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CHAPTER 1

Context
1 The international context of
the origins of the Cold War
■■ What was the international impact of the Russian Revolution?
The Industrial Revolution of the nineteenth century created bitter social divisions
between the newly created class of industrial workers, who toiled in the new
factories, and the much smaller group of those who benefited from the profits of
what the workers produced. The injustices of this system led to the development
of socialist parties throughout Europe. By the 1880s, the ideas of Karl Marx and
Friedrich Engels (see page 6) were a powerful influence on European socialism:
they were revolutionary and aimed at the overthrow of the existing social order
and its replacement by a fairer society, which would give the workers control
over the economy and improve their standard of living.
By 1900, the mainstream socialist parties in central and western Europe were
becoming less revolutionary and were ready to work towards change using
democratic rather than revolutionary means. The earlier threat of revolution had
caused governments progressively to widen the franchise and reform working
conditions in the factories. By 1914, when the First World War broke out, the
main socialist parties in central and western Europe rallied patriotically to
their countries’ support. Even in Russia, the majority of socialists were ready to
support the war against Germany, with the exception of the Bolshevik Party.
Its leader, Vladimir Lenin, however, hoped that a Russian defeat by Germany
would lead to a Bolshevik or Communist revolution, which would then spread
throughout Europe.

The Russian Revolution

Lenin was proved right in 1917. Heavy casualties, military defeats and chaotic
organisation sapped the morale of the Russian army and led to revolution in
February 1917 and the abdication of the tsar. A provisional government was
established, but, in October 1917, the Bolsheviks, exploiting the misery caused
by the government’s determination to continue the war against Germany, seized
power and made peace with Germany. This action alone caused the Allied and
Associated powers, who were fighting Germany, to view the new Bolshevik
government with mistrust. In the subsequent civil war in Russia between the
White Russians and the Bolsheviks, Britain, France, the USA and Japan gave the
White Russians military and financial assistance. However, this did not prevent
their defeat and confirmed Russian suspicions that Japan, the USA and the

KEY TERMS
Industrial revolution
The change from a
predominantly rural
economy to an industrial
economy dominated
by large-scale factory
production.
Democratic When all
eligible citizens participate
directly or through elected
representatives in their
country’s government.
Bolshevik Party
The Russian Communist
Party, which seized power
in a revolution in October
1917.

KEY FIGURES
Karl Marx (1818–83)
German philosopher whose
writings formed the
intellectual basis of
communism.

Friedrich Engels
(1820–85)
German industrialist and mill
owner in Manchester, who
worked with Karl Marx.

Vladimir Ilych Lenin
(1870–1924)
Leader of the Bolshevik
Party 1903–24 and ruler
of Communist Russia
1917–24.
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KEY TERMS
Allied and Associated
powers Britain, France,
Italy and Japan were allies,
while the USA was ‘an
associated power’ without
being committed to an
alliance.
White Russians
The name given to
members and supporters
of the counterrevolutionary ‘White’
armies which fought
against the Bolsheviks
in the Russian Civil War
(1918–21).
Ideological challenge
Challenge to ideas and
beliefs.
Comintern A Communist
organisation set up in
Moscow in 1919 to
co-ordinate the efforts
of Communists around
the world to achieve a
worldwide revolution.
USSR Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics, the
name given to Communist
Russia and the states under
its control from 1922.
Also known as the Soviet
Union.
Popular fronts Coalitions
of liberal, socialist and
Communist parties.
League of Nations
The precursor to the
United Nations, set up in
1920.

Western European states were out to destroy the Bolshevik regime, which (see
pages 6–8), was also seen as an ideological challenge to Western democracy.

