East German government and expanding 

commercial relations with other Soviet-bloc countries.) After the diplomatic engagement between China and the 

United States, the more flexible American policy towards communist countries worked to increase the chances 

of cooperation between the eastern and western Europe. Admittedly, a more thorough spatial integration in 

Europe took place only after the Cold War came to an end. In contrast, without political restrictions, countries in 

western Europe had common interests and strong compatibility which made transnational cooperation possible. 
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Since the conclusion of the Treaty of Paris in 1951, the western European states worked together in close 

economic, and later military and diplomatic cooperation. Subsequently, more and more member states joined 

the six original ones, laying the foundation for the European Union today.

 2.2    Structural integration

Basically, structural integration is related to the establishment and operation of multi-national 

organizations. Spatial integration will also lead to a number of political problems because the participating 

countries have to give up part of their governance and submit to multi-national system and decisions. In other 

words, the more power that a multi-national organization has, the less autonomy its members have. However, 

if the organization has too little power, it can hardly carry out its work. During times of disagreement, 

conflict becomes unavoidable, particularly in light of more powerful member states influencing final 

decisions, leaving less capable members in a state of dissatisfaction and rage. Thus, it is not uncommon for 

acts of power-wrestle and taking sides through alliances in the process of structural integration. This can be 

best observed in times when grave issues took place.

The establishment of the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) in 1951 marked the 

commencement of structural integration in Europe. Although unified agreements were occasionally achieved 

in military, diplomatic, economic and cultural issues, members came to be divided over other issues like 

West Germany’s growing role and possible French domination. The question of whether Britain should be 

admitted was also a bone of contention for over a decade. The critical development of the Cold War was an 

important external factor, but structural integration largely relies on individual decisions of member states 

which are based on their considerations regarding national security and economic advantage. In light of such 

difficulties, the success of the European Union to this day remains highly commendable.

3.  The Second World War and the foundation of European cooperation

 3.1    Globalization and International organizations

The growing phenomenon of globalization in recent years has led scholars and critics to view the 

development and progression of transnational activities and spatial integration as a vital part of historical 

progress. Unlike economic and cultural interaction which is not constrained by political boundaries, 

transnational activities have begun to blur political boundaries. This fact, however, does not explain the long 

development of 20th century international organizations like the League of Nations, the Organization of the 

Petroleum Exporting Counties (OPEC) in the 1970s and the Asia-Pacific Economic Corporation (APEC) 

today.
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 3.2    Non-governmental organizations

The role played by the Non-governmental organizations in promoting European integration is worth 

discussing. Started in Italy in 1943, the European Federalist Movement under Altiero Spinelli (1907-1986) 

advocated for the formation of a European federation of states. The Geneva Conference of May 1944 was a 

milestone of this movement. 15 representatives from 9 countries agreed to establish a common market which 

aimed at solving the economic crises that took place during the two world wars. They also supported to set 

up an international peace-keeping army in preventing regional conflicts. Other similar organizations include 

the British Federal Union (1938). Although individual members of the aforementioned organizations did have 

a role in the European conference and even exerted influence in European affairs, these European federal 

movements do not have much to do with the subsequent Common Market or even the European Union today.

 3.3    The problems of collaboration after the Second World War

Undeniably, European nations have gradually established different types of connections and have had 

various kinds of collaboration. However, European integration for over 70 years had close relation with the 

Second World War and its progress was obviously affected by the Cold War. As early as the war in Europe, 

the allied powers such as Britain, the United States, France and the Soviet Union had already come up with 

an agreement in the struggle against Nazi Germany. In 1943, the allies quickly began discussion on the future 

reconstruction of Europe after Germany’s unsuccessful military campaign in the Soviet Union. As a result, a 

framework for future cooperation was established. At the very beginning the major considerations included 

defeating Germany, liberating the European nations, planning for economic reconstruction, consolidating 

democracy and curbing potential revival of Fascism as well as settling political and economic problems.

In fact, it was difficult to tackle the above problems. The following were some of the major problems:

1. The political and economic structure of different states varied from one another, making it difficult to 

come up with effective and unified policies. For instance, Italy appeared to be a completely industrialized 

country, yet areas like Genoa and Turin actually remained largely agricultural. It showed the serious 

condition of unbalanced development. In France where socialist concepts had long been embedded, 

government intervention of the free market was more acceptable. Thus, concluding an agreement for 

reform among the countries was not easy.

2. The future of Germany served as another complex question. As France, Britain and Belgium had been 

invaded by Germany, anti-German sentiment ran high within these states. However, leaving Germany 

out of the reconstruction plan was not an option considering the nation’s economic potentials. Moreover, 

the inclusion of Germany into the plan would facilitate its peaceful transformation though the leaders of 

other countries could not ignore the objection of their people.
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3. In face of war-torn economies, reliance on the United States and the Soviet Union for support was 

inevitable. However, the USA, which was on one hand exhausted by the war, and on the other hand 

checked by the Soviet Union, chose to limit its involvement in Europe. 

In light of this, European integration and collaboration under such constraints should be perceived as 

the biggest challenge of the allied countries before and after 1945.

4.  Wartime arrangements and the post-war condition

The Atlantic Charter signed in August 1941 was generally regarded as the beginning of the post-war 

European collaboration and integration. This document, jointly drafted by Britain and the US, reiterated 

some principles of the League of Nations and showed more determination in eliminating all evils leading to 

war. The agreement opposed the use of force in redrawing boundaries, supported national self-determination, 

attempted to remove trade restrictions and improve global social and economic conditions. On 1 January 

1942, the above principles were recognized in the Declaration by United Nations.

