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Introduction 

The all-encompassing war 

 

The Cold War was international affairs for the second half of the 20th Century. 

Nuclear weapons testing, civil wars in all corners of the globe and the race for 

economic dominance were all key spheres of the Cold War, although they were just 

a few elements of a very complex global puzzle. More so than the great battles 

between Carthage and Rome in Ancient times or the Napoleonic Wars, the Cold War 

defined our world. But, there was one key difference between the Cold War and 

earlier major wars. Due to advances in technology and communications, the Cold 

War touched most countries on earth. It was a truly global conflict compared to any 

war that had come before it. From the end of World War 2 until the last decade of the 

20th Century, the struggle for world supremacy between the USA (United States of 

America) and the USSR (Union of Soviet Socialist Republics) dominated global and 

domestic affairs the world over. But, it was so much wider and more complex than 

even that suggests. Many major international events from the Chinese Civil War to 

the Hungarian Revolution and the Vietnam War to the nuclear arms reduction talks 

were impacted and contingent on the Cold War. And its effects still reverberate 

around the world today. To take a few examples, the composition of the UN Security 

Council, the instability in Afghanistan and the political system in China were all 

influenced by the Cold War. 

This book will look at the early years of the Cold War and see how the USA and 

USSR, war-time allies against the Axis Powers, quickly became enemies through a 

range of slow-burning long-term and flared-up short-term factors. We shall consider 

the arms race and just how close the world came to nuclear annihilation, how events 

in Europe in the 1940s led to a break-down in relations between the super-powers, 

the Chinese Civil War, uprisings and revolutions in Europe, the Korean War, and the 

building of the Berlin Wall. But, we begin as all good history books should do and put 

the Cold War in a historical context. We start by going back in time and considering 

the Cold War as the next stage in the age-old battle between Great Powers. 

  



Chapter one 

What are the origins of the Cold War? 

 

Great power disputes 

At its heart, the Cold War was a battle for power between the USA and the USSR. 

Super-powers, or Great Powers as they were known before the rise of the bi-polar 

Cold War world, have fought each other since Ancient times. The Cold War was 

another in a long line of Great Power wars that has included Athens and Sparta 

fighting the Peloponnesian Wars for control and domination of Ancient Greece in the 

5th Century BC, and Britain and France struggling to colonize the world in the 18th 

and 19th Centuries. The difference in the Cold War was that there were two countries 

that were significantly more powerful than any others. When Britain and France were 

competing to colonize the world, there were other nearly as powerful countries such 

as Prussia, Russia and Austria that could compete with them. There were always 

other countries to consider and bargains to be struck in what was known as the 

Concert of Europe. It was often not Britain battling France, but Britain having a 

dispute with Prussia, or France with Austria. The Cold War, though, had no other 

countries that were anywhere near as powerful as the two super-powers. 

The Cold War started in the years after World War 2 and came into a world in which 

there were only two Great Powers left, the super-powers. It would be they who would 

have the influence and create the ‘rules of the game’ until the 1990s. It was the 

Concert of Europe of old, but with only two in the Concert. During the early days of 

the Cold War, one leading member of the US government said that ‘not since Rome 

and Carthage has there been such a polarization of power on this earth.’ Rome and 

Carthage fought some of the largest battles that the world had ever seen in the 2nd 

and 3rd Centuries BC during the Punic Wars. The bi-polar Cold War world was, in 

short, a place where if the two sides came to oppose each other, there was the risk 

of a war greater and more destructive than World War 2. Unhappily for the prospect 

of peace, the two super-powers came with very different systems of government and 

desires for the world. Key to these differences was their choice of economic system. 

 

The USA and the origins of market capitalism 

The USA was a capitalist country. The basis of its economic system was one in 

which much of the production came from private actors for profit in a market. 

Combined with this, the US believed that a liberal international trading system with 

low barriers to trade was in their and the wider world’s best interest. 



Market capitalism and the liberal international trading system started to rise in the 

15th Century as Europe was emerging from the Dark Ages and becoming the most 

important region in the world. China, easily the most powerful country in the world in 

the 15th Century, decided to turn inwards and this left the way open for Europe to 

dominate the world. During the 15th and 16th Centuries, the economies of several 

European countries experienced improved economic growth, with increasing living 

standards for some of the population. This was in part due to an increase in 

international trade, and with time, additional income and growth were generated as 

European ships became larger and more technologically-advanced leading to still 

more trade being undertaken. Portugal, through its journeys of discovery, was the 

first major European trading nation. Spain, the Netherlands, Britain, France and 

others explored, colonized and promoted trade in much of the world in the following 

centuries. 

Soon enough academics such as Adam Smith were propounding the benefits of the 

market system, while the Industrial Revolution that started in Britain in the 18th 

Century led the capitalist free-market system to become stronger. Not even the 

destruction that the Napoleonic Wars brought to Europe and the world in the years 

around 1800 could stop this rise. Colonialism led to the international trading system 

expanding into more and more parts of the world. The system particularly benefitted 

the largest colonial power, Britain, as lower barriers to trade meant that it could more 

easily sell its produce to all corners of the world. 

But, as powers such as Germany and the US gained strength in the 19th Century, 

they started to challenge the British and erect barriers to trade in order to benefit 

their own industries. With the onset of World War 1 in 1914, trade between those 

countries fighting each other reduced to a trickle. The years after World War 1 were 

not much better as the Great Depression made many people poorer, while 

restrictions were placed on trade. The one country with the power to hold a liberal 

trading regime in place, the USA, concentrated on developing itself internally during 

the inter-war years. The system that had served the world for centuries was without 

a strong leader.  

If that was not bad enough for believers in the market-based, trading system, there 

was another major challenge emerging. While the market-based system was 

struggling during World War 1, an alternative system was on the rise. 

 

The alternative system – the rise of Communism and the Russian 

Empire 

The USSR was a Communist country. The theory of Communism was developed in 

the mid-19
th
 Century and in contrast to capitalism, it says that the state should 

control the economy through common ownership and decide the quantity of goods 



produced and level of prices. It believes that all people should work together so that 

each person gets what they need irrespective of their position or role in society. 

Some Communists also believe that capitalism will go through larger and larger 

shocks. These shocks take the form of recessions or depressions and are due to the 

inadequacies of the capitalist system. At some point a depression will be so large 

that the proletariat will rise up and create a Communist-style system. In turn, this will 

lead to Communism becoming the dominant system in the world. 

In the years immediately after the theory of Communism was developed, it did not 

make a significant impact; however Communist-based parties were started in some 

parts of Europe. Communism slowly gained popularity, and in 1917 it made a 

breakthrough when a revolution saw Communists gain power in Russia. The 

Communists consolidated their grip on power in Russia over the following years. By 

the 1940s, for a number of reasons, some Communists thought that Soviet-style 

Communism would soon sweep through Europe and the rest of the world. Firstly, 

they saw the fact that the state had gradually grown in size over the course of the 

20th Century in many European countries as an indicator that trends were moving in 

Communism’s direction. Social democracy, a system with private companies and a 

significant state role in the economy, was predominant in Western Europe by the late 

1940s. 

Secondly, there was significantly more Communist territory in 1945 than several 

decades previously. This trend was given impetus as the most powerful of the 15 

modern-day countries that formed the USSR was Russia, a traditionally expansionist 

power that had grown significantly in size over the preceding centuries. The 

consequence of World War 2 was that ‘Russia’ continued this expansion and had 

control over additional territory in Eastern Europe, including the Baltic states of 

Estonia, Latvia and Poland. The USSR also consisted of other current-day countries 

in Eastern Europe, the Caucasus and Central Asia. Thirdly, many Communists held 

the belief that due to the inherent problems of capitalism, Communism would 

inevitability become the dominant mode of human organization in the world. 

The Soviets also had a very different internal political system to the democratic US. 

Stalin, the most powerful man in the USSR by the late 1920s, led a dictatorship that 

was based on terror and repression. He is widely thought to have killed more people 

than nearly anybody else in history through his purges and system of labor camps. 

Stalin did relax the totalitarian system during World War 2, but it re-emerged in the 

years after the war. 

All this left a situation where the USA and USSR had very different views on how the 

world and their own countries should be run. In 1945, though, there was one major 

unifying element. 

 



The mutual enemy - Fascism 

The USSR and USA had not always held as much sway in the world as they did in 

1945. Just a few short years previously, it could be argued that Germany was more 

powerful than the USSR. The Nazis took power in Germany in 1933 and undertook a 

large arms build-up. In 1939, a pact was signed between the Nazis and Soviets to 

divide Poland between them; however, the pact did not last and in 1941 the Nazis 

invaded the Soviet half of Poland and then the USSR. The following battle between 

the USSR and Germany was probably the most destructive that the world has ever 

known. In this struggle, the USSR was supported by their British and American 

allies. The US supplied the Soviets with financial credits and played a major role in 

the Allied Power’s attacks on the Nazis and their Fascist Italian allies in Western 

Europe. It also fought against the Axis Powers in other parts of the world, most 

notably Japan in the Pacific. The Soviets wanted the US and Britain to ease the 

burden of fighting Nazi Germany, and to launch a front in Western Europe much 

sooner than they did. The US and Britain were unable to do this for several reasons; 

however the Allied Powers ultimately did work together to defeat the Axis Powers. 

The Soviets and Americans both thought that the Nazis were a bigger threat to the 

world than they were to each other. This common bond helped to paper over some 

of the differences in how the two powers wanted the post-war world to look. 

 

The ideological twist 

The differences between the super-powers, what we could call the ideological twist, 

were starting to become clearer as Nazi Germany weakened militarily. In the days of 

the Concert of Europe, the Great Powers believed in a broadly similar global system. 

They competed with each other, but with the understanding that they wanted the 

over-arching system to remain in place.  The same cannot be said of the battle 

between the Communist USSR and the capitalist USA. 

At the heart of the Cold War battle were the very different desires that would come 

from these two systems. In the early years of the war, the lack of understanding 

between the two sides would sew mistrust and lead to a situation where relations 

would rapidly deteriorate. But, the only reason why the Cold War happened was that 

the international system had undergone a metamorphosis as a result of World War 

2. This change was a second important strand in the oncoming Cold War battle. 

  



Chapter two 

Why did the USA and the USSR become super-powers? 

 

World War 2 – The nail in the coffin for Old Europe 

West European countries dominated the world in 1913. Its countries ran much of the 

Earth’s territory and held in place an ever-growing trading system.  Leaders in some 

European capitals thought that this would continue for centuries, but then World War 

1 happened. Nobody was quite prepared for the level of death and destruction that 

World War 1 was to bring on Europe and it dealt a huge blow to the old European 

Powers. The war resulted in large increases in debt, while non-European Powers 

such as the US and Japan used the war to increase their level of trade and influence 

around the world. The post-war settlement was agreed in the Versailles Treaty and 

the defeated Germans were required to pay huge war reparations to the victorious 

powers. There were tensions as a result of the Treaty over the following decades 

between Germany and France, while the Great Depression led to economic 

problems in Europe, particularly for Britain. The most powerful country in the world 

during the 19th Century, Britain’s wealth was based on exporting goods to countries 

around the world and an international trading system with low barriers to trade. 

Britain no longer had the power to enforce such a trading system, and by the 1930s, 

the system was much less free than it used to be meaning that Britain was much 

weaker than she once was. The rise of the autarkic Fascist powers of Germany and 

Italy further damaged European trade. 

If World War 1 and the intervening years had weakened the European Powers, the 

consequences of the rise of Fascism were to be the fatal blow. Never again would 

any of the West European countries be considered truly Great Powers. They would 

have influence, but from then on they were very clearly declining powers. 

The consequences of the rise of Fascism were World War 2. The traditional 

continental European Powers of France and Germany were interminably weakened 

by the war. France was invaded by Germany in 1940 and was dependent on the 

other Allied Powers for her liberation. During the war, without an effective central 

government, France had much less control in its colonies and never really recovered 

its influence in many of them after the war. Germany lost the war and was subject to 

repeated bombing raids that destroyed much of the country’s infrastructure during 

the final years of the war. Both France and Germany were dependent on foreign 

powers to restore their economies in the post-war years. 

