
What was the Cold War?01

Key concepts:  Signifi cance and causation
This book is concerned with the period 1945–1989, the years recognized as the ‘Cold 
War’ era. Cold War is the term used to describe periods of hostility and high tension 
between states that stop just short of war. In the period 1945–1989, this was the 
situation that existed between the two great post-war superpowers, the United States 
and the USSR.

The USA and the USSR had emerged as the two competing superpowers following 
the defeat of Nazi Germany in 1945. Rather than being traditional enemies, expected 
at some time to enter into conflict, the rapid escalation of nuclear armament by both 
of these countries made the results of any possible direct conflict unthinkable. It was 
of paramount importance to find new strategies to avoid escalation to the level of 
nuclear warfare. This situation led to 45 years of ideological conflict, a conventional 
and nuclear arms race, and wars fought by proxy on the battlefields of Asia, Africa, 
and Latin America. It also involved economic rivalry and the development of huge 
espionage networks, as each side tried to infiltrate the other to discover military and 
strategic secrets.

It was American journalist Walter Lippmann, writing for the New Herald in 1947, who 
popularized the term ‘Cold War’ to describe the relationship developing between the 
USA and the USSR, while the US President of the time, Harry S Truman, preferred the 
phrase ‘the war of nerves’.

Communism versus Capitalism
To understand the fundamental di� erences that existed between the USA and the 
USSR in 1945, and why these two countries were perceived by many as inevitable 
enemies, it is important to understand the key di� erences between their economic 
and political philosophies, that is, the opposing ideologies of Capitalism and 
Communism.

The Bolshevik Revolution in Russia in 1917 saw Vladimir Lenin and the Bolshevik 
Party establish the world’s first Communist state based on the ideas of the 19th-century 
economic philosopher Karl Marx. For the leaders of the United States and other 
countries in the West, these ideas seemed to threaten the very basis of their societies.

TWO RIVAL IDEOLOGIES

The West The USSR

Economic di�erences:
Individuals should be able to compete with each 
other with a minimum of state interference and 
make as much money as they wish. 
This is known as Capitalism.
Individuals are thus encouraged to work hard by 
the promise of individual reward.

Political di�erences:
Individuals choose the government through 
voting. There is a range of political parties to 
choose from.
Individuals have certain rights, such as freedom 
of speech and freedom of the press.
This is known as liberal democracy.

Economic di�erences:
Capitalism creates divisions between rich and 
poor. Thus all businesses and farms should be 
owned by the state on behalf of the people. 
This is known as Communism.
Goods will be distributed to individuals by the 
state. Everyone will thus get what is needed and 
everyone will be working for the collective good.

Political di�erences:
There is no need for a range of political parties, 
as the Communist Party truly represents the 
views of all the workers and rules on behalf of 
the people.
Individual freedoms valued by the West are not 
necessary.
This is a one-party state.

<Caption TBC: please insert 
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Increasing hostility
The mutual suspicion between the West and the Soviet Union manifested itself in 
various ways between the Bolshevik Revolution (1917) and the start of World War 
Two (1939):

 ● the intervention of the West in the Russian Civil War (1918–1922) supporting the 
conservative forces – the Whites – in their attempt to overthrow the new Bolshevik 
government

 ● the fact that the USSR did not receive diplomatic recognition or join the League of 
Nations until 1934

 ● the appeasement of Adolf Hitler and the Nazis in the 1930s by the West; this was 
partly motivated by a fear of Soviet Communism, which at the time was stronger 
than the fear of German Fascism

 ● the Non-Aggression Pact (Nazi–Soviet Pact) between the Soviet Union and Nazi 
Germany signed in 1939, which allowed Hitler to concentrate on attacking the West.

Idealism versus self-interest
The USA and the USSR each believed that its particular political philosophy was the 
‘right’ one – that its respective system was the most fair and the best for creating a just 
society. How they translated these opposing ideologies in practice is outlined below. 
You can see that each side believed that it o� ered the only true path to ‘peace, freedom, 
justice, and plenty’ for all. However, behind the idealism, the USA and the USSR were 
also motivated by their own self-interests.

USA USSR

What ideals underpinned the view of each country?

 ● Idealism of Presidents Woodrow Wilson and 
Franklin D Roosevelt

 ● Struggle for a better world based on collective 
security, political self-determination, and 
economic integration

 ● Peace, freedom, justice, and plenty

 ● Marxist idealism and Stalinism
 ● Struggle for a better world based on 
international socialism

 ● Peace, freedom, justice, and plenty

How was this to be achieved by each country?

 ● Achieved by democracy/Capitalism and 
international co-operation

 ● Achieved by spreading Soviet-style 
Communism

What elements of self-interest lay behind each country’s ideals?

 ● The need to establish markets and open doors 
to free trade

 ● The desire to avoid another economic crisis of 
the magnitude of 1929

 ● President Truman and most of the post-war 
US administration’s belief that what’s good for 
America is good for the world

 ● The need to secure borders
 ● The need to recover from the e�ects of World 
War Two

 ● The need to regain strength as the ‘nursery of 
Communism’

 ● Stalin’s belief that what’s good for the USSR is 
good for workers of the world

So, what really motivated the foreign policies of the USA and the USSR – idealism, or 
simply old-fashioned imperialism? It could be a matter of ‘perception’. As you will see 
from the events after 1945, it is sometimes very difficult to separate actions based on 
ideology from those based on self-interest.

What was the significance of Stalinism?
At this juncture it is important to establish what the Soviet leader Josef Stalin’s own 
particular ‘brand’ of Communism meant. It was a Soviet Union-driven by ‘Stalinism’ 
that faced the Capitalist powerhouse of the United States in 1945, and some historians 
believe that this was a key factor in the development of the Cold War. (For further 
discussion on the historiography of the Cold War, see chapter 4.)

Stalin had taken over the leadership of the Soviet Union after the death of 
Lenin, becoming sole leader by the late 1920s. His policies included the ruthless 
collectivization of all farms, which led to the deaths of millions of agricultural 
workers. He also started a series of ‘fi ve-year plans’ in industry, which dramatically 
increased industrial production and put the USSR into a position where it could greatly 
contribute to the defeat of Nazi Germany in 1945. In the 1930s, Stalin launched the 
Great Terror, which resulted in purges of all political opponents, as well as millions of 
ordinary people, who were executed or sent to the gulags (slave labour camps). 

By 1945, Stalinism meant:

 ● the dominance of Stalin over the party, and the party over state institutions
 ● a powerful state security machine
 ● the ruthless maintenance of power by the elimination of opposing leaders, groups, or 
entire sections of the population

 ● the development of a regime associated with paranoia and violence.

Stalin’s role in World War Two 
Stalin had hoped an attack from Hitler could be delayed indefinitely 
by signing the Nazi–Soviet Pact in 1939. However, in June 1941, the 
Germans felt they could no longer hold o�  action on the Eastern front 
and, despite the fact that Britain had not yet been defeated, launched 
Operation Barbarossa against the Soviet Union in January 1943.

The Red Army was ill-prepared to resist the Nazis, having had most of 
its experienced and talented officers killed in Stalin’s purges. Stalin had 
also ignored repeated warnings from the West. The Ukraine was quickly 
overrun and the German army besieged Leningrad and reached the 
outskirts of Moscow. However, the Soviets were able to prevent the Germans 
taking Moscow, and after the Soviet victory at Stalingrad the Nazis were 
slowly pushed back towards Berlin.