Although it advocated more about principles than concrete proposals, the Atlantic Charter laid the 

foundation for international cooperation. The United Nations Conference on Food and Agriculture, which 

was held in the Hot Springs from 18 May to 3 June 1943 and attended by 44 countries, made efforts in 

eradicating the Charter’s weaknesses. This conference, which rarely drew the attention of historians, decided 

to explore ways to deal with the future production of food and agricultural crops in an attempt to align with 

demand and supply as well as trade so as to confirm that no one would suffer from starvation. The conference 

was important in two ways: firstly, it focused on practical problems instead of abstract principles; secondly, it 

was initiated by the United States with the support of the Soviet Union.

In July 1944, 44 countries with a total of 730 representatives attended the Bretton Woods Conference 

which was another important conference before the end of the Second World War. The conference focused on 

reconstruction of post-war financial systems, most of which have been transformed into various transnational 

financial organizations nowadays. The most influential one is the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 

established on 27 December 1945, which provides long-term monitoring of foreign exchange rate and 

trading conditions and provides technical and capital support. Another example is the International Bank for 

Reconstruction and Development (IBRD), which is the origin of The World Bank Group today. The greatest 

achievement of the conference was the establishment of a pegged foreign exchange rate system attached to 

the U.S. Dollar. In force until 1971 when the United States decided to forfeit it, the system brought about 

decades of crisis-free stability. 



10

International Cooperation and Regional Politics Since 1945

International cooperation should have had better development after 1945, but the post-war economic 

recession soon pushed Europe to the brink of collapse. Moreover, the growing influence of the Soviet Union 

in eastern Europe gradually led to the suspicions and doubts of the United States and other western European 

countries. Should the Soviet Union be included in the plan of European reconstruction? What would the fate of 

Germany be upon the occupation by four different powers? All these problems hindered the implementation of 

the plan.  Soon, the Cold War was about to start in central and southern Europe. It became more complicated.

5.  The background of the U.S.-Soviet confrontation

 5.1    Some factors leading to the Cold War

When the European war ended unexpectedly, Britain, the United States, France and the Soviet Union 

were left without a thorough plan to reconstruct post-war Europe. The Tehran Conference (1 December 

1943), for instance, concentrated on military campaigns against Nazi Germany. The Yalta Conference (4 

to 11 February 1945) was concerned about penalty towards Germany, the reconstruction of sovereignty in 

Southern and eastern Europe, refugee issues and the Soviet Union’s entry into the war in Asia. In fact, Nazi 

Germany had already fallen to a point of collapse. On 2 March 1945, the German army in Berlin surrendered 

and Allied troops barged into Germany from different directions while the countries in Southern and eastern 

Europe were occupied by the Soviet Union to different extent. The above situation sparked off the U.S.-

Soviet confrontation and led indirectly to the division of Europe into two camps.

 5.2    The Soviet Union’s intention to occupy Poland after the war 

Stalin had expressed intentions of occupying parts of Poland as early as he attended the Yalta 

Conference. His suggestion of the Polish acquisition of German territory as compensation was opposed 

by Roosevelt and Churchill. Stalin had to show his willingness to assist the liberated countries for the 

reconstruction of elected governments. Stalin still seemingly supported the above principle until the period 

of the Potsdam Conference (17 July 1945 to 2 August 1945). However, the Soviets failed to keep to their 

commitment as communist influence quickly extended from Poland to Greece. At this point, Britain, the 

United States and France could only strive to adopt a wait-and-see policy. Stalin even instructed Molotov, the 

Soviet Foreign Mininster, to disregard earlier commitments to the Yalta Conference. His aggressive policy 

immediately affected post-war Poland. Since the Nazi invasion, Poland’s elected government was forcibly 

exiled to France and London. In 1944 Stanislaw Mikolajczyk, who was the Prime Minister of the exiled 

government, met Stalin with the support of Britain and the United States. In the meeting, they discussed the 

territorial problem in post-war Poland and the Polish eastern territories occupied by Soviet Russia and the 

government for the post-war Polish government became the major bone of contention. Even though they 
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temporarily agreed that the Polish eastern territories be put under a coalition government, Stalin had already 

set foot in Polish territory. Compared with Stalin, the exiled Polish government lacked bargaining power and 

it could only rely on the support of Britain, the U.S. and other countries. In July 1944, the Polish Committee 

of National Liberation, which was established with Stalin’s assistance, took up the governing power. 

The exiled government subsequently returned to Poland with public support, yet the Soviets had already 

employed tactics of political persecution and oppression. Mikolajczyk who served as Prime Minister and 

Minister of Agriculture, repeatedly attempted to deter Stalin’s radical proposals of agricultural nationalization 

and collectivization and won the support of farmers. However, the Polish People’s Party could not prevail 

over Stalin’s  influence. It ended up with 28 seats in the 1947 elections whereas the Democratic Bloc which 

was under the leadership of Communist Party took the other 394 seats. More terrible persecution was about to 

begin. Mikolajczyk was again forced into exile. From 1946 to 1947, Stalin then fostered communist regimes 

in Hungary and Bulgaria respectively. Stalin failed to adhere to his commitment in the Yalta Conference and 

his ambition was getting more obvious. Britain and the United States could do nothing to stop him.

 5.3    Germany in the confrontation

Another point of confrontation among Britain, the United States, France and the Soviet Union focused 

on the future of Germany. Disagreement had already surfaced in the singular effort to address the compensation 

issue: on the one hand, the Soviet Union hoped to acquire East Germany’s industrial resources; on the other 

hand, Britain and the United States were worried that the collapse of Germany would upset the balance of 

power in central Europe. At the Potsdam Conference held from 17 July to 2 August 1945, Stalin got the upper 

hand. Both Britain and the United States recognized the Soviet claim to the industrial resources of her occupied 

German zone and Stalin successfully persuaded Britain and the United States to deliver 10% of all excess 

resources in the German areas they occupied to the Soviet occupied zone in the following two years. 