The international impact of the Revolution

Marx and his fellow Communists had assumed that a Communist revolution
would occur in a highly industrialised country such as Germany or Britain.
Yet, contrary to these expectations, the revolution had broken out in Russia,
which in 1917 was still predominantly a rural economy despite the accelerated
development of its industries during the war. Lenin and his colleagues were
convinced that communism in Russia could survive only if the rest of the
developed world also went communist. With this in mind, the Comintern was
founded to promote worldwide revolution. It tried to encourage revolutions
in Germany and the Western European states and also supported nationalist
independence movements in China and the British and French empires.
Ultimately, as is explained in Chapter 2 (see page 7), the aim of Lenin and his
successors was to establish a Communist society.
Strategically, Russia or the USSR, as it became called after 1922, was much
weaker than it had been before 1914 under the tsars. Although the Bolsheviks
won the civil war, they had been unable to stop Poland, Finland and the Baltic
states (see the map, page 11) from becoming independent. These states now
created what was called a ‘cordon sanitaire’, or barrier, between the USSR and
central Europe, which prevented the USSR from becoming a direct threat to
the Western powers. Throughout the 1920s, the USSR was on the defensive;
it was slowly recovering from the civil war and feared that its enemies might
combine to destroy the Revolution. When Stalin became the dominant leader
in 1928, the USSR retreated into a policy of ‘socialism in one country’, whereby
it concentrated on building socialism at home and tried to isolate itself from the
rest of the world.
Once Hitler and the Nazi Party came to power in Germany, Stalin modified this
policy. Hitler not only perceived the USSR and Bolshevism to be a mortal threat
to Germany but was also determined to colonise and settle Germans in large
parts of the western territories of the USSR. In reaction to this, Stalin advised
Communists in the European states to ally with the more moderate, democratic
socialist and liberal parties to form popular fronts against fascism. At the same
time, the USSR joined the League of Nations and negotiated the Franco-Soviet
Pact in 1935, and also intervened in the Spanish Civil War to support the
Popular Front against Franco.
Despite the threats from Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy, Britain and France
on the one hand and the USSR on the other still viewed each other with deep
suspicion. To many in both Britain and France, the USSR was a far greater threat
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ONLINE EXTRAS

AQA

Test your understanding of
the liberation of Europe by
completing Worksheet 3 at
www.hoddereducation.
co.uk/accesstohistory/extras
ONLINE EXTRAS

OCR

Develop your analysis of key
events in the years 1941–5
by completing Worksheet 4
at www.hoddereducation.
co.uk/accesstohistory/extras

France
When Paris was liberated in August 1944, General Charles de Gaulle, the leader
of the Free French, immediately established an independent government. His
aim was to rebuild French power and to create a powerful French-led Western
European bloc. To counter the predominance of the Anglo-Americans, he looked
to the Soviet Union, and in December 1944 signed the Franco-Soviet Treaty of
Alliance and Mutual Assistance, which committed both states to cooperate in
any future defensive war against Germany.
As in Italy, the French Communist Party, having played a prominent part in the
resistance, became a major force in French politics. Its leader, Maurice Thorez,
was instructed by Stalin to support the Soviet–French alliance and work towards
creating a left-wing coalition with the socialists, which, it was hoped, would
eventually be able to form a government.
SUMMARY DIAGRAM
THE LIBERATION OF EASTERN AND WESTERN EUROPE 1943–5
The liberation of Europe, 1944–5, by the Grand Alliance