Stalin’s key role in the final victory over Nazi Germany 
in Europe not only made him more secure and more 
powerful in the Soviet Union, but it also put the Soviet 
Union in a strong position to emerge as one of the 
leading powers of the post-war world.

Joseph Stalin, leader of the 
Soviet Union, 1928–1953.
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Activity 1 Thinking skillsATL

What do the statistics on the map above indicate about the di�erent positions of a) the Soviet Union and 
b) Europe as a whole compared to that of the USA in 1945?

Why did the USA and the USSR emerge as 
superpowers after 1945?

American statesman and politician Dean Acheson wrote of the situation in the 
aftermath of World War Two: ‘The whole world structure and order that we had 
inherited from the 19th century was gone.’ In 1945, the ‘Old Powers’, that is Britain and 
France, had been shown to be no longer able to maintain peace on their own, while the 
USA and USSR emerged from World War Two as significantly more powerful than 
they had been before the war. Why was this?

Military reasons
 ● To defeat Germany, the USA had become the number-one air-force power in the world.
 ● To defeat Germany, the USSR had become the number-one land-force power in the 
world.

 ● France’s and Britain’s inability to defeat Germany had changed the balance of power. 
They had become ‘second-rank’ powers.

 ● The USSR now lacked any strong military neighbours. This made it the regional power.

Economic reasons
 ● The USA’s economy was strengthened by the war. It was now able to out-produce all 
the other powers put together.

 ● The USA was committed to more ‘open trade’. Its politicians and businesspeople 
wanted to ensure liberal trade, and market competition flourished. The United States 
was willing to play an active role in avoiding the re-emergence of the disastrous pre-
war pattern of trade blocs and tari� s.

 ● The USA had the economic strength to prevent a return to instability in Europe.
 ● The small Eastern European countries that had been created after World War One 
were not economically viable on their own, so they needed the support of a stronger 
neighbour, and the USSR could replace Germany in this role.

Political reasons
 ● For the West, the outcome of World War Two showed that the ideals of democracy 
and international collaboration had triumphed over Fascism. Thus the political 
system of the USA was the right path for the future.

 ● For the Soviet Union, it was Communism that had triumphed over fascism. Indeed, 
Communism had gained widespread respect in Europe because of its part in resisting 
the Germans.

 ● The USSR’s huge losses, and the role of 
the Red Army in defeating the Nazis, 
gave Stalin a claim to great influence in 
forming the post-war world.

 ● The USSR had the political (as well 
as military) strength to prevent a 
return to instability in Eastern Europe. 
Communism could fill the political 
vacuum there.

Given the new positions of the USA 
and the USSR in 1945, and their relative 
strength compared to the weakened 
European countries, it is not surprising 
that they were to become the key players 
in establishing the post-war settlement 
in Europe that created the new political 
map. It was during this process, however, 
that the Alliance set up during the war 
collapsed, and by 1949 – only four years 
after the end of the war – the state of 
Cold War had come into existence. This 
international situation was to last 40 years, 
until the collapse of the Soviet Union in 
1989.

Key stages in the Cold War are 
outlined in this timeline, which 
is useful for quick reference 
when constructing essay 
plans and document-based 
responses.
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The statistics here vary 
in different historical 
sources. Why might this 
be the case?

What does this suggest 
about the use of statistics 
for the historian?

Cold War timeline

Great Britain
total deaths

357 000
USSR

total deaths
25–27 million

USA 
total deaths approx.

400 000

Poland
total deaths
6 million

Italy
total deaths

500 000

France
total deaths

600 000

Germany
total deaths
7 million

China
total deaths
10 million

Japan
total deaths
2 million

Australia
total deaths

39 000
New Zealand
total deaths

12 000

USSR: 1700 towns,
31 000 factories, 100 000 

state farms destroyed

Europe: 23 per cent of farmland could not 
be used for food production, leading to 

severe crisis during 1946–1947

Europe: Coal 
production was

40 per cent down 
on pre-war levels

USA: GDP almost 
doubled by 1944

20 million people 
were displaced in 

World War Two 

The cost of World War Two
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USA

Truman Stalin

Khrushchev

Brezhnev

Andropov

Gorbachev

Yeltsin

Eisenhower

Kennedy

Johnson

Nixon

Ford

Carter

Reagan

Bush

USSR

Chernenko

origins of Cold War
division of Europe

shift to Asia and beyond
NSC-68 and Korean War

the thaw
new leaders and new ideas

Sino-Soviet split

crisis and nuclear
confrontation:

• U-2
• Berlin
• Cuba

détente: new relationships
Sino-US rapprochement

glasnost and perestroika
collapse and reconciliation of USSR

end of Cold War

Second Cold War
confrontation
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 ● revolution could be achieved by the peasants, not necessarily by the urban 
proletariat, as Marx had envisaged

 ● class conflict was not as important in revolution as using the human will to make and 
remake revolution, hence his use of the ‘mass movement’

 ● revolution should be ‘on-going’, or continuous.

Activity 3 Social skillsATL

In pairs, discuss the following questions.

1. Which of these ideologies (also include Communism and Stalinism) can be categorized as left wing 
and which of them can be categorized as right wing?

2. Where would you place each of the ideologies on this line?

left wing _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  right wing

3. What similarities exist between extreme left and extreme right political parties?

4. Is a straight line the best way to represent the positions of the di�erent political ideologies? Could you 
find another way of doing this?

Activity 2 Thinking skillsATL

1. From what you have read so far, identify the main ways by which the superpowers waged the Cold 
War from 1945. 

2. Do you think that ideology or self-interest was likely to be more important as a factor in motivating 
the USA and the USSR after 1945?

3. To what extent was the USSR a Communist state in 1945?

4. What was the American ‘Monroe Doctrine’, set down in the early 19th century?

5. What examples exist of US ‘economic imperialism’ in the century before 1945?

Key political definitions
It is important to understand not only the basic di�erences in ideology between the 
USA and the USSR, but also the following political concepts and ideas.

Liberalism: Liberals put their main emphasis on the freedom of the individual. 
Economically, they believe in minimal interference by the state, and in foreign policy 
they promote the ideas of free trade and co-operation. They strongly believe in:

 ● civil liberties (freedom of conscience, freedom of speech)
 ● universal su�rage
 ● parliamentary constitutional government
 ● an independent judiciary
 ● diplomacy rather than force in relations between states.

Fascism: This ideology is rooted in ideas that are the very opposite of liberalism. 
Fascists believe in:

 ● limiting individual freedoms in the interest of the state
 ● extreme nationalism
 ● use of violence to achieve ends
 ● keeping power in the hands of an elite group or leader
 ● an aggressive foreign policy.

Socialism: This ideology developed in the early 19th century in the context of the 
Industrial Revolution. (Note that Marxist ideology uses the term socialism to apply 
to the transitional stage of the revolution before the state withers away.) Socialists 
believe in:

 ● a more egalitarian social system
 ● governments providing for the more needy members of society
 ● international co-operation and solidarity.

Conservatism: This generally implies a belief in maintaining the existing or 
traditional order. Specifically, conservatives believe in:

 ● respect for traditional institutions
 ● limiting government intervention in people’s lives
 ● gradual and/or limited changes in the established order.

