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The article deals with the economic relations of the socialist bloc with less-developed
countries in the 1960s and 1970s. It focuses on the economic policies envisaged by
technocrats and policy-makers in the Comecon’s Commission for technical
assistance. It argues that the original formula based on autarky, whereby socialist
aid aimed at building a clear alternative to the West and less-developed countries
were advised to introduce Soviet-style planning, nationalisation and industrialisation,
was progressively abandoned during détente. Doubts on the appropriateness of the
Soviet model emerged, especially in Eastern European governments. Trade became
increasingly crucial and the strategy of promoting an international division of labour
based on mutual advantage turned into an obsession with importing strategic raw
materials. In the mid-1970s, despite the official socialist view, the East pursued
‘realist’ policies that made sense in terms of economics rather than ideology. The
myth of socialist modernity as a variant of industrial modernity had definitely
collapsed, and socialist countries’ participation in the Western-dominated world
economy became a necessity. Eventually, the developing world became the place
where a joint East – West co-operation could take place, often in the framework of the
so-called trilateral co-operation, where Western Europe had a special role.
Keywords: Comecon; development; aid; Third World; Tripartite Industrial
Cooperation; Commission for Technical Assistance

Introduction
Relations between the Comecon and the South were often ambiguous. In the Soviet bloc
the very concept of Third World was not easily accepted since it suggested the existence of
a third way, outside the option of the two world-systems. Because of this predicament, the
expression ‘Third World’ was not commonly used in the literature or in the rhetoric of
socialist countries. In the 1950s and 1960s, the terms used to define the newly independent
countries emerging from the process of decolonisation were either backward areas or
underdeveloped areas. The regional description (Arab, African or Latin American
countries) was widely preferred. In the years of détente, after 1967– 8 and until the mid1970s, the expression Third World was occasionally used in quotation marks.1 It was then
fully abandoned in the second half of the 1970s, when other formulas prevailed, such as
developing countries.2
Relations with the South were considered relations with a special kind of capitalist
country. In the early phase of the Cold War relations with the newly independent countries
were characterised by the prospect of building an alternative system. The political priority
was overwhelming: in order to win their allegiance, in explicit opposition to both Western
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Europe and the United States, the socialist bloc, especially the Soviet Union, was ready to
comply with the majority of less-developed countries’ requests. In the years of détente the
political element became less marked and the South was seen as a trading partner that
could co-operate with the East on special, mutually advantageous terms. Eventually, the
developing world became the place where a joint East – West co-operation could take
place, often in the framework of the so-called trilateral co-operation, where Western
Europe had a special role. At times, the USSR, the Comecon and single countries in
Eastern Europe were at variance as to how to structure relations with the developing
countries, and political action did not always coincide with the evolution of economic or
political thinking. Nonetheless, the three stages outlined above did take place in roughly
chronological order.
This article offers a broad account of East – South relations with a specific focus on
economic aid. It argues that Eastern-bloc strategy underwent a complete reversal, as it
changed from the dream of forming a closed system as an alternative to the West, to an
acknowledgement of economic interdependence and of the necessity for co-operation with
the West. The article is organised in four sections. The first describes the attempt to
construct a cohesive alternative system for exclusive relationships between socialist
countries and the South, between the end of the 1950s and the early 1960s. The second
tackles the issue of the failures in the early 1960s and explores the feeble attempts to start
an East –West dialogue on economic measures for the South. The third introduces the
dilemmas of the 1970s and focuses on the new raw-materials offensive that characterised
East – South economic relations. More specifically, the second and third sections cover the
years of the ‘pursuit of economic advantage’, between 1965 and 1974. Although political
competition with the West still played a significant role in East – South relations, in the late
1970s it became clear, albeit often implicit, that the establishment of an alternative
economic order modelled on integrative arrangements to be managed by the Comecon was
not realistic. Indeed, co-operation with the West looked more promising. The forth and last
section outlines the main features of East – West interaction in the South in the late phase
of the Cold War, when the East pursued ‘realist’ policies that made sense in terms of
economics rather than ideology.