From the west by the USA,
Britain and their allies

From the east by the USSR

1944:
Poland,
Romania
and
Bulgaria

1944–5:
Hungary
and
Czechoslovakia

1944–5:
Military aid
to
Yugoslavia

1943–5:
Italy and
Greece

1944–5:
France
and
Western
Europe

6 The Yalta Conference,
February 1945
■■ What was achieved at the Yalta Conference?
The Yalta Conference, attended by Stalin, Roosevelt and Churchill, was, to
quote the journalist and historian Martin Walker writing in 1994, ‘the last of
the wartime conferences … [and] the first of the post-war summits’. Besides
creating plans for finishing the war in Europe and eastern Asia against Japan, it
also attempted to lay the foundations of the coming peace. Plans were finalised
for the occupation of Germany by the victorious powers, among which, on
Churchill’s insistence, France was to be included because he feared that the
USA might withdraw its troops from Europe soon after the end of hostilities.
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1 Transition from war to
fragile peace 1945–6
■■ What impact did the dropping of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and
Nagasaki have on relations between the USSR and the Western powers?
■■ In what ways did the friction between the members of the Grand
Alliance increase during 1945–6?
All three members of the victorious Grand Alliance – Britain, the USA and the
USSR – wished to continue the alliance, yet for this to survive there needed
to be either a common danger or an agreement between its members on key
principles. By the autumn of 1945, there was neither. German aggression had
drawn the USSR and the two leading capitalist states, Britain and the USA,
together, but, behind the scenes, the USSR was deeply suspicious of the motives
of its allies. In Stalin’s eyes, these two powers were ideological enemies who
would do everything to destroy communism. Britain and then the USA became,
in their turn, equally suspicious of Stalin’s post-war ambitions.
The following challenges and problems facing the wartime allies in the course of
the next eighteen months were to intensify these suspicions:
n

the initial inexperience of President Truman

n

the future of Germany

ONLINE EXTRAS

AQA

Get to grips with technical
terms by completing
Worksheet 6 at www.
hoddereducation.co.uk/
accesstohistory/extras

n

the successful development of the atomic bomb by the USA

n

the defeat of Japan and Soviet exclusion from its post-war occupation

n

Stalin’s willingness to test the resolve of the West by asserting Soviet power
in Eastern Europe

n

the USSR’s ambitions in the Mediterranean and the Far East

KEY TERM

n

the increasing weakness of Britain

n

the consequences of the Truman Plan and Marshall Aid.

Lend–lease This US
programme (started in
March 1941) gave over
$50 billion ($650 billion
in today’s terms) of war
supplies to Allied nations.
This money was to be paid
back at the end of the war.

The impact of US President Harry Truman

Roosevelt died on 12 April 1945 and was replaced by Harry Truman. Truman
was both more aggressive and decisive, but less experienced, than Roosevelt.
He became president at a point when the government of the USA was becoming
increasingly concerned about Soviet policies in Poland, and was considering
limiting lend–lease shipments to the USSR solely to material to be used for
the war on Japan. The USA hoped that this might persuade Stalin to become
more cooperative in carrying out the Yalta Agreement. In fact, the policy had
the opposite effect and, unsurprisingly, merely succeeded in giving Stalin the
impression that the USA was trying to extract political concessions through
crude economic pressure.

ONLINE EXTRAS

OCR

Test your understanding
of the problems Truman
was facing 1945–52 by
completing Worksheet 6 at
www.hoddereducation.
co.uk/accesstohistory/extras
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CHAPTER SUMMARY
In 1945, the Grand Alliance between Britain,
the USA and the USSR came under increasing
pressure as all three powers had diverging
aims. The abrupt termination of lend–lease
supplies, disagreement over the control of
nuclear weapons, Soviet policy in Poland and
Eastern Europe and Truman’s unilateral decision
to exclude the USSR from participating in the
occupation of Japan increased the tension
between the three former allies. Nevertheless,
the Potsdam Conference did produce temporary
compromise agreements on Germany and fixed
Poland’s western frontier, while the Council of
Foreign Ministers eventually managed to negotiate
peace treaties with Germany’s former allies.
However, four-power control in Germany rapidly
exposed the divisions between the occupying
powers. There was disagreement on reparations,
and in January 1947 Britain and the USA took
what in retrospect can be seen as the first step in
the partition of Germany by establishing Bizonia.

The year 1947 effectively witnessed the start
of the Cold War. In March, in response to
Communist threats in Greece, Soviet pressure on
Turkey and Iran and Britain’s growing economic
weakness, US President Truman announced the
Truman Doctrine. This was followed in June by
the Marshall Plan, which offered financial aid
to Europe. Stalin created the Cominform and
vetoed any acceptance of the Marshall Plan
aid by the Eastern European states. The USSR
also consolidated its grip on these states and
created what Churchill called an ‘iron curtain’. In
reaction to this, Western European states looked
increasingly to the USA for economic and military
protection. In this context, the question of who
caused the Cold War is discussed in the key
debate.