Maoism: This is a form of Communism adapted by Mao Zedong to suit China’s 
situation. Mao believed:

CHALLENGE 
YOURSELF 
Research Karl Marx’s theory 
of revolution and explain the 
stages through which society 
must pass. Briefl y explain 
how a society would become 
Communist, according to Marx.
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Consider your answer to 
question 2 and reflect on 
how a historian works. 
Historians select the 
evidence they identify as 
the most important and/
or relevant and interpret 
the value and limitation 
of different sources. Is 
historical truth thus really 
just opinion, or can there 
be objective historical 
truth? Are there definitive 
answers to questions such 
as question 2?

Right wing and left wing 

The origin of the terms 
‘left’ and ‘right’ dates back 
to the French Revolution. 
In the Estates General 
of 1789, nobles who 
supported the king 
sat on his right, while 
radicals who wanted a 
change in the political 
system sat on his left. As 
a result, ‘right’ was used 
to describe people who 
wanted no change, and 
‘left’ was used to describe 
those who wanted radical 
change. Right wing 
now tends to describe 
groups who favour free-
market Capitalism and 
place an emphasis on 
law and order, limited 
state interference, and 
traditional values in 
society. Left wing now 
tends to describe those 
groups who favour more 
equality in society and 
thus more government 
intervention in the 
economy in order to try 
to secure this situation.

Do the political parties 
of your own country fit 
into any of the definitions 
given here, or do they 
contain elements of 
more than one ideology? 
Would you label them as 
left wing or right wing, or 
somewhare inbetween? PROOF



Breakdown of the Grand Alliance:
Steps to the political, economic and military 

division of Europe: Part 102

Key concepts:  Causation and change

As you read these two chapters, consider the following essay 
questions:

• Discuss the reasons for the breakdown in the ‘Grand Alliance’ by 1949.

• To what extent was Stalin more responsible than Truman for the onset of a Cold War?

• Examine the key issues in post-war Europe that caused the superpowers tension.

In 1945, American and Soviet soldiers met at the River Elbe; this signifi ed the fi nal 
defeat of Germany, which had come about due to successful collaboration between 
the USA and the Allies in the Grand Alliance. However, only four years later, by 
the end of 1949, Europe had been divided into two separate ‘spheres of influence’. In 
September 1949, following the Berlin Blockade, the Federal Republic of Germany 
(FDR), also known as West Germany, was established. A month later the German 
Democratic Republic (GDR), also known as East Germany, was established and 
the two Germanys became the heart of the physical dividing line between the two 
superpower blocs. The eight key steps listed below show the main events that led to 
this division.

Berlin Blockade, June 1948 8

NATO established, April

West Germany established, September

East Germany established, October

1949

Czech Coup, February 1948 7

Red Army Occupation of Eastern Europe, 1945–1947 6

Marshall Plan, June 1947 5

Truman Doctrine, March 1947 and Cominform, October 1947 4

Churchill’s Iron Curtain Speech at  Fulton, Missouri, March 1946 3

Kennan’s Long Telegram, February 1946 2

Wartime Conferences: Tehran 1943, Yalta 1945, Potsdam 1945 1

These steps are covered in this and the next chapter.

<Caption TBC: please insert 
placeholder text>
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Timeline of the division of Europe up to 1949

1939 German invasion of Poland: Britain and France declare war on Germany

 Beginning of Winter War between USSR and Finland

1940 Hitler’s Blitzkrieg through Europe: takeover of Norway, Denmark, the 
Netherlands, Belgium, and France

 Battle of Britain

1941 Germany begins ‘Operation Barbarossa’ and invasion of USSR

 Britain and USA sign Atlantic Charter

 Pearl Harbor attack by Japan brings USA into the war

1942 German assault on Stalingrad

 German defeat at El Alamein in North Africa

1943 German defeat at Stalingrad

 Allied invasion of Italy

 Tehran Conference

1944 D-Day landings by British and American forces begin in Normandy

 Rome falls to allied forces

1945 Warsaw falls to Soviet troops

 Yalta Conference

 Russian forces enter Berlin

 President Roosevelt dies and is replaced by Truman

 United Nations meets for the fi rst time in San Francisco

 Germany surrenders

 Potsdam Conference

 Nuclear bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki

 Japan surrenders

1946 Kennan telegram

 Iran crisis

 Churchill’s Iron Curtain speech at Fulton, Missouri

1947 Announcement of Truman Doctrine of aid to Greece and Turkey

 Marshall Plan for economic recovery of Europe proposed

 Creation of Cominform

1948 Czechoslovakian Coup

 Marshall Plan passed by Congress

 Berlin airlift

1949 COMECON established

 NATO established

 Berlin Blockade ends

 USSR explodes its fi rst atomic bomb

 Federal Republic of Germany established

 German Democratic Republic established

The breakdown of the Grand Alliance
When the Nazis attacked Russia in June 1941, both British Prime Minister Winston 
Churchill and American President Franklin Roosevelt sent aid to the Soviets. This 
marked the beginning of the Grand Alliance. However, it did not mark a change in how 
Stalin’s Soviet Union was seen, particularly by the British. Churchill retained his dislike 
of the Soviet leader, remarking to his secretary, ‘If Hitler invaded Hell, I would make 
at least favourable reference to the Devil in the House of Commons.’ Thus, relations 
between the West and the USSR were still clouded by mutual suspicion, as they had 
been in the 1920s and 1930s.

Despite the fact that the two Western powers sent a considerable amount of aid to the 
USSR, Stalin demanded more action – nothing less than the opening of a ‘second front’ 
in Europe to take some of the pressure o�  the USSR in the east. The Allies agreed to 
this ‘in principle’, but said that they would not be able to open this ‘second front’ until 
the time was deemed right. Stalin was suspicious that they were deliberately delaying 
this o� ensive in the hope of seeing the Soviet Union permanently weakened by the 
continuing German onslaught.

At the first of the three wartime conferences, Tehran in 1943, relations between 
the USA, the USSR and the UK – the Big Three – seemed to improve a little, as the 
Western leaders proposed a definite date for the Normandy invasion: May 1944. In 
return, Stalin promised to declare war on Japan once Germany was defeated.

Step 1: The wartime conferences
During the war, the decisions of the Grand Alliance determined the territorial and 
political structure of post-war Europe. There were three historic conferences between 
the Allies before the end of World War Two. The key issues under discussion at the 
conferences fall into the following categories:

 ● the state of the war
 ● the status of Germany, Poland, Eastern Europe, and Japan
 ● the United Nations.

The Tehran Conference, 1943
The first conference was held in Tehran, Iran in November 1943. Those present were 
Joseph Stalin representing the USSR, President Franklin Roosevelt representing the USA, 
and Prime Minister Winston Churchill representing the United Kingdom. This was the 
first meeting of the Big Three. Their discussions focused on these key areas:

The state of the war
By 1943, the Allies had begun to win the war, following critical turning-point victories 
in 1942. The Soviets were now pushing the Germans into retreat on the Eastern front, 
while the Americans and the British had driven the Germans from North Africa and 
had invaded Mussolini’s Italy. However, the UK and the USA had not yet launched 
the kind of second front in Europe that Stalin had been demanding. Therefore, Stalin 
continued to press his allies to take on more of the burden of confronting the German 
war machine from the USSR by invading north-western Europe. There was discussion 
of the war against Japan in the Pacific, which had entered its brutal ‘island hopping’ 
phase.
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Germany
The key question for the Allies was what to do with Germany after it had been 
defeated. The Soviets had very di� erent views about the future of Germany from those 
of the USA and Britain. Many of these di� erences stemmed from the varied wartime 
experiences of the Allies, the ‘lessons’ that seemed to have been learned from the 
failure of the Treaty of Versailles and their widely di� ering ideologies. Thus there 
was no agreement on the future of a defeated Germany. However, they did confirm 
that ‘unconditional surrender’ of Germany was their objective. Roosevelt also 
supported ‘Operation Overlord’ (the Allied invasion of northern France that began 
with D-Day on 6 June 1944) as a priority.