Subsequent troubles brewed from the Potsdam Conference. As Germany was divided into four zones 

among Britain, the United States, France and the Soviet Union; and Berlin was clustered into another four, 

the future of Germany fell into the hands of the Allied Control Council. The Council prioritized economic 

reconstruction and denazification. However, Soviet pre-occupation with German resources proved the 

ineffectiveness of the Council. Worse still was the difference in economic structure in all four zones. The 

Soviets zone had plenty of grain, coal and timber while the Western zones were rich in industrial products 

and facilities. In 1946, the Western camp began transporting their supplies to the Soviet zone in exchange of 

daily necessities. However, the Soviets decided not to keep their promise. Hence, the United States halted 

the shipping of coal and industrial products from Ruhr on 3 May 1946, leading to a rupture in U.S.-Soviet 

relations. Britain and the U.S. started to speed up the construction in their occupied zones. At the same time, 

in October 1946 Britain and the United States met at Bremen where the Länderrat (Länder Council) in 

charge of coordinating the economic construction of the German areas was established. The Soviet Union 
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had not participated and its gap with the governments of the other three Western zones was widened. In 

January 1947, the British and the American zones merged to form the Bizone or Bizonia. This was important 

both to the development of Cold War and European integration. The Soviets perceived the move of having 

an unfriendly disposition, and contention between the two camps sped up. Subsequently, the Berlin Blockade 

was Soviet Union’s response to it. Furthermore, it should be noted that the merging of the two zones gave 

rise to West Germany which became a key member of the western European integration.

 5.4    Communist threat to the United States

In view of the waning relationship between the three western nations and the Soviet Union, the Soviet 

Union actually got the upper hand in terms of practical strength. Whilst Britain, France and their occupation 

zones were facing problems of clothing, coal and food shortage, situation was even worse in the Netherlands, 

Belgium and Luxembourg. On the contrary,  the Soviet Union, in spite of her huge losses during the world 

war,  had already established spheres of influence in central, eastern and southern Europe and was expanding 

her strategic position in the west. All these factors made the United States understand the necessity to assist 

the reconstruction in western Europe. This American sense of crisis had been apparent since early 1946. On 

2 February, George Kennan who was the Deputy Chief in the American embassy of Moscow wrote an 8,000-

word Long Telegram to the State Council expressing how the Soviet policy of Communist penetration into 

all the other countries and international organizations no longer permitted peaceful co-existence between 

the Soviets and the Americans. Because of this telegram, Kennan was subsequently known as the ‘father of 

containment.’ It should be remarked that tension ran high in the two years that followed, inevitably pulling 

the United States into European matters. The famous Marshall Plan came next in the picture.

 5.5    The Marshall Plan

The 33rd President of the United States, Harry Truman took nearly half a year before he realized the 

importance of American engagement in the stabilizing of the European scene in April 1945. In January 

1947 George Marshall was appointed as Secretary of State and assigned with the important mission of 

reconstructing the European economy. Initially Marshall chose to push Germany out of the picture and 

incorporate the Soviet Union into the scene. However, a series of events made this impossible. In March 

1947, the anti-Communist Truman Doctrine was proclaimed in face of the Soviet threat towards Greece and 

Turkey; ex-President Herbert Hoover, in turn, openly supported German economic reconstruction. Thus, 

George Marshall opted for a change of plans, but first, he had to gain Soviet consent. This was done by 

engaging Soviet Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov in a six-week negotiation to no avail. Seeing that there 

was no other way out, the Marshall Speech delivered in the University of Harvard in June 1947 emphasized 

the American assistance to Europe’s economic reconstruction and her aim to establish a new political order 

that would ensure peace and eliminate the evils of hunger and poverty.
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Similarly, the Marshall Plan brought western European nations closer together. However, it deepened 

the breach between eastern and western Europe. At first, the Soviet Union and those countries in the 

communist camp were welcome to join. However, Stalin began to criticize the plan as a way of imperialism 

and stopped the communist countries to join when he found that economic cooperation signified working with 

nations including Germany. At this point, the rift between eastern and western Europe had reached a point 

of no return. In April 1948, Truman approved the formation of the Economic Cooperation Administration 

(ECA) to coordinate the funding and economic cooperation among the participating countries. Until 1952 the 

Marshall Plan had served as a crucial force supporting the recovery of Europe.

6. The United States and the Soviet Union: dominant forces in the  
 collaboration and integration of western Europe

 6.1    An overview of the 1960s 

Western European integration after the Second World War largely depended on the development of 

Cold War. Until the late 1960s, spatial integration only took place among France, Italy, Holland, Belgium, 

Luxembourg and later, West Germany. Britain joined in the 1970s and members of the European Free Trade 

Association (EFTA) followed suit. Countries in eastern and southern Europe were left out. As for structural 

integration, the American-led North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) had been the dominating power 

in military affairs. However, for economic cooperation and other aspects, the interests of western European 

countries varied and the progress was different. Issues such as the role of West Germany and British 

participation in integration continued to be long lasting controversies. After the 1960s the American reduced 

her involvement in European affairs when West Germany recuperated; the United States was occupied with 

Vietnam War and the Sino-American relations improved. From then on, western European nations were able 

to enjoy greater autonomy in cooperation.

 6.2    The American interests

In fact, after the Second World War, Europe was crucial to both the United States and the Soviet Union. 