The other great European power, Britain, was in a different situation. It had never 

been invaded by Germany and was a victor in the war. It also attended the key war-

time conferences as a theoretical equal of the USA and USSR. But, the reality was 



that Britain did not have the power that it used to have. It was exhausted from the 

war, and heavily indebted to and increasingly dependent on the USA. Britain’s 

victory against Nazi Germany had truly been a pyrrhic one. 

Japan was the other major power in the war. It had been on the rise in the fifty years 

before World War 2, but had been brought to its knees by the fighting. It was 

occupied by US forces and dependent on the US for its recovery. The other power in 

East Asia, China, was also in a position of weakness at the time. It had been the 

victim of Japanese attack during the war, while the Chinese Civil War between the 

Nationalists and Communists re-started soon after Japanese troops left China. 

With the countries that had been powerful over the previous centuries defeated in 

war, dependent on others, drowning in debt, or still at war, this left room for other 

powers to emerge. And trends had been moving in favor of two other countries. 

 

The USA and the benefits of World War 2 

The USA had been on the rise since it declared its independence in 1776. Over the 

course of the 19th Century it gained more territory across the American continent 

until the country stretched to the Pacific Ocean. As the country expanded, pioneers 

came to develop land and build towns, while migrants poured in to the country. Even 

by the start of the 20th Century, there were still high-levels of immigration and large 

swathes of the country remained undeveloped. This helps to explain why, unlike the 

West European countries, the US did not have many colonies in the world; as there 

was still internal trade to foster and land to develop, expanding its territorial reach 

outside of North America was a low priority. That focus on internal development was 

also part of the reason why the US had historically been isolationist. It did not join 

World War 1 until 1917, and part of the reason why it joined were aggressive 

German actions against the US. In spite of some dissenting voices, the US remained 

isolationist in the following years to the extent that it did not join the League of 

Nations, the predecessor to the United Nations, and it did not engage in combat in 

World War 2 until it was attacked by Japan. 

America pursued its isolationist path despite having easily the largest economy in the 

world in the inter-war years, and even if the country suffered some economic dips, its 

relative strength only grew with time. The Great Depression did lead to lower 

economic output in the US, but the country rebounded as a result of World War 2 

when the economy doubled in size. It also supplied allies, such as Britain, with loans 

so that they could pay for armaments in the war. By the end of the war it was in a 

dominating position economically, particularly as the European and Asian economies 

had been devastated. Mainland USA had a privileged position away from the main 

spheres of fighting, and so did not suffer anywhere near the same level of 

destruction that some other parts of the world did. 



America combined this post-war economic strength with an increasing willingness to 

use some of that strength. There remained isolationists in the US, but the attacks 

that the US suffered in the war made many see that they could no longer shut 

themselves off from the rest of the world. Many US companies had also grown 

significantly as a result of international trade during the war and much like the British 

in the 19th Century, it was becoming increasingly important for the US to have a 

stable international trading system with low barriers to trade in order to allow its 

companies to flourish. 

If the US wanted a liberal, market-based trading system, there was one threat on the 

horizon. It came from a country that had also tamed territory across a vast land mass 

over the preceding centuries and the country that was the other main victor in the 

war. 

 

The USSR – return from the abyss 

The Russian Empire had grown from a base around Kiev in Ukraine, and Saint 

Petersburg and Moscow in Russia to take control of the vast Eurasian land mass 

over the centuries. Much like the US, Russia had spent the previous centuries 

exploring and exploiting its territory. This meant that it had traditionally been inward-

looking and had fewer global interests than the other European Powers. The country 

was also poorer than many other countries in Europe and over the years, the 

population became increasingly unhappy about the poverty that they found 

themselves in. The Communists took advantage of this, and created popular 

opposition to the disliked Tsar Nicholas II in the early 20th Century. This opposition 

culminated in the Russian Revolution of 1917 in which Russia became Communist. 

In 1922, the Russian Empire became the USSR, and in the years following, with the 

help of a strong government and a centralized planning system, the country 

underwent a structural transformation. The country’s economy changed from one 

that was largely agricultural in nature to one with significant amounts of heavy 

industry. By 1940, this investment was starting to bear fruit and the Soviet’s 

production of raw materials and industrial products such as coal and steel had 

greatly increased. This meant that their army could compete with the Germans much 

more effectively in World War 2 than World War 1. 

The Soviets were on the brink of defeat on several occasions in the war and suffered 

massive casualties, but they survived and defeated the Nazis without substantial 

help from the other Allied Powers on the Eastern Front. It is estimated that 26 million 

Soviets died due to the war, some 14% of the pre-war population. In spite of that, the 

USSR still had a population larger than the USA or any country in Europe in 1945. 

The Soviets also managed to keep much of their heavy industry in tact during the 

war as they transported it thousands of miles from close to the battle lines to the 



deep Soviet interior. In 1945, while much of Eastern and Central Europe lie in ruins, 

the Soviets still had an industrial base on which to build. 

The industrialized economy combined with a large population meant that the Soviet 

Union had the potential to create and sustain an economy that rivaled the USA’s. 

Moreover, it was not saddled with debts to the extent that countries such as Britain 

were. It also possessed a vast army, larger than that of any other European country 

or the US in 1945. While the USSR came close to defeat in the war and on some 

measures was weaker by the time that it ended, the other European countries had 

been weakened even more. 

Another impact of that war was the occupation of Europe. 

 

Two super-powers face-to-face 

In May 1945, the two Great Powers left in the world, the super-powers, both had 

large armies in Europe. After overcoming the Germans, the Soviets invaded and 

occupied much of Eastern Europe as well as part of Germany. The other Allied 

Powers of the USA, UK and France occupied much of Western Europe. After 

overcoming the Axis Powers of Germany and Italy in North Africa, the allies landed 

in Italy in 1943. They then invaded France in 1944 and pushed eastwards to 

Germany. By April 1945, the armies of the two super-powers were looking at each 

other, face-to-face across the river Elbe in Germany. This was soon followed by the 

German surrender in May 1945. 

The one remaining issue in the war was the other Axis power of Japan. The Soviets 

had agreed to increase their support to the US in the war against Japan in East Asia 

after the defeat of Germany, but before they had the chance to fully do so, the US 

dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in Japan in August 1945. Japan 

then surrendered, marking the end of World War 2. But, out of the ashes of World 

War 2, a new battle was already starting. As the war came to an end, there was a 

rise in tensions between the super-powers as the leaders looked to the realities of a 

post-war world. And it would be these tensions that would translate into a wave of 

fear sweeping over the world in the coming years.  



Chapter three 

How did Europe become divided into two blocs? 

 

The war-time conferences 

The Allied Powers of the USA, Britain and the USSR discussed the fate of Europe 

and the world after the war at a series of war-time conferences. With the increasing 

inevitability that the allies would win the war, the gap between what the USSR and 

USA wanted the post-war world to look like did not get any closer.  

But, it would be the British rather than the Americans that were the first to try to strike 

up a deal with the Soviets on how Europe would look after the war. British leader 

Churchill had already accepted that the Soviet Union would be able to expand and 

keep territories that it had invaded in the early years of the war. In October 1944, 

Churchill went to Moscow to meet Soviet leader Stalin. They agreed the so-called 

‘percentages agreement’ on the future status of countries in Central and Eastern 

Europe. On a piece of paper Churchill wrote the name of countries and the 

percentage level of influence the Soviets and British would have in each country. 

Stalin put a tick on the piece of paper; however there was never a formal agreement 

made on it. Moreover, the Americans did not recognize any such agreement as they 

wanted to decide the final status of Europe when fighting had ceased. 

In February 1945, the three war-time leaders met at Yalta in modern-day Ukraine. 

Alongside Stalin and Churchill was US President Roosevelt. The conference took 

place shortly before the end of World War 2 and the leaders argued over many 

issues, all wanting the world to look a certain, distinct way after the war. One issue 

they did agree on was that there would be free elections in Poland, a country under 

Soviet domination at the time of the conference. There were worries from some 

quarters that Stalin could not be trusted and that he would not allow free elections to 

take place in Poland. The pre-war Polish government was based in Britain and 

Churchill’s decision to trust Stalin was the subject of much debate there after the 

conference. Churchill believed that he could trust Stalin on this matter, but over the 

following weeks, internal pressure would see him change his mind. Churchill even 

wrote to Roosevelt about Poland, although Roosevelt kept faith with Stalin. 

The next conference took place at Potsdam, Germany after hostilities had ceased in 

Europe in July 1945. At the conference, further differences emerged between the 

leaders. A first issue was that there were new leaders with different personalities and 

priorities at the conference. Roosevelt had passed away and was replaced by 

Truman, while Churchill and newly elected Prime Minister Attlee were both in 

attendance for the British. A further issue was that before the conference had begun, 

Stalin and Truman attended a one-to-one meeting, something that angered 



Churchill. At that meeting, Truman recognized the new Soviet-backed Polish 

government and in the process further irked Churchill. But, aside from Poland, 

Truman and Stalin did not agree on very much else at the conference. Stalin came 

with a list of demands, but Truman refused to negotiate on many of them. Truman 

instead asked for national self-determination for countries in Eastern Europe. This 

did not go down well with Stalin as he thought that it had already been agreed that 

Eastern Europe was the Soviet’s ‘sphere of influence’. Part of the reason that 

Truman refused to bow to Soviet demands was that the US was about to drop the 

atom bomb on Japan. He thought that the US’s combined military and economic 

strength would give them the upper hand in any negotiations. Truman wanted to 

combine the stick of the threat of using an atom bomb with the carrot of US 

economic aid in order to encourage the Soviets to give the US greater influence in 

Eastern Europe. 

In actual fact, even with US military and economic superiority, the USSR would not 

change their position on Eastern Europe, while in the months after the conference 

little progress was made on other outstanding issues. 

 

Understanding the other side? 

During the negotiations on how the post-war world would look, the USSR and the 

USA were trying to understand each other. As we have seen, they came from 

countries with different modes of government, political histories and cultures. US 

policy-makers spent a lot of time discussing what the best approach was to dealing 

with the Soviet regime and how to get the outcomes that they wanted. They did not 

know whether to see Soviet Communism in the same light as German Fascism. If 

Stalin was another Hitler, they did not want to appease him like Hitler had been. With 

that in mind, in early 1946 George Kennan was charged with writing a report on the 

nature of the Soviet regime. 

Kennan was a senior diplomat based in Moscow and wrote what became known as 

the ‘long telegram.’ In it, he said that domestic legitimacy for the Soviet regime 

required an external threat. This meant that the capitalist powers of the US and 

Britain would replace Fascist Germany as the external threat, and in order for there 

to be a threat, the Soviets would not permit good relations between themselves and 

the capitalist powers. He also said that the traditional Russian sense of insecurity in 

world affairs would ensure that the USSR would continue to act aggressively even if 

concessions were offered. The views espoused in the ‘long telegram’ became very 

influential in Washington. In the months after it was written, the Americans kept a 

much firmer line with the Soviets, and were less willing to give them what they 

wanted. Many in the US feared that the Soviets wanted to slowly take control of the 

world, encouraging Communism to spread into more countries and so hindering the 

ability of the US to create a liberal international trading system. 



This feeling of distrust was mutual. Stalin had expected concessions from the US 

due to the level of suffering that his country had gone through during the war. In that 

light, some Soviets saw the US desire to open up Eastern Europe as part of a grand 

imperialist plan to weaken the Soviet Union and create hostile, free-market countries 

on the USSR’s borders. This view was reinforced as the Soviet’s key aim in 1945 

was to create a ‘sphere of influence’ that contained allied Communist governments in 

Eastern Europe. Their secondary aims were to obtain reparations from the Axis 

Powers and an economic credit from the US. They also wanted to have as much 

influence as possible in Central and Western Europe as well as other regions of the 

world without provoking the US into aggression, but were more willing to negotiate 

on their level of involvement outside of Eastern Europe. Eastern Europe was the 

Soviet’s priority because they wanted to have more protection against future attacks 

from Western Europe, and they thought that the best way to feel more secure was to 

have allies in Eastern Europe. The USSR would then have buffer countries should 

Germany or another hostile power again try to invade. 