Poland
Stalin’s main concern was ‘security’. This coloured not only his demands over the 
future of Germany, but also over the shape of Poland’s post-war borders. Stalin wanted 
to secure his western border by gaining territory from Poland, and by ensuring that 
Poland had a pro-Soviet government. He argued that Poland had been the traditional 
launching pad for invasions of Russia. It was thus agreed that the USSR was to keep 
territory seized in 1939, and Poland in turn would be given territory on its western 
border from Germany. By agreeing to this, the Allies created a situation that no 
truly independent Poland could agree to, and also ensured future hostility between 
Germany and Poland. Thus, a puppet regime in Poland looked like a real possibility, 
and that regime presumably would have to look to the USSR for security. Tensions 
between the Poles and Soviets were increased in 1943 with the discovery of a mass 
grave of 10 000 Polish o�  cers in the Katyn Forest. These o�  cers had been captured 
by the Soviets in 1939. The Soviets blamed the Germans for the massacre, but many 
Poles suspected (rightly) that the Soviets were responsible.

Eastern Europe
The Soviets demanded the right to keep the territory that they had seized between 1939 
and 1940. This meant remaining in control of the Baltic States, and parts of Finland 
and Romania in Eastern Europe. With much reluctance, the Americans and the British 
agreed to the Soviet annexation of these territories. However, this was against the 1941 
‘Atlantic Charter’ agreement between the United States and the United Kingdom.

Japan
The United States and the United Kingdom pressed the USSR to enter the war with 
Japan. They wanted Stalin to open a Soviet ‘second front’ in Asia. However, Stalin could 
not be convinced to do this until the war with Germany was won.

The United Nations
The Americans, in particular, were very keen to establish a replacement for the League 
of Nations. The British and the Soviets gave their general approval to the idea of a 
new international organization being established. This would, again, be designed to 
settle international disputes through collective security. The USA hoped that lessons 
would have been learned from the ‘mistakes’ that were made in the structure and make-
up of the League of Nations and that the proposed United Nations Organization 
could more successfully fulfil this brief.

Conclusions
There were two main positive outcomes from the Tehran Conference:

 ● agreement on a new international organization
 ● agreement on the need for a weak post-war Germany.

Roosevelt and Stalin seemed to work reasonably well together. Indeed, on his return to 
the USA, Roosevelt publicly stated in a radio broadcast: ‘I got along fine with Marshal 
Stalin … I believe that we are going to get along very well with him and the Russian 
people …’ However, as the war continued, the next meeting of the Big Three revealed a 
growing gap between Stalin’s post-war aims and those of the Western powers, though 
these di� erences seemed more acute between Stalin and Churchill. Churchill did not 
trust Stalin, and Roosevelt hoped to play the role of ‘mediator’ between the British and 
the Russians. Roosevelt seemed to believe that the more serious problem for post-war 
stability was British imperialism rather than Soviet strength. Roosevelt is supposed 
to have told Stanislaw Mikolajczyk, the leader in London of the Poles in exile, ‘… of 
one thing I am certain, Stalin is not an imperialist’. Roosevelt did not appear overly 
concerned about the future of Poland, nor was he worried about the Western Allies 
taking the German capital, Berlin, before the Soviets.

The Yalta Conference, 1945
By the time of the February 1945 Yalta Conference on the Black Sea in Russia, Stalin’s 
diplomatic position was greatly strengthened by the physical fact that the Red Army 
occupied most of Eastern Europe. Once again, the Big Three powers were represented 
by Stalin, Roosevelt, and Churchill. The topics under discussion were the same as at 
Tehran.

The state of the war
Germany was now on the verge of being defeated. With the Normandy landings in 
1944, a second front had finally been opened. The Soviets had driven the Germans 
from Eastern Europe, and were now ready to invade Germany itself. The British and 
Americans had forced the Germans from France, and were now poised to cross the 
Rhine and invade Germany from the west. Japan was still fighting on, but had been 
under heavy aerial bombardment from the Americans. The USA was now in control 
of the air and sea in the Pacific, and the Japanese were preparing for the final desperate 
defence of their homeland.
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The Atlantic Charter of 
August 1941

The Atlantic Charter was 
a joint statement made 
by the USA (before it had 
entered the war) and the 
UK, which broadly set 
down their mutual ‘vision’ 
of the shape of the post-
war world. The charter 
focused on the future 
of occupied territories, 
which would return to 
self-rule. Both countries 
also agreed on free global 
trade, and the charter ’s 
high moral ideas provided 
the first steps towards the 
formation of the United 
Nations.

The Yalta Conference, 1945: 
Churchill, Roosevelt, and Stalin.
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Eastern Europe
There seemed to be agreement at Yalta over the future nature of the governments of 
Eastern Europe. Stalin agreed that the countries of Eastern Europe would be able to 
decide who governed them in ‘free elections’. This was perceived as a major victory for 
the USA and Britain. Indeed, for the British and Americans this was seen as the most 
significant of the wartime deals made with the Soviet Union.

Japan
Stalin now promised to enter the war with Japan, as soon as the war in Europe was 
won. However, the Soviets demanded territory in return from Japan as a ‘reward’. This 
would include South Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands. The Americans and the British 
accepted these terms.

United Nations
Stalin agreed that the Soviet Union would join the United Nations Organization. The 
Allies agreed that there would be five permanent members of the Security Council, 
each with the power of the veto. Stalin went on to demand that all 16 Soviet Republics 
have separate seats in the UN General Assembly. The British and Americans agreed 
in the end to only three seats for individual republics: Russia, the Ukraine, and Belarus.

Conclusions
There were three main positive outcomes of the Yalta Conference:

 ● agreement on the United Nations
 ● Soviet agreement to join the war in the Pacific against Japan
 ● the Big Three signing a ‘Declaration for Liberated Europe’ pledging their support for 
democratic governments based on free elections in all European countries, including 
Eastern Europe.

Germany
The Allies decided that Germany would be disarmed, demilitarized, de-Nazified, and 
divided. It was agreed that post-war Germany would be divided into four zones of 
occupation between the USA, the USSR, the UK, and France. This division was to be 
‘temporary’, and Germany was to be run as one country. An Allied Control Council 
(ACC) would be set up to govern Germany. Stalin demanded a large percentage of 
reparations from Germany after the devastation that the war in the East had wreaked 
on the Russians. It was agreed that Germany would pay $20 billion, and 50 per cent 
would go to the USSR.

Poland
Poland presented the greatest problem – where would the lines of its borders be 
drawn, and what would be the political make-up of her post-war government? At 
Yalta the new frontiers of Poland were decided. The border between Poland and the 
USSR was to be drawn at the ‘Curzon Line’ (see map below). This put the frontier 
back to where it had been before the Russo-Polish War of 1921. The Poles were 
to be compensated by gaining territory from Germany. This would be east of the 
‘Oder–Neisse Line’. Thus, Stalin had got what he had wanted territorially. In return, 
he agreed to the establishment of a more democratic government in Poland, following 
‘free elections’. This developed into the key area of disagreement between the British 
and the Soviets. The British supported the group known as the ‘London Poles’, who 
were the pre-war government that had fled to England in 1939, while the Soviets 
wanted the Communist-dominated Lublin Committee in Poland to form the new 
post-war government. Stalin’s intentions with regard to Poland had already been seen 
with the Katyn Forest Massacre (see page 14) and the failure of the Soviet forces to 
assist the Polish underground in the Warsaw Uprising (see page 17). Both of these 
actions helped to destroy Poles who were likely to favour a free, independent Poland 
after the war, led by the London Poles.