The first stage: separateness from the West
The Soviet Union had started courting the developing countries in southern Asia and the
Middle East in the early 1950s. During the Stalin era, there had been a great distance
between the Soviet Union and the colonial areas and newly independent states. The belief
prevailed that the USSR and the emerging nations were incompatible. Resumption of
Soviet interest in the newly independent countries, both political and economic, is usually
associated with Stalin’s successors. Yet, as far as trade relations are concerned, even
before 1953 some Soviet trade representatives had shown an interest in the developing
world as a market for machinery and equipment in exchange for raw materials. They were
very cautious to keep trade relations with the developing world clearly separate from
general East – West trade3, and did not stress the aid element implicit in trade with the
South. Only after Stalin’s death, however, in 1953, did the Soviet delegate in the United
Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) announce the USSR’s participation in
the United Nations (UN) Expanded Technical Assistance Program: a decision breaking
with the earlier tradition of the neglect of distant regions. In the mid-1950s, when the
Kremlin initiated a new policy towards newly independent countries, the idea was to offer
a clear alternative to the West. Khrushchev’s speech at the 20th Congress of the CPSU was
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crystal clear on this point: the socialist countries offered their aid to former colonial
territories in order to help them build an independent national economy without the need to
‘go begging to their former oppressors for modern equipment’.4 The Soviets did not use
the term aid, because they felt that this term was charged with a moral obligation they did
not accept. They spoke either of solidarity measures, especially in the case of assistance to
national-liberation movements, or of technical assistance. Socialist aid was presented as a
clear alternative to Western practice, fostering independence and granting equality. It was
described as mainly taking place in the form of balanced trade and for the mutual benefit of
the trading partners. It was also presented as a co-operative action, stressing the common
features of socialist economic assistance to developing countries. Most of these elements
are characteristic of Eastern-bloc aid throughout the Cold War.
The attempt to create a cohesive bloc strategy was an especially important element in
the years of competitive coexistence. It was typical for the East and the West alike. In the
West, the initiative was taken by the United States and resulted in the 1961
institutionalisation of co-operation among donor countries in the OECD (in the
Development Assistance Committee, DAC) with the purpose of ‘persuading the European
countries to make more resources available to the less-developed countries’.5 Similarly, in
the Eastern bloc, it was the Soviet Union which took the initiative of institutionalising cooperation among socialist donors. Aid to less-developed countries was dealt with in a
little-known special commission, the Commission for Technical Assistance (CTA), which
was constituted in the Comecon at the end of the 1950s. The documents of the CTA6 tell a
story of great differences within the Eastern bloc regarding the strategy envisaged towards
the Third World. They illustrate the problems encountered during negotiations within the
Comecon and the doubts which emerged in the framing of common policies, evidence of
both the limits and the strength of Soviet power vis-à-vis its European partners. Originally
established as a working group with the aim of negotiating long-term trade agreements for
the purchase of food and raw materials, the commission discussed possible ways to
promote modernisation in backward countries, especially in Africa. In the early 1960s,
there was no doubt that technical assistance to developing countries meant fostering
industrialisation. This largely reflected the requests from the South, and went well together
with the natural inclination of the socialist countries and their economic structure. Soviet
ideas on development were well known, and were promoted whenever possible. In the
early meeting of the ECOSOC, when the UN discussed multilateral technical aid, the
Soviet representative, Platon D. Morozov, maintained that technical assistance should
promote the expansion of heavy industry.7 However, financing heavy industry had huge
costs. Therefore, the Soviet allies insisted on meeting the requests of developing countries,
which required a more nuanced strategy. In the early Comecon discussions, when the issue
was ‘division of labour’, it clearly emerged that smaller countries in Central and Eastern
Europe were proposing a different kind of industrialisation: smaller projects that were
intended to develop manufacturing rather than heavy industry. Among East European
experts there was a general agreement on the fact that ‘small was better’. There was also a
clear self-depiction as representatives of a special kind of socialist modernity and the
willingness to ‘show that they could build superior systems in the “backward” lands’.8
Discussion in the CTA focused on how to organise the joint creation of complete plants
to be built in developing countries. Some members, such as Hungary and Czechoslovakia,
identified an interesting model for the Comecon in the trade policies of the European
Economic Community (EEC); others looked at the consortia strategy.9 For the Soviet
Union, the issue of avoiding inter-bloc competition was crucial. Competition on the same
project was not implausible, neither was double funding. There had been annoying
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precedents, as in the case of India, where Czechoslovak offers outperformed Soviet ones.10
All Comecon members were conscious of the fact that the developing countries tended to
submit more or less the same ‘shopping list’ to several potential donors (East and West)
and were ready to accept aid for the same development project from different donors.11
Therefore a general scheme for the political and economic co-ordination of relations with
less-developed countries was discussed thoroughly and agreed upon in 1963.12 It
established common standards for trade with the developing countries and focused
especially on the harmonisation of credit conditions. The conditions agreed upon were not
binding. Therefore, its members rarely followed the decisions and recommendations of the
CTA.
In the 1950s and early 1960s, the attempt to co-ordinate economic aid to developing
countries within the Comecon was on the whole a failure. Analogously to what happened
in the West, where national traditions, old imperial links and different budget conditions
were responsible for widely different policy options, East European countries were no
monolithic bloc and had different attitudes and ideas on how to co-operate with developing
countries. They also had different interests and tried to promote their views and resist
stricter bloc rules. Differences in attitude were clear and emerged throughout the
proceedings of the CTA. Yet, in some wider and less technical arenas, differences were
less marked. This was the case of the United Nations Conference on Trade and
Development (UNCTAD), where socialist countries did not miss the golden propaganda
opportunity to stress their unity as well as the differences between the blocs. Socialist
countries made specific efforts to co-ordinate their strategy and their rhetoric, highlighting
the differences between socialist solidarity and the egalitarian approach and Western
imperialism; they also appeared rather compact in their claim for speciality, adopting the
language and the formulas of UNCTAD. The first UNCTAD was the perfect stage on
which to identify with Third World demands and show a willingness to comply with the
requests of less-developed countries, at least in public.