The US accepted that the Soviets were entitled to feel safe, but a key US objection 

to Soviet policy in Eastern Europe was how they wanted to create that security. The 

US did not approve of the way that the Soviets started to forcibly impose Communist 

dictatorships on countries in Eastern Europe. 

 

Communism in Eastern Europe 

In 1946, Winston Churchill, gave a famous speech in which he said: 

“From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an ‘iron curtain’ has descended 

across the continent. Behind that line lie all the capitals of the Ancient states of 

Central and Eastern Europe. Warsaw, Berlin, Prague, Vienna, Budapest, Belgrade, 

Bucharest and Sofia; all these famous cities and the populations around them lie in 

what I must call the Soviet sphere, and all are subject, in one form or another, not 

only to Soviet influence but to a very high and in some cases increasing measure of 

control from Moscow.” 

The speech did not receive universal acclaim in 1946, but the term ‘iron curtain’ 

started to look more apt following Soviet actions in Eastern Europe in the late 1940s. 

Communism had a large popular base in very few East European countries in 1945, 

but this did not mean that Communists would not be able to gain power. During the 

years after 1945, Soviet influence helped to ensure that Poland, Hungary, 

Czechoslovakia, Romania and Bulgaria all followed down the path of Soviet-style 

Communism. Communists employed coercion and violence to gradually weaken 

non-Communists or any groups that may advocate a turn against the USSR. The 

one country that followed a slightly different path was Czechoslovakia. There, a 

popular Communist movement won a significant share of the vote in the 1946 



elections, and it seemed as if the country could peacefully become Communist, but 

following economic problems the following year, opposition parties were gradually 

weakened and then closed down as in other countries. By 1948, the whole of the 

region was in the hands of Soviet-backed Communist dictatorships. 

Due to Soviet influence, the imposition of Communism on the region may have been 

unavoidable; however it was accelerated because of Soviet fears over US 

imperialism and free-market capitalism. In particular, one US decision in 1947 and 

the Soviet response marked a further deterioration in East-West relations. 

 

Containment and the Marshall Plan 

As a result of Soviet actions in Eastern Europe and the ensuing fears about Soviet 

expansionism, the US adopted a still firmer line with the Soviets. As 1946 wore on, 

some even started to see the USSR as a threat to the existence of the US. With the 

growing inevitability that Eastern Europe was under Soviet control, the US decided to 

adopt a policy of containment. They would not allow the advance of Communism any 

further and would support non-Communists, especially in areas of key strategic 

interest. This was part of what became known as the Truman Doctrine. 

Containment was perhaps first evident through economic aid in mid-1946. The US 

was becoming fearful that the Communists would gain more influence in France and 

so agreed to give the French significant financial support to strengthen their 

economy. On a wider level, by 1947 Europe was suffering economically and 

countries were quickly using up their financial reserves. Production had not returned 

to pre-war levels and a harsh winter in 1946-47 led to severe problems for many in 

Europe, while the status of the former center of the European economy, Germany, 

had still not been resolved. These pressures contributed to a decisive turning point in 

US support to Europe in early 1947 in Greece. 

There had been problems between Communist and non-Communist forces in 

Greece during and after the Nazi occupation of the country. Both Communist and 

non-Communist groups had provided resistance to the Nazis, but after the Nazis left 

in 1944, tensions escalated and fighting broke out between the groups. Then, an 

agreement on the future of Greece was reached between the sides groups in early 

1945. As part of this, paramilitary groups, including the Communist forces, agreed to 

disband and there would be elections; however, disturbances continued following the 

agreement and in 1946 fighting started once more. The British had been providing 

the non-Communist government forces with military assistance and other support 

since the Nazis left the country, but in early 1947, drowning under war-time debt, the 

British told the Americans that they would no longer be able to support the Greek 

government forces. Without foreign support, there was a fear in the US that Greece, 

then Turkey and the wider Middle East would become Communist dictatorships. 

President Truman played on this fear to convince Congress to provide funds for the 



Greeks in the war. The end-results were successful, with government forces 

overcoming the Communists and ending the war in 1949. 

The aid to Greece and Turkey was a precursor to the Marshall Plan. The Marshall 

Plan addressed the concerns about the lack of economic growth in Europe. It offered 

grants and loans to all countries in Europe, including those in the east, and so 

sought to reignite the European economy. More importantly for many in the US, they 

thought that improved economic conditions would prevent the Communists from 

gaining power in Western Europe. 

 

Communism in Western Europe 

Within Western Europe, there were large Communist parties in Italy and France. In 

France, the Communists had ministers in government immediately after the war and 

in the 1946 legislative elections they were the largest party. However, in 1947 the 

Communists left the government, in part due to their opposition to Marshall Plan aid. 

In Italy in 1948, still more dramatic events occurred. While in France there were a 

number of large parties vying for power, making it hard for the Communists to gain a 

majority, this was not the case in Italy. There, the center-right Christian Democrats 

and the Communist- and Socialist-backed Popular Front were to take about 80% of 

the vote between them in the 1948 election. For some time, it looked as if either 

party could win; many in America feared that if Italy became Communist, other 

countries in Western Europe, such as France, would too. To avoid that, the 

Americans financially supported the Christian Democrats; however the Soviets also 

backed the Popular Front. A closely contested election ended with the Christian 

Democrats winning. This came as a major relief to the US government as events 

elsewhere had made it seem harder still for the US to gain any influence in Eastern 

Europe. 

 

The Soviets and the Marshall Plan 

The Marshall Plan was started by the USA at a time when it was concerned about a 

Communist takeover of the whole of Europe. The Soviets rejected Marshall Plan aid 

due to fears about the US’s intentions; however many East European countries had 

accepted a US invitation to attend a conference in 1947 to discuss the plan. But 

Moscow, fearful that the US would use the aid to buy influence and to open up 

markets to US companies, pressurized the Communist governments in the east not 

to attend the conference. Instead, the Soviets invited Communist leaders from 

Eastern and Western Europe to attend a rival conference in the fall of 1947. At the 

conference, the Marshall Plan was denounced as a tool of US imperialism, while the 

West European Communist parties were also attacked for not being revolutionary 



enough. The result was that the West European Communists became more radical 

when they returned home, which led them to become even more isolated. 

Another consequence of the growing radicalism of the Western Communists was 

that social democracy looked more acceptable to some Communist sympathizers. 

West European social democracy allowed governments to take more control of the 

economy and provide welfare programs and health-care services to the population. 

These programs were combined with full employment polices where by the 

government would increase spending and create jobs if unemployment rose. It was 

hoped that such policies would prevent the working-classes and others from 

supporting Communist dictatorships. 

The outcome of the Marshall Plan was a more clearly divided Europe. The US felt 

that it needed the Marshall Plan to protect its interests, but Soviet interests were best 

served by rejecting it.  However, it would be the still to be resolved issue of Germany 

that caused the most dramatic incident of the early Cold War years and that led 

tensions to rise still further. 

  



Chapter four 

What was the Berlin blockade? 

 

Post-war Germany 

Germany was occupied by the Allied Powers in 1945 and became divided into 

Soviet, American, British and French zones. This was due to be a temporary division 

until a long-term settlement for Germany could be reached by the allies, but for a 

number of reasons the future status of Germany could not easily be resolved. 

Firstly, there were fears from both the Soviets and French about a resurgence of 

German power. They had both fought two costly wars against the Germans in the 

previous decades and wanted the German state to remain weak. There were 

proposals put forward to base the German economy around agriculture and light 

industry. The Americans did not oppose those proposals initially, but changed their 

position and decided that they wanted a strong German economy following the 

continued economic instability in Europe. The US started to see it as essential to 

European recovery to have a strong Germany. 

Secondly, the French were suffering economically and wanted reparations from 

Germany in order to re-build their country after the damage inflicted on it in the war. 

There were a number of arguments on this issue in the years immediately after the 

war, but the US thought that Germany would struggle to grow if it was paying 

significant portions of its income in reparations to other countries. The Americans 

were also worried that if the French economy remained weak and France did not 

receive reparations from Germany, the Communists would prosper. In order to 

combat these issues, the US started the Marshall Plan. After receiving Marshall Plan 

aid, France became more willing to accept a strong Germany and had less need for 

reparation payments. 

Thirdly, the Soviets wanted reparations. There had been negotiations between the 

US and the Soviets on the level of reparations that the Soviets would receive from 

Germany since before World War 2 ended. These dragged on and as relations 

between the super-powers worsened, so the likelihood of a deal acceptable to both 

parties diminished. The Soviets took reparations from their zone of Germany, and for 

a time the US permitted the Soviets to take reparations from their zone too, but the 

US always attached a condition that the Soviets found unacceptable to any formal, 

long-term agreement on reparations. 

Finally, an agreement could not be reached on whether Germany should be one 

country or divided in the future. The Soviets favored a unified Germany, but many in 

the US thought that the Soviets would impose a Communist dictatorship on a united 

Germany as they had done in other East European countries. That view was 



supported by the fact that the Soviets made the Social Democrats merge with the 

Communists in the Soviet zone of Germany. This led to a growing preference in the 

US for a Germany divided between the Soviet zone and the French, British and 

American zones. A formal agreement between the sides remained elusive and the 

issue of Germany’s future status had still not been resolved by 1948. 

 

Western policy in Germany in 1948 

With no sign of agreement on how Germany should look in the future, the Western 

Powers increasingly encouraged the development of their zones irrespective of what 

the Soviets thought about it. This was not welcomed by the Soviets and they started 

to increase controls and checks on the West’s weak spot – West Berlin. It was a 

weak spot because one of the quirks of the occupation of Germany was that the 

Western Powers controlled West Berlin in spite of the fact that it was surrounded by 

Soviet-occupied East German territory. West Berlin was connected to the rest of 

West Germany via road and rail links, but these links were subject to the Soviets 

permitting Western vehicles to pass over Soviet East Germany to reach West Berlin. 

The Soviets could prevent Western vehicles from passing over its territory if they 

wished. 

In June 1948 the Western Powers introduced a new currency, the Deutsch Mark, 

into West Germany and West Berlin. Stalin had already severely restricted US 

access to Eastern Europe, in part due to his fears about the strength of US market 

capitalism, and he became worried that the Americans wanted to slowly introduce 

the currency into all of Germany and so dominate the country. He had also 

previously thought about limiting the Western Power’s access to Berlin, and in 

response to the introduction of the Deutsch Mark, he made his move and launched 

an attempt to control the whole of Berlin. 

 

The Berlin blockade 

The day after the Deutsch Mark was introduced to West Berlin, the USSR blocked all 

road, water and rail routes in to West Berlin. This started the Berlin blockade. The 

Soviets wanted to use control of Berlin as a bargaining chip to influence how 

Germany would be run in the future. The US decided that it needed to be strong in 

the face of this pressure; it feared that if it did not protect West Berlin, the Soviets 

would think that the US was weak and so try to influence more of Germany and 

Europe. With little more than a month’s worth of supplies in Berlin, the Western 

Powers pondered several options, including military action. In the end, they decided 

to supply Berlin with food, coal and other essential materials by air in what became 

known as the Berlin airlift. 



Treaties with the Soviets had never been agreed on road and rail access to Berlin; 

however there was an agreement that said the Western Powers could have air 

access to Berlin so the Soviets could not protest that the airlift was illegal. The airlift 

gained momentum over the remainder of 1948, with improvements made to Berlin 

airport’s runways. Meanwhile, the Soviets were trying to undemocratically take 

political control of Berlin. In response, some 500,000 Berliners came out to protest 

against Soviet policies and to ask for the world’s help. The Western Powers 

responded to the call and continued the airlift into 1949. By the spring of 1949 it was 

clear that the airlift had been successful and that it could continue into the future. 

 

The end of the Berlin blockade 

Stalin realized that his attempt to influence how Berlin and Germany would be run 

had failed and that the only way that he could take control of Berlin would be through 

military action. This would have been possible as Soviet conventional forces greatly 

outnumbered those of the Western Powers, but he did not want to go to war over 

Germany, especially with the risks that the newly-developed atomic weapons posed. 