According to the “Truman Doctrine”, the United States had the responsibility to protect those “free people” 

who were under the threat of the “armed minority” or “outside pressure”. In view of political reality, there 

would be  a decline in American influence if western Europe were to fall under Communism. Economically, 

the United States had benefitted indirectly from the two world wars. Her economic and technological power 

had increased significantly. However, the sustainable development of America relied on an open international 

market that was  being threatened by the Soviet Union’s expansion. Internally, the United States had 

experienced the communist threat in the 1920s and two times of red scare in the 1940s and the 1950s. As 
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the American people had different degree of anxiety towards the communist expansion, they did not wish to 

see the American government withdraw from western European affairs and let any further  development of 

communism in western Europe.

 6.3    The Soviet interests

Since the end of the Second World War, the Soviet Union had gradually expanded her power to 

southern and eastern Europe. From the perspective of geopolitical benefits and her policy in the occupied 

German zone, the Soviet intention of westward expansion was obvious. 

Through the communist revolution, the Soviet Union aimed at absorbing western European countries 

into her sphere of influence in order to expand her military, political economic power. It seemed that the 

Soviet policy was to consolidate the two camps in eastern and southern Europe for further expansion to 

western Europe. 

As the United States and the Soviet Union had diverging attitudes toward the European problem, their 

differences served as a major factor for the division of the eastern and western Europe.

7. The American stance

 7.1    The basic principles of American assistance

In view of her own interests, the United States had to ensure economic and political stability in western 

Europe. Yet it was difficult to invest huge human power and resources there for a long time. Therefore, the 

United States came up with the following policies in the 1950s:

1. A minimum input of resources for the European reconstruction;

2. Promotion of economic cooperation among western European nations and re-establishing their confidence 

towards a free market;

3. Military aid to western European nations in order to prevent communist threats;

4. Halting the spread of communism as short-term aim and elimination of communism from Europe in the 

long-term.
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As the United States wanted to use a minimum input of resources in achieving its ends, the western 

European countries were expected to offer full support and participation. It sped up collaboration and 

integration among the western European nations, though it sometimes gave rise to conflicts among these 

nations.

 7.2    Military cooperation

Basically, military cooperation formed an important part of integration in western Europe. In April 

1949, NATO was established including Britain, France, Holland, Belgium, Luxembourg, which were the 

basic member countries, and other members such as Portugal, Italy, Norway, Denmark, Iceland, Canada 

and most importantly, the United States. Constituting a system of collective defense where an attack on any 

member state is equivalent to an attack on all members, states agreed to come in defense of each other in face 

of external attacks. As the combined military strength of western and northern Europe could hardly resist 

any attack from the communist camp under the Soviet Union, American efforts were crucial in the security 

of western Europe. In October 1949, NATO’s first comprehensive strategic plan showed the American idea 

of basic defense. It emphasized on making good use of limited resources for the development of a sufficient 

military force. Thus, western Europe had to offer enough stand-by land forces against external attacks so that 

the United States could gain time to launch counter-attack by atomic weapons. The contribution of resources 

should be in proportion to geographical features, population, industrial and military strength of the European 

allies. This strategy could still work before the Soviets had developed any atomic weapons. However it gave 

rise to two problems related to integration in western Europe. Firstly, the location of West Germany made 

her the first line of defense in western Europe. If West Germany did not have strong self-defense force, the 

Central Europe could be thrown open to enemy’s attack from the east. In economic aspect, the industrial 

strength of West Germany should be used for defending western Europe. Otherwise its industrial resources 

would become her enemies’ reinforcements if she fell into their hands. Besides, with Germany’s long 

military tradition, it was likely that West Germany was able to establish a fighting force within a short period. 

However, countries such as France and Holland, which had been invaded by Germany, had hesitation about 

the quick re-entry of West Germany into the European defense system. Moreover, if the European countries 

were to participate in a war on land, a higher level of coordinating organization was deemed necessary to 

provide training, strategic planning and rehearsal etc. Therefore, the idea of setting up a “European Army” 

was feasible but it was not easy for the allies to reach consensus. On 17 March 1948, the “Brussels Treaty” 

was signed by Britain, France, Holland, Belgium and Luxembourg. Collective military defense was included 

in Article IV of the “Brussels Treaty”. However, no action was taken to turn it into a military organization.
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8.  The rise of NATO and the end of the European Defense   
 Community (1950-1954)

 8.1    The formation of NATO

The outbreak of the Korean War forestalled the possibility of a large scale war between the 

communist and capitalist blocs. The situation in western Europe was worse than expected. To General 

Dwight D. Eisenhower, who was appointed as Supreme Allied Commander (Europe), strategic air strikes 

were emphasized as possible responses to any attacks. Until 1954, the post of SCAP had been taken up 

by Matthew Ridgway and Alfred Gruenther respectively. The authority of NATO gradually found that the 

existing 96 division armies were unable to keep in a state for war without encountering problems of shortage 

in resources. In case a war broke out, it was almost impossible to mobilize half of the armies within 90 days. 

The line of defense became longer with the admission of Greece and Turkey into NATO in February 1952. In 

1953, Alfred Gruenther’s new idea was to rely more on the newly developed nuclear weapons. 

 8.2    The European Defense Community

A revision of West Germany’s position in Europe emerged from 1950 to 1954 as the continent plunged 

into a state of tension. In the early 1950, in view of the repeated American suggestion of allowing West 

Germany to join NATO, the French Prime Minister Rene Pleven counter proposed the European Defense 

Community to be formed by France, Italy, Holland, Belgium, Luxembourg and West Germany, making a total 

of 100,000 man force. He suggested that the armies of the former 5 member states in the joint force would 

report directly to their national governments while those of West Germany would be led by the European 

Defense Community. The 6 nations signed an agreement in May 1952 but the plan could not be executed 

because it was not approved by the French Parliament on 30 August 1954. Because of failure in any further 

integration in defense among the western European countries, the United States remained the dominating 

power. During this period,  West Germany had gradually been recognized as one of the members in western 

Europe.