Territorial changes
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Who were the London Poles and the Lublin Poles?

The London Poles: Many thousands of Poles managed to escape from Poland during the two 
assaults on their country by German and Soviet forces in 1939–1940. These included members 
of the Polish government and armed forces. Approximately 100 000 refugee Polish troops 
regrouped in France and contributed to the Allied war eff ort. Although the Polish government 
in exile initially was also in France, it moved to London after the fall of France in 1940. 

The London Poles were led by General Wladyslaw Sikorski until he died in a plane crash in 
July 1943. Sikorski had also been Commander-in-Chief of the Polish armed forces. He was 
succeeded as Prime Minister-in-exile by Stanislaw Mikolajczyk, who had been leader of the 
‘Peasant Party ’. Mikolajczyk was fairly left wing, and open to the idea of reaching an agreement 
with the Soviets. However, the new Commander-in-Chief of the army, General Kazimierz 
Sosnkowski, together with other leading Poles, was opposed to any deals with the Soviets.

Churchill had a very tough time persuading the Poles to accept a shift in their border to the 
west of the Curzon Line (see map on page 16). The Poles insisted that if they were to sacrifice 
the land they had gained in war (1920–1921), then they must have cast-iron guarantees that 
Poland’s government would be ‘free’ after the war.

But, as Soviet forces moved west in 1944, it seemed increasingly unlikely that Poland’s future 
government would indeed be free of Soviet interference.

The London Poles played an important part in the doomed Warsaw Uprising of August 1944. 
At the beginning of August 1944, as the Red Army approached Warsaw and the German 
occupying forces prepared to retreat, the Polish resistance home army rose up to liberate 
Poland themselves. They had been encouraged to do so by the Soviets and believed that 
they would be assisted by the advance of the Red Army. However, Stalin ordered his army 
to ‘rest’ on the other side of the Vistula river. The Germans counter-attacked and the Poles 

continued ...

This map shows the new 
borders of Poland.
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Activity 1 Thinking skillsATL

Behind the scenes at Yalta

The letter below was written by President Franklin Roosevelt to Stalin on 6 February 1945 while both were 
at Yalta. It is about the situation regarding Poland.

February 6, 1945

My dear Marshal Stalin:

I have been giving a great deal of thought to our meeting this afternoon, and I want to tell 
you in all frankness what is on my mind.

In so far as the Polish Government is concerned, I am greatly disturbed that the three great 
powers do not have a meeting of minds about the political setup in Poland. It seems to 
me that it puts all of us in a bad light throughout the world to have you recognizing one 
government while we and the British are recognizing another in London. I am sure this 
state of a�airs should not continue and that if it does it can only lead our people to think 
there is a breach between us, which is not the case. I am determined that there shall be 
no breach between ourselves and the Soviet Union. Surely there is a way to reconcile our 
di�erences.

I was very much impressed with some of the things you said today, particularly your 
determination that your rear must be safeguarded as your army moves into Berlin. You 
cannot, and we must not, tolerate any temporary government which will give your armed 
forces any trouble of this sort. I want you to know that I am fully mindful of this.

You must believe me when I tell you that our people at home look with a critical eye on 
what they consider a disagreement between us at this vital stage of the war. They, in e�ect, 
say that if we cannot get a meeting of minds now when our armies are converging on the 
common enemy, how can we get an understanding on even more vital things in the future.

I have had to make it clear to you that we cannot recognize the Lublin Government as now 
composed, and the world would regard it as a lamentable outcome of our work here if we 
parted with an open and obvious divergence between us on this issue.

You said today that you would be prepared to support any suggestions for the solution of 
this problem which o�ered a fair chance of success, and you also mentioned the possibility 
of bringing some members of the Lublin government here.

Realizing that we all have the same anxiety in getting the matter settled, I would like to 
develop your proposal a little and suggest that we invite here to Yalta at once Mr Beirut 
[Bierut] and Mr Osubka [Osóbka] Morawski from the Lublin government and also two or 
three from the following list of Poles, who according to our information would be desirable 
as representatives of the other elements of the Polish people in development of a new 
temporary government which all three of us could recognize and support: Bishop Sapieha 
of Cracow, Vincente [Wincenty] Witos, Mr Zurlowski [Zulawski], Professor Buyak 
[Bujak], and Professor Kutzeva [Kutzeba]. If, as a result of the presence of these Polish 
leaders from abroad such as Mr Mikolajczyk, Mr Grabski, and Mr Romer, the United 
States Government, and I feel sure the British government as well, would be prepared to 
examine with you conditions in which they would dissociate themselves from the London 
government and transfer their recognition to the new provisional government.

I hope that I do not have to assure you that the United States will never lend its support in 
any way to any provisional government in Poland that would be inimical to your interest.

It goes without saying that any interim government formed as a result of our conference 
with the Poles here would be pledged to the holding of free elections in Poland at the earliest 
possible date. I know this is completely consistent with your desire to see a new free and 
democratic Poland emerge from the welter of this war.

Most sincerely yours

Franklin Roosevelt

1. What is the general ‘tone’ of this letter to Stalin from Roosevelt?

2. Roosevelt shows sympathy for which of Stalin’s key concerns?

3. What suggestions are made for resolving the disagreement over the Polish government?

4. What does this suggest about the relationship between Roosevelt and Stalin?

What were the crucial developments that took place 
between the Yalta and Potsdam Conferences?
There were some crucial events that radically changed the atmosphere of, and the 
influences on, the next meeting of the Allies in 1945.

 ● President Roosevelt died in April 1945 and was replaced by Truman, who was to 
adopt a more hardline, or ‘get tough’, policy towards the Soviets.

 ● Germany finally surrendered unconditionally on 7 May 1945.
 ● Winston Churchill’s Conservative Party lost the 1945 UK general election and 
Churchill was succeeded as Prime Minister by the Labour Party leader, Clement Atlee.

 ● As the war in Europe ended, the Soviet Red Army occupied territory as far west as 
deep inside Germany.

 ● On the very day after the Potsdam Conference began, 17 July 1945, the United 
States successfully tested its first atomic bomb.

The Potsdam Conference, 1945
The Potsdam Conference took place in July 1945 in Potsdam, Germany. Those 
participating were Joseph Stalin representing the USSR, President Harry S Truman 
representing the USA, and Prime Minister Clement Atlee representing the UK.
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CHALLENGE 
YOURSELF
Research the Warsaw Uprising. 
What was the impact on the 
Polish Underground? How have 
historians interpreted Stalin’s 
motives for delaying the Soviet 
advance on Warsaw?

were slaughtered. More than 15 000 member of the Polish resistance army were killed 
and thousands more injured. More than 100 000 civilians (some estimates double this 
fi gure) were killed in reprisals. Some saw the Soviet inaction as cynical and deliberate. 
It was argued that the USSR did not want Poland to ‘liberate’ itself – it wanted the 
home army and any civilian resistance to future Soviet control crushed. An infl uential 
American diplomat in Moscow, George Kennan, later commented that he thought the 
Soviet’s abandonment of the Polish uprising was ‘when US policy should have changed’ 
towards the USSR. 

