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‘TWO WAYS OF LIFE’  
The cold war in Europe, 1947–1953

PERSPECTIVES ON THE ORIGINS OF THE COLD WAR

Was the cold war inevitable? Was it given in the circumstances surrounding the end of
the war? If not, which side was to blame? Which particular decisions determined the
direction of events? Did the character of the leaders make any difference? Who, more
specifically, was to blame for the divisions of Europe? Did the West give away Eastern
Europe at Yalta? What precisely were the goals of the United States and the Soviet
Union at the end of the war? Certain answers to these and related questions have
been implied in the previous chapter, but it may be well to address them directly at
this point in order to illustrate the range of issues involved.

The record of historical writing on the origins of the cold war proves the difficulty
of arriving at a total explanation of the events. The ascription of blame to one side or
the other, for example, tends to underestimate the influence of forces over which
individual decision-makers may have had little control. While ascribing blame accords
with our predisposition to believe that individuals (and by extension, nations) are free
moral agents and that things therefore could have been otherwise, few historians can
be unaware of the extent to which the options available to decision-makers at a
particular point in time have been set by circumstances, which include the effects of
earlier decisions. Events, that is to say, are at least to some extent determined. But how
far? At the opposite extreme from the pure voluntarist model – the one which seeks
to lay blame – lies pure determinism. ‘If’, writes one historian, ‘you put a scorpion and
a tarantula together in a bottle the objective of their own self-preservation will impel
them to fight each other to the death.’ From this point of view, as the same writer puts
it, ‘the Cold War represents an historical necessity’ (Halle 1967: xiii, 12).

Broadly speaking, the first generation of historians (often termed ‘orthodox’), writing
in the period of high cold war, blamed the Soviet Union for the cold war and regarded
American policy as a justifiable reaction to Soviet aggression. The second generation
(generally termed ‘revisionist’), stimulated in part by opposition to the Vietnam War,
reversed this picture: Soviet policies were essentially defensive and limited in scope,
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while those of the United States were expansionist and uncompromising. This revisionist
position bore close comparison with the writings of Soviet historians of the cold war.

There were many variations of emphasis within these schools. Nor is it the case
that these approaches were simply reflexes of the historical circumstances in which
they were written; the historiography of the cold war has been a continuing
conversation in which the participants have increased in number and diversity of
views without silencing all the previous voices.1 However, an important feature unites
the apparently opposed orthodox and revisionist viewpoints. Both tend towards the
voluntarist end of the interpretive spectrum, in that they imply that the cold war
resulted from essentially unilateral actions by one or another power and that therefore
the cold war was an avoidable tragedy. To be sure, from the early 1970s, as the Vietnam
War wound down and the period of détente opened, some of the ideological heat was
removed from the historical debate. This, in conjunction with the publication of new
American documents and a new attention given to European nations as independent
actors in the early post-war years, tended to enlarge the focus of historical inquiry and
to blur the outlines of US–Soviet relations supplied by previous interpreters. This so-
called ‘post-revisionist’ phase of historical writing has introduced a new complexity
and diffuseness into the historical debate.

A further important input into debate about the cold war generally has come from
psychologists and political scientists interested in the role of perceptions,
misperceptions, and belief systems (Larson 1985; Jervis 1976). These writings have
produced clear evidence of perceptual gaps in the encounters between cultures, the
extent to which these gaps became institutionalized in decision-making processes,
and the degree to which decisions were often made on the basis of fundamental
misreadings of the antagonist’s intentions and motives. Studies of group psychology
have demonstrated the role of ‘groupthink’ – the tendency for decision-making groups
to strive for consensus and to limit consideration of alternative courses of action (Janis
1972). The psychological approach has proved most fertile in case studies of particular
decisions and in analysis of the cultural assumptions and mind-sets of particular decision-
makers. It is easier, however, to state that psychological factors are important than to
establish precisely how much they can explain about the behaviour of states as opposed
to individuals. Psychological analyses have tended to focus on single nations and policy-
makers within them – and generally the United States. To that extent, this approach
has reinforced the single-nation bias of much cold war history. The problem remains
of finding an approach which allows us to understand American and Soviet national
interests in relation to the international system.

To illustrate the point we can take the division of Europe and, more particularly, the
place of Eastern Europe in the policies of the United States and the Soviet Union. It is
arguable that if the United States had been prepared to concede Eastern Europe to the
Soviet Union – to consider it as a Soviet counterpart to the American Monroe Doctrine
– the tensions and antagonisms of the cold war need not have eventuated. What, then,
was the American stake in Eastern Europe? Revisionist historians have claimed that,
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although the United States had little investment in Eastern Europe at the time, it was
not prepared to see the opportunity for future investment foreclosed. America’s post-
war plans, which according to one account were dictated by the goal of expanding
capitalism (in part prompted by fears of a post-war recession), simply could not tolerate
American exclusion from a major potential market. Furthermore, it is suggested, the
Soviet Union did not emerge from the Second World War ‘with a determination to
take over Eastern Europe and then embark upon a cold war with the United States’
(Williams 1972: 228). The Soviet hold on Eastern Europe was tightened after 1947
only in response to concerted attempts by the United States to gain a foothold there,
above all by holding out the offer of Marshall aid to Eastern European countries in the
hope of detaching them from the Soviet Union (Williams 1972: 272–3). In the crucial
transitional period of 1945–47, it is held, the Soviet Union was chiefly concerned with
rebuilding its shattered economy and reaching a modus vivendi with the United States.
The United States, by contrast, ‘proceeded rapidly and with a minimum of debate’ to
translate its traditional outlook of opendoor expansion ‘into a series of actions and
policies which closed the door to any result but the cold war’ (Williams 1972: 229).

This approach has the merit of logic and consistency, assuming that its major
premises regarding the motives and policies of the United States and the Soviet Union
can be accepted. Suspicions about its validity may be raised in the light of the fact that
it effectively inverts the picture offered by orthodox historians. The latter present
Soviet policy as swift in execution and uncompromising, while American policy-makers
are seen as slow to awake to the Soviet threat, albeit firm once the scale of the threat
was recognized. Nevertheless, an interpretation need not be wrong simply because it
is one-sided. Events may themselves have been one-sided. Any attempt to prove that
they were not must shift the grounds of judgement. Three issues must be addressed:
(1) conditions in Eastern Europe, (2) the motives of Soviet policy, and (3) the motives
of American policy.

Eastern Europe

Concentration among historians on superpower politics has tended to obscure the
extent to which the division of Europe arose from internal conditions in Eastern Europe.
From the late Middle Ages the region which came to form the Soviet bloc had been an
arena of conflict between Russia in the east, the German states in the west, and the
Ottoman Empire in the south-east. Of the future Soviet bloc states, only Romania and
Bulgaria were independent nations by the end of the nineteenth century (1877 and
1878 respectively). Poland, partitioned in the late eighteenth century, and Hungary,
incorporated into the Habsburg Empire in the sixteenth century and granted partial
autonomy under the ‘Dual Monarchy’ of Austria-Hungary in 1867, gained full
independence only after the First World War. Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia, carved
out of former Austro-Hungarian territory, were new creations of the First World War
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settlement. With the exception of Czechoslovakia, during the bulk of the inter-war
period all these states were led either by authoritarian monarchies or virtual dictators,
having first engaged in brief flirtations with democracy. During the Second World War
Hungary, Romania, and Bulgaria sided with the Axis Powers, with the result that all
were invaded by the Soviet Union and treated as conquered powers.