9. Economic cooperation

 9.1    An overview of the economic conditions in western Europe

Economic cooperation was in no way easier than military alliance among the western European 

countries. The economic condition and priorities in policy were obviously different. For example, 

Holland which had suffered seriously in the war was in need of reconstruction in infrastructure and full 
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employment to pacify the people; Belgium wished to stabilize her currency and control inflation and 

Italy had to eliminate the remnants of Fascist planned economy and re-enter the international market. In 

addition, similar to military alliance, economic cooperation also required the partial forfeiture of self-

autonomy. Therefore, in the years before and after 1950, the countries adopted a wait and see policy 

towards economic cooperation.

 9.2    The importance of economic cooperation

 If the lack of cooperation continued, European countries had to rely on the United States for a long 

time. In fact, before the commencement of the Marshall Plan, European countries had already relied on 

American assistance. Britain got a loan of USD 44 billion and France took in USD 19 billion during the 

years of 1945-1947. In the summer of 1945, the United States sent two million tons of grain to Europe to 

pacify the people. It was unavoidable for western Europe to rely on the United States in military affairs. If 

they did not plan for economic cooperation, the western European countries could not get rid of the American 

domination. Coal and steel were important output of the western European countries. There were two 

advantages for cooperation in this aspect. First, the countries could adjust their industrial production to avoid 

price fluctuation which might affect industrial recovery. Second, representative government was gradually 

formed in West Germany since May 1949. West Germany would restore sovereignty in the near future 

and revive her control of rich energy and resources required for heavy industries. By that time it would be 

difficult to keep her under control. If the military reconstruction of West Germany was monitored by NATO, 

her economy should better be dominated by an international organization. The Schuman Declaration on 9 

May 1950 gave rise to the formation of the ECSC. Its members included France, West Germany, Italy and the 

Benelux. The organization was formally established on 18 April 1951 under the Treaty of Paris. It aimed at 

developing economy, increasing employment and improving the standards of living in western Europe. The 

most important idea was to prevent wars through economic cooperation.

European Economic Community (EEC) was also developed from ECSC. Between 1952 and 1957, the 

heavy industries which the six countries relied mostly on were on the decline due to a number of reasons:

1. Technical improvements led to a drop in demand for coal used for casting steel;

2. Oil became an important substitution for coal;

3. Coal from the United States still had high competitive power as the price including cost of delivery 

remained cheaper than that in western Europe.

The coal mining industry of western Europe subsequently went on a downward spiral due to shortage 

of funding and the lack in technical innovation. During this period, new kind of cooperation was initiated 
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by member states. In 1956, the idea of a European common market emerged from a report drafted by the 

Belgian politician Paul Henri Spaak. His idea was gradually put into implementation when the Treaty 

of Rome was signed on 28 March, 1957. As a result, the EEC was established and the European Atomic 

Energy Community (Euratom) was also formed. France, West Germany, Italy and the Benelux remained the 

foundation members. EEC became an important driving force for integration in western Europe. In 1962 the 

member states began to fix the market price for agricultural products and tariff abolition was completed in 

1968 amongst member states. 

 9.3    Konrad Adenauer and the reconstruction of sovereignty in West Germany

Until the early 1960s, integration started by the six western European countries began to take shape 

and they had already achieved military and economic integration to a certain extent. More importantly, the 

leaders of France and Germany could have better collaboration. From 1949 to 1963, West Germany was 

dominated by the central rightist party, the Christian Democratic Union and its allies. During this period 

the Chancellor Konrad Adenauer supported western integration. For this reason, critics at times accused 

Adenauer of deepening the rift between East and West Germany and thereby sacrificing the German interests. 

In spite of this, Adenauer did not blindly follow the French example. As early as 1950, he had started to work 

for the entry of West Germany into NATO and hoped to rearm West Germany. France was so cautious as to 

counter propose the establishment of the European Defense Community. Therefore France, Italy, the Benelux 

and West Germany signed agreement in Bonn, the capital of West Germany in May 1952. West Germany’s 

return to European politics began to take shape. Time and again, Adenauer attempted to secure Bonn to the 

western European community, stressing in a public speech in November 1953 that better relations between 

West Germany and France would serve as the basis of a common western European policy. Based on mutual 

benefit, the French government no longer refused to have further political and military cooperation with 

West Germany. Although the European Defense Community had not come into being, the six European 

nations, Canada and the United States promised at the London Conference, which was held in September 

1954, that their occupation of West Germany would be terminated as soon as possible. Provided that no 

atomic and biological weapons were to be developed in German territory, re-armament within West Germany 

would be gradually permitted. In October, the Paris Conference confirmed the decision made in the London 

Conference. West Germany and Italy were admitted as member states of the Brussels Treaty of 1948 and 

the ‘Western European Union’ was established. West Germany’s sovereignty was completely restored. In 

1955, West Germany was admitted into NATO and western European integration in political, economic and 

military aspects was given another dramatic push.
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10.  A series of events before and after 1960

10.1    The situation in the communist camp

By 1960, western European integration was in good progress. However, the integration between 

eastern and western Europe were much more difficult. Since the Cold War, the Soviet Union had tightened 

her cooperation or even domination over eastern and southern Europe. This resulted in the Communist 

Information Bureau (Cominform) with Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia and Poland as its founding members. 