The second stage: dialogue – exporting détente in the South?
Whereas until the early 1960s the plan was to represent a radical alternative, and the issue
was to highlight differences with the West, in the late 1960s the attitude changed
dramatically. A new trend was visible which allowed for East –West co-operation in
dealing with the South and its requests. Although détente did not imply the rejection of the
‘two world markets’ theory, disillusionment on the prospects for socialism in the South
was widespread in the Comecon. Developing countries did not fulfil the expectations of
the socialist countries. Some exploited the state-building instruments offered by the Soviet
and East European expertise and described themselves as socialist, mostly with some sort
of qualification: African socialism, Arab socialism. Very often, however, as archive
sources testify very clearly (for example in the case of Ghana or Tanganyika), East
European diplomats were sceptical about the socialist character of these countries and
their leaders.13
In addition, coping with the Third World was now increasingly felt as a burden.
Generally, this was the result of multiple failures, East, West and South. Probably the most
important issue that in the 1960s pushed for a convergence or an East – West dialogue on
the problems of the South was the debt problem, which had become critical and called for
co-operative action. Its disastrous impact had been understood but in the whole grossly
underestimated. Co-operative solutions were pursued both within the blocs and to allow
for East – West co-operation. In the Comecon, the way out of the problem was discussed at
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length in the CTA. The 1950s rule of sticking to the principle of balanced trade to
circumvent the possibility of insolvency had proved ineffective. In 1963, at the 5th meeting
of the CTA, the Soviet appeal was especially clear-cut: developing countries had to make
clear how they intended to pay back their debts if they were to be granted new aid. A lively
debate ensued in which East European partners argued that a strategy focused on the
promotion of small businesses was an available option to facilitate the repayment of
loans.14 The 14th meeting (Minsk, June 1968) decided to exclude the possibility of offering
loans without proof of an economic advantage.15
In the West, concern about the debt problem and with the prospect of repayment was
equally dramatic. In the mid 1960s, the US administration, preoccupied with the growing
credit race induced by East – West competition for influence in the newly independent
countries in Asia and Africa, launched the idea of involving Eastern bloc countries in a
joint strategy for the economic development of the South. Frank M. Coffin, Deputy
Administrator of the United States Agency for International Development (USAID),
suggested that the Soviets and their allies might be interested in establishing contacts
between the OECD and the Comecon with the goal of dealing with the debt of lessdeveloped countries.16 The Soviet Union, however, was rather reluctant. It refused to
support debt rescheduling, to share the burden for development assistance projects in
Afghanistan and to participate in the Asian Development Bank.17
The prospect of sharing the burden of aid to Third World countries became more
pressing in the late 1960s. West Germany was especially keen on exporting détente to the
South, the whole West German Ostpolitik having a specifically African aspect.18 In 1967,
West German Aid Minister Hans-Jürgen Wischnewski was convinced that ‘it was
perfectly possible for the USSR and Western donor countries to cooperate productively to
the benefit of the recipient country.’19 The social-democratic Friedrich Ebert Foundation
was very active in ‘depoliticising’ East – West trade by promoting co-operation with East
European countries in Africa. In the early months of 1968, joint co-operation projects were
worked out with Czechoslovakia and Romania. In the draft document elaborated by the
West German Foreign Ministry in May 1970, co-operation with East European countries
in providing aid to the South became a tenet of West German policy.20 West German firms
entered several joint ventures with state-owned enterprises both from Comecon countries
and developing countries.21
In the early Brezhnev years, dealings with the West and the South were kept distinct.
Relations with the West and especially with Western Europe were influenced by new,
‘depoliticised’ concepts. There was a more straightforward recognition of the role of
science and technology in furthering social evolution and the pursuit of modernisation
through Western credits and know-how. On the contrary, economic relations with the
South were still governed by the ‘old’ ideologies. Yet this did not mean that economic
thinking did not experience any change. Participation in specialised agencies of the United
Nations granted exposure to Western theories and produced a contamination of ideas. The
first open attack on the old orthodoxies is to be found in a 1963 article written by Leonid
Goncharov, deputy director of the Soviet Institute of Africa, who criticised the old rhetoric
on the disintegration of old capitalism under the blows of national-liberation movements.
