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 1946: Churchill and Stalin Declare Cold War – Truman Hesitates 

 

 In 1946 war was again imminent as American and Russian military forces 

confronted each other in Manchuria, Iran, Turkey, and Europe. The situation in China 

was also critical.  

 

 America’s president, Harry Truman, believed that the US had interests in Asia as 

well as in the Western Hemisphere. He thought that the Asian interests depended on 

strengthening the Nationalist Chinese regime of Chiang Kai-shek, since he perceived  

that Chiang would replace Japan as the stabilizing force in Asia. So there would  be 

economic benefits from developing the great China market -- and other Asian markets as 

well. A billion Asian customers would go a long way toward avoiding another economic 

depression in the US. 

 

 However, there was a problem. Chinese communist forces under Mao Ze-dong 

presented a major obstacle. Although they were outnumbered 5 to 1 in 1945, Mao’s army 

had increased dramatically since 1935 when Chiang had isolated it in northern China. 
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 At the end of World War II, the communists controlled one-fifth of China and 

more than 105 million people.  

 

 Chiang’s regime was problematic. Corruption ran rampant. Chiang had 

squandered more than a billion dollars of American aid. He had lost the loyalty of the 

peasants but, even more importantly, the Nationalists had been unable to control 

inflation. Prices shot up 2000 percent between 1937 and 1945, nearly wiping out the 

middle classes. 

 

 As we know, FDR had been determined to prevent a communist China. In 1945 

he had even obtained Stalin’s promise to work with Chiang, not Mao. Now Truman was 

following in FDR’s footsteps. 

 

 In return for Stalin’s pledge to work with Chiang, and for his promise to enter the 

war against Japan, the Russians received substantial territorial concessions: the lease of 

Port Arthur (Manchuria) as a Soviet naval base, internationalization of the port of Dairen 

(China), joint Sino-Soviet operation of the Chinese Eastern and South Manchurian 

railroads, and possession of the southern Sakhalin and Kurile Islands (then held by 

Japan).  Also, in October 1945, a plebiscite was held in Outer Mongolia. Voting under 

Soviet supervision, that country decided to become independent of China and move 

closer to Russia. The vote count was amazing: 483,291 to 0. Chiang and Stalin agreed to 

most of the above terms in a Treaty of Friendship and Alliance. 
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 Mao was bitter.  He later recalled: “Stalin tried to prevent the Chinese Revolution 

by saying . . . we must collaborate with Chiang.” 

 

 In fact, Stalin did prefer a divided China that would not threaten Russia. He was 

opposed to a united China  under either Chiang or Mao. He certainly didn’t want anyone 

to challenge him within the communist world. 

 

 The US State Department thought that Mao had been isolated, so they tried to end 

China’s civil war by forcing Mao and Chiang into a coalition that Chiang could control. 

But the Chiang-Mao talks broke down over whose army would control Manchuria, the 

key industrial area that had been held by Japan since 1931.   

 

 In 1945, things became more complicated. Russian armies moved into Manchuria 

to disarm the Japanese, and then remained to loot industrial machinery for the rebuilding 

of Russian industry.  Mao and Chiang raced to control Manchuria; Mao won even though 

Truman tried to help Chiang by keeping Japanese soldiers in place against the 

communists until Chiang’s troops could move into position. The US even sent 50,000 

American troops to help; soon 100,000 Americans were in China. 

 

 With Chiang’s position eroding, Truman sent General of the Army George 

Marshall on a mission to reconcile Mao and Chiang. As the general reported, his purpose 

was to avert  “the tragic consequences of a divided China and of a probable Russian 

resumption of power in Manchuria . . . “ 
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 By late February 1946 Marshall had worked out an agreement, including a cease-

fire. By mid-April the arrangement had collapsed.  Marshall later blamed Chiang for 

thinking that he could defeat the communists militarily and believing that the US would 

help. Chiang had miscalculated.   