In May 1949 the land blockade was lifted and the Western Powers were able to 

cross East German territory into West Berlin once more. The Soviets obtained few 

concessions for agreeing to end the blockade. The Western Powers continued to 

occupy West Berlin and the Soviets East Berlin, but both increasingly chose different 

paths. 

The blockade also made finding an amicable solution to the future status of Germany 

harder. Relations had reached a new low following the blockade so both sides 

agreed not to agree. The Soviets ensured that East Germany joined the Eastern 

Bloc of Communist countries, and the Western Powers ensured that West Germany 

became a market-oriented democracy. By late 1949, both East and West Germany 

had formed their own Parliaments and started to take more control of their own 

affairs; however, like other parts of Europe, they remained dependent on the super-

powers for protection. 

 

NATO and the Warsaw Pact 

The Berlin blockade affected both Germany and the wider European continent. In the 

West, it was another propaganda disaster for the Soviets. By 1949, there were few 

people left who saw them as a friendly war-time ally. It also made it harder still for 

Communist parties in the West that were linked to Moscow to gain credibility. At the 

same time, it brought the West together. Many West European leaders thought that 

they had to unite with the US against the perceived threat from the USSR. 



In 1949, this led to the formation of NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization). It 

was a military alliance and the cornerstone of the treaty said that an attack on one 

member would be seen as an attack on all members and so obliged other members 

to support an attacked member country. This collective security alliance was formed 

of many West European countries, the US and Canada. The reality was that, as 

easily the strongest member in the alliance, the US agreed to protect European 

countries. The alliance grew over the following years and in 1955, despite 

reservations from some, West Germany joined the alliance. As relations continued to 

stagnate between East and West, NATO decided that that Germany’s large 

population and potential military power would be important in resisting any Soviet 

attack. 

The Soviets had proposed that NATO should be a European alliance that included 

the USSR and other Eastern Bloc countries. After NATO’s rejection of this proposal 

and the incorporation of West Germany into NATO, the Soviets created a rival 

military alliance, the Warsaw Pact. This had similar principles to NATO and was 

formed in 1955 by the USSR and most East European Communist countries. 

The expansion of NATO and the creation of the Warsaw Pact more fully formalized 

the division of Europe. By 1955, the ‘iron curtain’ between Eastern and Western 

Europe was stronger than ever and Europe’s division was complete. However, while 

Europe was divided, the boundaries between capitalism and Communism were more 

flexible in other parts of the world. And it would be East Asia where the boundaries 

changed most importantly in the early years of the Cold War.  



Chapter five 

How did China become Communist? 

 

The Nationalists take power 

China played a significant role in supporting the advance of Communism in East 

Asia during the Cold War years, but this was not destined to happen. For many 

years it looked like the Communists would never have the opportunity to take control 

of China as the far-stronger Nationalists ruled the country. 

The Nationalists gained a grip on China in the years following the Chinese 

Revolution of 1911. The revolution saw the end of the imperial Qing dynasty and the 

proclamation of the Republic of China. The country became very unstable after the 

revolution and there were declarations of independence from some regions as 

central government was not strong enough to unite and control the country. In 1926 

Chiang Kai-Shek, a Nationalist and the most important figure in the military at the 

time, led the Northern Expedition in which he sought to unify China. By 1928 most of 

the country was in the hands of the Nationalists or their warlord allies; however, 

during the Northern Expedition, disputes between the Nationalists and Communists 

had flared-up. The Communists had a strong presence in some parts of China, 

particularly rural areas, and soon used this strength to form the Chinese Soviet 

Republic in the areas that they controlled. The Chinese Civil War had begun. The 

early 1930s saw the Nationalists launch a major attack against the Communist-held 

regions of the country, leading the Communists to retreat. At the same time, the 

Nationalists were also experiencing worsening relations with those warlords who 

refused to attack the Communists. It was during this period of civil strife in China that 

an outside power became involved. 

 

The Japanese invasion 

Japan had been a power on the rise since the Meiji restoration in the mid-19th-

Century. It did not have a history of being a Great Power and was traditionally an 

inward-looking country; however, the US imposed a trade treaty on Japan in the 

1850s, and then the country changed course.  In the second half of the 19th Century, 

Japan industrialized rapidly so that it could defend itself more effectively. The 

industrialization of the country was combined with a more assertive foreign policy. In 

order to protect itself against outside threats, in the late 19th Century Japan started to 

push for more influence in the nearby Korean peninsula. As the years passed, and 

with a continued fear about the intentions of other countries, Japan wanted more 

formal control in the peninsula, whether through an allied government or a colony in 

Korea. China, who had exerted control over Korea to varying degrees during the 



previous centuries, did not welcome such a move. Following several incidents in 

Korea between the Japanese and Chinese, they went to war during 1894-95 in the 

First Sino-Japanese war. Japan won the war and became the dominant power in the 

region. Ten years later, Japan cemented their dominance in East Asia by defeating 

Russia in the 1904-1905 Russo-Japanese war. 

By defeating a European power, Japan showed the world that it was an increasingly 

powerful country. Following the defeat of Russia, little regional opposition remained 

and Japan took more control in Korea, formally annexing it in 1910. In 1931, a more 

aggressive Japan took advantage of the political chaos in China and invaded 

Manchuria, a large region in north-east China that borders Korea. Japan continued 

to expand and consolidate its control in Manchuria during the 1930s. In the late 

1930s and into the 1940s, Japan widened its invasion and took control of major cities 

in northern and eastern China. In order to combat the Japanese invasion, in the late 

1930s the Chinese Nationalists and Communists agreed to put their war aside and 

work together. This agreement lasted several years before tensions rose again and 

clashes broke out between the Nationalists and Communists. After the clashes, the 

Nationalists played a larger role in combating the main Japanese army, and bore the 

brunt of the casualties, but they were unable to remove the Japanese from China. 

The Japanese were not to leave until the Soviets invaded northern China to fight the 

Japanese army and the Americans dropped two atomic bombs on Japan, causing 

the Japanese surrender. 

 

The Chinese Civil War after World War 2 

The withdrawal of Japan from China did not change the ongoing low-level hostilities 

between the Chinese Nationalists and Communists, but the strategic picture had 

changed. The Communists found themselves in a much stronger position than they 

were when the Japanese invaded in the 1930s. They had more territory and 

influence across the country, particularly in northern China. The two sides attempted 

to negotiate a peace treaty with each other during the year after the Japanese 

surrendered, but failed to reach agreement. 

Talks broke down in mid-1946 and large-scale warfare resumed once more. The 

Nationalists gained the upper hand at first, using their larger army and better 

equipment to defeat the Communists in key battles. They took the Communist capital 

of Yenan in 1947, but after that the tide slowly started to turn against them. The 

Communists counter-attacked from their regional strongholds and won territory from 

the Nationalists. The Communists continued their advance and in 1948 they 

defeated some large Nationalist armies. In early 1949, the Communists dealt a major 

blow to the Nationalists by defeating their principal remaining army in the Huaihai 

Campaign. After that, it was only a matter of time until the Communists won. Soon, 

they had taken major cities such as Beijing and the Nationalist’s capital, Nanjing. 



They pressed on and occupied most of China by late 1949, proclaiming the People’s 

Republic of China in October that year. The Nationalist government retreated to the 

island of Taiwan, still wondering how they had managed to lose the war after being 

in such a strong position just a few years previously. 

 

How did the Communists win? 

A number of reasons have been cited as to why the Communists won the war. 

Firstly, the Communists were better organized militarily. Until they had an army that 

could match the Nationalists, the Communist strategy was based on building 

popularity in rural areas from where they could launch small-scale attacks and then 

retreat into anonymity. Such guerrilla tactics helped to weaken the Nationalists in 

smaller towns and largely confined them to the cities in many regions as the war 

dragged on.  In contrast, the Nationalists had poor leadership and strategy. They 

struggled to end the Communist guerilla attacks, and performed ineffectively in some 

key battles towards the end of the war. Secondly, the messages coming from the 

Communist leadership were more appealing to much of the population. They 

promised the many poor Chinese in rural areas their own land after the war if they 

joined the Communist army. Conversely, the Nationalist’s leaders were relatively 

corrupt and this led them to quickly lose the support of many people when the war 

turned against them. Thirdly, the territorial situation when World War 2 ended 

weakened the Nationalists. By controlling some of northern China in 1945, and with 

the help of the occupying Soviets, the Communists received a lot of Japanese 

weaponry. They also used their influence in some regions, particularly the north, to 

control rural areas. This was the case even after the Nationalists had retaken many 

major northern Chinese cities after the war. Fourthly, the Nationalist army was 

weakened more than the Communist army by World War 2. As the army of the 

official Chinese government, and following the end of the Communist-Nationalist 

alliance against the Japanese, the Nationalists played the main role against the 

Japanese. The Nationalists suffered particularly heavy casualties following a major 

Japanese offensive in 1944. 

These factors all helped to ensure that the Communists were more popular than the 

Nationalists and that they would control all of China as their army slowly started to 

gain weaponry and size. But in short, much more so than the Nationalists, the 

Communists won the hearts and minds of people in the rural areas where the 

majority of Chinese people lived. 

 

The global picture 

The East Asian regional behemoth of China was now Communist and this 

fundamentally altered the global balance of power between capitalism and 



Communism. The US had not intervened heavily in the war, something that 

President Truman received criticism for when the Communists won. Truman 

provided the Nationalists with economic aid, but not significant military support. The 

US was heavily occupied in Europe at the time, and skeptical about supporting the 

increasingly unpopular and corrupt Nationalists. The Soviets did not intervene 

heavily in the war either, but benefitted greatly from its outcome. It provided a 

significant morale boost to Stalin and Communists all over the world and led to a 

new potential Communist ‘sphere of influence’ in East Asia. While the Communists 

were winning in China, other Communist armies were battling non-Communist forces 

elsewhere in the region. While the US had initial success in containing Communism 

in Europe, there was a whole new challenge opening up for it in Asia. 

In the coming decades non-European countries would regularly change sides in the 

Cold War. They switched between Communism, capitalism and the non-aligned 

movement. Indeed, the year after the Chinese Civil War ended, such a situation 

arose. The first major international war after World War 2 was about to happen on 

the borders of China in a country that had not yet decided whether it wanted to be 

Communist or capitalist. 

  



Chapter six 

What was the Korean War and why was it part of the Cold 

War? 

 

The post-war Korean settlement 

Korea was the next country to become involved in the increasingly global Cold War. 

It is a country situated between Japan and China and had been subject to influence 

from these regional powers for centuries. As we have seen, the Japanese took 

control of Korea in 1910 and they continued to rule it until the end of World War 2. At 

the end of the war, one of the key questions to resolve in East Asia was what to do 

about Korea. Much like Germany in 1945, the Soviet army invaded up to an agreed 

point and then the US army took control of the other half of the country. A diplomatic 

wrangle ensued in which both the USA and USSR tried to maximize their influence in 

Korea. Korea went through a period of instability while the powers decided the future 

of the country, and there were internal uprisings in which some people died. In the 

end, the super-powers accepted that short of having the whole of Korea as an ally, 

they wanted a friendly government in the region that they controlled. 

In 1948, negotiations on trying to unite Korea broke down, and an anti-communist, 

Nationalist government took control of South Korea and a Communist government 

took control in North Korea.  Soviet troops left North Korea (also known as the 

Democratic People’s Republic of Korea) in 1948 and US troops departed South 

Korea (also known as the Republic of Korea) in 1949; however the leaders of both 

the North and South wanted to reunite the country as one. The super-powers were 

not willing to back either the North or South militarily for fear that it would lead to a 

wider regional conflict, perhaps involving nuclear weapons. The situation on the 

Korean peninsula remained very unstable and with the Communists gaining power in 

China, the US kept a close eye on Korea. 

 

Build-up to war – the Sino-Soviet alliance 

Following the establishment of a Communist Republic in China in late 1949, the 

Soviets saw an opportunity to advance Communism in East Asia. As China had 

traditionally been influential in the region, the Soviets thought that the Chinese could 

open up a new front against capitalism. Indeed, Stalin said that that just as the 

Soviets supported Communist movements in Europe, the Chinese should do the 

same in Asia as the USSR could never have as much influence in that region as 

China did. 