Others reinforced this view: the world capitalist economy had adapted successfully to new
conditions, due to changes in policy and in structure. Neocolonialism was ‘a new policy,
carried out with new methods’.22 Nonetheless, the special socialist relationship between
the Soviet bloc and the Third World was never questioned. The disillusionment implied a
shift in priorities and a gradual change in strategies. The original formula for the
developing world was based on autarky: with the help of socialist aid, less-developed
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countries could curtail their relations with the West and introduce planning,
nationalisation and industrialisation which would produce rapid growth. In the 1960s,
when the debt problem became overwhelming, the formula changed: the direct
involvement of the state was not enough to grant progress. Some doubts on the
appropriateness of the Soviet model of industrialisation were emerging. Georgii Mirsky, a
leading Third World specialist at the Institute of World Economics and International
Relations (IMEMO), criticised both the emphasis on heavy industry and the strategy of
nationalisation.23 Officially, however, the failure of the Soviet model was attributed to
local problems, essentially corruption and the inability to form an efficient bureaucracy.
The new formula maintained that the state did not need to be burdened with an
unnecessary expansion of functions and that developing countries should try to turn into an
advantage their traditional function as raw-materials producers.
The 1970s: a new trade offensive?
The documents of the CTA offer convincing evidence of the turn towards economic
rationality that took place in the 1970s, when mutual advantage became the new
catchphrase. The developmental discourse of the 1960s almost vanished. Trade became
crucial, and the Eastern bloc became obsessed with importing strategic raw materials. This
new approach, called ‘international division of labour’, was aimed at constructing ‘stably
founded, mutually advantageous relations’.24
Economic rationality was characteristic of the new line after the 23rd Congress of the
Communist Party of the Soviet Union (PCUS) in 1966. The Chairman of the Council of
Ministers, Aleksei N. Kosygin, maintained that relations with less-developed countries
could help to make better use of the division of labour. There was a new effort to expand
economic relations beyond the circle of socialist-oriented countries, including those rich in
raw materials of interest to the Eastern bloc, like Morocco (phosphates) and Nigeria (oil).
The joint procurement of raw materials was given increasing relevance by the CTA. The
6th meeting of the Commission in 1964 was the first specifically devoted to the
organisation of the joint import of strategic raw materials.25 After 1967 the Soviet Union
made it clear that its European allies were expected to secure other sources of raw
materials in the Third World. In April 1971, at the Moscow meeting of the deputy
ministers for foreign trade of the Comecon, the issue was clearer than ever: the Soviet
Union declared that it was not able to satisfy the demand for oil from its partners. It offered
instead to mediate the purchase of oil from other sources.26 From then onwards, capital
investments had to be designed to achieve considerable growth in the supplies of fuel, raw
materials and metals. Industrial modernisation was now a secondary goal.27 The Soviet
Union offered to help. Details on how to get better conditions for the import of fuel and
other raw materials were discussed during the 22nd meeting of the CTA, in November
1970. The USSR was willing to sign agreements with producing countries and then
provide subcontracts to the other socialist countries.28 As for the exploration of new
sources of strategic raw materials29, East European countries were in a predicament which
is well documented in the Comecon sources: unable to finance huge projects on an
individual basis, they were left with no alternative but to enter bigger projects financed by
the Soviet Union. In turn, the Soviet Union was very keen to embark on co-operative and
multilateral initiatives. Its experts contended that ‘great opportunities reside in multilateral
cooperation’, which meant building joint export enterprises, jointly providing technical
assistance, and pooling resources in training personnel. The CTA meetings in the years
1971 –4 focused exclusively on the joint imports of raw materials. They mentioned Africa
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and the Arab countries as especially promising areas that could offer access to new sources
of oil and phosphates, which were much needed for the production of fertilisers.
Discussion revolved around specific projects, for example on oil in the deserts of Libya, on
phosphates in Egypt’s Western Desert (Abur-Tartur) and on the Kindia project in Guinea
for the extraction of bauxite.30
In order to improve relations with Third World countries, which complained about
Soviet and Eastern European aid, the Comecon adopted the habit of building joint
committees, involving experts from socialist countries and members of the recipient
developing country. The new co-operation agreements signed with Third World countries
invariably included provisions for the establishment of inter-governmental commissions
to meet at regular intervals in order to discuss and promote further commercial contacts.31
Originally a way to overcome the gap between expectations and offers and solve the
problems of aid, joint committees became an instrument for aid planning and a way to
implement a more comprehensive approach to aid. In the 1970s, the Comecon maintained
that its aid was not available for the building of a single industrial complex, but rather to
develop a whole sector of production.32
Efforts were also made to deepen financial relations with Third World countries. The
economic integration plan of August 1971 foresaw the gradual adoption of the convertible
rouble to settle accounts among Comecon countries and with developing countries as well.