Clearly, the military presence of the Soviet Union throughout Eastern Europe was a
powerful enabling factor for communist dominance. But, as Jacques Rupnik has
observed, Soviet presence alone ‘does not satisfactorily explain the relative weakness
of resistance to the Communist takeovers’:
 

The answer varies with the political culture of each country: the legacy of
pre-war authoritarian patterns, the relative weakness of civil society, the
appeal of Marxist ideology among the intellectuals (or the discrediting of
conservative or liberal alternatives), and, of course, the indigenous base of
the Communist Parties. But the crucial factor was the impact on these
societies of the war itself. The Nazi occupation and the agonies of liberation
represented a radical breach in the social and political structures and helped
to create the conditions for post-war Communist takeovers.

(Rupnik 1989: 76)
 
In short, while few Eastern Europeans outside the communist parties themselves might
have wished for the regimes which were firmly established by 1948, few wished to
return to the pre-war regimes. East Europeans, a recent account concludes, were not
entirely passive agents in the events which led to sovietization. In addition to Soviet
force and structural weaknesses within those nations, East Europeans made critical
mistakes. Finland, by contrast, which experienced some of the same conditions as
other nations of Eastern Europe, managed to resist Soviet power (Schöpflin 1993: Ch.
3). Furthermore, as an American journalist noted at the time, the communist parties of
Eastern Europe made efforts to address immediate needs. The strength of the iron
curtain regimes’, wrote Joseph Harsch in 1950, ‘lies not in their communism but in
that when they took power they had ready at hand scores of housekeeping tasks and
overdue reforms. They did not neglect their opportunities’ (Harsch 1950: 47). The
combination of these internal conditions and Soviet ambitions sealed the fate of Eastern
Europe. But what were Soviet ambitions?

Soviet motives

Revisionist historians have rightly pointed out that full sovietization was not
immediately imposed. It was embarked on in a wholesale way only in 1948 with the
communist coup in Czechoslovakia, though it had been signalled clearly the previous
year by the establishment of the Communist Information Bureau (Cominform), which
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sought to coordinate policies among the Soviet bloc. Events preceding full sovietization,
however, some going back to the war, suggest that the distinction between full
sovietization and the state of relative fluidity which existed in some Eastern European
nations between 1945 and 1948 is not clear-cut. In Poland at least, Soviet intentions
were evident even before Germany invaded the Soviet Union. At Katyn in Poland the
advancing German army discovered mass graves containing some 15,000 Polish officers,
massacred in 1940, the Soviet government has now admitted, by Soviet troops, with
the apparent intention of eliminating the Polish officer class (Remnick 1993: Ch. 1).

Later, in 1944, a Soviet army paused before Warsaw while an uprising by the people
of Warsaw against the Germans took place. Western requests that they be allowed to
use airfields in Soviet-occupied territory to send relief supplies to Warsaw were denied
by the Soviet Union until the uprising had been virtually quelled. Again, despite Soviet
claims that logistical and supply problems prevented them from going to the aid of
the Warsaw insurgents – an explanation which Churchill accepted at the time – it is
possible that an equally important motive was to allow the Germans to destroy the
most active elements in the Polish resistance. Though militarily, it has been pointed
out, the rising was directed at the Germans, ‘politically, [it] was directed against the
Soviet Union’ (Edmonds 1991: 385). The formation of the so-called ‘Lublin Committee’
by the advancing Soviet army in July 1944 and official Soviet recognition of the Lublin
Government as the provisional government of Poland in January 1945 (a month before
the Yalta conference), also indicate a determination to make the running in Poland. In
the light of this there was little for the West to ‘give away’ at Yalta, since it had already
been taken.

It is arguable that these events can be put down to the exigencies of war and,
furthermore, that it was of particular importance to the Soviet Union to establish control
in Poland because its northern plain had historically been the invasion route into the
Soviet Union from the West (by Napoleon in 1812, the Germans in 1914, and the
Germans again in 1941). The pattern of Soviet actions in other Eastern European
countries, however, was similar in emphasis, if not in detail. In each nation the Allied
Control Commissions were controlled by the Soviets (as those in Western Europe
were controlled by the Western Allies), giving them effective control over day to day
administration and, crucially, the economies. By the beginning of 1946 communist-
dominated governments had been established in Bulgaria and Romania, following brief
periods of rule by restored monarchs. In Hungary the appearance of pluralism lasted a
good deal longer. In elections held in 1946 the communists gained only 17 per cent of
the votes. However, communists held a number of ministries (most importantly the
Ministries of the Interior and Commerce) and controlled the police and trade unions.

Even in Czechoslovakia, where non-communists remained in the majority in the
government until 1948, the Ministry of the Interior, the police and the trade unions
were headed by communists. The three-year breathing space for Czechoslovakia can
be explained in part by the legacy of the Munich agreement of 1938. At Munich Britain
and France had endorsed Germany’s annexation of the Czech Sudetenland (a German-
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peopled region) and subsequently stood by while Hitler invaded Czechoslovakia itself
the following year. In consequence Czechoslovakia mistrusted the West and trusted its
future rather to reaching an accommodation with the Soviet Union. Czechoslovakia,
the ‘freest’ of East European nations between 1945 and 1948, was also by inclination
the most pro-Soviet. Finally, in Yugoslavia the Soviet Union had no need to tread
cautiously, since Tito’s administration out-Stalined Stalin in its determination to eliminate
non-communists, first from the wartime resistance movement and then from the post-
war political scene. Even Stalin wondered in 1942: ‘Are there really no Yugoslav patriots
apart from Communists and Communist sympathizers?’ (Rupnik 1989: 79). Not that
Tito’s unimpeachable communist credentials saved him from Stalin’s ire. Rather the
reverse. Alone among the East European countries Yugoslavia’s liberation had not been
dependent upon the Red Army, giving Yugoslavia a measure of freedom (at least with
respect to relations with the Soviet Union) not open to the other nations of Eastern
Europe. Stalin’s desire to bring Yugoslavia to heel and Tito’s equally strong desire to
resist provoked the breach between the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia in 1948, to be
discussed later (see p. 85).

There was, then, a time lapse between a measure of pluralism in Eastern Europe
and the full imposition of Soviet-style rule. It was not, however, a matter of a simple
choice on Stalin’s part between allowing freedom and imposing domination. It
was rather a process, sometimes described as ‘salami tactics’, whereby control
was established by stages, according to the circumstances in each country. Nor is
it necessary to see this simply as the outcome of the desire to spread the ideology
of communism as such. For Stalin, as has been said of Lenin, communism was
organization rather than ideology per se. This priority helps to account for Stalin’s
qualified toleration of power-sharing in much of Eastern Europe and his deep
suspicion of independent sources of communist power, such as Yugoslavia and
later China. Power-sharing with non-communists within Eastern Europe was
tolerable as long as control was firm. Once that was in doubt, the organizational
imperative took over.