 

 In March and April 1946, Soviet occupation troops suddenly withdrew from 

Manchuria and Mao’s troops moved in, acquiring vast stores of Japanese arms and 

equipment for the communist forces. Chiang launched a major military offensive into 

Manchuria, but he was too late. His army overstretched its supply lines, and by late 1946 

Mao was successfully counterattacking. 

 

 The Americans figured out that if they wanted to save Chiang they would 

basically have to take over the government of China. Marshall said this “would involve 

the US in a continuing commitment from which it would be practically impossible to 

withdraw” and could make China “an arena of international conflict.” Truman pulled out. 

 He could afford to downgrade China now because the Russians had withdrawn from 

Manchuria and were behaving themselves throughout Asia. 

 

 By now, though, the American-Soviet confrontation was forcing Washington to 

give top priority to European and Middle Eastern affairs. Washington was determined to 

counter all Soviet threats and was totally committed to keeping Western Europe in the 

American camp. 
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 Soon there was a crisis in the Middle East where oil was important. To protect 

this vital resource, in 1942 the Russians, Americans, and British had agreed to jointly 

occupy Iran. At that time, they agreed to withdraw from the country six months after the 

conflict ended. By early 1946, most of the British and American forces had withdrawn, 

but the Russians stalled. They demanded oil concessions, and they supported a revolt of 

the Azerbaijani population in northern Iran.   

 

 The State Department panicked, arguing that the Russians seemed on the move 

everywhere, According to a top official, “they threatened to “sweep unimpeded across 

Turkey . . . into the Mediterranean and across Iran . . . into the Indian Ocean.” 

 

 Washington decided on a two-pronged policy: First, they took the Iranian case to 

the opening session of the new Security Council of the United Nations. Second, they sent 

a message to the Soviets asserting that the USSR must leave Iran as promised.  

 

 In late March, Iran and Russia announced that the Red Army would leave, and 

that a joint Iranian-Soviet oil company would be formed subject to ratification by the 

Iranian Parliament or Majlis. The Iranian army then put down the revolt inAzerbaijan. 

Several months later the Majlis rejected the oil company.  Russia had suffered a major 

diplomatic defeat. 

 

 Another setback followed in Turkey.  The Soviets were determined to gain joint 
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control of the strategic Dardanelles Straits which were the key link between the 

Mediterranean and Soviet ports on the Black Sea. In 1945 Stalin demanded a partnership 

with the Turks to control the straits. During the war, you may recall that FDR and 

Churchill had assured Stalin that Russia was justified in having access to the 

Mediterranean; especially since Turkey had collaborated with Hitler. Now, though, the 

US and Britain had changed their minds and they were determined to keep the Soviets 

away from the Mediterranean.   

 

 In August 1946, Stalin sent a note to Turkey. The US interpreted this as a Soviet 

attempt to dominate Turkey, threaten Greece, and intimidate the rest of the Middle East. 

 

 American officials pushed for a “showdown” and justified the policy on the basis 

of what would later be termed the domino theory.  This theory assumed that Stalin, like 

Hitler, was intent on unlimited conquest.  Truman said: “We might as well find out 

whether the Russians are bent on world conquest now as in five or ten years.” So he 

informed the Soviets that Turkey would continue to be primarily responsible for the 

straits.  The Franklin D. Roosevelt, the most powerful American aircraft carrier at that 

time moved into the area.  By the fall of 1946 Soviet pressure on Turkey had eased. 

 

 Still, Stalin believed that because of Russia’s wartime sacrifices and geographic 

location, his country had as much right to Iranian oil and control of the Dardanelles as 

any other power. So in February 1946, Stalin brought charges in the Security Council 

against the British repression of the Greek rebellion and British and Dutch attempts to 
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suppress revolution in Indonesia. 

 

 In early 1946, also, Stalin and Churchill issued their Declarations of Cold War. 