The ‘old’ project of a socialist countries’ development bank33 was also on the agenda and
was implemented in January 1974, when the Comecon set up an international Investment
Bank with a 1 billion transferable rouble fund to promote economic and technical
assistance to developing countries. This, the socialist bloc maintained, was a great
opportunity for the developing countries. In the West and in the Third World it was
considered an opportunity to top up financing for developing countries.34
In the mid 1970s, the Comecon was pictured as an alternative model to the New
International Economic Order (NIEO). The official socialist view contended that the
future of North – South relations lay in the formula of ‘integration through equality’
offered by the Comecon.35 Comecon’s less-developed members (Mongolia, Cuba and
Vietnam), argued one East German specialist, were the ‘incontrovertible’ proof that such a
prospect was possible. However, in governmental circles and in the academic community
within the Soviet Union the recognition emerged that the establishment of an alternate,
worldwide economic order patterned on integration agreements set up in the Comecon was
not realistic.36 Nonetheless, the optimistic view was carried on until 1980, when Oleg
Bogolomov, head of the Institute of Economics of the World Socialist System (IEMSS),
stated: ‘The practice of international division of labour and cooperation within the
Comecon sets an example of a balanced and just solution of many of the problems posed
by the movement for the NIEO.’ The Comecon was the ‘real experience of restructuring
world economic relations on the principles of equality, interest of all the cooperating
countries, and friendly mutual assistance for the sake of common progress’. While
rejecting the requests of a fixed gross national product (GNP) quota for developing
countries, the USSR maintained that ‘the socialist countries have never plundered the
developing countries, nor do they derive today any unilateral advantages from their
relations with them.’ Therefore, they could not regard it as their moral duty to allot a fixed
share of their GNP to them in the form of aid.37
The Comecon countries rejected the claim that East and West were converging. They
had their own ‘Campaign to Restructure International Economic Relations in a
Progressive Way’. They refused to read reality through the lens of a North –South divide:
‘It is of immense importance for the successful and consistent struggle for a genuine
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democratisation of international economic relations that the countries in the socialist
community, like many developing countries, should refute the false Maoist notion of
world partition into North and South, into rich and poor countries; this has to be replaced
by the scientifically grounded notion of the partition of the world into two social
systems.’38 As Jacob Malik, the USSR’s representative at the UN General Assembly,
declared in September 1975, any definition of a North –South conflict where the Soviet
Union was put on the same side as the capitalist North was totally unacceptable. Harsh was
the Soviet judgement on dependency theorists, and amongst them expressly Samir Amin,
the personification of the theoretical radicalism of the Third World establishment; they
were especially disliked, because they placed socialist countries on the same level as the
capitalist North.39 The impression of a convergence between capitalist and socialist
countries, at the disadvantage of the Third World, was reinforced by the less critical
attitude of the USSR towards the EEC. In the third UNCTAD, which took place in
Santiago de Chile from 13 April to 21 May 1972, the Soviet Union was somewhat
moderate, more than it had ever been before. It was left to Bulgaria and Hungary to
criticise the protectionism of the EC Common Agricultural Policy. According to Jean
Durieux, then representing the EC Commission, the Soviet Union, though accusing the
European Community of discriminating against the socialist countries, used very mild
terms, while East European countries complained more vociferously about their exclusion
from trade preferences.40
The joint statement at the forth UNCTAD (Nairobi, 1976) spoke of a continuation in
strategy: ‘The socialist countries are determined to go on expanding their assistance to
the developing countries for the strengthening of the economic independence of those
countries, for the build-up of an economy with a modern structure, for the
implementation of socio-economic progressive changes.’41 In the late 1970s, according
to Soviet and East European planners, the role of the developing countries was to help
the USSR meet some raw-material and food shortages, demands turning from the strict
application of the principle of equality and mutual advantage toward co-operation on a
commercial basis.42
The case of the GDR is very interesting in this respect, because it offers convincing
evidence of the fact that East Europeans believed in trade with the South as a way to gain
currency surpluses. It shows very clearly how flawed their expectations were. In 1977, the
East German journalist Werner Lamberz, a prominent Socialist Unity Party of Germany
(SED) politburo member, reinvented the Third World as a tool to exit the first major
economic crisis of the Honecker era. He was convinced of the need to integrate trade with
developing countries into the GDR economy. On 20th December 1977 the Politburo
endorsed this view and decided to form a special commission for developing countries, the
so-called ‘Mittag-Kommission’.43 Trade with developing countries (arms sales included)
had to find a prominent place in East German economic planning and merge with the other
economic policies of the GDR. The GDR could import raw materials from African
countries and pay them back in development projects for agriculture and industry and/or in
assistance with institution-building. Weapons were another form of payment. According
to CIA figures, arms trade enabled the Eastern bloc, and especially the USSR, to cover its
deficits in trade with several developing countries and to supplement Soviet hard-currency
earnings.44 Although not reported in official GDR statistics, arms sales and military
training were routinely conducted and were generally described as ‘solidarity assistance’.