It is not necessary to believe that Stalin was intent on provoking cold war in order
to accept that his motives in Eastern Europe were always to ensure tight control. He
was both afraid of the United States and determined to maintain ‘friendly’ governments
in Eastern Europe. In his memoirs Khrushchev recorded the strength with which Stalin
expressed both these motives. How Stalin ‘trembled’, Khrushchev wrote, at the prospect
of war with the United States, which the Soviet leadership believed was bound to
come; on the question of relations with the ‘fraternal countries’, Khrushchev recalled,
‘Stalin’s understanding of friendship with other countries was that the Soviet Union
would lead and they would follow’ (Khrushchev 1990: 100, 102). That Stalin moved
cautiously to extend control bespeaks his fear of the United States and its putative
design to undermine the Soviet position in Eastern Europe; that he continued to extend
control bespeaks his determination to do what was necessary to safeguard Soviet
territory and interests.
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American motives

The details of America’s ‘containment’ policies – the Truman Doctrine, the Marshall
Plan, and NATO – will be discussed later in this chapter. The purpose here is to
address the broad question of the motives behind American actions with respect to
the division of Europe. Why did the United States contest, at least verbally, Soviet
control in Eastern Europe? Part of the answer has been given in the previous chapter:
a divided Europe went against all the assurances given to American public opinion
about the prospects of a new world order based on self-determination for all nations
and collective security founded on the continuance of cooperation between the
wartime Allies. The American reaction to Soviet policies arose also from the perhaps
inevitable fading of the illusion, which the Roosevelt administration had done much
to promote, that agreements such as the one reached at Yalta were solidly based and
heralded post-war friendship with the Soviet Union. A Congress and a public which
was told by Roosevelt on his return from Yalta that ‘on every point, unanimous
agreement was reached’ could only react with bafflement and frustration to the
unfolding antagonisms of the coming years.

Not that everyone in the United States was surprised by events. George Kennan, a
leading authority on the Soviet Union within the diplomatic service and based in
Moscow during the war, had been sending warning signals to the State Department
about the character of the Soviet Union since the middle of the war. They made little
impression, since this was not the message Roosevelt and his closest advisers wanted
or were primed to hear. In any case, it was Roosevelt’s habit to bypass the government
departments, notably the Department of State, and retain a tight personal hold on
decision-making. Even Truman, his Vice-President, was not told of the existence of the
Manhattan Project. The result, when Roosevelt died, was a policy vacuum which Truman
filled with, on the one hand, his own blunt style and, on the other, advice from figures
who in many instances had come to doubt the possibility of cooperation with the
Soviet Union. This did not mean, as some have claimed, that Truman set about reversing
Roosevelt’s broad goals. But it did mean that he was not inclined to engage in the
subtleties of what one historian has called Roosevelt’s dual foreign policy: a ‘foreign’
foreign policy, characterized by realism and designed for negotiating situations, and a
‘domestic’ foreign policy, designed for home consumption and characterized by idealism
(Yergin 1980: 68).

These issues tell us something about the mood of the times and about the
significance of institutional and personnel changes in the transitional period from
war to peace. They do not, however, of themselves account for the specific direction
of policies. Indeed, beyond its obvious displeasure with Soviet policy in Eastern Europe,
it is not clear that the United States had a coherent East European policy. One historian
has called it a ‘non-policy’ (Lundestad 1978).

What were American goals in Europe generally? It would appear, in the first place,
that the United States did not envisage a long-term political and military presence in
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Europe beyond the time taken for reconstruction. Roosevelt’s observation to Stalin at
Yalta that the United States expected to withdraw its troops from Europe within two
years is one item of evidence for this. Another, as we shall see later, was the initial
reluctance of Congress to vote money for mechanisms of containment when these
came up for discussion.

Secondly, as a counterpart to these expectations, was the hope that, once rebuilt,
Europe (Western Europe at least and the rest if possible) would constitute a ‘third
force’ between the United States and the Soviet Union. Thirdly, US policy-makers
undoubtedly envisaged the vigorous expansion of American economic interests, not
only in Europe but throughout the world. But as far as possible this goal was to be
pursued at minimum political and military cost – very much in line with America’s
traditional approach to foreign policy. Those revisionist historians who place emphasis
on the American desire for an economic open door are correct, but so also are those
post-revisionists, such as John Gaddis (1972), who stress the indecisiveness of American
policy in the transition period. Each separates out two basic elements of American
policy: its combination of economic dynamism and political caution. Once, however,
it appeared that diplomacy could not achieve the conditions required for America’s
vision of an open world order, political caution – which is to say the vestiges of
isolationism – was abandoned. This point was approached in 1947 with the Truman
Doctrine, and confirmed in the establishment of the Marshall Plan and NATO (1948
and 1949).

More specifically, American anxieties about the sovietization of Eastern Europe
cannot be separated from their anxieties about the stability of Western Europe and its
capacity to resist the inroads of communism. The chief fear in the late 1940s was not
of a Soviet invasion of Western Europe – even American military leaders discounted
this – but of the strength of the communist parties in France and Italy and the degree
to which post-war economic and social disruption in Western Europe generally rendered
it vulnerable to communist ideas. Doubts about the ability of Western Europe to
reconstruct itself unaided presented a political as well as an economic challenge.
Furthermore, the pressures inclining the United States to fill the power vacuum in
Western Europe arose not only from within the American policy-making establishment
but from within Europe itself. As a historian of French foreign policy has written, ‘it
was the pull of the French, rather than the push outward from Washington, that
characterized the different aspects of American involvement, diplomatic, economic,
political, and military between 1945 and 1954’, even if it was the case that, once having
invited the Americans in ‘the French quickly became dissatisfied with what their guests
brought with them’ (Wall 1991: 300). To that extent there is an analogy with the situation
in Eastern Europe vis-à-vis the Soviet Union: the consolidation of American influence
in Western Europe is to be explained in terms of internal European conditions as well
as in American ambitions.

The key element in the structure of the post-war world order influencing the policies
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of the United States and the Soviet Union was not merely their emergence as
superpowers and the establishment of bipolarity, but the asymmetry in the types of
power they possessed and in their first order goals. Misperception of each other’s
aims was not the main problem, though it undoubtedly played a part. The overriding
problem was the tendency of each power to push its policy goals farthest and fastest
in those areas in which it possessed greatest leverage and which the other could not
effectively meet. In the case of the Soviet Union this meant its military and political
hold over Eastern Europe; in the case of the United States this meant its economic
power and capacity to project it on a global scale. In striving to compensate for
their weaknesses and to match the other’s strength, each power pursued policies
which made for the global institutionalization of their differences. The outcome was
cold war.

CONTAINMENT AND THE TRUMAN DOCTRINE

Roosevelt had returned from Yalta in February 1945 declaring in his message to Congress
(in words borrowed from Cordell Hull) that the agreements ‘ought to spell the end of
unilateral action, the exclusive alliances, the spheres of influence, the balances of power,
and all the other expedients that have been tried for centuries – and have always failed’
(Siracusa 1978: 34). Roosevelt’s hopes for a clean slate were, as we have seen, quickly
undermined in the events of 1945–46, but some fluidity still remained in US–Soviet
relations. In 1946 and into 1947 they were still talking to each other, trying to give
tangible form to their aspirations for cooperation. In the event, the outcome of these
efforts was precisely those despised talismans of the bad old politics – spheres of influence,
exclusive alliances, and the rest. By 1950 they had become firmly institutionalized, and
management of cooperation had given way to management of conflict.