Soon after he had defeated the Nationalists, the Chinese Communist leader, Mao 

Zedong, visited Stalin in the USSR. He stayed in the country for two months and the 

Communist allies discussed a range of issues, including how China could further 

advance Communism in East Asia. Two particular countries were seen as territories 

where the Communists could grow their influence with Chinese assistance. The first 

was French Indochina, a territory essentially composed of modern-day Vietnam, 

Cambodia and Laos, and where the Viet Minh were fighting the colonial French 

forces in a war of independence. The second was Korea. The aim of the policy was 

to encourage indigenous Communist movements to attack their opposition and so 

increase the number of Communist governments. The indigenous Communist forces 

could then be aided by the Chinese army if the situation required it. This suited the 

Soviets very well as Communism could be expanded in Asia with little Soviet 

involvement.  

The outcome for Korea was that the Soviets gave the North Korean leader, Kim Il-

Sung, support for his desire to forcibly reunite Korea, although the Soviets or 

Chinese would not become directly involved in such an attack. Having failed to 

significantly support the Nationalists in the Chinese Civil War, and with plenty of 

issues in Europe and elsewhere to deal with, Stalin did not think that the USA would 

get heavily involved in a war in Korea. 

 

The start of the Korean War and the US 

In June 1950, just five years after World War 2 came to an end, war broke out on the 

Korean peninsula. The better-equipped and militarily stronger North Koreans 

launched a devastating attack on the South and soon controlled most of the country. 

There was much debate in America about how to respond, but the Americans 

decided that they had to protect South Korea for a number of reasons. Firstly, the 

Americans took this decision due to their support for Japan. The US was supporting 

the redevelopment of Japan, in part as it believed that Japan could be a key ally in 

the region and counter-weight to Chinese and Soviet influence. While Korea was not 

considered as strategically important as Japan by the US, much like those Japanese 

emperors in the late 19th Century, the US came to see Korea as strategically 

important for the defense of Japan. It feared that if all of Korea became Communist, 

the winds of Communism sweeping over East Asia could jump those thirty miles over 

the Strait of Korea to reach Japan. Secondly, there were concerns that an 

aggressive Korean-Chinese-Soviet alliance could launch an outright attack on 

Japan. Thirdly, having received criticism for his lack of support to the Nationalists in 

the Chinese Civil War, Truman decided that he had to more fully support the 

Nationalists in Korea. He decided to follow the Truman Doctrine, part of which said 

that the US should act to contain and constrain Communism where possible. Truman 



was also influenced by those who thought that if Communism was not stopped in 

Korea, much of the rest of East Asia would quickly become Communist. 

These factors contributed to the US decision to seek and gain UN approval to lead a 

force to Korea. The first US troops arrived in the summer of 1950 and were soon 

involved in combat. At this stage, the conflict could have escalated into a much 

larger regional conflict; however neither the Soviets nor the Chinese intervened. 

 

The UN-backed counter-attack 

In the weeks immediately after the US and UN entered the war, the North Koreans 

continued to advance. The small numbers of UN troops were not able to halt the 

North’s advance. By September 1950, the UN and South Korean forces were 

penned into the south-east corner of the Korean peninsula. This territory consisted of 

the major port city of Pusan, but one final push from North Korea could have ended 

the war. 

It was at that juncture that the situation started to change. Seoul, the capital of South 

Korea before the invasion by the North, is situated in the center of the Korean 

peninsula. The UN wanted to re-gain control of Seoul and led an attack on Incheon, 

a town about 20 miles from Seoul on the west coast of Korea. Following aerial and 

naval bombardment, the UN troops successfully attacked Incheon with little 

opposition from North Korean troops. At the same time, North Korea’s offensives in 

the south-east were being repelled by the UN-South Korean force. 

The war took a sudden turn in September 1950. The UN forces that landed at 

Incheon soon advanced and defeated North Korean forces in Seoul, while the troops 

in the south-east broke out, overwhelming the tired, stretched North Korean troops. 

By late September the South was considering whether to launch an attack into North 

Korean territory by crossing the 38th Parallel, the line that had separated the two 

Koreas prior to the start of the war. The US did not stop the South Koreans from 

advancing into the North, and so the situation reversed itself. This time it was the 

South Koreans who were forcing the North Koreans to retreat further into their 

territory. UN forces then followed South Korean forces into the North a few days 

later. There were amphibious landings into two locations in North Korea, as well as 

aerial assaults from the UN forces. These forces took the North Korean capital, 

Pyongyang, on October 19th, and were soon advancing towards the Chinese and 

Soviet borders. 

The US general in charge of the operation, MacArthur, wanted to press forward and 

destroy the North Korean supply depots in China; however US President Truman did 

not want to escalate the war and ordered MacArthur not to advance too close to the 

Chinese border. Stalin had strictly ruled out official Soviet intervention in the war, but 



as the US advanced closer to the border, the Chinese were considering their 

options. 

 

The Chinese attack 

Chinese leader Mao wanted to show the Soviets that he could support the 

Communist cause and join the war; however, he had trouble for a time convincing 

his advisors that the war was winnable. They were worried that the large US nuclear 

arsenal could be used against China and its army. In the end this objection was 

overcome, and the Chinese took the decision that the US feared. In late October 

China sent 300,000 troops to the war. 

The first clashes between Chinese and opposition forces happened soon after.  The 

Chinese got the upper hand in these initial skirmishes. They then withdrew to safer 

terrain and the UN and South Korean forces pressed on, but large counter-attacks 

from the Chinese led to a succession of retreats. The strength and tactics of the 

Chinese army led them to win a number of key battles over the winter of 1950-51. 

South Korean and UN forces withdrew further and further south and they were back 

around the 38th parallel in the center of Korea by January 1951. 

In early 1951, there was debate in the US about using atomic weapons to stop the 

Chinese advance. By that stage, there was the possibility that more Chinese troops 

would be sent to Korea, while the Soviets had become unofficially involved in the 

conflict. If the Chinese had continued to win key battles the nuclear option may have 

been more widely supported in the US, but by the spring of 1951, the war was 

starting to reach a stalemate. The Chinese were gaining little ground as their supply 

lines were not delivering essential materials to their forces and the UN troops were 

starting to win battles against them. 

With little sign that either side would be able to overcome the other, the super-

powers expressed a desire for peace by mid-1951. The Korean leaders both still 

wanted a united Korea, but with the super-powers tiring of a costly and deadly war, 

there was little that they could do. While both sides wanted peace, they could not 

agree on terms, specifically exactly where the border between the two Koreas would 

be. The North wanted the border from before the war; however the South had troops 

in positions that were easier to defend than they would have been at the old border 

so resisted such a suggestion. 

The fighting continued, with negotiations dragging on for two long years. After 

agreeing that the border could be in the positions of late 1951, there was then a 

dispute about prisoners of war (POWs). The US was worried that the North Korean 

POWs would be subject to harsh treatment, as returning Soviet soldiers had been 

after World War 2. The US and South Koreans wanted to follow the principle of 

voluntary repatriation, only allowing those who wanted to return to North Korea to do 



so. The North Koreans rejected voluntary repatriation, thus meaning that the war 

continued. By the spring of 1952 both sides had strong defensive lines and there 

were some battles that year, but by mid-1953 the lines of both sides were not greatly 

changed from where they were in mid-1951. 

Following leadership changes in both the USA and USSR, negotiations finally 

concluded and an armistice was agreed in July 1953. 

 

Outcome of the Korean War 

The Korean War did not change the situation in the Korean peninsula significantly. 

After three years of fighting, there was still a Communist North Korea and a 

Nationalist South Korea, a situation that did not change throughout the Cold War. 

The war also marked a turning point from a wider geo-political perspective. It 

illustrated how the battle between the USA and USSR had moved from the 

European arena to other parts of the world. This trend was to accelerate in the years 

after. 

The US had also successfully contained Communism in Korea. The American’s 

determined defense of South Korea made the Soviets wary of encouraging 

Communists to attack non-Communists elsewhere in case the US intervened. 

Another key change that arose from the defense of South Korea was the 

remilitarization of the US and many of its NATO allies. There had been a phase of 

demilitarization in the years after World War 2, but the Korean War resulted in an 

arms build-up in both the US and her NATO allies. As many NATO countries were 

involved in Korea, the war also led to the consolidation of NATO. This consolidation 

was encouraged as the Korean War led many in Europe to see the prospect of a 

Soviet attack on Western Europe as being more likely. If the Soviets sanctioned a 

Communist attack in Korea, they reasoned, why could they not do the same in 

Europe? That reasoning was a key factor in the decision to allow Germany to 

develop its military capability and join NATO. 

Aside from conventional forces, the other way for the West to defend against a 

Soviet attack was with nuclear weapons; however, as was illustrated in Korea, the 

US was unsure of how to best use their nuclear advantage. 

  



Chapter seven 

How were nuclear weapons developed and used in the 

early years of the Cold War? 

 

Nuclear weapons and World War 2 

It had been known even before World War 2 that it was theoretically possible to use 

nuclear material to create a military weapon; the questions were how this could be 

done and what exactly could be produced. During World War 2, the Americans 

received intelligence that the Nazis were trying to produce a nuclear weapon. This 

led the US to take advantage of the fact that a number of leading European 

physicists had come to the USA to avoid World War 2. It significantly expanded its 

nuclear program, and this turned into the largest of the war-time nuclear 

development programs. The program became known as the ‘Manhattan Project’. 

The project was maintained under strict secrecy, with even some close US allies 

unaware about the details of it. The result of the project was the atomic bombs that 

were dropped on Nagasaki and Hiroshima in Japan in August 1945. 

Even though the Manhattan Project was secret, the Soviets had spies placed within 

it. During the Potsdam Conference between the war-time allies in July 1945, 

President Truman let it be known that a powerful weapon was soon to be used 

against Japan. He did not specify exactly what the weapon was, but due to the 

Soviet spies placed in the US, Stalin was well aware of the type of weapon that the 

US possessed. 

 

The US nuclear monopoly 

With World War 2 over, in 1945 the US thought that it was in a very powerful 

position. It hoped that it could use its nuclear monopoly to gain advantage over the 

Soviet Union and strengthen its hand in the negotiations over the post-war world. 

But, the US found out that even if it was the only country with a nuclear weapon, it 

did not automatically mean that it would get the post-war settlement that it wanted. 

This was because the Soviets did not find it credible that the US would launch a 

nuclear attack on Moscow because they had imposed Communist dictatorships on 

Eastern Europe. The main effect of the US nuclear monopoly in post-war Europe 

was to provide comfort to US and European forces in Western Europe when faced 

with a much larger Soviet army just across their borders. The US calculated that 

nuclear weapons would make it harder for the Soviets to successfully invade 

Western Europe. 



The US knew that the Soviets would try to develop a nuclear weapon after they had 

dropped atomic bombs on Japan. In order to prevent this and after seeing the 

apocalyptic potential of the weapon, shortly after World War 2 the US proposed a 

treaty that would have put atomic weapons under UN control. The 1946 Baruch Plan 

would have also involved UN nuclear inspections of UN member countries, including 

the Soviet Union. The Soviets rejected the Baruch Plan on the grounds that the UN 

was dominated by the US and Western Europe, while it also opposed UN 

inspections of Soviet territory. They also saw it as a US ploy to prevent them from 

producing their own nuclear weapons. 

 

The Soviet nuclear weapons program 

Another reason why the Soviets rejected the Baruch Plan was that it had already 

started its own nuclear program. In 1945, Stalin ordered Soviet scientists to 

accelerate their nuclear program and make the production of an atomic bomb a 

priority. The Soviets had information about nuclear weapons due to their spies in the 

Manhattan Project; however in order to build an atomic bomb, much additional 

research was required. Stalin gave Soviet scientists significant resources to build an 

atomic weapon at a time when the Soviet economy was recovering from the war, 

meaning that he expected the research to pay dividends. Following a gargantuan 

effort, the Soviets took the nuclear monopoly away from the USA in 1949. They 

successfully tested an atomic weapon in August that year. 

