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TOWN TWINNING 
IN THE COLD WAR 
WORLD

Abstract: Town twinning refers to a practice of creating bonds between pairs 
of towns located in diff erent countries in order to enable interactions between 
municipalities and townspeople in such fi elds as culture, education and 
local development. As an extensive and organized activity, town twinning 
started in the aft ermath of the Second World War to provide material aid to 
those who had suff ered fr om the war and to promote fr iendship and mutual 
understanding between former enemies.    
Owing to this kind of background, town twinning contained intrinsic 
potential for transnational interaction and for bridging divides. Yet fr om the 
1950s, town twinning started to play a role in the cultural Cold War as one 
of those means which were used in the competition for cultural and political 
infl uence by both blocs. In the West, town twinning with western partners 
was encouraged in order to reinforce its cultural legacy against communism. 
Along with this kind of a bonding model of twinning, a so called bridging 
model appeared as relationships were established between East and West 
bloc towns. Even though East – West twinning activities obviously were 
characterized by the Cold War spirit of rivalry, they should not merely be 
considered fr om the viewpoint of such competition. In accordance with its 
original idea, town twinning also enabled encounters between people living 
on the opposite sides of the Iron Curtain and, therefore, the dimension of 
interaction should not be neglected in the research concerning the Cold War 
twinning activities.
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 Confrontation and rivalry have usually 
constituted the starting point for discussion on the cultural contacts between the 
East and the West during the Cold War era. As a part of the attempts to illuminate 
more diversifi ed fabric of human and cultural transnational encounters during this 
period, my article shall focus on an activity that had its background in the post-war 
eff orts to generate peace and understanding between people and provided thus 
intrinsically a channel for interaction in the Cold War world as well.

Th is channel, town twinning, represents a special form of municipal inter-
nationalism (Ewen and Hebbert 2007, 340). Taking place under the level of gov-
ernments and high politics, it has sometimes been characterized as municipal or 
citizen diplomacy. Th e aim of creating bonds between pairs of towns located in dif-
ferent countries is to enable co-operation between municipalities and townspeople 
in such fi elds as culture, education and local development. Twinning is oft en based 
on formal agreements and is supposed to be reciprocal. Moreover, the relationships 
do not limit themselves to single projects but enable a variety of activities on a 
regular basis. Th ese include the exchanges of offi  cial delegations, schoolchildren 
and students; sports events; theatre, fi lm, dance and musical performances; visits 
by diff erent kinds of artists, members of professional organizations and hobbyists; 
festivals and fairs; exhibitions; experiments in the other community’s cuisine; the 
sharing of technical and other expertise and sometimes assistance in the form of 
material aid, equipment, advice and information (Zelinsky 1991, 3, 27).

Town twinning movement emerged from the human suff ering and material 
devastation caused by the Second World War. Already during the war, some towns 
started to send material aid to such localities that were badly hit by warfare. Th e 
link that was established between British Coventry and Soviet Stalingrad in 1944 
is oft en referred to as the fi rst town twinning. It arose out of the desire of ordi-
nary people of Coventry, who themselves had experienced severe bomb damage, to 
help others living even in more desperate conditions. Another example of wartime 
contacts is the connection between Canadian Vancouver and Soviet Odessa, from 
1944 as well (Zelinsky 1991, 5–6; Coventry 2012). In addition to these relation-
ships between cities located in the Allies, partnerships were also formed between 
Nordic municipalities. From 1940, material aid was sent from the towns of the 
neutral Sweden to Finland that was attacked by the Soviet Union. Th ese contacts 
between Swedish and Finnish municipalities persisted throughout the war, when 
Finland continued its fi ght against the Soviet Union as an ally of Germany, and 
the post-war reconstruction period.1

1  From the early 1950s, the nature of these links started to shift  from aid to cultural co-operation 
Korppi-Tommola 1982; (see: Sandberg 1995, 141–142).
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Whereas human and material aid had marked the wartime town twinning, 
another kind of mission emerged when the war was over. Interaction at grassroots 
level became an important tool when reconciliation was sought between former 
enemies. Th e idea of friendship and mutual understanding was also connected 
with the desire to prevent new wars and this motivated some municipal leaders 
and private citizens in Western Europe to create contacts with their former en-
emies in the fi elds of culture, education, leisure activities and professional life. Th e 
fi rst such contacts seem to have been those between British and West German 
towns, Bristol and Hanover probably forming the fi rst pair in 1947. Other pairs 
of British – West German and to some extent American – West German munici-
palities as well followed this example (Weyreter 2003, 37, 40). Nevertheless, the 
most extensive twinning movement developed between French and West German 
towns. Th is Franco – German municipal co-operation started in 1950 with the 
twinning of French Montbéliard and German Ludwigsburg. Th e number of twin-
nings between French and West German towns increased rapidly and, at the end 
of the Cold War, these made up about twelve per cent of all recorded twinnings 
in the world (Campbell 1987, 77–82; Zelinsky 1991, table 3 p. 12–13, table 5 
p. 14).

In accordance with the principles of friendship and mutual understanding 
that were the essence of town twinning, the appellations used in diff erent languag-
es to describe this practice bear the idea of closeness as well. Town twinning and 
the twin town are expressions used in British English whereas the sister city is the 
term in North America. Similarly, French ville jumélee (twin town) and Russian го-
род-побратим (brother town) refer to kinship while Swedish vänskapsort, Finnish 
ystävyyskaupunki and German Partnerstadt refer to friendship or companionship. 