‘Containment’ supplied the philosophical rationale for the Truman administration’s
new orientation and was classically expounded by George Kennan in his anonymously
published article ‘The Sources of Soviet Conduct’ (‘X’, Foreign Affairs, July 1947). In
effect it was a public version of his 1946 ‘Long Telegram’. Both in turn presented
views of the Soviet Union which, in broad outline, he had held for a number of years
(Kennan 1967: 246–51). The key to the influence of the ‘Long Telegram’ and
subsequently the ‘X’ article, as Kennan pointed out in his memoirs, was timing (Kennan
1967: 295). The first reached government circles at a critical moment, as policy-makers
sought an explanation for the breakdown in communication with the Soviet Union
over Eastern Europe. The second offered a public rationale for the containment policies
already embarked upon in the form of the Truman Doctrine.

Kennan did not view the Soviet Union as bent upon immediate fulfilment of its
ideological goals. While Soviet ideology assumed the inevitable downfall of capitalism,
no timetable was laid down by the Kremlin. The Soviets were prepared for the long
haul. Given the doctrine of the infallibility of the Kremlin and the iron discipline of
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the Party, the Soviet leadership was ‘at liberty to put forward for tactical purposes any
particular thesis which it finds useful to the cause at any particular moment and require
the faithful and unquestioning acceptance of that thesis by the members of the
movement as a whole’. Caution and persistence characterized Soviet policy, and America
must respond with ‘policies no less steady in their purpose, and no less variegated and
resourceful in their application, than those of the Soviet Union itself’. In these
circumstances the United States must seek to contain Soviet power by the ‘adroit and
vigilant application of counterforce at a series of constantly shifting geographical and
political points’ (Kennan 1947: 573, 575, 576).

Kennan’s prescriptions for American policy appear to be unmistakably global in
scope and to carry strong military implications. In fact Kennan, the supposed architect
of containment, dissociated himself from many aspects of its implementation, emerging
as a critic of both the Truman Doctrine and NATO. Since Kennan played such an
important and ambiguous role in policy-making during these years, we can usefully
employ his writings as a vantage point from which to view the institutionalization of
the cold war.

Containment had already been enacted in the form of the Truman Doctrine before
Kennan supplied the policy with a label. In March 1947 Britain announced that it
could no longer afford to sustain its support for the Greek government in the civil war
which had raged intermittently after the liberation of Greece from the Germans in
1944. Greece had been conceded by Stalin as a Western sphere of influence in the
percentages agreement with Churchill in October 1944. It is now clear that Stalin held
to this agreement and not only withheld support from the Greek communists but was
disturbed by the prospect of a communist revolution with indigenous roots. Such
distinctions, however, meant little to American leaders who could only see in the flow
of arms from Yugoslavia and Albania to the Greek rebels the hand of the Soviet Union.
In Turkey too, although not at risk domestically to the same degree as Greece, Soviet
pressure for control of the Black Sea straits was perceived as a bid not merely for
influence in Turkey but as a stepping-stone to gains in the Middle East.

The striking feature of the American response to the announcement of British
withdrawal is not so much the actual decision to send military and economic aid to
Greece and Turkey as the manner in which Truman strove to create a consensus for a
fundamental reorientation of American policy. Presenting a stark contrast between
two alternative ways of life, ‘one based upon the will of the majority and one based
upon the will of a minority forcibly imposed upon the majority’, he declared in his
speech to Congress on 12 March 1947 that ‘it must be the policy of the United States
to support free peoples who are resisting subjugation by armed minorities or by outside
pressures’ (Truman 1963: 178–9).

There seems little doubt, as historians have shown, that one of Truman’s motives
for pitching the rhetoric of his message so high was the need to convince a cost-
conscious Congress and an American public opinion not yet fully cognizant of the
extended role the United States was about to assume that the stakes in Greece and
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Turkey were indeed as high as he claimed. But it is equally clear that Truman and his
advisers sincerely believed that the crisis was much wider than the situation in Greece
and Turkey. To that extent, as Daniel Yergin has pointed out, while the message to
Congress was conceived as a ‘sales job’, it was not a cynical manoeuvre (Yergin 1980:
283). A second consideration lay behind the presentation of the Truman Doctrine –
the need to ‘avoid the appearance of standing in for London in the Middle East, of
simply taking over traditional British responsibilities’. Aid to Greece and Turkey must
be promoted as an American policy, based upon consideration of its own interests,
and not as a matter of ‘pulling British chestnuts out of the fire once again’ (Hathaway
1981: 303). The occasion thus demanded a comprehensive statement of a distinctively
American purpose.

In the congressional hearings on the Greece and Turkey Aid Bill the administration
was pressed on the extent of the commitment the United States was undertaking.
Under-Secretary Dean Acheson sought to calm fears that the Truman Doctrine was a
blank cheque to be drawn on at will in other comparable situations, but he barely
succeeded. Each case, he said, would be considered according to the specific
circumstances, but he could not disguise the fact that the Truman Doctrine speech
had established the framework within which such cases would be judged. This is clear
in an exchange with Senator Vandenberg, a leading Republican Senator whose influence
in this and other crucial policy initiatives laid the basis for bipartisan support for Truman:
 

Vandenberg: . . . In other words, I think what you are saying is that wherever
we find free peoples having difficulty in the maintenance of free institutions,
and difficulty in defending against aggressive movements that seek to
impose upon them totalitarian regimes, we do not necessarily react in the
same way each time, but we propose to react. Acheson: That, I think, is
correct.

(Jones 1955: 193)
 

George Kennan objected strongly to the universalist character of the message but
also to the specifics of the aid to Greece and Turkey. He opposed any aid to Turkey and
felt that the emphasis in the proposals for Greece was excessively military (Kennan
1967: 314–17). These distinctions appear puzzling in the light of his ‘X’ article with its
apparent globalism and military terminology (‘adroit and vigilant application of
counterforce . . .’). In his memoirs Kennan admits to serious deficiencies in his exposition
of containment: the failure to make clear that he considered containment as primarily
political and economic, and ‘the failure to distinguish between various geographic
areas and to make it clear that the “containment” of which I was speaking was not
something I thought we could, necessarily, do everywhere successfully’ (Kennan 1967:
359). Much debate has revolved around whether Kennan’s after-the-fact ‘correction’
of his ‘X’ article statement can be accepted at face value, an issue which need not be
resolved here. Suffice it to say that his overriding intention was evidently to underline
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the seriousness of the Soviet threat which he felt was insufficiently appreciated.
Certainly his other writings at the time, in his new capacity from 1947 as head of the
State Department’s Policy Planning Staff (PPS), show a much more nuanced and
pragmatic grasp of the Soviet challenge and of options open to the United States (Gaddis
1982: Ch. 2). In the July article, perhaps anxious to promote his salient point, he
overplayed his hand. Attention was thus deflected from arguably his most important
suggestion, that ‘the issue of Soviet–American relations is in essence a test of the overall
worth of the United States as a nation among nations’ (Kennan 1947: 582). By extension
the West’s strongest card in its conflict with communism was the health and vigour of
its own democratic traditions and values. This view became central to the Marshall
Plan. Kennan himself has noted the irony that his name should be associated with the
Truman Doctrine, about which he had serious reservations and in which he was scarcely
involved, rather than the Marshall Plan, in which he was a prime, if largely unseen
mover (Kennan 1967: 361).