The Lublin Poles: Not all Poles were anti-Soviet, and some had felt just as patriotic 
supporting the Communists. In July 1944, a Committee of National Liberation was 
set up in Soviet-occupied Lublin, a large city in eastern Poland. This group then came 
to be known as the Lublin Committee, and they stated that they were a coalition of 
democratic and patriotic forces who wished to work with the Soviet Union. This group 
agreed to the Curzon Line boundary and committed itself to a far-reaching programme 
of social and economic reform. The USSR recognized this group as the only lawful 
authority in Poland. Indeed, the Red Army was instructed to co-operate only with 
representatives of the Lublin Committee.

Towards the end of the war, these Lublin Poles became more influential inside Poland 
than the London group. Although the Lublin Poles were supposed to liaise closely 
with the London Poles in the post-war Government of National Unity, they dominated 
post-war politics in Poland. Leading members of the Lublin Committee were Wladyslaw 
Gomulka and Boleslaw Bierut. Hints for success

Questions 1 and 4 are 
asking you to ‘read 
between the lines’, i.e., to 
show the examiner that 
you understand what 
Roosevelt ’s attitude was 
towards Stalin. Look 
carefully at the language 
he uses and quote any 
useful words or phrases 
that support your answer.PROOF



The state of the war
In May 1945, Germany surrendered ‘unconditionally’. Although war in the Pacific raged 
on, the Americans were now poised to invade the Japanese mainland. By the time the 
Potsdam Conference began, the USA was planning to use their new atomic weapon 
against Japan – if the tests on it proved successful.

Germany
The Allies had agreed at Yalta to disarm, demilitarize, de-Nazify, and divide Germany, 
but at Potsdam they could not agree how this should be done. Finally, it was decided 
that they would carry out the de-Nazification and demilitarization of Germany in their 
own ways in their own respective zones of occupation. The German economy was to 
be run as a ‘whole’, but it was to be limited to domestic industry and agriculture (at 
74 per cent of 1936 levels). The Soviets were to receive 25 per cent of their reparation 
bill from the Western zones. The more agricultural Eastern zone was to give food in 
exchange.

Poland
The new US president, Harry S Truman, was not happy with the agreements over 
Poland, so he challenged the decision over the new western frontier between Poland 
and Germany (the Oder–Neisse line). Truman also insisted that the Polish government 
be ‘re-organized’. In other words, the Americans wanted an entirely new government. 
They did not feel that there had been a ‘free and democratic’ vote, and Stalin’s o� er to 
include more ‘London’ Poles within the predominantly ‘Lublin’-led government did not 
appease the USA.

Eastern Europe
The new US leadership was also unhappy about the so-called ‘Percentages Agreement’ 
that had been made bilaterally between Stalin and Churchill in October 1944 (see page 
21). Spheres of influence had been discussed in terms of ‘percentages’ when deciding 
the future fate of countries in Eastern and south-eastern Europe. Truman challenged the 
influence that this agreement had given Stalin over Romania and Bulgaria. However, 
Soviet military control of Eastern Europe was a fact – the Red Army was literally 

standing on the territories. Thus, it was very difficult for the West to force Stalin to make 
any changes. Truman did not want to see Eastern Europe become a Soviet ‘sphere of 
influence’, but without threatening to push the Red Army back with ground forces there 
was little practically that the United States could do. The Red Army from the East, which 
had come to liberate the area from the Nazis, was beginning to look like an army of 
‘occupation’ to the Americans.

Japan
Truman was told during this conference that the atomic bomb tests had been 
successful. On 6 August 1945 the first atomic bomb used in war was dropped on 
Hiroshima. Three days later another atomic bomb was dropped on Nagasaki. Soon 
after the Japanese finally agreed to ‘unconditional surrender’. However, although the 
Americans liaised with their British allies, Truman did not tell Stalin the ‘full story’ 
about this new ‘super weapon’. And, for the first time, at this conference the Americans 
did not encourage the Soviets to join in the war against Japan.

United Nations
The United Nations became a reality. It was officially created at the Treaty of San 
Francisco in 1945. The USSR was the only Communist power of the ‘Big Five’ (the 
USA, the USSR, France, Britain, and Nationalist China) who were the permanent 
members of the UN Security Council. Stalin used the power of veto this gave the USSR 
to block any initiatives that he perceived to be against Soviet interests.

Conclusions
There were two positive outcomes from the Potsdam Conference:

 ● agreement for the immediate, practical control of the defeated Germany
 ● the establishment of the United Nations.

Activity 2 Thinking skillsATL

1. Look over the issues that were discussed at the three conferences. Which issues were satisfactorily resolved?

2. Which decisions were likely to cause tension in the future?

3. From what you have read so far in both chapters 1 and 2, what do you consider to be the ‘seeds’ of 
East–West conflict that were sown from 1917 onwards?

Key developments, 1946–1947
Before moving on to Step 2 it is important to look at some key developments that were 
to have an impact on US–Soviet relations.
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The Percentages Agreement of October 1944

On 9 October 1944, at a meeting in Moscow, Stalin and Churchill devised what is known as 
the ‘Percentages Agreement ’, which relates to influence and control the Western powers and 
the USSR would want to have in various areas after the defeat of Germany. Churchill apparently 
was concerned that it would appear rather cynical that the two leaders scribbled the fate of 
millions on a piece of paper. He suggested to Stalin that he burn the paper it was written on. 
‘No, you keep it,’ said Stalin.

Romania
• Russia 90%
• Others 10%

Greece
•  United Kingdom 90%
  (in accord with USA)

• Russia 10%

Yugoslavia
• 50%–50%

Hungary
• 50%–50%

Bulgaria
• Russia 75%
• Others 25%

Explore the press reports 
from around the world at 
the time of the wartime 
conferences. What hopes 
or fears are expressed by 
different countries with 
regards to the post-war 
settlement? What is the 
perception of a) the USA’s 
aims and b) the Soviet 
Union’s aims?

Cairo Declaration 1943 

Japan had occupied 
Korea, China and 
Indonesia. It was agreed 
by Roosevelt and 
Churchill in 1943 that 
Japan would be expelled 
from all the territories 
it had taken by force. 
It was also confi rmed 
in the declaration that 
Korea would be made 
free and independent. 
The Cairo Declaration 
was confi rmed by the 
Big Three. They agreed 
to temporarily divide the 
countries prior to free 
elections and unifi cation.

The Postdam Conference, 1945: 
seated are Atlee, Truman, 

and Stalin.
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Salami tactics
One way the Soviet Union gained increasing political control over Eastern Europe was 
by the method known as ‘salami tactics’. This term is said to have come from a remark 
made by the Hungarian Communist leader, Matyas Rakosi, commenting on how the USSR 
secured Communist control in Eastern Europe – ‘like slicing o�  salami, piece by piece’:

 ● Stage 1: the Soviets supervised the organization of governments in the Eastern 
European states, initially establishing a broad alliance of ‘anti-fascists’.

 ● Stage 2: each of the parties was ‘sliced o�  ’, one after the other.
 ● Stage 3: the Communist ‘core’ was left, and then ultimately the local Communists 
were replaced (if need be) with Moscow-trained people.