In a speech on February 9, Stalin announced that Marxist-Leninist dogma remained valid, 

and argued that war was inevitable as long as capitalism existed.  He asked the Soviet 

people to prepare by developing basic industry instead of consumer goods, and Stalin 

initiated an intense ideological effort to eliminate Western influences. In its front page 

story on the piece, The New York Times began by declaring that Stalin believed “the stage 

is set” for war. Others in Washington believed that Stalin’s speech meant “The 

Declaration of World War III.”  

 

 In return, in a speech at Fulton, Missouri, on March 5, Churchill claimed that “an 

iron curtain had descended across the continent” allowing a “police government” to rule 

Eastern Europe. What the Soviets want, he said, is “the indefinite expansion of their 

power and doctrine.” 

 

 By the summer of 1946, Europe was in the limelight. Germany -- and the control 

of atomic weapons -- had emerged as the central issues.  In Germany, the focus was on 

reparations.  

 

 Sometime during the spring the Soviets had stopped removing machinery from 

eastern Germany. They had decided, instead, to produce goods in their own zone where 
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labor and resources were readily available. From there, they would ship the finished 

products to Russia.   

 

 Consequently, General Lucius Clay informed Russian commanders that no more 

reparations could be removed from the Western zones.  The US said that Germany must 

develop its own exports in order to be self-sustaining, and the Americans specified that 

Germans should be given primary responsibility for running their own affairs.  

 

 This was frightening to the Russians who feared a remilitarized Germany, 

especially since it was becoming clear that the American presence in Central Europe 

would not be withdrawn. 

 

 A second occurrence in the summer of 1946  further intensified the Cold War.   

 

 As early as March 1946 the US released a plan for the control of the atom called 

the Acheson-Lilienthal Proposal. The proposal suggested a series of stages through 

which the world could pass to international control of atomic weapons.  The US was the 

only country possessing an atomic bomb, so it would remain in a favored position. Other 

nations would be required to agree to be inspected by international agencies.  A month 

later, Bernard Baruch was named as the first American delegate to a new UN Atomic 

Energy Commission. With his appointment, American policy began to change.   
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 Baruch distrusted the Acheson-Lilienthal report, partly because it said nothing 

about the Russian veto in the security council. He was determined to eliminate any Soviet 

power to veto inspections or sanctions, and he convinced Truman that it was better to be 

tough with the Soviets.   

 

 Baruch came up with his own plan -- the Baruch Plan. This plan focused on 

eliminating any Soviet power to veto inspections or sanctions. It provided that atomic 

energy would be controlled by international management of the necessary raw materials 

as well as  inspection by international agencies.  No vetoes of these controls and 

inspections would be allowed, and majority vote would rule. For peaceful uses of atomic 

energy, an Atomic Development Authority, again free of veto, would establish atomic 

plants according to strategic and geographic criteria -- not according to need. By 

controlling a majority within the authority, the US could control development of 

industrial uses of nuclear energy within the Soviet Union.   

 

 Of course, this was unacceptable to the Russians. They countered by demanding 

the destruction of all atomic bombs, and the cessation of their production. They also 

wanted the agreement of all powers not to use these weapons, and a discussion of 

controls. But Baruch said there could be no bargaining.  It was the whole American plan 

or nothing. So there was no plan. Instead the American Congress established a US 

Atomic Energy Commission under the Atomic Energy Act of 1946. The act prohibited 

any exchange of information on the use of atomic energy with any nation. 
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 So, to sum up, by autumn of 1946, Truman’s problem no longer centered on the 

threat of immediate Russian expansion. His task was the rebuilding of war-torn Western 

Europe. Parts of central Europe faced starvation, and an extremely harsh winter was 

coming on. The West wasn’t threatened by the Red Army, but by internal collapse. 

Truman’s closest advisers urged him to use massive economic and military aid to -- in 

their words -- “build up a world of our own” before the Soviets won over Europe by 

default.  Meanwhile, the President was attacked by liberals for being too militaristic and 

by conservatives for his economic policies. Unlike Churchill and Stalin, he had not yet 

publicly joined the Cold War. He was on the fence. 
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