The Truman Doctrine was of profound significance for a number of reasons. Firstly,
it set a precedent for the tendency of superpower policy-makers to view all global
conflict within the framework of the cold war. Bipolarity was not merely a matter of
the structure of international relations but a state of mind. Thinking and acting in
terms of simple dichotomies became second nature, even when actual conflicts, such
as those in the Middle East, fitted awkwardly within this mould. In part this was a
question of rhetoric, a necessary simplification of complex realities for the purpose of
explaining unfamiliar commitments to domestic audiences. Rhetoric was not the whole
story, however, since in the aftermath of the war the United States and the Soviet
Union did in fact possess a disproportionately large power to affect the destinies of
other nations. Less-favoured nations indeed looked to the superpowers, but above all
to the United States, to authenticate their own aspirations, whether it be Ho Chi Minh
seeking endorsement in 1945 of his goal of an independent Vietnam or the Western
European nations seeking aid for economic recovery. There was an element of illusion
in this, only fully exposed when the unusual conditions of the immediate post-war
years had passed: the illusion that the United States could or would supply precisely
what other nations wanted. So long as basic interests coincided, as was broadly the
case between the United States and Western Europe, reality sustained the illusion,
though even here as time went on interests diverged. In the case of Vietnam and many
other former colonial territories of European powers, however, the gap between illusion
and reality quickly appeared. Despite the possession of enormous power, the United
States was not always able to dictate the direction of events in the Third World and
elsewhere, but because it possessed enormous power the United States continued to
believe that this was possible.

The second significant feature of the Truman Doctrine lies in its connection with the
United Nations. Why, asked many Congressmen and commentators, had the United States
government not sought to resolve the crisis in Greece and Turkey through the United
Nations? Truman had stated in his message to Congress that ‘in helping free and independent
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nations to maintain their freedom, the United States will be giving effect to the principles
of the United Nations’. Truman did not, however, risk actually relying on the United Nations
to achieve these goals. The pragmatic reason for acting unilaterally is clear: the certainty
that the Soviet Union would use its veto. The end result, though, was the devaluation of the
original aspiration for collective security as the basis for the new international order.

Finally, it is noteworthy that the occasion for this major departure in American
policy concerned not the heartland of Europe but its south-eastern rim. Taken in
conjunction with the Iranian crisis of 1946, it shows the susceptibility of what has
been called the ‘Northern Tier’ of the Middle East to superpower conflict (Kuniholm
1980: xv–xxi). The reason is not far to seek: Turkey and Iran bordered the Soviet Union
directly while Greece bordered Soviet bloc territory (i.e.: Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, and
Albania). The possibility of the extension of Soviet power to the Middle East proper
was an added reason for American concern, though, as it turned out, there was a delay
of several years before this materialized. American fears that the Soviet Union would
take the Arab side in the conflict over the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948
were unfounded. The Soviet Union promptly recognized the new state and gave it
substantial military aid at a critical time during the first Arab–Israeli war of 1948– 49. It
was the early 1950s before the increasingly close relations between the United States
and Israel led to the Soviet Union’s shift towards firm support of the cause of Arab
nationalism (Saivetz and Woodby 1985: 25–6.) Meanwhile, in 1947 both the United
States and the Soviet Union were more preoccupied with events in Europe. The Truman
Doctrine was only the opening gambit in the development of containment.

THE MARSHALL PLAN, GERMANY, AND THE DIVISION OF
EUROPE, 1947–1949

The Marshall Plan was not to all appearances designed to divide Europe but such, in
conjunction with Soviet actions, was its effect. The growth of the much despised ‘spheres
of influence’ was hastened by the Marshall Plan and consolidated in the division of
Germany and the establishment of NATO. Once again Kennan’s role is instructive. John
Gaddis has drawn attention to an exchange of letters in early 1945 between Kennan and
Charles Bohlen, the State Department’s other leading Soviet expert. Kennan expressed
the view that, given the Soviet Union’s determination to dominate Eastern Europe, ‘why
could we not make a decent and definite compromise with it – divide Europe frankly
into spheres of influence – keep ourselves out of the Russian sphere and keep the
Russians out of ours?’ Bohlen shared Kennan’s assessment of Russian intransigence but
replied that ‘foreign policy of that kind cannot be made in a democracy . . . Only totalitarian
states can make and carry out such policies’ (Gaddis 1987: 48, 49). In the event American
policy combined both these perspectives, producing a fundamental duality described
by Jacques Rupnik as a ‘verbal refusal to accept the Sovietization of East-Central Europe,
without having the means or the determination actually to oppose it (Rupnik 1989: 67).
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European recovery plans were already under discussion while the Truman Doctrine
was being formulated. Indeed the two policies were related in the minds of the Truman
administration from the start – ‘two halves of the same walnut’, as Truman put it.
Three things provoked a reconsideration of policy towards Europe: deepening dismay

Figure 4.1  Divided Europe in 1949
Source: Derived from P. Hastings, The Cold War: 1945–69, London: Ernest Benn, 1969.
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at the consolidation of communist power within Eastern European governments, failure
to agree on a German settlement, and economic disarray in Western Europe, apparently
threatening the political stability of, in particular, France and Italy.

The last presented the most urgent problem. Returning from Europe in May 1947 from
a fact-finding mission, Under-Secretary of State for Economic Affairs William L. Clayton
declared that ‘it is now obvious that we grossly underestimated the destruction to the
European economy by the war . . . Europe is steadily deteriorating.’ The plight of Europe,
however, was not his only preoccupation. In addition to the awful implications a European
collapse would have for the future peace and security of the world, he wrote, ‘the immediate
effects on our domestic economy would be disastrous: markets for our surplus production
gone, unemployment, depression, a heavily unbalanced budget on the background of a
mountainous war debt. These things must not happen.’ Concluding that the United States
must therefore initiate a substantial programme of aid, he remarked (with emphasis): ‘The
United States must run this show’ (FRUS 1947: 230, 231, 232).

Clayton represented the hard-nosed side of the Marshall Plan, its economic bottom
line. The State Department’s Policy Planning Staff (PPS), headed by George Kennan,
was less bald in its perception of the consequences for the US economy of Europe’s
decline, and emphasized, rather, the goal of restoring Europe’s faith in its future. In a
document which was heavily drawn on by Marshall in his public announcement of
the European Recovery Program (ERP) in June, Kennan was at pains to stress that ‘the
American effort in aid to Europe should be directed not to the combatting [sic] of
communism but to the restoration of the economic health and vigor of European
society’. He also insisted that the initiative must come from Europe and be jointly
conceived by all participating countries (FRUS 1947: 225, 226-7). The conception was
thus of a plan which would promote European unity as well as economic revival, with
the overall aim of creating a stable and independent European bloc.

But how much of Europe? The PPS addressed itself primarily to Western Europe
but, in line with the desire not to invite the charge that the ERP was an anti-communist
measure, also felt it necessary to consider the possibility of Soviet and East European
participation. The way in which Soviet bloc participation was discussed, however, shows
that it was neither genuinely desired nor really anticipated. It was essential, Kennan
believed, that the proposal for general European cooperation ‘be done in such a form
that the Russian satellite countries would either exclude themselves by unwillingness
to accept the proposed conditions or agree to abandon the exclusive orientation of
their economies’ (FRUS 1947: 228). Not surprisingly, the Soviet Union was unwilling
to accede to conditions which would involve opening its economy to Western
penetration. Having accepted the invitation to attend the opening ERP meeting in
Paris, the Soviet representative withdrew, once the conditions had been made explicit,
and placed pressure on the Poles and Czechs to follow suit.

