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Introduction and Chapter 1

The Cold War has dominated the international scene since 1945, and the causes of the Cold War

are still relevant in today’s 21st century world. Its residuals are especially visible now with the

eruption of the Arab Spring.  Understanding this half century conflict and its legacy may help us

avoid some conflict in the future. So let’s look at history and see what we can discover.

The US and Russian competition didn’t begin in 1945. And the two powers didn’t come

into conflict because one was capitalist and one was communist. Instead, they first clashed in

north China and Manchuria in the late 19th Century. At that time, the Americans were interested

in trade. They saw Asia as a huge potential market for their productive farms and factories. The

Russians, on the other hand, were more concerned with empire. They were focused on

expansionism and wanted to colonize and close off parts of Manchuria.

 The Russian empire was tightly centralized, more political than commercial. It annexed

land in Asia, and  tried to control it by closing markets to foreign business people. This was a

problem for the Americans because the US believed her prosperity required an “open door” to

trade in Manchuria, the richest province in China. Consequently by the 1890s, the US and Russia

were no longer friendly, but confrontational. 
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From the 1890s until 1917 the US tried to contain Russian expansionism, usually by

supporting Japan which (for its own purposes) also wanted an open Manchuria.  President Teddy

Roosevelt, speaking for the US, said that Russia was trying to “organize northern China against

us.” He proclaimed that the Russians “are utterly insincere and treacherous; they have no

conception of the truth . . . and no regard for others.”

The Russians were perceived to be even more dangerous after 1917 when Vladimir

Lenin’s Bolshevik movement managed to overthrow the Russian government. The new Soviet

was bolstered by an ideological force, Marxism, that was dedicated to world revolution. 

Between 1918 and 1920 President Woodrow Wilson sent more than 10,000 American soldiers to

help the Allies overthrow Lenin by force. At the same time, the US was trying to keep the

Japanese army from colonizing and closing off Siberia. The Japanese were contained, but the

Allied intervention in Russia was a disaster.  In the long run, this action confirmed the Soviet

belief that “capitalist encirclement” was meant to strangle the communist regime.

At the Versailles Peace Conference (1919), the Western powers tried a new approach.

They attempted to isolate the Soviets by creating buffer states like Poland, Rumania,

Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia in Eastern Europe.  In an effort to further isolate the Soviets,

Woodrow Wilson also refused to open diplomatic relations.  However, other countries refused to

follow his lead.  England began trading with Russia in 1921.  A year later Russia and Germany

signed a treaty of cooperation.

When Lenin died in 1924, Joseph Stalin took over. In 1928 he enhanced his power by

announcing 5-year plans for rapid economic development.  These required a tightly run, self-

sufficient society. Calls for worldwide revolution fell by the wayside, as Stalin concentrated on
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achieving unchallenged personal power and a rebuilt Russia strong enough to withstand

“capitalist encirclement.”

 President Franklin Roosevelt recognized Russia formally in November 1933.  Stalin

welcomed this overture because he wanted the Americans to help him roust the Japanese army

which had begun rampaging through Manchuria in 1931.  Roosevelt refused to respond, and the

Americans also rejected Soviet requests for joint policies against Japan and Nazi Germany in

1934 and 1937. By 1938 Stalin’s relationship with the West was disintegrating. Everything fell

apart later that same year when, at the Munich Conference, the French and British appeased

Hitler by giving Germany part of Czechoslovakia. At the Communist Party’s Eighteenth

Congress in early 1939, Stalin argued that the West hoped to turn Hitler toward war with the

Soviets.

In August 1939 Stalin signed a nonaggression pact with Hitler.  The two dictators decided to

divide Poland and the Balkans.  A week after the treaty was negotiated, Hitler began WWII by

invading Poland.

Over the next 18 months, the Russian-American relationship hit bottom.  The Soviet

invasion of  Finland provided Stalin with a strategic buffer. The Americans were convinced that

Russia brutalized small neighbors.  More importantly, though, in early 1941, Hitler decided to

take Eastern Europe into his own hands.  On June 22, the Nazis invaded the Soviet Union. The

US came to the conclusion that even though they had nothing good to say about the Russians,

Hitler posed the larger threat. America would help the Soviets.

Harry Truman, then a senator from Missouri summed things up by saying:

“If we see that Germany is winning we should help Russia and if Russia is winning we ought to
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help Germany and that way let them kill as many as possible, although I don’t want to see Hitler

victorious under any circumstances.”

From 1942 on (as the Nazis pressed deeper into Russia) Stalin pressed for a second front

in Western Europe.  Roosevelt promised an invasion twice, and then reneged twice.  The second

front was not opened until mid - 1944, after the Russians had already driven back the Nazis. 

Stalin asked Roosevelt and Churchill to agree that postwar Russia should include the Baltic

States and parts of Poland, Finland, and Rumania. These areas had belonged to czarist Russia

and had been reclaimed by Stalin in 1939 with the Nazi-Soviet pact. In 1943, Roosevelt told

Stalin that he would not recognized Soviet claims to Lativia, Lithuania, and Estonia.