The main recipients of East German aid in the late 1970s were Ethiopia, Mozambique and
Angola. Coffee imported from these countries was often paid for with weapons,
machinery, transportation, electric equipment and appliances. Development projects
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completed the picture. In Ethiopia the GDR participated in a few joint ventures.45 East
Germany was soon unable to balance the growing trade deficit with these countries.
One of the first resolutions of the Mittag-Kommission (4 May 1978) concerned the
establishment of joint ventures in less-developed countries.46 These deals could grant the
supply of raw materials in the long run, or offer new opportunities for the export of
machinery. As economic return for the GDR had to be proven and capital invested had to
be guaranteed, the GDR had a strong preference for joint ventures with state-owned
firms.47 The first country considered for a joint company was Libya, which was already
negotiating oil supplies at a good price in exchange for economic (and military) cooperation in Third World countries (Syria, Ethiopia, Angola and Mozambique). Military
agreements with Libya were part of the deal, but East German offers did not meet Libya’s
expectations.48 Other East European countries tried to attract petrodollars and invited Arab
investment in their countries. For example the construction of the Adria pipeline was
partly financed with Kuwaiti and Libyan funds.49 The most promising strategy, however,
was the so-called tripartite co-operation.
The South as playground for East –West economic rapprochement?
One of the most significant innovations in the years of détente was the development of
Tripartite Industrial Cooperation (TIC). Described by some contemporaries as of great
symptomatic interest, TIC projects were and are considered an element that facilitated the
transformation of the East – West conflict from rivalry into partnership.50 While at first
based on fortuitous ad hoc arrangements, at the end of the 1970s interstate agreements for
joint activities in third countries and joint East –West companies that operated on Third
World markets experienced a steady growth. Typically, tripartite projects originated in
tenders from the developing country. Western firms provided management and the most
advanced technology and equipment, the Eastern bloc provided the intermediate level of
machinery and know-how, while developing countries supplied labour and raw materials.
Another less common version saw the Soviet Union teaming up with the more advanced
among the less-developed countries for the construction and design of industrial projects,
the extraction of raw materials, and the provision of consulting services in other
developing states. Especially common in the energy sector (68% in the production of
electric power: two-thirds in thermal power plants, generally alongside desalinisation
plants, and one third in hydroelectric power plants) and in oil refining, TIC projects
experienced a dramatic increase after 1975.51
While in the early phases trilateral industrial co-operation was under study by the UN
Economic Commission for Europe52, in the 1970s it was dealt with in the UNCTAD.
It was kept distinct from most East – West industrial co-operation because the USSR
wanted to avoid identification with a Eurocentric position. Mikhail Davydov, the head of
UNCTAD Division for Trade with Socialist Countries, argued that for the less-developed
countries tripartite co-operation was a way to profit from détente. He was confident that
‘the normalization of political relations between the socialist countries of Eastern Europe
and the developed market economy countries, and the parallel intensification of East –
West economic links could not fail to have a beneficial effect on the developing
countries.’53
Several analysts interpreted the evolution of trilateral co-operation as the result of a
new openness on the side of the socialist countries inviting Western firms to construct a
variety of plants. According to Western views, Eastern Europe was seeking the necessary
support to win contracts in international bidding on invitations from the developing
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countries.54 Western procedures and business practices were more efficient and
technology was widely welcome, while Eastern bloc technology was subject to the
grievances originating from the recipients, for which quality and prices never seemed
right. The collapse of the high-technology myth that had inspired socialist bloc countries
became undeniable.
East European countries were from the start very keen on trilateral co-operation, less
so the Soviet Union. Here, debates had been going on since the second half of the 1960s,
when the problem of exporting to the developing world was discussed and some of the
reasons for the Soviet predicament (the quality of machinery or the lack of spare parts and
service) were also mentioned.55 The first joint venture in which the Soviets participated
with the West was Technicon Spa, a joint Soviet-Italian company that involved
Italimpianti (a subsidiary of Italy’s Institute for Industrial Reconstruction, IRI) and the
Soviet Licensintorg; established in 1977 in Genoa, it constructed steel and tinplate plants
in third countries. Despite the initial doubts, the Soviet share in trilateral projects soon
topped that of Eastern Europe.
Whether trilateral co-operation could surpass the formula of East – West seller/
developing-country buyer and evolve into a form of real partnership was not certain.
It looked more like co-operation in rather than co-operation with the developing countries.