One can only speculate what the conseqences would have been had the Soviet
Union called the United States’ bluff and agreed to participate in the ERP. The Soviet
decision has been called ‘a blunder of major proportions’ (Nogee and Donaldson 1988:
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86). It is clear, however, that the shape of Europe would have been radically different if
the ERP had been operated in a way which would have satisfied the Soviets. Their
preference was for a series of bilateral treaties, rather than the coordinated plan favoured
by the Americans. Central to the American conception was the idea of a single European
market. While this was only partially achieved – Britain’s Labour Government proving
adamantly opposed (Pelling 1988: 98–102) – the ERP gave a powerful impetus towards
the creation of the European Coal and Steel Community (1951), the forerunner of the
EEC itself. It is doubtful in any case whether the American Congress would have
approved a plan along Soviet lines which left Western Europe prey to political
particularism. The Marshall Plan, though nominally an economic programme, was
inseparable from the political dynamic which was producing a divided Europe, as can
be seen in Soviet actions following their withdrawal from the ERP conference in Paris.

Four days after his return from Paris, Foreign Secretary Molotov announced the
establishment of the Cominform, designed to strengthen Soviet control in Eastern
Europe. In Hungary non-communists within the government were purged, and
Cominform leader, Andrei Zhdanov, embarked on a campaign of ideological vilification
of the West which included a call to French and Italian communists to foment disruption
and seek the elimination of all non-communist leftists in their countries. Whether one
interprets these actions as a defensive response to a perceived threat of Western
encroachment on Eastern Europe or as an aggressive design for the destabilization of
Western Europe makes little difference to the essential point: that the Marshall Plan
forced Stalin to reassess his stance towards Europe East and West (Taubman 1982:
172–3).

The communist coup in Czechoslovakia in February 1948 was the most dramatic
outcome of this process, removing the only remaining non-communist leader in Eastern
Europe. Since 1945 President Beneš had trodden a careful path between remaining on
good terms with the Soviets and resisting communist control. The fall of his government
under the pressure of Soviet troops stationed on the Czech border, coupled with the
suicide of his Foreign Minister Jan Masaryck under suspicious circumstances, profoundly
shocked the West. Its immediate effect within the United States was to hasten the vote
on appropriations for the Marshall Plan which had languished in Congress for some
months. Amidst a war scare Truman went before Congress to impress upon legislators
that the survival of freedom was at stake.

The German issue too was inseparable from the Marshall Plan. In January 1947 the
British and American zones had been formally merged, an acknowledgement that four-
power control of Germany was not working and was unlikely to work. American policy
was now aimed frankly at rebuilding the West German economy. An important goal of
the Marshall Plan was to calm French fears about a revived Germany by integrating
West Germany into a Europe-wide system. German recovery, the Americans argued,
was vital to the economic health of Europe. Two important steps were then taken at a
conference of the United States and five West European nations held in London in
February 1948: the decision to introduce a new currency into the western zones of
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Germany to provide financial stability for economic revival, and an as yet tentative
move towards West German statehood. Again France’s anxieties were aroused about
German revanchism and were soothed in this instance by an American commitment
to retain some troops indefinitely in Europe. Though aimed at containing Germany
rather than the Soviet Union, this decision coincided with discussion on the
establishment of NATO. The militarization of containment followed inexorably from
the logic supplied by the economic and political decisions of 1947–48.

The Soviet reaction to the introduction of the new currency in western Germany
(including West Berlin) ensured that this logic would be played out. The day after the
new Deutschmark was introduced, the Soviets cut the land routes between the western
zone and West Berlin. The Berlin Blockade began on 24 June 1948, and lasted for nearly
a year until the airlift mounted by the United States and Britain convinced the Soviet
Union that the only alternative to accepting the ‘illogic’ of a Western enclave deep
within the Soviet zone was war. Indeed at no time since the end of hostilities in 1945
had war seemed so likely. While the blockade stretched out, as one historian has
remarked, ‘sixty long-range bombers of the US airforce were quietly moved across the
Atlantic to the British Isles’, to remain there and be subsequently reinforced (Halle
1967: 164). The German, though not the Berlin, problem was ‘solved’ by the adoption
in May 1949 of a constitution which established the Federal Republic of Germany
(FRG). The Soviet Union responded by the end of the year with the formation of the
German Democratic Republic (GDR).

These events show a cycle of action and reaction which makes the identification of
ultimate causes difficult and probably impossible. It is striking that the United States
moved more swiftly than the Soviet Union to establish formal institutions. The Marshall
Plan, the FRG, and subsequently NATO all preceded their Soviet counter-parts – the
Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (COMECON), the GDR, and the Warsaw Pact
– and it is possible to make the case that the United States initiated the cycle. This,
however, may in part be attributed to the difference in political styles between the
United States and the Soviet Union: a consequence of the Western democratic emphasis
on consent and its ratification through formal documents and institutions. The Soviet
Union, by contrast, it can be argued, already possessed the substance of control within
its bloc by means of the communist parties and political– military occupation. From
this point of view formalization of control was aimed as much at legitimizing its rule
in Eastern Europe vis-à-vis the West as within the Soviet bloc itself. Nevertheless, in
the coming years the United States would prove vulnerable to the charge that it had
rushed to consolidate a Western bloc in Europe.

NATO, NSC 68 AND THE MILITARIZATION OF CONTAINMENT

Daniel Yergin has identified the growth of a ‘national security state’ within the United
States in the post-war decade – the organization of the United States ‘for perpetual
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confrontation and for war’ (Yergin 1980: 5). At a time in mid-1946 when the United
States was demobilizing fast, Truman’s Special Counsel, Clark Clifford, wrote a paper
for the President which looked to a very different future from the one implied in the
urge to ‘bring the boys home’ from Europe and the Far East. ‘In restraining the Soviet
Union,’ Clifford wrote, ‘the United States must be prepared to wage atomic and
biological warfare. A highly mechanized army, which can be moved either by sea or air,
capable of seizing and holding strategic areas, must be supported by powerful naval
and air forces’ (Etzold and Gaddis 1978: 66). A year later a new Defense Act created a
more integrated defence organization, including a single Department of Defense to
replace the separately run branches of the armed services, and a National Security
Council to coordinate overall security planning. The Act also created a Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA), successor to the wartime Office of Strategic Services (OSS),
designed to centralize intelligence gathering and create a counter-intelligence capability.
Following the Czech coup of March 1948, Truman requested Congress to pass a bill
providing for universal military training and the restoration of selective service. War
plans in the event of conflict with the Soviet Union were being formulated as Europe
fractured down the line of the Iron Curtain (Leffler 1992: 221–6).