Refresher questions
Use these questions to remind yourself of the key material covered in this chapter.
1 What initial impact did Truman have on US policy
towards the USSR?
2 To what extent did the Allies disagree about the
constitution of the UN?

5 Why, despite worsening relations between the
USSR and Britain and the USA, was it possible to
negotiate the peace treaties with Italy and other
minor Axis states in 1947?

3 To what extent did the Potsdam Conference
reveal fundamental disagreements between the
wartime allies?

6 Why could the occupying powers not agree on
German reparations?

4 Why did the UN fail to gain control over nuclear
weapons?

8 Why did the Moscow conference fail?

66

7 Why did the USA and Britain create Bizonia?
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Question practice: AQA
Essay questions
1 ‘Stalin’s main aim in 1945–7 was security.’ Explain why you agree or disagree with this view. [AS level]
EXAM HINT Explain first Stalin’s preoccupation with security and then set two or three other motives alongside this
before reaching an overall judgement which might link the factors together.

2 How effective was the USA’s intervention in dealing with the perceived growing Soviet threat to Western
Europe, 1945–7? [A level]
EXAM HINT Balance what the USA managed to achieve in Western Europe in the years 1945–7, and then set
alongside this the evidence which could suggest that the Soviet threat was still very real. Do not go beyond 1947 in
your answer.

Source analysis questions
1 With reference to Sources A (page 42) and H (page 56), and your understanding of the historical context,
assess the value of these sources to a historian studying the causes of the division of Europe, 1945–7. [AS level]
EXAM HINT Analyse the content and evaluate the provenance of each source in turn, including references to the
tone where relevant. Do not try to write an overall summary – just a judgement on each one in turn.

2 With reference to Sources D (page 50), E (page 51) and F (page 53), and your understanding of the historical
context, assess the value of these sources to a historian studying US policy towards the USSR in Europe,
1945–7. [A level]
EXAM HINT Analyse the content and evaluate the provenance of each source in turn, including the tone where
relevant. Write a judgement on each one in turn.

Question practice: OCR
Essay questions
1 ‘The Marshall Plan may have saved Western Europe from communism, but it also divided Europe.’ How far
do you agree? [AS level]
EXAM HINT Consider the arguments for and against the Marshall Plan saving Europe from communism and reach
a judgement. Then consider arguments for and against it dividing Europe and reach a judgement. Then reach a
balanced overall judgement about the question.

2 Which of the following had the greater impact on preventing the four occupying powers from agreeing on
German unity? i) The amalgamation of the SPD and KPD in April 1946. ii) Disagreements over German
reparations. Explain your answer with reference to both i) and ii). [A level]
EXAM HINT Explain the ways in which each of the issues prevented the occupying powers from agreeing on German
unity. It is then important to reach an overall judgement as to which had the greater impact and explain why it was
greater.
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The USA and the Indo-Chinese War

The USA faced a quandary in Vietnam: should it support anti-colonialism or
anti-communism? One way out of this dilemma was to find a non-Communist
rival to Hô who would be able to appeal to the people’s nationalism and thus
unite them against communism by setting up a strong, patriotic and capitalist
government. For this to work, France would have to be pressured into granting
a greater degree of independence to Vietnam while still continuing the war
against the Viêt Minh. In June 1949, the USA and France persuaded Bao Dai,
who from 1925 to 1945 had been the Emperor of Vietnam – controlled first
by France and then ultimately by Japan – to become head of state of a semiindependent Vietnam which would still be part of France’s empire.
SOURCE G

SOURCE QUESTION

What information about
the war in Vietnam is
conveyed by Source G
and for what audience is
this photo intended?