The US still held the lead in nuclear weapons in 1949. Both the quantity and quality 

of US weapons were superior to those of the USSR, but the Soviets had started 

down the path of nuclear development. The Soviet nuclear test also changed the 

balance of military power in Europe. The Eastern Bloc then possessed nuclear 

weapons as well as larger conventional armed forces. And at the same time as the 

USSR tested its atomic weapon, Communist victory in the Chinese Civil War 

seemed all but inevitable.  All this added up to increased insecurity in the West. 

 

The arms race in the 1950s 

The battle for nuclear superiority soon took the name the ‘arms race’ and the Soviet 

atomic bomb test encouraged the US to take the next step in the race, the 

development of a thermonuclear bomb. The US government thought that if the 

Soviets developed a thermonuclear bomb first, it would invoke a wave of fear in the 

West, but that if the US developed one first, it would act as a deterrent against 

potential Soviet aggression. With that in mind, and in order to reassert US nuclear 

superiority, in early 1950 Truman decided to expand the US’s thermonuclear bomb 

program. 



By the early 1950s the Americans did not have a large advantage in nuclear 

technology. The US tested its first hydrogen or thermonuclear bomb in late 1952, 

followed by the Soviets in mid-1953. The power of these nuclear tests was growing 

ever-stronger. In mid-1954, a test by the US in a Pacific archipelago was significantly 

more powerful than expected and produced a blast about 750 times stronger than 

the bombs dropped on Japan just nine years earlier. The blast also led to a rise in 

radiation in places around the world. 

The arms raced continued in earnest over the following years. Both sides continued 

to develop their rocket launching technology and the power of their nuclear weapons. 

In 1957, the Soviets launched the first inter-continental ballistic missile and the first 

satellite into orbit, so proving to the world how advanced they were in some 

technologies. The US responded in 1958 through a test of their first inter-continental 

ballistic missile. By 1960, the US held a very large lead in the quantity of nuclear 

weapons even if both sides had weapons of similar power. In spite of that fact, in the 

US presidential elections of 1960, John F Kennedy said that by allowing the Soviets 

to gain a perceived lead in missile technology, the previous administration had not 

done enough to protect America. When in power in 1961, Kennedy significantly 

increased defense spending and launched the Apollo program as part of an agenda 

to ensure US superiority in space exploration and missile defense. He also realized 

that there was not in fact a missile gap with the USSR and then made it public that 

the US had a clear lead in missile technology. Khrushchev responded by testing the 

most powerful nuclear weapon ever detonated in October 1961. 

These events are illustrative of the fact that giant leaps were made in nuclear and 

missile technology in the years after World War 2. By the early 1960s, both sides 

had the ability to launch immensely destructive nuclear weapons over significant 

distances. 

 

The impact of nuclear weapons on the Cold War 

Nuclear weapons were to play a key role in the Cold War. Their power and 

destructive potential changed how the USA and USSR thought about warfare. They 

knew that if one of them used nuclear weapons against the other, they were likely to 

be met with great force and both countries would suffer great damage. This 

realization did not happen immediately, but it slowly changed the Cold War 

landscape as the leaders of the USA and USSR realized that they could not credibly 

threaten to use nuclear weapons except in the most extreme circumstances. The 

weapons also reduced the possibility that the super-powers would use conventional 

forces against each other. In particular, it made the large Soviet army seem less 

threatening than it otherwise would have done to Western countries. 

The super-powers also knew that the power of nuclear weapons meant that it was 

not very important whether they had 500 or 50,000 nuclear weapons. For example, 



while the US had a far greater numerical advantage in nuclear weapons in 1960, it 

also knew that far fewer than 500 nuclear weapons could inflict serious damage on 

its territory. In fact, other states did have small quantities of nuclear weapons, and in 

the 1950s and 1960s, the UK, France and China all successfully tested nuclear 

weapons. These states never had anywhere near as many nuclear weapons as the 

super-powers, but at times these small quantities of weapons did play a part in Cold 

War politics. And had the situation ever presented itself, these weapons could have 

made it harder for the Soviets to attack Western Europe or for the Americans to 

attack the Chinese. 

But, in the 1950s the arms race was not the highest of priorities for people in Eastern 

Europe. Many people there were more concerned with economic issues. 

  



Chapter eight 

What happened in the new Communist dictatorships of the 

Eastern bloc? 

 

The changing of the guard 

By the 1950s, the USSR and USA had come to accept that following their break-

down in relations, they would have limited influence in the parts of Europe that were 

not in their ‘sphere of influence’. The two spheres moved ever further apart, but in 

1953 leadership changes in the super-powers led to a fleeting hope that this situation 

could be reversed. In the USA, Eisenhower became President. He continued with 

some of his predecessor’s polices; however he did not fundamentally alter the 

dynamic of the Cold War. More importantly, the man who had led the USSR with a 

firm grip for over two decades, Stalin, died. His totalitarian regime had at times used 

brutal methods to implement its policies, causing the deaths of many millions of 

Soviet citizens and leading people to live in fear that they would be denounced and 

sent to the gulag, the infamous system of labor camps. His death gave an 

opportunity for the Soviets to change their system and reduce the level of fear and 

paranoia in the country. Alas, it was not that simple. The nature of the Soviet system 

meant that, after Stalin’s death, it took several years for a new leader to emerge. In 

the meantime, with Stalin gone, groups in the Eastern Bloc had less fear than before 

and started protesting against their governments. 

 

East German uprising 

In 1953, East Germany played host to a major revolt against Communist rule. At the 

heart of the revolt were economic problems. East Germany was still recovering from 

World War 2, while it was spending significant amounts of money on defense and 

reparations to the USSR. They were also still adapting to the newly-imposed 

Communist system, a process that took a number of years to implement and embed, 

and that requires often painful structural reform to an economy. As part of the 

‘Sovietization’ of the economy, opportunities for small-businesses were restricted 

and sectors of the economy were nationalized. This in turn encouraged another 

factor that was weakening the economy, the migration of people from East to West 

Germany through the open border. Migration was further encouraged as living 

standards in West Germany were starting to noticeably improve relative to East 

Germany. 

This all added up to an underlying level of discontent amongst people in East 

Germany. This discontent combined with a decision by the government in May 1953 



to require some workers to produce more for the same salary in order to try to pay 

for the economic difficulties, led to the uprising of June 1953. Many thousands of 

people began to protest peacefully against the government in East Berlin before 

emotions spilled over. Violence broke out as protestors stormed key buildings in the 

city and to stop a full-scale revolution breaking out, the Soviet army fired into the 

crowds. A number of deaths occurred, but the protest was successfully put down. 

Demonstrations continued in other parts of East Germany in the days after, but these 

were also put down. The immediate outcome of the uprising was that the 

government reversed its decision to require workers to produce more for the same 

salary. A second consequence was that there were leadership changes in the 

government. 

This was the first in a series of revolts against governments in the Eastern Bloc in 

the 1950s. The next major revolt happened when the new leader of the USSR was in 

place. 

 

Polish protests 

Major protests occurred in Poland in the summer of 1956. By that time, Nikita 

Khrushchev had overcome his rivals and was the leader of the Soviet Union. He had 

already started to try to change the USSR and gave a speech in February 1956 in 

which he denounced Stalin and his ‘cult of personality’. That speech led to the hope 

from some that the USSR would allow more political openness and not repress those 

who spoke out against the system. In Poznan, Poland in June 1956, that theory was 

tested. A number of workers started a protest against worsened working conditions 

that soon escalated. Much like the protests in East Berlin in 1953, buildings were 

attacked and the army became involved. The Polish army later fired on the 

protestors and some died. Disturbances continued in the days following, but they 

were also put down by the Polish army. 

While the protests may have followed a similar pattern to those of East Berlin in 

1953, the outcome was different. In the months after the protests, a more moderate 

leadership emerged in Poland. The leadership gave in to some of the protestor’s 

demands by offering workers improved conditions, and they also suggested that they 

were going to reform the system in order to create a different type of socialism. The 

government thought that the protestors were symbolic of a growing anti-Soviet, pro-

democratic mood in the country and sought to placate them. A new leader who was 

sympathetic to their views, Gomulka, took charge in October 1956. His reformist 

agenda caused a great amount of tension with the Soviets who thought that it was 

one step too far. Troops from both countries were put on alert and the Soviets 

threatened to invade. However, following negotiations and with Chinese support for 

Gomulka, the Soviets accepted Gomulka as the leader. The Polish choice rather 

than the Soviet choice became the new leader of Poland and this played a key role 



in weakening the protest movement. It felt for many Poles as if they, rather than the 

Soviets, could now choose their leader. The immediate consequences of this were 

felt in a country on Poland’s borders. 

 

Hungarian revolution 

The most famous protest in the Eastern Bloc of the 1950s occurred in Hungary in 

October and November 1956. The Hungarian revolution happened as a 

consequence of a variety of political and economic factors. Firstly, people protested 

against the fact that Hungary had become a dictatorship.  Immediately after World 

War 2, Hungary held multi-party elections, but by the time of the next elections in 

1949, Soviet influence had caused Hungary to become a one-party socialist state. 

Secondly, the move to a Communist system had been perceived to contribute to 

poor economic performance. Some protestors thought that economic reform could 

increase their standard of living much more quickly than under the Soviet Communist 

economic model. Thirdly, they wanted less Soviet interference in their country. There 

were still Soviet troops in the country and the Soviets maintained a right of veto on 

certain aspects of government policy. Fourthly, the brutal Stalinist Hungarian leader 

for much of the previous decade, Rakosi, left office in July 1956. He had fallen out of 

favor with Soviet leader Khrushchev following Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin’s 

‘cult of personality’. This meant that the protestors had less fear of being repressed 

than before. Finally, Soviet actions in Poland were the spark to the revolution. As the 

Soviets allowed a more reform-minded leader to take charge of Poland in October 

1956, the protestors hoped that this was a sign that the Soviets were willing to allow 

more flexibility in the Communist systems of the Eastern bloc. 

By mid-October 1956, groups who wanted to change the system had started to more 

formally organize themselves. A non-official student union was formed and it wrote a 

16-point plan with its demands. A group of writers also produced a separate but 

similar manifesto. On October 23rd, some 20,000 people took part in a protest that 

quickly swelled up as word of it spread through the Hungarian capital, Budapest. 

There may have been 200,000 or more people in attendance when rumors started 

circulating that protesters had been shot by the authorities. In retaliation, the crowds 

toppled a statue of Stalin and the AVH (Államvédelmi Hatóság - the Hungarian 

secret police) then fired in to them. Some troops who were supposed to support the 

secret police refused and joined the crowds. The protests continued to gather 

momentum as the protestors attacked the secret police and other symbols of 

Communism. 

Unable to stop the disturbances, the Hungarian government was losing control of the 

country and called in the Soviets for help. By October 24th, Soviet forces were based 

at key points all over Budapest, but the country did not calm down and clashes 

continued in Budapest and elsewhere. The Hungarian government then fell and on 



October 28th, with a new government in place, a ceasefire was declared. New Prime 

Minister Nagy sided with the protestors, and drew up policies that included 

withdrawing from the Warsaw Pact and removing Soviet troops from Hungary. 

The Soviets did not approve of these policies and having already allowed a relatively 

reformist leader in Poland, did not want to allow a still more reformist leader in 

Hungary. They could also not afford to lose a key Eastern Bloc ally from their side. If 

they allowed the Hungarians to leave the Eastern bloc, it could have encouraged 

uprisings elsewhere in Eastern Europe and led to the disintegration of the bloc. The 

situation underwent an unexpected turn when the Soviets then assured Nagy that 

they would not attack Hungary if he declared it a neutral country. Nagy then 

proceeded to declare Hungary neutral and met with the Soviets to discuss the policy 

on November 3rd; however Hungary did not remain a neutral country for very long. 

Early on November 4th, the Soviet army invaded Budapest and arrested leading 

members of the Hungarian government. After that, the Soviet army defeated any 

Hungarian forces that resisted them and by November 11th, the Hungarian revolution 

had been put down. A new Soviet-backed government was installed and Nagy was 

executed in 1958. 