Later it expanded to include Bulgaria, Hungary, Finland, Rumania and East Germany. China, North Korea 

and North Vietnam joined it after 1948. In economic aspect, in 1951 more than 70% of Bulgaria’s foreign 

trade was carried out with the Soviet Union. More than 50% of the foreign trade of the communist European 

states continued to be conducted with the Soviet Union. After Stalin’s argument with Josip Broz Tito in 1949 

and the unrest in East Berlin in 1953, Stalin only appointed the communists whom he trusted most such as 

Walter Ulbricht of East Germany and Klement Gottwald of Czechoslovakia to govern the countries in eastern 

Europe. Although the tense situation was slightly relaxed after Stalin’s death, his successor Khrushchev 

openly condemned the deceased leader at the 20th Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union 

(CPSU) and recognized the tradition of socialist development of every nation. In 1955, the Hungarian Revolt 

broke out. In response to this, the Warsaw Treaty Organization of Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual 

Assistance (commonly known as the Warsaw Pact) was formed, escalating Soviet control over its allying 

nations. The breach between eastern and western Europe at this point appeared graver than ever.

10.2    The tense situation from 1957 to 1962

A series of events between 1957 and 1962 brought about tense situation in eastern and western Europe. 

In 1949, the Soviet Union successfully developed atomic weapons, yet NATO could still effectively deter 

the communists by means of nuclear attack as the United States remained superior in air force and missile 

technology. However, on 4 October 1957, the Sputnik I was placed into orbit, demonstrating that Soviet’s 

advancement in long-range missile technology sufficiently enabled them to send nuclear warheads to NATO 

member states from afar. Both camps were aware of the need for restraint, but the United States could 

no longer deter the Soviet Union by nuclear weapons. After 1958, the United States proposed the use of 

‘Flexible Response,’ which used conventional warfare in fighting conventional attacks and nuclear weapons 

against nuclear attacks. The strategic defense in western Europe was again put on agenda. West Germany 

became once again the place of confrontation between the two camps. This tense situation explained why 

more and more Germans escaped from East Berlin to West Germany. Outside Europe, the American U-2 

reconnaissance plane went missing in Soviet airspace in May 1960 and the Bay of Pigs Incident of April 

1961 pushed U.S.-Soviet relations to the brink of collapse. In August 1961, the Berlin Wall was erected. East 

and West Germany was literally and practically divided into two until 7 November 1989. In 1962, the Cuban 

Missile Crisis was only the continuation of the previous conflicts. 
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11.  The European Economic Community (EEC) and the European  
 Free Trade Association (EFTA)

11.1    Events leading to the establishment of the EFTA

Because of the continuous tense relations with eastern Europe, the development of EEC depended on 

further structural integration and it was also necessary to keep on good terms with the other non-Communist 

European countries. First, Britain had an important role in the joint military defense of western Europe and 

she was also one of the member states of NATO. In the 1950s, Britain had hesitation of joining the western 

European integration because of the following reasons: 

1. British economy was still tightly connected to the Commonwealth. Britain had to consider if it would be 

appropriate for her to join the EEC;

2. In 1950 The Labor Party and Conservative Party of Britain had confidence in the  economic reforms 

including the expansion of medical services and  nationalization of major industries and confirmed 

that the British economic development was decided by internal economic factors but not the external 

ones; 

3. The undesirable fate of the European Defense Community drove Britain to worry over the future of 

European integration.

After several years of huge expenditure in public welfare, Britain which had once enjoyed the 

highest per capita income began to taste the bitter downfall of their economy. In contrast, France, Holland, 

Belgium and West Germany witnessed a rise in per capita income in the 1960s that quickly surpassed that 

of Britain, whose contribution to the Commonwealth only accounted for 43% of its total exports by 1957. 

Britain’s initial response was to set up the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) on 3 May 1960, with 

Austria, Denmark, Norway, Portugal, Sweden and Switzerland as member states. Through joint efforts,  

tariffs were abolished for industrial goods among member states and they were free to tax non-members 

for imports. 

11.2    Britain and the EEC

Indeed, a number of the EFTA member states were wealthy, yet this did not do much to improve 

Britain’s declining economy. Britain’s total value of exports to member states stood merely at 13.5%. By the 

1960s, there were criticism towards the British government for refusing entry into the EEC. On 31 July 1961, 

British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan expressed the nation’s intention of joining the EEC in a speech 

delivered at the House of Commons. On 9 August 1961, Britain formally applied for entry.
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11.3    The ‘Fouchet Plan’

In 1958 the French President Charles de Gaulle, a key player in the process of European integration, 

tried to bring French leadership into the western European arena. As early as 1959, the French President 

proposed meetings every three months amongst Foreign Ministers of the EEC member states. In 1961, 

French ambassador to Denmark, Christian Fouchet, proposed a highly ambitious yet failed attempt at 

increasing French influence through the ‘Fouchet Plan.’ According to Fouchet, a new union, with one 

permanent office in Paris and four others for the management of joint diplomacy, defense, commerce and 

cultural policy respectively, ought to be established and represented by state leaders and Prime Ministers. 

This aimed at limiting the influence of NATO and raising French leading position. Since Holland, Belgium 

and Luxembourg were indifferent to the idea, de Gaulle repeatedly persuaded Adenauer but to no avail. 

Adenauer resigned in 1963 and the ‘Fouchet Plan’ came to nothing.