Socialist analysts presented it as a second-best solution for the developing countries,
immediately after membership in the Comecon. They praised the special role of the
socialist countries of Eastern Europe, which allegedly ‘were prepared to assume the role of
accommodating and bringing into harmony the interests of the other two partners’.56
‘If you cannot beat them, join them’: with this motto Aroon K. Basak, deputy director
and the World Bank official responsible for the United Nations Industrial Development
Organization (UNIDO) co-operative programme described the socialist bloc strategy of
the 1970s and especially the move toward tripartite co-operation.57 At the base of this
transformation was also a different way of looking at development as well as at the Third
World. Never fully convinced by the concept of the Third World as a homogenous group,
Soviet and East European experts now openly declared that the unity of the Third World
was a myth and the idea of a special role for the Third World in the world economy needed
to be rejected. The Third World was not acting as one, nor were national-liberation
movements. This was considered a success for imperial strategies. Capitalism had been on
the whole successful in its relations with the developing countries, Georgii Mirsky stated
at the end of the 1970s, while Karen Brutents, an expert on African and Asian matters and
a member of the International Department of the Central Committee of the CPSU,
authoritatively re-stated in a 1978 article in Pravda on ‘Imperialism and the Liberated
Countries’ that capitalism had adapted well to the new conditions after decolonisation and
now used more sophisticated forms of exploitation.58
This revised approach partly had to do with the failure to establish a socialist
international division of labour with developing countries. In the 1970s socialist aid was
still aiming at economic integration between Comecon and the countries of the South, with
a special role for co-operation in prospecting for minerals. Tripartite agreements were
considered the key strategic evolution in the immediate future. East European economists
did not believe in the complementarity of East and South economies anymore. They
tended to think that the South was already moving toward competition. Both groups, they
contended, had similar supply-led and investment-hungry economies. Their structures
were therefore not sufficiently complementary and a broader (world) trade basis, including
the West, would be ideal.59 Some argued that since developing countries were capitalist,
the USSR should not offer hand-outs but organise remunerative economic relations in

European Review of History—Revue européenne d’histoire

193

order not to help promote capitalism. The expression used was ‘mutual benefit’, because
the use of the word profit was a problem both domestically and abroad.
In the early 1980s, social scientists from the socialist countries took advantage of
several opportunities to seek dialogue with Western colleagues. One of the most
interesting was the sixth Workshop on East – West European Economic Interaction,
organised by the Vienna Institute for Comparative Economic Studies in Dubrovnik in May
1980. Here, speakers from Eastern Europe still insisted that their ideal was a new order
whose goal was not simply redistribution of wealth, but rather radical change within the
structures of national societies. All saw development as an integrated process, and stressed
the importance of the creation of an educational system designed for the needs of the
future. It was generally recognised that the international funding of the South must
continue, but the strategies should change. The stress on technology especially had
changed, in the rejection of an overarching formula for ‘appropriate technology’: no ‘small
is beautiful’ nor ‘big is wonderful’ but rather the analysis of what could be in each case the
appropriate mix of technologies. Although promoting autonomy, they contended that it
was no longer synonymous with autarky. Between mutual interest (development is
beneficial to all, the rich and the poor alike) and the moral appeal to equity (redistribution
requires sacrifices by the rich)60 socialist countries chose the first over the last, which was
attributed to the report by the international commission headed by Willy Brandt, ‘NorthSouth: a Program for Survival’.61 The Brandt Report had a good reception in the Eastern
bloc. The economist Leon Zalmanovich Zevin, Director of the Division for Relations with
Developing Countries at the Institute for the Socialist World Economic System of the
Academy of Science, Moscow, for example, edited a whole book on the food problem in
order to counterpoint its suggestion from the point of view of socialist orthodoxy.62
Socialist countries also showed an interest in the reports of the Club of Rome, the global
think tank that raised considerable public attention in 1972 with its report on the limits to
growth, of which they particularly appreciated the connection between development and
disarmament. Their criticism, more than at Western views, was directed toward the NIEO,
whose exclusive concern with trade was, in their view, misleading.
The new approach to East – South relations was linked to the different perception of the
global. The 1970s have been described as the years of the shock of the global, of the crisis
after the boom.63 Under the multiple blows of the economic and social crisis and of
perceived new threats (unchecked growth, energy dependence, ecological problems), the
paradigm of progress and the grand narratives of industrialisation were questioned, in the
West and in the East alike. Margarita Maximova, head of the Soviet Scientific Council of
Philosophy and Global Problems, remarked that ‘despite all the differences and
contradictions of the two world markets’, they found themselves ‘in a definite mutual
interaction’, and showed common tendencies that operated in the world economy as a
whole.64 Increasingly, amongst East European and Soviet economists, the issue was to
promote a mixed economy in developing countries with a substantial role for domestic and
foreign private capital.65 The solution to the problems of the South required a co-operative
East – West approach: ‘Those powerful objective tendencies, which have given birth to
détente and to the growth of international cooperation in many fields, permit one to expect
the possibility of attaining an agreed upon, wise approach to the solution of the problems
connected with overcoming backwardness of the developing countries.’66
Consequently, the Soviets presented themselves, as far as North – South relations are
concerned, as reformists, not as revolutionaries.67 This change of direction was
responsible for a growing gap between new Soviet thinking and perceptions of radical
leaders in the Third World: the latter still thought in ‘old’ terms and perceived the new
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Soviet line as a betrayal. The most striking manifestation of the change in strategy
emerged in 1981, when Mozambique was refused entry into Comecon. This event
signalled the collapse of the rhetoric of a special East –South solidarity: not all Third
World countries were equal, not all possessed the right level of development to integrate
with the socialist system.