The US and other Western Powers protested against the Soviet action in Hungary, 

but they had more pressing concerns at the time. Egyptian leader Nasser decided to 

nationalize the Suez Canal and this led Israel, Britain and France to invade Egypt in 

order to remove General Nasser from power and bring the Canal back under 

Western control. The attack achieved its military objectives; however pressure from 

the USA and USSR forced Britain and France to withdraw their troops. This event, 

known as the Suez Crisis, happened during the period that the USSR invaded 

Hungary. It caused tension among the Western allies and led them to focus less on 

events in Hungary than they otherwise would have done. 

 

The revolts of the 1950s in perspective 

The Hungarian revolution was the last major revolt of the 1950s in the Eastern bloc. 

The revolts over the years 1953-1956 happened because people wanted improved 

economic conditions and more political liberty. Liberty of expression and movement, 

and liberty for the Eastern Bloc countries to disagree too much with the USSR were 

ultimately not tolerated. In those countries with relatively strong independent civil 

societies, such as Poland and Hungary, opposition to such policies led to the revolts 

breaking out. Equally, a limited amount of economic reform and deviance from the 

Soviet economic model were tolerated, but not too much too quickly. Even after 

Khrushchev came to power and denounced aspects of Stalin’s regime, he did not 

allow significantly more independence for the Eastern Bloc countries. The Soviets, 

ever fearful about their security, did not want to loosen their grip in Eastern Europe. 



This created resentment and led to the rise of nationalist, anti-Russian sentiment in 

some Eastern Bloc countries. 

But, problems were to continue in Eastern Europe and it would be the economic 

issue that would cause a major clash between East and West.  



Chapter nine 

Why was the Berlin Wall built? 

 

The economic situation 

Events in Berlin were again to be a focal point in 1961 as one of the most symbolic 

events of the Cold War occurred.  

As we have seen, in the post-war years, economies across the Eastern Bloc 

underwent structural transformations to bring them into line with the Soviet 

Communist economic model. Even though the switch to Communism brought short-

term strains to some Eastern Bloc countries, there were also benefits from 

Communism. Firstly, the state invested in, nationalized and developed major 

industries. With access to limited funds, private investors may have struggled to 

restore industry, growth and jobs as quickly as government-backed industries did in 

the post-war period.  Secondly, there were social benefits for many people, 

especially those with less money. The benefits included improved access to health-

care and education as well as full employment. Thirdly, the central planning system 

also supported a structural shift that increased economic output. Governments 

encouraged agricultural mechanization and industrial modernization as part of a 

move from an economy that focused less on agriculture and more on modern 

industry. 

Another structural shift as a result of moving to Communism and one that did not 

bring many benefits, was that trade was encouraged between the Soviet Union and 

the Eastern bloc. From minimal trade before World War 2, by 1955 around 40% of 

Eastern Bloc trade was with the USSR. Trade between and within Eastern Bloc 

members and the Soviet Union was over 70% of their total trade by the late 1950s. 

At the same time, measures were put in place to restrict trade with Western Europe. 

The net effect of the economic changes was that the 1950s was a decade of strong 

economic growth in the Eastern bloc. The growth allowed these countries to develop 

heavy industry as well as improve living standards for their populations. From 1950-

1960, income per person in Eastern Europe and the USSR did not worsen relative to 

Western Europe except in a few countries. 

Just like in Eastern Europe, Western European countries came out of World War 2 

with their economies devastated. The West struggled to recover until the US 

instituted the Marshall Plan in the late 1940s, one consequence of which was that In 

the 1950s, the countries of Western Europe underwent what is now known as the 

‘Golden Age’ of economic growth. The ‘Golden Age’ happened as a consequence of 

several factors. Firstly, the West European countries were catching-up with where 

they should have been had the Great Depression and the war not hindered their 



economies. Secondly, a stable international trading system led to a boom in 

international trade and investment. Many big US companies invested in the growing 

West European markets and so fostered growth, trade and jobs. Thirdly, productivity 

grew rapidly as there were many technological advances that had been developed in 

the US in the years before and during World War 2 that were brought to Europe. 

Fourthly, when an economy did start to show signs of slower growth or rising 

unemployment, government spending would increase and so improve economic 

growth and lower unemployment. This had happened in previous decades to some 

extent, but it now became more institutionalized in government policy. 

In short, in the 1950s all of Europe experienced strong economic growth, but the 

problem for the leadership of the Communist countries was that the standard of living 

was clearly higher for populations in the West. Historically, the Eastern Bloc 

countries had been poorer than the West European countries so this could be 

expected to some extent; however it was compounded by the fact that there were 

high-levels of spending in the non-civilian economy in the Eastern bloc. At the 

direction of the Soviets, the Communist planners were spending significant amounts 

on defense and heavy industry at the expense of the production of consumer goods. 

This was a bigger issue for East Germany than elsewhere in the Eastern Bloc due to 

the peculiarities of the post-war settlement in Germany. 

 

The open border 

Unlike at other points of the iron curtain dividing Eastern and Western Europe, there 

was an open border between East and West Berlin in 1961. People were free to 

cross the border and migrate to the other Germany if they wished. The problem for 

the Communists was that far more people were choosing to leave East Germany 

and live in the West than the other way around. This out flux led to a population 

decline in East Germany as people moved to West Germany in order to take 

advantage of the higher living standards, greater job opportunities and the political 

freedoms. Some 2.7 million left between 1949 and 1961 and the East German 

leadership doubted whether Communism could work if people kept migrating, 

especially as those who did leave were often the most educated. While there was 

economic growth in East Germany, its leaders came to the conclusion that the 

economy would never deliver sustained and strong growth with so many people 

leaving. Worse, they feared economic collapse if the out flux of people continued on 

the same scale. East German leader Ulbricht started tinkering with border crossing 

regulations in Berlin, making it harder for people to leave East Germany, but he 

knew that this was only a temporary solution. He pressed Khrushchev to do a deal 

with the Americans. He wanted to create a longer-term solution that would solve the 

issue of migration and so improve the performance of the East German economy. 

 



In 1959, Khrushchev sought to address the East German’s concerns by issuing an 

ultimatum to the West. He asked the West to leave Berlin and allow East Germany to 

take full control of the city. The ultimatum was rejected by US leader Eisenhower and 

his European allies, leaving the Soviets wondering what to do next. They could have 

sought to block access to West Berlin as they had done in 1948. In contrast to 1948, 

the Americans would have struggled to provide enough food and materials to sustain 

West Berlin by air because it was more populous and economically stronger in 1959. 

In the end, the Soviets chose to continue to negotiate over Berlin. A summit in 1960 

did not progress the issue, but in 1961 a new US leader was in charge so 

Khrushchev tried once more to remove the West from Berlin. 

 

Kennedy and Khrushchev’s final ultimatum 

By 1961, John F Kennedy was in the presidency. Khrushchev hoped that the new 

US leader would be more open to the idea of the West leaving Berlin, and in June 

that year, Khrushchev gave Western forces six months to leave. Kennedy decided 

that he had to hold firm, and made it clear that the West would not relinquish control 

of West Berlin. He gave speeches in which he said that the city would not become 

part of East Germany; he thought that if the West gave up Berlin, the Soviets would 

start to behave more aggressively in other parts of the world. Kennedy also made it 

clear that he would countenance nuclear war over Berlin if pushed too far. Indeed, as 

part of an increase in military spending, the US decided that it would spend more on 

nuclear fall-out shelters. Khrushchev realized that only aggressive action would force 

the West to leave Berlin, but he did not want to risk a nuclear war. The Soviets and 

East Germans then took the decision that they did not want to. In order to allow 

Communism to work in East Germany, they built a wall to keep their citizens from 

going to the capitalist West. 

On August 13th 1961, the border between East and West Berlin was closed. Barbed 

wire was erected, and fences installed. Troops with dogs guarded the hastily built 

Berlin Wall. There were orders to shoot anybody trying to cross the wall without 

explicit permission to do so. Over time, the wall was fortified and strengthened so 

making it more formidable and harder to cross. The iron curtain that separated 

Eastern and Western Europe was stronger than ever, the last open crossing 

between the two Europe’s had been closed. 

 

Checkpoint Charlie incident 

The building of the Berlin Wall was a success in that it prevented an aggressive 

solution to the question of who would run Berlin and satisfied the East German 

leadership, even if it denied liberty of movement to the German people. But, in 

October 1961, there was a worrying event at the Berlin Wall. In fact, it is seen as one 



of the occasions that the super-powers came closest to starting World War 3. After 

the Berlin Wall was built, the East Germans started to restrict US diplomat’s access 

to East Berlin. In one incident, East German troops unauthorized to do so asked to 

see the passport of a US diplomat entering East Berlin. In response to this, the US 

sent a diplomat to East Berlin backed-up by US armed military police. On that 

occasion, the US diplomat was allowed into East Berlin without a passport check, but 

on a wider level, the East Germans continued to ask for documents of officials when 

they were not supposed to. The US then sent tanks close to the border crossing 

known as Checkpoint Charlie because they wanted to threaten the East German 

forces into stopping the unauthorized border checks. The Soviets then sent tanks to 

the other side of Checkpoint Charlie. Both had orders to shoot if they were shot at 

and both had live ammunition ready to be fired. Soviet and US tanks were literally 

staring at each other down the barrel of a gun for nearly a day. Kennedy and 

Khrushchev both became involved to prevent the possibility of a war breaking out. 

After that, both sides blinked; a withdrawal was negotiated and the situation did not 

escalate further. The Soviets also agreed that US diplomats would be able to enter 

East Berlin unhindered. 

The super-powers managed to calm the situation in Berlin, but the following year an 

even more serious and potentially much more destructive altercation broke out 

between them. It is now widely seen as the time when the world came closest to 

nuclear war.  



Chapter ten 

How did the world come to the cusp of nuclear war during 

the Cuban Missile Crisis? 

 

A brief history of Cuba 

In October 1962, the Cuban Missile Crisis brought the super-powers closer than they 

ever had done to launching nuclear weapons against each other. Cuba, about 100 

miles from the US mainland, was probably one of the least likely countries in the 

world to be the focal point of a major crisis, but it was events in the years preceding 

the Crisis that allowed it to play such a major role. 

Cuba had been a Spanish colony for centuries; however in 1898, the culmination of 

the Spanish-American War and the Cuban War of Independence led to the Spanish 

agreeing to leave the country. Cuba then gained independence from the USA in 

1902. The US maintained strong interests in Cuba as governments came and went 

in the years following Cuban independence. In 1933, Fulgencio Batista, an army 

sergeant, organized a revolt in which he took control of the armed forces. This revolt 

turned into a wider revolution and a new government was soon in place. After these 

events, Batista became the most powerful man in the country and he effectively ran 

Cuba until 1944, even though he did not officially become President until 1940. After 

his term in office, he withdrew from front-line Cuban politics, but he become a 

senator in 1948, and then seized power in a coup d’état in 1952. 

Opposition to Batista grew within Cuba in the 1950s. One member of the opposition 

was Fidel Castro, a lawyer who had broken away from the main opposition party and 

formed an underground, more radical group. Castro’s group carried out an attack on 

an army barracks in 1953 in an attempt to overthrow Batista’s government. This 

failed and he went to jail, but was let out as part of an amnesty in 1955. Castro then 

went to Mexico and returned to Cuba in 1956. He came back at the head of a 

Communist movement that had ambitions to take control of the country. This 

seemed unlikely at the time as he arrived with less than 100 men, but he started a 

guerrilla movement, and as his Communist message grew in popularity, so did his 

support. The movement swept through the country and he started to carry out 

attacks on Batista’s forces in both rural and urban areas. Then on January 1st 1959, 

Batista fled a country that was subject to increasing numbers of violent anti-

government attacks and that had a stagnating economy. 

 



The Communists take power and the US response 

Soon after Batista fled, Castro took control of the country and became Prime 

Minister. Castro created a one-party Communist dictatorship, closing down 

opposition parties, newspapers and radio stations. It also became clear that Castro 

wanted closer ties with the USSR at the expense of the US. The US did not want a 

Soviet ally so close to its borders, especially in Cuba, a country that it was used to 

exerting influence in. An increasingly bitter trade war ensued between the US and 

Cuba, with Cuba nationalizing US interests in the country. With no sign that Castro 

was losing his grip on power, the US decided that it would act more aggressively to 

remove Castro and, buoyed by successful interventions in the 1950s in Guatemala 

and Iran, prepared an invasion of Cuba. In April 1961, it launched an attack on Cuba 

using a band of disaffected Cuban exiles that lived in the USA. The so-called Bay of 

Pigs invasion failed and it ultimately cemented Castro’s place as the leader of Cuba. 