By the end of 1946, the so-called ‘Baggage Train’ leaders had returned to Eastern Europe. 
These were the men who had spent much of the war in Moscow, and were considered 
by the Soviets to be ‘trustworthy’, for example, Bierut (who returned to Poland), Kolarov 
(who returned to Bulgaria), Pauker (who returned to Romania), and Rakosi (who returned 
to Hungary).These leaders would thus ensure that the post-war governments of their 
respective countries would be dominated by Moscow-backed, ‘Stalinist’ Communists.

The ‘free elections’ promised by Stalin at Yalta to occur in a matter of ‘weeks’ were not 
held until 19 January 1947. Before the elections there had been a campaign of murder, 
censorship, and intimidation. It is estimated that over 50 000 people were deported to 
Siberia before the elections.

During the elections in January, Mikolajczyk’s Polish Peasant Party had 246 
candidates disqualified; 149 were arrested and 18 murdered. One million voters were 
taken o�  the electoral register for some reason or another. As Desmond Donnelly 
contends in his book Struggle for the World, ‘In these appalling circumstances of 
intimidation, it was not surprising that Bierut’s Communists secured complete control 
in Poland’ (Collins 1965).

The Soviet perspective on these elections was quite di� erent from that of the West, 
where they were seen as a breach of the Yalta agreements. The Soviets, however, saw 
them as a victory over ‘Western expansionism’:

The political goals set by Mikolajczyk in cahoots with Churchill required that Warsaw be liberated 
(by British and American) forces before the Soviet army reached the city. That way a pro-Western 
government supported by Mikolajczyk would already be in control of the city by the time the Soviets 
arrived. But it didn’t work out that way. Our troops under Rokossovsky got there fi rst.

Nikita Khrushchev, Khrushchev Remembers (Little, Brown & Co. 1970) vol. 2 p.166

This pattern of securing Soviet Communist-style governments was emerging in the 
other Eastern European countries that the Red Army had occupied at the end of World 
War Two – Bulgaria, Romania, and Hungary. In Czechoslovakia and Finland there 
remained only a semblance of democracy.

Soviet pressure on Iran
Another place in which the USSR tried to increase its political control in the aftermath 
of the war was Iran. At the Tehran Conference, it had been agreed that both the British 
and the Soviets would withdraw their troops from Iran after the war. The UK took its 
troops out, but Stalin left 30 000 of his in the north, claiming that they were needed 
there to help put down internal rebellion. 

However, these Soviet troops encouraged a Communist uprising, and the Iranian 
government complained to the USSR’s former allies. The British and Americans demanded 
that Stalin remove his troops immediately. They also saw this as another breach in the 

wartime agreements. On 1 January 1946, Stalin refused. He believed that after the war he 
had as much right to Iranian oil as did his former allies. Four days later, Truman wrote 
to his Secretary of State, James Byrnes. In this letter Truman revealed that he thought 
the USSR was planning an invasion of Turkey and the Black Sea Straits. He also wrote, 
‘… unless Russia is faced with an iron fist and strong language, war is in the making’. 

Iran had made a formal protest to the UN concerning the continued presence of Soviet 
forces. This was the fi rst crisis the UN had had to deal with. Under this new pressure, 
Moscow finally pulled its troops out.

Instability in Greece and Turkey
After World War Two there were anti-imperialist, nationalist, and, to a certain extent, 
‘pro-Communist’ rebellions in Greece and Turkey. The British, and to a lesser degree the 
USA, believed that these rebellions were being directed and supported by the Soviets. 
Churchill, in particular, was annoyed at Stalin’s apparent disregard for the ‘Percentages 
Agreement’ (see page 21). Stalin had also asserted that he wanted international control 
of the Straits of Constantinople rather than Turkish control there.

Communist parties in Italy and France
Communist parties in both these ‘Western democracies’ grew stronger in post-war 
Europe, their membership increasing due to the economic deprivations and hardships 
at the end of the war in Europe. The Americans and the British were suspicious 
that these newly popular Communist parties were receiving ‘encouragement’ from 
Moscow. Indeed there was concern that Italy and France could be ‘weak links’ in anti-
Communist Western Europe.

Activity 3 Social skillsATL

Consider the events that took place after the wartime conferences. Discuss with a partner when and how 
the Soviets could be seen to ‘break the wartime agreements’.

Activity 4 Thinking skillsATL

This French cartoon from 1950 is entitled 
‘Caucasian Dance’.  

1. Who is the dancer in the cartoon?

2. What do the daggers represent?

3. What is the message of the cartoon?

CHALLENGE 
YOURSELF

Research the growth in 
popularity of Communism in 
Italy after the war. Why did 
Communism have so much 
support? What factors ensured 
that they were not successful in 
achieving political power?

ATLResearch skills
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Hints for success 

In question 3 you need 
to fi nd two clear points, 
which you support with 
details from the cartoon.
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Step 2: Kennan’s Long Telegram, 
February 1946

In February 1946, a US diplomat in Moscow, George F Kennan, sent a 
telegram to the US State Department on the nature of Soviet conduct and 
foreign policy. His views on the motives behind Soviet foreign policy were 
to have a lasting infl uence on the State Department. The key idea in this 
telegram was that the Soviet system was buoyed by the ‘threat’ of a ‘hostile 
world outside its borders’, that the USSR was ‘fanatically and implacably’ 
hostile to the West: ‘Impervious to the logic of reason Moscow [is] highly 
sensitive to the logic of force. For this reason it can easily withdraw – and 
usually does – when strong resistance is encountered at any point.’

Thus Kennan argued that:

 ● the USSR’s view of the world was a traditional one of insecurity
 ● the Soviets wanted to advance Muscovite Stalinist ideology (not simply 
‘Marxism’)

 ● the Soviet regime was cruel and repressive and justifi ed this by perceiving 
nothing but evil in the outside world. That view of a hostile outside 
environment would sustain the internal Stalinist system

 ● the USSR was fanatically hostile to the West – but they were not ‘suicidal’.

Kennan’s ‘logic of force’ argument helped to harden attitudes in the USA and was to 
play a key role in the development of the US policy of containment (see chapter 6).

Later the same year, NV Novikov, the Soviet Ambassador to the US, also sent a 
telegram. Addressed to Stalin, this set out his concerns about US actions he saw as 
imperialist and thus a threat to the USSR.

The foreign policy of the United States, which refl ects the imperialist tendencies of American 
monopolistic capital, is characterized in the postwar period by a striving for world supremacy. 
This is the real meaning of the many statements by President Truman and other 
representatives of American ruling circles; that the United States has the right to lead the 
world. All the forces of American diplomacy – the army, the air force, the navy, industry, and 
science – are enlisted in the service of this foreign policy. For this purpose broad plans for 
expansion have been developed and are being implemented through diplomacy and the 
establishment of a system of naval and air bases stretching far beyond the boundaries of the 
United States, through the arms race, and through the creation of ever newer types of weapons.

Both the Kennan and the Novikov telegrams indicate the suspicion that was emerging 
in both the USA and the USSR regarding each other’s actions.

Step 3: Churchill’s Iron Curtain Speech, 
March 1946

On 5 March 1946, former British Prime Minister Winston Churchill gave a speech at 
Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri, with President Harry S Truman sitting just 
behind him on the speakers’ platform. This speech is now seen as one of the defining 
moments in the origins of the Cold War.