As yet, however, there was no consensus in Congress, to say nothing of the country
at large, on the desirability or need for an extensive commitment to the defence of
Western Europe. Isolationism remained a factor which American policy-makers had to
take account of in presenting requests to Congress, particularly when it involved
entering binding political and military commitments in time of peace. Furthermore,
there was an American insistence that Europe be seen to be willing to expend resources
on its own defence rather than relying wholly on the United States. In fact the
beginnings of a Western European defence organization did exist – the Western
European Union (WEU), established under the Brussels Pact of 1948, signed by Britain,
France and the Benelux countries. Conceivably this organization, supplemented by
United States membership and military assistance, could have become the major
instrument of Western European defence. The fact that it did not, and that future efforts
to create an intra-European system of defence also failed, says much about the US–
European relationship at this time, no less than internal divisions within Western Europe.

In the first place, American military planners were convinced that the composition
of the WEU was too limited to provide adequate defence against Soviet aggression.
‘Without the Azores [Portuguese territory], Iceland, and Greenland,’ declared an
American official, ‘help could not be got to Europe in sufficient quantities at all’, and
this meant inclusion at the very least of Iceland, Denmark, and Portugal. Furthermore,
the American Congress would be unlikely to favour becoming simply a member of a
European organization, and one which they would be expected in large part to finance.
In short, the WEU was both ‘too “European” for American isolationists to accept and
too small to be an appropriate deterrent to Soviet aggression’ (Kaplan 1985: 115). The
paradoxical outcome, notes Michael Howard, was ‘that the American insistence,
accepted reluctantly by the leading European actors, that this should be an Atlantic
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rather than a European entity, in fact committed the Americans to a far closer
involvement with European defence than would have been the case if they had been
dealing simply with a limited grouping of powers on the American mainland’ (Howard
1985: 18).

The debate in Congress on NATO itself reflected American ambivalence towards
the commitment to Europe. While there was a good measure of agreement on the
need for American participation in some sort of security pact with West European
nations, there was little appetite for a large US force permanently stationed in Europe.
When asked whether the administration planned to send ‘substantial’ numbers of
troops to shore up European defences, Dean Acheson assured the Senate that ‘the
answer to that question . . . is a clear and absolute no’ (LaFeber 1993a: 83). The Senate
was similarly assured that there was no plan for the rearmament of Germany. The
NATO pact was conceived by the administration, or at least presented publicly, as a
confidence booster to Europe to prevent it succumbing politically to appeasement or
neutrality under Soviet pressure.

A marked change in the conception of NATO was produced by the detection
in September 1949 of a Soviet atom bomb test. News of the test threw to the
winds the more optimistic calculations of the likely duration of the American
atomic monopoly, which had ranged from about five years among Truman’s
scientific advisers to as much as twenty years among some administration
officials (Bundy 1988: 199; Herken 1980: 98–9, 301). The news also set off a
frantic search for the traitors whose help, it was presumed, must have accounted
for the speed with which the Soviets acquired their own bomb. In Klaus Fuchs
(a naturalized Briton who had worked on the Manhattan Project and who was
captured by the British and found guilty of espionage in March 1950) and the
Rosenbergs (also convicted of espionage in early 1950 and subsequently
executed) such traitors were found. Historians have always assumed, without
conclusive evidence to back it up, that information from Fuchs and the
Rosenbergs probably accelerated the Soviet atom programme but that the
Soviets would have reached their atomic goal before long (Gaddis 1992: 98).
These conclusions have been partially confirmed and partially superseded by
evidence published in 1993 which indicated that the first Soviet atomic bomb
was in fact a copy of the first American bomb, based on plans supplied by
Klaus Fuchs (New York Times, 14 January 1993).

The military and strategic implications of the ending of the American monopoly
profoundly affected the calculations of American policy-makers. In conjunction with
the ‘loss’ of China in 1949 and the beginnings of Joseph McCarthy’s attacks on the
Truman administration’s supposed weak response to the communist threat, news of
the Soviet test produced pressure for a fundamental reassessment of America’s strategic
objectives. The immediate result was Truman’s decision to order a crash programme
to develop the hydrogen or thermo-nuclear bomb. Equally important for the future
was an extensive security policy review prepared in 1950, known as National Security
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Council Resolution 68 (NSC 68) and generally considered by historians as equal in
significance to the Truman Doctrine speech.

NSC 68 illustrated the inseparability of military and ideological concerns in this
critical year of the cold war. The challenge presented by the Soviet Union was conceived
to be moral as much as material. With the eclipse of freedom in Czechoslovakia two
years before, ‘it was in the intangible scale of values that we registered a loss more
damaging than the material loss we had already suffered’. However, in order to convince
the Soviet Union of the American determination to uphold the idea of freedom (‘the
most contagious idea in history’), the United States must match its capabilities to its
intentions. ‘Without superior aggregate military strength, in being and readily
mobilizable, a policy of “containment” – which is in effect a policy of calculated and
gradual coercion – is no more than a policy of bluff’ (FRUS 1950: 240, 239, 253). It has
been argued that little of the theory behind NSC 68 was new; that it reproduced in
essentials an NSC document of 1948 (Leffler 1992: 355–6). However, the changed
global situation, and in particular the Soviet acquisition of the atomic bomb, lent urgency
to NSC 68’s major recommendation: the need to embark upon a rapid build-up of
political, economic, and military strength in what by now was routinely being referred
to as the ‘Free World’.

NSC 68 was commissioned by Truman in January 1950, forwarded to the
President in April, and approved in September. Of central importance in converting
the document from a blueprint for a substantial arms build-up into practical policy
was the outbreak of the Korean War in June of the same year. (This is discussed
in Chapter 5.) The North Korean attack not only confirmed the logic of NSC 68
regarding the communist threat but eased its implementation by providing a
justification for the new expenditures entailed by NSC 68. ‘We were sweating
over NSC 68,’ recalled one of Acheson’s aides, ‘and then, thank God, Korea came
along’ (Whelan 1990: 74). If the communists were prepared to breach the 38th
parallel dividing North and South Korea, might they not also attempt the same in
Europe? Once engaged in Korea, American policy-makers moved to build up the
defences of Western Europe, which included quadrupling military aid and
prolonging economic assistance beyond the end of Marshall Plan aid, coupled
with an increase in American troop strength and a substantial supplement to the
US defence budget. Moreover, the United States began the delicate process of
promoting the rearmament of West Germany in the teeth of French opposition
(Leffler 1992: 383–90).

Above all, NSC 68 was explicitly global in scope and military in application.
Negotiation with the Soviet Union was not abandoned as a goal but remained carefully
circumscribed by military priorities. As the authors of NSC 68 put it, ‘negotiation is
not a separate course of action but rather a means of gaining support for a program of
building strength, of recording, where necessary and desirable, progress in the cold
war’ (FRUS 1950: 276). In short, Kennan’s beliefs in the need for selectivity in American
commitments, for the primacy of the political over the military, and for a policy based
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on Soviet intentions rather than capabilities were firmly sidelined with the adoption
of NSC 68.

NSC 68 epitomized the militarization of containment. It was not, however, wholly
lacking in flexibility. Indeed it failed to provide clear criteria for engaging in military
action. ‘Recording progress in the cold war’ was a vague formula which allowed for
strategic retreats from exposed positions. Equally, where American policy-makers felt
that the United States’ interests could be advanced at acceptable cost, then NSC 68
proved capacious enough to accommodate them. A comparable combination of
militancy and opportunism was evident in Soviet policy in the critical years from
1949–53.