When the post–war spirit of peace turned into the rivalry between two com-
peting blocs, such ideals as reconciliation and maintaining peace were accompanied 
by new goals, which draw town twinning into the toolbox of the Cold War. Even 
though those involved in twinning activities in the West still represented munici-
pal institutions, some of them exercised rather the foreign policies of their govern-
ments than acted primarily on the basis of local interests (Bautz 2002, 236ff ; Vion 
2002; Clarke 2010). Th is resulted from the all-embracing nature of the Cold War, 
where rivalries over political infl uence did not limit to the level of high politics and 
superpower diplomacy but were also extended to other fi elds of human action. An 
essential part of the Cold War was the competition for the hearts and minds of or-
dinary people. Both blocs emphasized the supremacy of their political system and 
life style and, therefore, saw the importance of reinforcing their cultural infl uence 
inside the bloc as well as of extending it to the other side of Iron Curtain. Con-
cerning the fi rst aim of the cultural Cold War, the most famous example consists of 
the endeavours of US government to prove to West Europeans the high quality of 
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American culture, for which it used plenty of money by organizing varied cultural 
exchanges (Stonor Saunders 1999; Scott-Smith and Krabbendam 2003).

Considering town twinning from the viewpoint of states that have been in-
volved, a distinction between a bridging and a bonding model of twinning pro-
vides a fruitful frame for discussing the Cold War twinning activities. Th e bonding 
model of twinning refers to cultural and civic exchanges between towns located in 
countries that can be regarded basically similar, for example countries having the 
similar political systems or on similar level of economic development. Th us twin-
nings between towns located in the West bloc countries or in developed industri-
alized countries can be characterized bonding ones. Th e bridging model, for its 
part, depicts relationships that are created between towns located in countries that 
diff er from each other for instance in terms of the political system or economic 
development. Consequently, twinnings between towns on diff erent sides of the 
Iron Curtain or between towns in developed and developing countries can be seen 
as bridging relationships (Clarke 2010, 177–178, 185–186).

In Western Europe, the bonding model of twinning was predominant and 
actually favoured by certain forces that promoted and coordinated transnational 
municipal cooperation. Th ough local initiative had been decisive for the emergence 
of town twinning movement, a few international organizations assumed an impor-
tant role in advancing this activity. One of these, Council of European Municipali-
ties (CEM), believed that by creating and maintaining relations with other West 
European municipalities the western cultural legacy could be reinforced against 
communism (Vion 2002, 627–631; Clarke 2010, 175–178). Similarly, from the 
mid-1950s the United States encouraged its towns to seek twinning partners from 
the so called free world in order to strengthen American cultural infl uence there 
(Zelinsky 1991, 7–8). However, along with the tendency for bonding twinning 
relations, eff orts were made in Western Europe, particularly in France, to create 
contacts with East block towns as well. On the organizational level, United Towns 
Organization (UTO), a body originally created for preserving the French language, 
advocated links between blocs. Such twinnings formed a part of its pursuits to ori-
ent outside Western Europe, which also included the Th ird World. Consequently, 
bridging model can also be discovered in the twinnings established by West Euro-
pean municipalities. Yet it is quite obvious that these contacts refl ected Cold War 
politics. On the one hand, West European communists were suspected of using 
town twinning for their own political purposes in domestic arena. On the other 
hand, it is probable that sometimes such twinnings were motivated by the desire to 
diff use western ideas and culture through the Iron Curtain. Still, it is possible that 
these inter-bloc twinnings were, at least partly, motivated by the genuine wish to 
bridge the political divide and to learn something about each other’s culture (Vion 
2002, 632–639; Clarke 2010, 179–185). 
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On the Eastern side, the benefi ts of town twinning were recognized from 
the mid-1950s. Soviet Union showed interest in establishing contacts with non-
socialist countries at the municipal level in order to promote its strategy for peace-
ful coexistence. At the same time, this provided opportunities for showing socialist 
achievements and promoting socialist way of life to Western people. Towards the 
end of the 1950s, German Democratic Republic became active, motivated by the 
desire for the recognition of its international status (Bautz 2002, 263–264, 333; 
Weyreter 2003, 41).

Nevertheless, viewing the totality of twinning relations, their vast major-
ity was established between towns located in Western countries. Considering the 
number of twinnings, the most active countries were those where the fi rst initia-
tives had been taken: France, West Germany, the United States and United King-
dom as well as Nordic countries Denmark, Norway, Finland and Sweden. None 
of the socialist countries ranked high with their twinning contacts, Soviet Union 
coming only 15th and East Germany 19th. Considering partners, the general pat-
tern is that those of western towns in most cases were other western towns. By con-
trast, from the viewpoint of Eastern bloc, the greater number of their contacts was 
established with western towns, making up about 60 per cent of their twinnings. 
Th ese relations suggest to a pattern of bridging the Iron Curtain though it is likely 
that a considerable part of them originated only during the last years of the Cold 
War (Zelinsky 1991, 8, table 4 p. 13, table 5 p. 14; Weyreter 2003, 40).

Th e background of town twinning movement with its aim to build bridges 
between people divided by the hostilities of war prompts to explore Cold War 
inter-bloc twinnings henceforward from the viewpoint of interaction. It might be 
tempting to bypass town twinning as a less relevant phenomenon and label it as an 
activity made up of ritualistic performances and superfi cial contacts exemplifi ed, 
for instance, by the visits of offi  cial delegations. Nevertheless, as town twinning 
included various kinds of activities which enabled travelling and contacts through 
the Iron Curtain, the nature of these contacts is not at all self-evident and deserves 
a closer look. Moreover, it is not self-evident either which kind of role governmen-
tal politics played in these activities even in those cases where Cold War cultural 
policies had contributed to the establishment of twinning relations. Th ere might 
still have been room for manoeuvring at the municipal level. In any case, in addi-
tion to intended consequences, twinning activities may also have had unintended 
consequences like any human activity.
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