11.4    Protecting Europe’s agriculture 

In 1962, the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) was formulated. It also gave rise to conflicts 

among the member states.The countries in western Europe generally had large scale of agriculture. In the 

1950s the employment in the sector reached 15 million and the high labor cost made it difficult to compete 

with agricultural imports. Apart from Holland products, exports from other European nations were not 

competitive in the global market. The Dutch politician Sicco Mansholt proposed the following three 

targets in 1960:

1. A reasonable standard of living for farmers;

2. Market stability;

3. Food supply with reasonable prices for consumers.

To achieve the above targets at the same time, standardized prices for agricultural products and 

government subsidies would be required. The scale of French agriculture was relatively bigger, thus her 

subsidy should be more. In 1965, member states proposed to submit the financial budgets of CAP and EEC 

to the ‘European Commission’. De Gaulle supported the idea of cooperation, but was unable to accept the 

idea of a multi-national governing body. The French President boycotted the meeting for six months since 

July 1965. In January 1966 the ‘Luxembourg Compromise’ was concluded, offering a de facto veto power to 

every state on issues deemed to be ‘very important national interests.’ It implied that unanimous agreement 

was required in times of indecision, which further hindered cooperation.
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11.5    British entry and the expansion of the EEC

The unstable circumstances between 1960 and 1966 made it difficult for Britain to enter the EEC. In 1961 

and 1964, Britain’s application to join the organization met twice with the vigorous opposition of France. De 

Gaulle was not happy about Britain’s initial refusal to join the EEC and he thought Britain’s maritime economy 

was different from the continental agricultural and industrial economy in Europe. In de Gaulle’s mind, Britain 

was America’s ‘Trojan Horse.’ Regardless of the accusations put forth, no one could deny de Gaulle’s fear of 

Britain taking over French leadership in western Europe. The turning point thus came in 1969 upon de Gaulle’s 

resignation, eliminating the one barrier and opening a new era of friendship between the new French President 

Georges Pompidou and the British Prime Minister Edward Heath. In June 1971, Britain reapplied for entering 

the EEC. Until 1 January 1973, Britain was finally offered membership. In the same year Denmark followed suit 

and Portugal joined later in 1986. Until the early 1970s, the direction for regional integration in western Europe 

moved towards western and southern Europe while there was no breakthrough in its structural integration. It is 

interesting to note that West Germany initiated the eastern policy.

12. West Germany’s Ostpolitik

12.1    The ‘Guam Doctrine’ and a new page in U.S. policy

In the 1970s, relations between western and eastern Europe resumed normalization because of two 

driving forces: first, a shift in American policy and second, the West German Ostpolitik which was developed 

from her economic strength.

In March 1965 the American president Lyndon Johnson decided for the US participation in the Vietnam 

War based on the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution passed one year ago. It resulted in eight year disaster both in 

military and internal affairs. Until 1969 the new U.S. President Richard Nixon began to plan for American 

retreat from the Vietnam War. On 25 July 1969 he announced the ‘Guam Doctrine’ which promised to assist 

allies of the United States in national defense but America would withdraw from her role as international 

police. The policies that were subsequently concluded included the following, the United States would:

1. keep all of its treaty commitments;

2. protect the allies in the free world by using nuclear weapons if they were threatened by nuclear power;

3. provide economic and military assistance to allies who were under other kinds of attack.
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Obviously, the United States could not maintain numerous lines of attack. The allies thus had to take 

up more responsibility and obligation of defending themselves. This resulted in a more lenient American 

policy towards the Soviet Union and China. In 1972, the resumed Sino-American relation was an important 

achievement. On the other hand, western European nations were given greater flexibility in their own 

development of diplomacy. 

12.2    Attempts at normalizing relations between East Germany and West Germany

France had already become a nuclear power. Under de Gaulle’s leadership, France was reluctant 

to be dominated by the United States. For example, France formally recognized the People’s Republic of 

China in 1964. In September 1966 in Cambodia, de Gaulle openly condemned American participation in the 

Vietnam War. Since the end of the 1960s, it was West Germany that had made great efforts at developing new 

diplomatic policy and was able to pull eastern and western Europe closer together.

With her strong industrial foundation, skilled labor and new labor force from foreign countries, 

West Germany not only paid off her war reparations rapidly but also emerged at the forefront of the global 

economic system with nearly full employment. From 1963 to 1966, the German Chancellor Ludwig Erhard 

tried to  improve relations with the camp of eastern Europe so as to prevent war, he also explored the way to 

develop relations between East Germany and West Germany. During his term of office, he tried repeatedly 

to explore economic cooperation with the Soviets. However, Erhard’s efforts failed as Khrushchev stepped 

down from power in 1964. Plans to open up the East would then have to wait for Willy Brandt to accomplish.

12.3    Brandt’s achievements

Willy Brandt served as Minister of Foreign Affairs and Vice Chancellor of West Germany between 

1966 and 1969. During this period, Brandt had already attempted advances in diplomatic relations between 

eastern and western Europe through the NATO system. In 1969, Brandt became Chancellor. This allowed the 

leader more power in reaching out to the East. He had a meeting with Willi Stoph, who was the Chairman 

of the Council of Ministers in East Germany, in Erfurt on 19 March 1970. Although the meeting failed due 

to Brandt’s refusal to recognize East Germany’s official status, it relaxed the age-long tension between East 

Germany and West Germany. On 12 August 1970, the ‘Treaty of Moscow’ was signed between West Germany 

and the Soviet Union which made the four great powers and the eastern European countries feel comfortable. 

The Treaty confirmed the responsibilities of Britain, the United States, France and the Soviet Union in dealing 

with the German question, especially in seeking for the normalization of Berlin’s situation and recognizing 

the Oder-Neisse Line as the official border between Germany and Poland. Since West Germany agreed not to 

pursue territories east of the Oder-Neisse Line, Poland was willing for negotiation. On 7 December 1970, West 

Germany and Poland signed the ‘Treaty of Warsaw’ which confirmed the major decisions made in the ‘Treaty 

of Moscow’ and further permitted the return of Germans in Poland to West Germany. Of course, the most 
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impressive scene was that Brandt knelt before a memorial to the victims of the Warsaw Ghetto uprising during 

the Second World War. The policy of opening the East reached another peak when the ‘Four Power Agreement’ 

was signed on 3 June, 1972. It secured the position of Berlin and normalized relations between East Germany 

and West Germany. Subsequently, the Basic Treaty signed on 21 December, 1972  called for mutual respect to 

independence and autonomy between East Germany and West Germany. Lastly, the Treaty of Prague signed 

on 11 December, 1973 normalized Czechoslovakia’s diplomatic relations with West Germany. From then on, 

relations between eastern and western Europe had been greatly improved. 