Churchill’s speech warned of a new danger for Europe:

A shadow has fallen upon the scenes so lately lighted by the allied victory. Nobody knows what 
Soviet Russia and its Communist international organization intends to do in the immediate 
future, or what are the limits, if any, to their expansive proselytizing tendencies. I have a strong 
admiration and regard for the valiant Russian people and for my war-time comrade, Marshal 
Stalin. There is sympathy and goodwill … toward the peoples of all the Russias … We 
understand the Russian need to be secure on her western frontiers from all renewal of German 
aggression. We welcome her to her rightful place among the leading nations of the world … It 
is my duty, however, to place before you certain facts about the present position in Europe.

From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across the 
Continent. Behind the line lie all the capitals of the ancient states of Central and Eastern 
Europe – Warsaw, Berlin, Prague, Vienna, Budapest, Belgrade, Bucharest and Sofi a. All these 
famous cities and the populations around them lie in the Soviet sphere and all are subject in 
one form or another, not only to Soviet infl uence but to a very high and increasing measure 
of control from Moscow … The Russian-dominated Polish government has been encouraged 
to make enormous and wrong ful inroads upon Germany, and mass expulsions of millions of 
Germans on a scale grievous and undreamed of are now taking place. The Communist Parties, 
which were very small in all these eastern states of Europe, have been raised to pre-eminence 
and power far beyond their numbers and are seeking everywhere to obtain totalitarian control. 
Police governments are prevailing in nearly every case …Whatever conclusions may be drawn 
from these facts … this is certainly not the liberated Europe we fought to build up. Nor is it one 
which contains the essentials of a permanent peace …

On the other hand I repulse the idea that a new war is inevitable; still more that it is imminent 
… I do not believe that Soviet Russia desires war. What they desire is the fruits of war and the 
indefi nite expansion of their power and doctrines … Our di�  culties and dangers will not be 
removed by closing our eyes to them. They will not be removed by mere waiting to see what 
happens; nor will they be relieved by a policy of appeasement … From what I have seen of our 
Russian friends and allies during the war, I am convinced that there is nothing they admire 
so much as strength and there is nothing for which they have less respect than for military 
weakness … If the western democracies stand together in strict adherence to the principles of 
the United Nations Charter, their infl uence for furthering these principles will be immense 
… If, however, they become divided or falter in their duty … then indeed catastrophe may 
overwhelm us all.

Winston S Churchill, address at Westminster College, Fulton, Missouri, 5 March 1946

Activity 5 Thinking skillsATL

1. Why did Churchill use the phrase ‘iron curtain’ to describe events in Europe?

2. In what way does Churchill allude to the idea of ‘salami tactics’ taking place in Eastern Europe?

3. Imagine that you are Stalin reading this speech. What might your reaction be?

What was the basis for the Iron Curtain speech?
In his Iron Curtain speech, Winston Churchill was referring to the fact that by 1946, 
Soviet-dominated Communist governments were set up in Poland, Hungary, Romania, 
and Bulgaria. This was in spite of the hopes expressed at Yalta that there would be free 
and democratic elections in Eastern Europe after the war. Communist regimes not 
linked directly to Moscow had been established in Albania and Yugoslavia as well. 
Within two to three years this Soviet influence would be extended to East Germany and 
Czechoslovakia. His remarks were also prompted by the presence of the Red Army in 
those countries ‘liberated’ from Germany by the Russians – and by the cloak of secrecy 
which descended over Eastern Europe within a few months of the end of the war.
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George F Kennan, US diplomat 
in Moscow.

PROOF



Soviet reaction to Churchill’s speech
The response from the Soviet leadership was quick and one of outrage. Within a week 
Stalin had compared Churchill to Hitler. He saw the speech as both ‘racist’ and as ‘a call 
to war with the Soviet Union’. Within three weeks the Soviets had taken several steps:

 ● they withdrew from the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
 ● they stepped up the tone and intensity of anti-Western propaganda
 ● they initiated a new five-year plan of self-strengthening.

Therefore, the ‘Iron Curtain’ speech led to a further hardening of opinions on both 
sides. Churchill had defined publicly the new front line in what was now being seen as 
a new war.

Activity 6 Thinking skillsATL

Source A

Source B

Hitler began his work of unleashing war by proclaiming a ‘race theory’, declaring that only 
German-speaking people constituted a superior nation. Mr Churchill sets out to unleash a 
war with a race theory, asserting that only English-speaking nations are superior nations, 
who are called upon to decide the destinies of the entire world … There can be no doubt 
that Mr Churchill’s position is a call for war on the USSR.

It is absurd to speak of exclusive control by the USSR in Vienna and Berlin, where there are 
allied control councils made up of the representatives of four states and where the USSR has 
only one-quarter of the votes. The Soviet Union’s loss of life [in the war] has been several 
times greater than that of Britain and the USA put together. Possibly in some quarters an

inclination is felt to forget about these colossal sacrifices of the Soviet people, which secured 
the liberation of Europe from the Hitlerite yoke. But the Soviet Union cannot forget about 
them. And so what can there be surprising about the fact that the Soviet Union, anxious 
for its future safety, is trying to see to it that governments loyal in their attitude to the 
Soviet Union should exist in these countries?

Stalin’s March 1946 response to Churchill’s ‘Iron Curtain’ speech

1. What is the message of source A?

2. In what ways does the cartoon support the ideas expressed in Stalin’s speech?

Activity 7 Communication skillsATL

1. Review these key Cold War issues up to 1946. Add brief notes to the bullet point sub-headings. In 
your notes, consider how each point added to tension between East and West.

 ● the opening of a second front
 ● the Warsaw Uprising
 ● tensions at Yalta
 ● clear divisions at Potsdam
 ● Hiroshima
 ● the Red Army in Eastern Europe
 ● Salami tactics
 ● Germany
 ● Iran
 ● Kennan’s ‘Long Telegram’
 ● Churchill’s Fulton speech
 ● instability in Greece and Turkey
 ● Communist Party success in Italy and France

2. Draft a timeline on an A3 sheet of paper or on your laptop or tablet. You will need to leave at least 
four centimeters between each year to allow enough space to add events and a little detail.

Origins of the Cold War/superpower tensions

*USSR acts

1943 ............................................................................................................................................1949

*USA acts   

 ● Add events above the line that are actions taken by the USSR in 1945–1946 that led to a 
breakdown in the Grand Alliance.

 ● Add events below the line that are actions taken by the USA in 1945–1946 that led to a breakdown 
in the Grand Alliance.

 ● You will continue to work on this timeline as you read through the next chapter.
Once you have added your key dates up to 1946, check what you have with a partner. Have you 
put the same events with the same superpower? Which superpower seems to have acted more 
provocatively up to 1946?
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Hints for success

In question 2 you are 
looking for ways in which 
the sources say the same 
thing. Be specific in your 
comparisons: pick out 
phrases in the speech 
which you can quote in 
support of the cartoon.

How can changes in 
‘language’ aff ect our 
understanding of the 
past? In what ways can 
our culture impact on our 
interpretation of historical 
events?

In Paris, discuss how you 
have selected the key 
events to add to your 
timelines. Which events 
do you consider more 
signifi cant in causing 
the breakdown of the 
Grand Alliance? Refl ect 
on the challenges faced 
by historians when 
identifying which events 
and evidence are key to 
their account. How might 
this selection process be 
impacted by political or 
cultural bias?

In this Soviet cartoon Churchill 
waves flags reading ‘An Iron 
Curtain is over Europe’ and 

‘Anglo-Saxons Must Rule the 
World’.

PROOF
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