Washington believed that another economic depression could be averted only if global

markets and raw materials were open to all peoples on the basis of equal opportunity. In fact,

Assistant Secretary of State Dean Acheson said: “we cannot expect domestic prosperity under

our system without a constantly expanding trade with other nations.” As one official noted, “The

capitalist system is essentially an international system,” and “if it cannot function internationally,

it will break down completely.” For these reasons the United States required an open world

marketplace after the war. The Ghosts of Depression Past and Depression Future shaped

American postwar objectives which were political as well as economic. 

In 1944 the US tried to assure a friendly postwar marketplace.  An international

conference at Bretton Woods, New Hampshire created a World Bank and an International

Monetary Fund. The World Bank would guarantee private loans given for rebuilding war-torn

Europe and for building up less industrialized nations.  The IMF would stabilize currencies.  The

US hoped these two agencies would reconstruct, then stabilize and expand world trade. Since
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voting in the two organizations was dependent on how much money each country contributed

and, since Americans would have to contribute the most, they would also control the World

Bank and the IMF.

There were many contradictions in US policy.  Washington demanded an open Europe,

but refused to recognize Stalin’s right to control large parts of Eastern Europe.  Stalin wanted a

Russian “sphere” to serve as a strategic buffer against the West that he could exploit

economically for the rapid rebuilding of the Soviet economy. 

As early as 1942, Roosevelt was forced to make a choice.  He could fight for an open

postwar world – at least to the Russian borders -- or agree to Soviet demands regarding Eastern

Europe.  If he chose the first, Russian-American relations would probably disintegrate and the 

joint effort against the Axis might collapse.  At the very least, the Americans and Russians

would enter the postwar world as enemies.  If he chose the second, he would destroy the chances

for postwar peace and American prosperity.

Faced with this dilemma, Roosevelt first suggested that the postwar world should be

stabilized by “four policemen”– the US, Russia, Great Britain, and China. The Soviets loved this

idea, because they understood the plan to mean that they would be the policemen patrolling

Eastern Europe. Roosevelt soon changed his mind, realizing that the “four policeman” plan

would not make for an open world. Areas patrolled by one policeman could easily become

closed spheres controlled by one power.

In 1944, as Roosevelt delayed, the Red Army began to sweep across Eastern Europe.

Stalin said: “Whoever occupies a territory also imposes on it his own social system” as far “as

his army can reach.”
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In October 1944 Churchill deserted Roosevelt over the delay and went to Moscow to

make a deal.  He promised to recognize Soviet domination in Rumania and Bulgaria.  In return,

Stalin agreed that England could control Greece. This protected the Mediterranean lifeline of the

British Empire at the same time that it gave Russia the “first say” in certain Eastern European

nations. Churchill warned Stalin, though, not to use the phrase “dividing into spheres,” because

the Americans might be shocked.

In February 1945 the Big Three met at the Russian Black Sea resort of Yalta to shape the

future of the postwar world.  A contentious debate erupted over the future of Poland.  The

Soviets had recognized a communist-dominated regime in that country before the Yalta meetings

began.  Churchill and FDR demanded that pro-Western Poles be included in the government. It

was finally resolved that the regime would be reorganized on a broader democratic basis. 

Roosevelt then proposed a  Declaration of Liberated Europe. This provided that each of the three

powers would pledge to cooperate in applying the self-determination principle to newly liberated

nations.  However, the Russians amended the declaration until it was virtually meaningless, and

FDR had to accept what remained.

Stalin left Yalta believing his allies had acquiesced to his domination over Eastern

Europe.  But he miscalculated.  Two weeks after the conference adjourned, the Soviets

demanded that the king of Rumania appoint a communist-controlled government. Churchill,

you’ll remember, had agreed to turn his back on Rumania if Stalin ignored Greece. But the US

claimed that he was breaking the Declaration of Liberated Europe. The control of Eastern

Europe was at stake.  A crisis then developed over Poland and this became the test case of Soviet

intentions.



7

In the midst of this controversy, FDR died and Truman became President.  He was

determined not to engage in “appeasement.”  After only twenty-four hours in the White House,

the new President informed his secretary of state: “We must stand up to the Russians. We have

been too easy with them.” Some advisers were happy that he had decided to take a hard line. 

Truman demanded that the Soviets agree to a “new” Polish government.  Stalin rejected

Truman’s demand, noting that it was contrary to the Yalta agreement.  Finally, Truman accepted

a compromise that included several more pro-Western Poles in the government.  Americans

hoped that their political recognition of the new regime would open Poland to trade. But the

Poles refused to open the door to the Americans, and the Russians were even more determined to

control Poland.

An “iron fence” was falling around Europe.  However, the Soviet approach varied.  A

Russian-sponsored election in Hungary produced a noncommunist government.  In Bulgaria, the

Soviet-conducted elections satisfied British observers, but not the Americans.  Finland was to be

independent and noncommunist as long as the Finns followed a foreign policy friendly to Russia. 

There was still room to bargain, but the bargaining was limited.  