It also led to Castro supporting even closer political, economic and military links to 

the Soviet Union. In particular, in order to ensure that his government survived 

against the US threat, he wanted Soviet military support in Cuba. 

 

The build-up to the Crisis 

The ineffective Bay of Pigs invasion and Kennedy’s response to several other 

incidents made Khrushchev think that Kennedy was weak. This led Khrushchev to 

calculate that Kennedy would not object too strongly if he reinforced Cuba militarily; 

however had Khrushchev had more intelligence available to him, he may have 

changed his opinion of Kennedy. The reality was that the Bay of Pigs invasion was 

being planned under previous President Eisenhower, and Kennedy had been 

personally assured that the invasion would be successful by the head of the CIA 

(Central Intelligence Agency). Kennedy continued to plan for the overthrow of Castro 

after the failed invasion through sabotage and guerrilla operations in Cuba rather 

than an overt invasion. But, while those plans were being developed and enacted, 

US intelligence found more evidence that there was an arms build-up occurring in 

Cuba. The weapons were largely being supplied by the Soviets, and both the Soviets 

and Cubans said that the weapons were defensive in nature and had the intention of 

defending the country. This was not quite true. What was not evident to the US until 

the start of the Crisis was that in early September 1962 the Soviets had brought 

aggressive weapons into Cuba. They shipped a ballistic missile that could carry 

thermonuclear weapons to Cuba following a secret agreement between Cuba and 

the USSR that would allow nuclear weapons to be placed on the island. 

 



The Cuban Missile Crisis 

The US did not fully trust the Cubans or Soviets when they said that the only 

weapons that had been shipped to Cuba were defensive in nature, but in order to 

check that, they needed to take photographs of the missiles. The best way to do that 

was with a U2 spy plane, but there had been several diplomatic incidents with the U2 

plane in the months before the Crisis, and the government decided that it did not 

want to use one to take photographs of Cuba in September 1962. The Kennedy 

administration chose instead to gain evidence on the nature of the weapons in Cuba 

with satellites and other aircraft. These gave evidence that there was an arms build-

up occurring and in early October 1962, with pressure from some in Washington, 

Kennedy decided to use a U2 spy plane to gain more conclusive evidence of the 

types of weapons that were in Cuba. 

On October 14th, a U2 spy plane obtained clear, photographic evidence of a missile 

site; the next day the photos were verified. President Kennedy was briefed on the 

photos early on October 16th. There then followed much debate on the US response; 

some members of the administration wanted to launch a full-scale invasion of Cuba, 

but Kennedy decided against that for the time being. He was fearful that if he 

invaded Cuba, the Soviets would cause problems in other parts of the world, 

perhaps through an invasion of West Berlin. Instead, he made preparations for an 

invasion of Cuba in case it became necessary and tried to ensure that the US was 

aware of any suspicious shipments to Cuba. In the days after the photo of the missile 

site was taken, further U2 spy plane flights identified other missile sites in Cuba. The 

US government did not put this information in the public domain at the time, and in a 

meeting between the US and USSR on October 18th, the Soviets maintained that the 

weapons in Cuba were defensive in nature. Kennedy now knew that this was a lie. 

During the days following, the US administration decided that a full naval blockade 

would be the appropriate response until a deal could be reached on removing the 

missiles from Cuba. It was felt that this would show that the US was serious about 

removing the missiles from Cuba, but would be unlikely to provoke the USSR to 

attack US interests elsewhere in the world. On October 22nd, key allies around the 

world were informed of the impending blockade. Kennedy made a television address 

later that day in which he informed the US public and the wider world of the blockade 

and that offensive weapons would not be allowed in to Cuba. Khrushchev was sent a 

copy of the speech before it was read out and protested that US actions were a 

threat to peace. 

The Crisis continued without any sign of an immediate resolution. On October 23rd, 

the blockade was approved by the Organization of American States (OAS) and on 

October 24th, the US put their armed forces on their highest ever level of alert, 

DEFCON 2. This level of alert meant that US forces were ready to attack Cuba and 

the Soviet Union with both conventional and nuclear weapons at very short notice. 

That same day, the blockade or quarantine started. Soviet ships were advancing 



towards the quarantine line and the American navy waited to search them. The navy 

had instructions to attack ships if they did not stop, and rather than trying to break 

the quarantine, the Soviets decided to turn back some of their ships. In the days 

following, other ships were subject to searches and one was allowed through without 

being searched. In the meantime, evidence emerged that work was still being carried 

out on the missile launchers that were in Cuba. There was still no resolution in sight 

and Kennedy was starting to ponder the use of a military strike on Cuba. He decided 

that he would wait a little longer before pursuing that option and increased 

intelligence flights over Cuba. 

Then, on October 26th, following discussions through several back-channels, a deal 

was proposed in which offensive weapons would be removed from Cuba in 

exchange for a promise from the US that it would not attack Cuba. 

Later that day, a telegram was received by Kennedy from Khrushchev in which he 

said: 

“Mr. President, we and you ought not now to pull on the ends of the rope in which 

you have tied the knot of war, because the more the two of us pull, the tighter that 

knot will be tied. And a moment may come when that knot will be tied so tight that 

even he who tied it will not have the strength to untie it, and then it will be necessary 

to cut that knot, and what that would mean is not for me to explain to you, because 

you yourself understand perfectly of what terrible forces our countries dispose. 

Consequently, if there is no intention to tighten that knot and thereby to doom the 

world to the catastrophe of thermonuclear war, then let us not only relax the forces 

pulling on the ends of the rope, let us take measures to untie that knot. We are ready 

for this.” 

Spirits were lifted after this telegram was received; however, this mood did not last 

long and the day after was the most dangerous yet in the Crisis. 

 

Black Saturday 

On October 27th, Khrushchev sent a new, more strongly-worded message that 

complicated negotiations to end the Crisis. In the message, he said that he wanted a 

deal involving the removal of US missiles from Turkey. Turkey bordered the USSR 

and in the late 1950s the US had placed missiles aimed at the USSR there. Kennedy 

was not immediately sure how to respond to the message, while events elsewhere 

made the situation more dangerous still. Also that day, there were several incidents 

involving the military that could have caused an escalation to the Crisis. Firstly, a U2 

spy plane was shot down over Cuba. Kennedy, having previously said that any such 

incident would be taken as an act of war, decided to hold back, and only respond if 

this happened again on the assumption that the plane was shot down by mistake or 



due to a communications error. Secondly, a different U2 spy plane drifted off course 

and into Soviet airspace in the Far East of the USSR. The Soviets were unsure 

whether this was a prelude to a US attack. Both sides then scrambled jets, some of 

which had nuclear-tipped missiles, but the U2 plane managed to leave Soviet 

airspace before combat started. Thirdly, a Soviet nuclear submarine came very close 

to firing on the US navy. US ships had used depth charges on the submarine, and 

needing to surface for air, two of the three Soviet officers of the submarine wanted to 

fire on surrounding US ships. It was only because the other officer did not want to 

fire that a graver turn in the Crisis was averted. 

The final piece of bad news on Black Saturday was that the CIA reported that five 

missile sites in Cuba appeared to be fully operational. As the news came in 

throughout the day, the leaders of the USSR and USA were far less sure than they 

had been the day before that they could resolve the Crisis peacefully. As the hours 

passed, key officials were starting to see it as being ever more likely that the US 

would attack Cuba. But looking into the brink, eyeball-to-eyeball as someone at the 

time said, both held back. 

The US responded to Khrushchev’s first letter and offered not to invade Cuba in 

exchange for the removal of missiles from Cuba. The US would also voluntarily 

remove missiles from Turkey, although they wanted this to be kept secret. 

Fortunately, Khrushchev accepted this. The US would not now invade Cuba and 

nuclear war was averted for the time being. 

 

The outcome 

The most important consequence of the Crisis was that nuclear war was averted; 

however not everybody was happy with the outcome. Fidel Castro thought that Cuba 

should have got more agreement that the US would not interfere in the country, but 

in the end, he could be more assured of Cuban security. Kennedy reached a deal on 

the removal of missiles from Cuba and so achieved what he wanted from the Crisis, 

although he had to learn to live with Communist Cuba. Kennedy was already thinking 

about removing US missiles from Turkey, and in any case, the US had missiles 

elsewhere in Europe that could reach Moscow so the removal of the Turkish-based 

missiles was not a major strategic loss for the US. Khrushchev was seen by many as 

the loser in the deal because his desire to put nuclear weapons in Cuba escalated 

the Crisis and it was not publicly stated that the US would remove missiles from 

Turkey. It seemed publicly as if Khrushchev had got very little out of the Crisis, but 

he did achieve some of his objectives. 

There are several reasons why Khrushchev wanted to support Cuba militarily and 

place missiles on the island. Firstly, he wanted to counter the USSR’s nuclear 

deficiencies and improve the ability of the country to strike the US with nuclear 

weapons. Secondly, he was trying to protect a fellow Communist country. 



Khrushchev was excited by the prospect of an indigenous Communist movement 

and did not want the US to remove it from power. Thirdly, he wanted to defend Cuba 

in order that it could act as a protected base to launch more revolutions against 

capitalism in the Americas. Fourthly, he thought that he could use missiles as a 

bargaining chip and put pressure on the US to remove its missiles from some 

European countries, notably Turkey. With the exception of the first objective, 

Khrushchev did get what he wanted. 

Whatever the outcome of the Crisis, it was now clear that unless the super-powers 

learned how to co-operate more, there was every chance that the next crisis could 

involve the use of nuclear weapons. 

  



Conclusion 

A world on the brink 

 

The Cuban Missile Crisis showed the cataclysmic change that the world had 

undergone since the end of World War 2. The Crisis was the closest that the world 

had ever come to nuclear war. It seems unlikely that the US would have allowed the 

Crisis to continue for much longer and if it had attacked Cuba, it would not have 

required nuclear missiles based in the USSR to start a nuclear war. Not known to the 

US at the time, there were nuclear weapons in Cuba and these were available for 

use if the US attacked Cuba. 

The world did not have to reach a situation where the super-powers came so close 

to nuclear war. It was the events that happened in the years after World War 2 

ended in Europe that led to a world divided between the USA and the USSR. The 

super-powers were unable to agree a post-war settlement for Europe that suited 

them both and started to see each other through suspicious lenses. This distrust 

grew and by 1949 they both had ‘spheres of influence’ within Europe that they 

sought to defend. The USSR developed economies run along the lines of their 

Communist system, while the USA used the Marshall Plan to support capitalist 

democracies that were to become part of the international trading system. Events in 

1949 and into the 1950s brought the sides further apart. The addition of China to the 

Communist side led the US to become more worried that Communism would sweep 

over East Asia, further encouraging the US to take part in the Korean War. The 

Korean War itself contributed to the remilitarization of the West at the same time as 

the super-powers were investing heavily in nuclear weapons. The super-powers both 

wanted to stay one step ahead and have better nuclear technology that could 

threaten the other side’s territory. This culminated in the largest nuclear test that the 

world has ever seen by 1961.  

It was that path of animosity, remilitarization, and nuclear development that led to the 

Cuban Missile Crisis. 

The next stage of the Cold War would see more dramatic changes. Relations 

between the super-powers fluctuated throughout the 1960s and 1970s, at times 

improving and at times worsening. Nuclear technology continued to advance, but 

there were also attempts at arms control. The Cold War also expanded into new 

regions, while trouble also erupted in some territories that were already integral to 

the Cold War. Vietnam, Angola, Czechoslovakia, Egypt and Afghanistan are just a 

few of the territories that were to be Cold War battle-zones in this period. 

Nuclear war may have been averted in 1962, but the world was still in the depths of 

a new kind of war. The super-powers were still learning how to live in an instable 

world that was on the brink of nuclear destruction.  
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