Conclusion
The change in ideas on development and on East – South relations that took place
throughout the 1970s is epitomised in the lifetime works of Leon Zalmanovich Zevin,
Director of the Division for Relations with Developing Countries at the Institute for the
Socialist World Economic System of the Academy of Science, Moscow. In his writings,
the four stages of the transformation of socialist doctrine on development are clearly
recognisable. A first stage is characterised by mutual interest; a second by the idea of
integration of less-developed countries in the Comecon; a third by criticism of the NIEO;
a fourth by the rejection of the close economic grouping between the socialist bloc and
developing countries. In his 1971 article, ‘Problems of Increasing the Stability and
Effectiveness of Economic Relations between the USSR and the Developing Countries’,
Zevin discusses ‘mutually advantageous economic collaboration’ and the international
division of labour with the ‘Third World’.68 The main idea was that there existed a
congruity of interests, which consisted of the stability of trade flows for the fulfilment of
planned targets. Geological prospecting operations and the development of productive
forces are mentioned as the focus of co-operation.
In his thorough analysis on Economic Cooperation of Socialist and Developing
Countries (1976) the focus slightly changed.69 Crucial here was the rejection of autarky as
a main strategy and the re-launch of participation in the Comecon Comprehensive
Programme promoting large-scale joint production and specialisation. The idea of the
comprehensive development of natural resources was explained through the example of
the Aswan Dam. Special stress was laid on what was singled out as Comecon vocation, i.e.
the involvement of countries (the example given is Mongolia) at different stages of
development. Joint ventures (in trade more than in production) were explicitly mentioned
as a specific and promising feature of new East – South relations.
In his 1980 article devoted to trilateral co-operation, Zevin discussed slightly different
topics.70 Characteristic here were the criticism of the NIEO and doubts on the prospects of
East – West co-operation due to the re-emergence of Cold War tones. He started with a
comprehensive evaluation of development issues, offering an interpretation of the reasons
for past failures: the ‘elitist form’ preferred by Third World leaders, the failure of import
substitution and of export-oriented strategies due to skyrocketing debts, the lack of
‘progressive transformation within a country’. This was a typical concern for Soviet
scholars in the 1970s, which attributed slow growth to such factors as unrealistic planning,
excessive and corrupt bureaucracies, and unreasonable nationalisation planning.
Development could only be successful if understood as a complex social phenomenon,
argued Zevin. This was why the NIEO programme would never work: it focused only on
international redistribution, and it relegated the restructuring of production to the
background. For developing countries, he continued, co-operation with developed
countries ‘including those with different social systems’ was the key to success. Especially
highlighted were the advantages of tripartite co-operation, where the socialist country
could help the developing nation to get rid of the one-sided attachment to the world
capitalist economy. The conclusion was politically sharp: trilateral co-operation could
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only flourish if the international tensions of the Cold War were overcome and ‘if the
senseless spending . . . on a new spiral of the arms race’ were rejected.71 Later on, Zevin
changed his position once again. In a study of the mid 1980s, deeply grounded in the ongoing international debates on development typical in international organisations and
especially the UNCTAD, the reference was still to the joint East – South struggle ‘against
the unequal system of international relations’. The conclusions, however, were
inconsistent: the strategy was no longer ‘directed at forming a close economic grouping’
with Third World countries.72
During détente, East – South relations underwent a complete overhaul. Socialist
countries moved from the defence of import substitution and the prescription of curtailing
Western presence, through the integration of trade relations with the Comecon, towards
the idea of a worldwide division of labour where the West could have a positive role in
fostering development. At first reluctant in admitting unqualified economic interdependence, in the end they saw participation in the Western-dominated world economy as a
necessity, thus giving further substance to the thesis of convergence that socialist
commentators and ideologues were still rejecting with some animosity.73 In the 1980s the
European state-socialist regimes had to face their very special case of the shock of the
global: they could no longer function as a closed system, they lost their bet on high
technology, and they were not even attractive for developing countries. In the crisis of
industrial society, the myth of socialist modernity as a variant of industrial modernity had
definitely collapsed.74
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On this see Lorenzini, “Globalising Ostpolitik.”
Amembassy Paris (Bohlen), Paris Speech of FRG Aid Minister Wischnewski, 15 May 1967,
NARA, Central Foreign Policy Files 1967– 1969, box 440.
Report on the Friedrich Ebert Foundation’s 1967 Annual Meeting, 24 January 1968, in NARA,
Central Foreign Policy Files 1967– 1969, box 440; Entwicklungshilfe des Ostens, Bonn 23
September 1968, IIIB1 Schleich, 81.02/0, in PA AA, B58 IIIB1 848; Entwurf, Zusammenarbeit
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