13. Towards the end of the Cold War

13.1    Efforts in arms limitation: Strategic Arms Limitation Talk (SALT)

On the one hand, the Western camp led by the United States began to adopt a moderate attitude towards 

the eastern European nations. On the other hand, both the US and the USSR gradually came to realize that a 

nuclear war should not be started. Therefore, both sides called for reduction in nuclear weapons and military 

spending. Moreover, as most scholars believe, the economy of the Soviet Union had already  reached an 

‘Era of Stagnation’ during the 1970s. In diplomacy, Sino-Soviet relations had deteriorated, making it almost 

impossible for the communist camp to shoulder another large-scale battle. Under this peaceful circumstance, 

the first round of negotiation took place in Moscow, namely the First Strategic Arms Limitation Talk 

(SALT 1) which concluded an agreement that limited the production of anti-ballistic missiles (ABM). In 

addition, the United States and the Soviet Union undertook not to start the construction of fixed land-based 

intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM), further limiting the number of submarine-launched ballistic missile 

(SLBM). 

13.2    The Mutual and Balanced Force Reductions (MBFR)

The success of SALT led to the Mutual and Balanced Force Reductions (MBF) between 1973 and 

1979. In 1973, the powers met in Vienna to discuss the reduction of land troops and military equipment. 

In 1976, discussion included the number of nuclear warheads. However, discussion in 1979 was cancelled 

because of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and NATO’s plan to have mid-range missiles in central 

Europe. Anyway, the 1970s could be concluded as a decade of moderation whereby the threats of a potential 

war seemed to have largely reduced. On 1 August 1 1975, 35 nations signed the Helsinki Accords, agreeing 

to improve relations between the two blocs.
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13.3    The era of Ronald Reagan

The 1980s started with a series of distressed events: first, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, followed 

by the American boycott of the Moscow Olympics. On 20 January 1981, the day when Ronald Reagan 

became the American President, he held a tougher stance towards the Communist bloc. In order to strengthen 

the nation, the so-called ‘Reaganomics’ was introduced to reduce tax, cut government spending, stress market 

economy, crackdown unions and control inflation. As a result, America entered a new era of progress. On the 

other hand, Reagan expressed again in public his hatred for Communism on 8 March 1983, he condemned the 

Soviet Union as an ‘Evil Empire.’ Reagan largely expanded the American military, researched and developed  

the MX missile, B-1 bomber program and the  ‘Star Wars’ systems. The installation of the Pershing II unit 

in Britain, Holland, Belgium, Italy and West Germany from 1983 to 1984 was even more influential to the 

collaboration between the western and eastern Europe at this stage. 

13.4    Gorbachev’s new policy

The Soviet Union even took the initiative of furthering East-West collaboration. After Brezhnev’s 

death in 1982 and the two short regimes under the leadership of Yuri Andropov and Konstantin Chernenko 

respectively, Mikhail Gorbachev became the General Secretary of the Communist Party in March 1985. 

Upon appointment, Gorbachev was confronted with a stunted economy in the eastern European camp; the 

Soviet Union itself was barely hanging to its old economic system but a huge investment was required in 

manpower and resources to secure the Soviet bloc. It came to no avail.  As a result, Gorbachev proposed the 

idea of Perestroika (restructuring) and Glasnost (openness) in an attempt to reduce Soviet intervention of 

eastern European countries, allowing them to progress economically on their own. In fact, Gorbachev had 

initiated cooperation with the West . In the 1970s, he made visits to Belgium and West Germany; and Canada 

in 1983. In 1984, he held a meeting with Margaret Thatcher in Britain. In December 1985, Gorbachev and 

Reagan met for the first time in Geneva, paving the road to the Reykjavik Summit Conference a year later in 

the capital city of Iceland. Although the meetings did not make any significant progress, it was made clear 

the mutual stance of the two camps at arms reduction and peaceful resolution.

All the way the Soviet Union was able to consolidate the Communist bloc by means of direct 

intervention in military, political and economic aspects. Gorbachev reduced Soviet intervention on the 

Eastern bloc by permitting self-autonomy amongst communist states. West German Ostpolitik, on the other 

hand, made nations in eastern Europe have more contact with the outside world and thereby increasing their 

confidence to experience new concepts in politics. In the spring of 1988, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, East 

Germany, Bulgaria, Rumania and Yugoslavia overthrew their existing regimes to welcome a brand new page 

in history. Subsequently, the eastern European camp crumbled, ending the separation between eastern and 

western Europe.
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14.  Conclusion: the end of the Cold War

It seems that more and more European nations have aimed at entering the European Union developed 

from the EEC. In the 1990s, Austria and Sweden became members of the organization. As the regulation 

laid in the agreement of Copenhagen in 1993 required member states to have stable democratic institutions, 

good record of human rights, rule of law and systems and effective market economy, the entry of a number of 

nations previously in the eastern European camp had had to be delayed. From 2004 to 2007, Czechoslovakia, 

Slovakia, Slovenia, Poland and Rumania successfully became member states. In this context, further spatial 

and structural integration in the European continent shall be anticipated in the years to come.
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