Stalin’s doctrine and his determination that Russia would not again be invaded from the

west narrowed his diplomatic options.  So did the devastation Russia had suffered in the war.

1700 towns had been destroyed along with  70,000 villages. 25 million Russians were homeless. 

Twenty million had died, 600,000 of this number starving to death at the siege of Leningrad.

Stalin’s doctrine in 1945 differed little from his views of Western “imperialists” in 1939.  He had

tightened his control over Soviet life. The phrase “Mother Russia” had been replace by

“Glorious Stalin.” And, while some observers, thought Stalin was paranoid, his actual foreign
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policy from 1941-1946 was carefully calculated.  

Some American diplomats acknowledged that Soviet foreign policy was preoccupied

with security, at least as Moscow saw it, and that, from his perspective,  his fear of the west was

realistic. In January 1945, Averell Harriman, America’s ambassador to the Soviet Union,

reported: “The overriding consideration in Soviet foreign policy is the preoccupation with

‘security’ as Moscow sees it.” The problem, of course, was that Americans didn’t see ‘security’

the same way. They believed that their security required an open world, including an open

Eastern Europe. And, while some scholars have argued that the Cold War was inevitable because

Stalin was a paranoid and the US was dealing with a man who was mentally ill, no Western

diplomat has been found who declared in 1945-1947 that Stalin showed signs of mental illness.

In fact,

by mid-1945 Stalin’s actions were consistent while Truman’s were confused. 

The confusion became obvious when the US, opposed to a sphere of interest in Europe, 

strengthened its own sphere in the Western Hemisphere.  Here the US did not use economic

weapons. But Latin America was not neglected politically.  

The political means to keep the Americas solidly in the US sphere could be found in

Article 51 of the UN Charter. This document was formulated in the spring of 1945 at the San

Francisco conference that founded the UN.  Article 51 allowed for collective self-defense

through special regional organizations to be created outside the UN but within the principles of

the charter.  In this way, regional organizations would escape Russian vetoes in the Security

Council, enabling the US to control its own sphere without Russian interference.  

The US wanted Russia excluded so that North and South America could be economically
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integrated and developed without outside interference.  However, it was unrealistic to think that

the US could have exclusive power in the new world and also control every question that came

up in Central Europe. And the major problem was finding a solution for Germany.  The US

wavered between virtually destroying the nation vs. allowing Germany to reindustrialize under

strict controls.  Russia wanted to take out reparations in the form of industrial machines and

goods.  This way they could rebuild Russian industry while killing off any possibility that

Germany could again threaten Russia in the near future.  Stalin also insisted on territorial

changes.  He wanted the Poles to have part of eastern Germany as compensation for the land

they were being forced to give Russia in eastern Poland.  At first, the US and Britain had not

objected to the Soviet demand, but by 1945 they were opposed to the new boundaries. They

feared this simply covered up communist control of eastern Germany.

At the Potsdam conference, held outside Berlin in July 1945, it was agreed that the West

would recognize the new Polish-German boundary.  The Russians would also be permitted to

take reparations out of their own occupation zone of eastern Germany which was primarily

agricultural.  But in the three Western occupation zones (controlled by the Americans, British,

and French) the Soviets could have only 25 percent of the reparations.  Half of these would have

to be paid for with food from the Russian zone.  The Soviets finally accepted.  This meant that

the US would not rush to dismember Germany but would rebuild its industrial economy. This

laid the basis for an eastern and western Germany with the implication, of course,  that an

economic division of Germany would lead to political division.

On his way home from Potsdam, Truman received the news that the atomic bomb had

obliterated Hiroshima. The bombing occurred on August 6, and 80,000 Japanese had died.  At
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the time, Truman  thought he could figure out how to use the bomb to gain concessions from the

Soviets. He was never able to do this.  Instead, Stalin immediately pushed forward the Soviet

effort to acquire atomic weaponry.  The arms race was on.  

Truman dropped the bomb on Hiroshima for at least three reasons:

! First, the weapon had been developed with the expectation that it would be used

! Second,  the planned late 1945 invasion of Japan would be costly. Using the

bomb would reduce the need for paying such costs in American blood.

! And, third, a Soviet invasion of Manchuria was imminent. The West required a

quick Japanese surrender so that the Soviet armies would not get too close to

Japan

On August 10, 1945, the Emperor overruled his military and Japan began peace negotiations. 

Soviet troops were never able to move onto the main Japanese home islands. The Japanese were

subject only to American wishes.

America came out of the war superior in all aspects. While the Russians continued to

complain about “capitalist encirclement,” a US intelligence report in November 1945 concluded

that Russia would be unlikely to chance a major war for at least 15 years.

Thus, at the outset of the Cold War, Truman’s problem was not the threat of Soviet

invasion of Asia or Europe. The problem was with Eastern Europe where Stalin militarily roped

off the region and directly challenged Atlantic Charter principles and the growing belief in

Washington that the American system could only work globally.  The division of Germany was

predetermined, and  Poland and Eastern Europe were behind an “iron fence.” How was the US to

respond?
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