Defeated French troops at Diên Biên Phu. A few managed to escape to Laos.
Some 11,721 French and South Vietnamese troops were captured. Of these,
only about 3300 were repatriated back to France in September 1954.
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John F. Kennedy
1917
1940–3
1953
1960
1961

1962
1963

Born into a wealthy Irish American family
in Massachusetts
Served in the US navy; his boat was
rammed and sunk by a Japanese
destroyer
Elected to the Senate as a Democrat
Won presidential elections by a narrow
margin and became the first Roman
Catholic president in the USA’s history
Allowed a disastrous invasion of Cuba by
exiles – the Bay of Pigs incident
Met Khrushchev in Vienna and was told
that the USA was on the ‘wrong side of
history’
Indicated that the USA would protect
West Berlin by force if necessary
Successfully brought the Cuban Missile
Crisis to an end
Assassinated in Dallas, Texas

Early career
Kennedy’s father was US ambassador in London. John
Kennedy served during the war in the US navy. He
sat as a Democrat in the US House of Representatives,
1947–53 and then was a senator until his election in
1960 as president.

Presidency
As a result of his comparative
youth and charm, Kennedy
seemed initially to be
a breath of fresh air in
Washington. However, his
period of office was marked
by acute Cold War tension in
both Berlin and Cuba. After
he met Khrushchev for the
first time in Vienna in June 1961, Kennedy remarked:
‘He just beat the hell out of me. I’ve got a terrible
problem. If he thinks I’m inexperienced and have
no guts, until we remove those ideas, we won’t get
anywhere with him.’ Kennedy was worried about the
USA losing the Cold War and feared that the USSR was
in a strong position to gain support in the developing
world. Consequently, he built up the US armed forces
and was determined that the USA should send a man
to the moon by 1970.
In the Cuban Missile Crisis, historians have
traditionally seen him as a hardliner, who in the last
resort was ready to risk war, but, in fact, secret tape
recordings of his key advisory body, which were taken
with the permission of Kennedy during the crisis, show
that he took the lead in pressing for a compromise.
Kennedy was assassinated on 22 November 1963 in
Dallas.

U-2 spy planes and the arms race
In 1956, the US air force bought 53 Lockheed U-2 spy planes. Based in Japan, Turkey
and Britain, they were able to fly over Soviet territory and photograph military
bases, missile factories and launch pads. By 1961, Soviet technology had caught up
with the U-2s, and on 1 May a Soviet anti-aircraft missile shot down a plane that
had been sent to see whether there were missile bases in the Urals. Nevertheless,
these flights established that, for all Khrushchev’s boasting, the Soviets possessed
in the spring of 1961 very few ICBMs and no launching platforms for them. Indeed,
the USSR had only four ICBMs, which were based on a site near Archangel.

The construction of the Berlin Wall

Khrushchev’s hopes that the new US president, John F. Kennedy, would
make the concessions that Eisenhower had refused proved unrealistic. However,
Kennedy’s response to Soviet threats to West Berlin hinted at a possible solution
to the Berlin problem.
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Timeline
Year

Ruler

Events in individual states

1914–18

International events
First World War

1917

Russian Revolution

1917–22

Lenin (USSR)

1919–20

Polish–Russian War

1919

Treaty of Versailles

1922–45

Mussolini (Italy)

1927–49

Jiang Jieshi (China)

1928–53

Stalin (USSR)

1928

Stalin defeated internal opposition and
became leader of the USSR

1933

Hitler established Nazi government in
Germany
Roosevelt elected President of the
USA

1933–45

Roosevelt (USA)
Hitler (Germany)

1937–45

Sino-Japanese War

1939

Nazi–Soviet Pact (August)

1939–45

Second World War

1940

Fall of France (June)

1940–5

Churchill (UK)

Churchill led wartime coalition in UK

1941

German invasion of Russia (June)
USA declared war on Japan and
Germany (December)

1944

Britain and USA established second
front in France (June)
Warsaw Uprising (August)

1945

Unconditional German surrender:
Soviet, and Western Allied troops
occupied Germany (May)
Potsdam Conference (July)
USA dropped atomic bombs on
Japanese cities of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki (August)

1945–8

Establishment of Communist regimes
in Eastern Europe

1945–53

Truman (USA)

1945–51

Attlee (UK)

1945–9

Civil war in China between
Communists and Guomindang
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