STALINISM AND THE COLD WAR AT HOME AND ABROAD,
1947–1953

The establishment of the Cominform in 1947 led to the Stalinization of Eastern Europe.
Politically each of these nations were forced to introduce new constitutions on the
Soviet model which outlawed all political groupings but the communist parties. The
leaders were selected on the basis of their acceptability to the Kremlin and all dissident
or otherwise questionable figures were rigorously purged. Internal security forces
followed the Soviet pattern and were subject to continuous Soviet supervision.
Economically, centralization and nationalization were imposed on the Eastern bloc
states and they became tied to the Soviet Union by means of highly unequal
arrangements which allowed the Soviet Union to extract goods and raw materials to
its own considerable advantage. Direct control of key East European industries was
established via joint-stock companies in which the Soviet Union held controlling shares,
and (with the exception of Poland) the Soviet collectivist model of agriculture was
likewise imposed (Gati 1990: 9–23).

Stalin had considered absorbing the Eastern bloc into the Soviet Union itself but
concluded that he could reap the same advantages without the costs such an upheaval
would inevitably entail. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that relations with the Eastern
bloc were administered not by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs but by a special
department devoted to relations with the People’s Democracies. Soviet relations with
the so-called fraternal nations thus fell somewhere between formal empire and an
association of like-minded states.

The scale of the terror imposed on East European nations was enormous, comparable
in scope and intensity with the purges within the Soviet Union during the 1930s. To
give only one example, it is estimated that 387,000 opponents – or alleged opponents
– of the Hungarian regime were imprisoned between 1950 and 1953, approximately 5
per cent of the total population (Brzezinski 1989: 110). The process in Hungary and
elsewhere, however, was aided by the complicity of significant numbers of communists
within these nations whose ‘seemingly unshakable confidence and faith were inspired
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by Stalin’s charisma’ (Gati 1990: 26). It was also the case that sovietization served the
interests of radicalized agricultural and industrial workers who had gained little from
the pre-war regimes (Brzezinski 1989: 108). Nevertheless, the short-term stability
produced by the enforcement of sovietization had its costs, not least in the absence of
legitimacy of the communist regimes which were so clearly beholden to Moscow. By
the time of Stalin’s death in 1953, disaffection was already apparent in several East
European nations. The uprisings in East Germany in 1953 and in Poland and Hungary
in 1956, to be discussed in Chapter 6, were only the most obvious manifestations of
general discontent.

The exception to this pattern, of course, was Yugoslavia. Indeed Yugoslavia’s
expulsion from the Cominform in 1948 arose precisely from the Soviet attempt to
determine the leadership in that country. Stalin’s manoeuvring to unseat Tito, however,
fell foul of the Yugoslav leader’s firm hold on power. Not only had the liberation of
Yugoslavia from German wartime occupation been achieved largely without the aid
of the Soviet Union, but in the aftermath of the war Tito had imposed his own
communist regimen in Yugoslavia which was as tight as Stalin’s own within the Soviet
Union. At the time of the break with Stalin, Tito had not yet declared his own path to
socialism, but he soon announced measures which would take the Yugoslav system
towards decentralization and economic self-management while still maintaining the
principles of state ownership of major enterprises and the leading role of the Party
(Nogee and Donaldson 1988: 221–2).

Tito’s crime in Soviet terminology was ‘nationalism’, or deviation from
‘internationalism’ which was code for the leading role of the Soviet Union within the
international communist movement (Lowenthal 1964: 6). More was at stake, however,
than disloyalty to the Soviet Union. As Yugoslavia consolidated its position as an
independent socialist state, it developed an ideology of its own founded on the perception
that the Soviet urge to dominate neighbouring states grew from bureaucratization and
oppression within the Soviet system. Tito thus presented a doctrinal challenge to the
Soviet Union which threatened the ideological cohesion of the international communist
movement. It was hardly surprising that in imposing conformity on the Eastern bloc the
Soviet leadership should have used ‘Titoism’ as a whipping boy to keep the other nations
in line. Of particular concern was Tito’s desire to open trading links with capitalist
countries, in direct defiance of the Stalinist two-camps theory of international relations.
The demonstration effect of Titoism, should it be followed elsewhere, posed a clear
threat to security as well as ideological cohesion within the bloc.

The authors of NSC 68 had estimated that by 1954 the Soviet Union would probably
possess the capacity to deliver atomic bombs and possibly also a thermonuclear (H-
bomb) capability. In the light of this potentially ‘disastrous situation’ the United States
must ‘launch a build-up of strength which will support a firm policy directed to the
frustration of the Kremlin design’ (FRUS 1950: 287). Ironically, according to the
testimony of the Czech Defence Minister, during a meeting of Soviet bloc leaders in
January 1951, Stalin presented an analogous prognosis:
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No European army is capable of seriously opposing the Soviet Army, and one
can even assume that there will be no resistance. The current military strength
of the United States is not very great. The Soviet camp thus enjoys a temporary
superiority in this field. But it is only temporary, for three or four years. After
that the United States will have at their disposal rapid means of transport to
bring troops to Europe and could exploit fully their nuclear superiority. It will
be necessary therefore to make good use of this short period to complete the
systematic preparation of our armies by devoting to them all the economic,
political and human means at our disposal. During the three or four years to
come the whole of our domestic and international policy will be subordinated
to this goal. Only a total mobilization of our resources will allow us to seize
this unique occasion to spread socialism to the whole of Europe.

(Rupnik 1989: 127)
 
It would be foolish to place too much emphasis on this document alone as a guide to
Stalin’s policies in the early 1950s. Only six months before, Stalin had decided against
a military invasion of Yugoslavia to oust Tito, on the grounds that the swift American
response to the North Korean invasion of South Korea might be repeated in Europe
(Charlton 1984: 77). Stalin’s very different estimate of the relative military strengths of
the Soviet Union and the United States in January 1951 was similarly related to the
course of events in Korea. At this point, following the Chinese entry into the war,
things were going badly for the Americans and Stalin felt correspondingly confident
about his chances of exerting pressure in Europe. As it happened, at precisely this
time, in line with NSC 68 the Americans were making the decision to increase their
troop and air-force strength in Europe, which would take it from one infantry division,
three armoured cavalry regiments, and two fighter–bomber groups in June 1950 to
five divisions and seven air wings at the end of 1952 (Wells 1985: 189).

The significant point about Stalin’s January 1951 statement is not only that it
would have confirmed the Americans’ worst fears had they known of it, but that,
taken in conjunction with signs of his caution at other moments, it shows a Soviet
pattern of tactical shifts in relation to the perceived strength or weakness of the
West. A major instrument of Stalin’s foreign policy between 1948 and 1953 was his
promotion of a world-wide ‘peace movement’. Launched in 1948 as discussion on
the formation of NATO was taking place in the West, it was channelled through the
French and Italian communist parties. Its initial effect, however, was to isolate
communists in the West even further, particularly after the provocative statement by
the General Secretary of the French Communist Party that if the Soviets marched
into Western Europe he would support them. Having failed to thwart the
etsablishment of NATO by a policy of militancy, Stalin shifted ground by using the
peace movement to appeal to liberal ‘bourgeois’ elements in the West – a revival in
effect of the pre-war ‘popular front’. Hoping to exploit splits within public opinion
in the West on the issue of the atomic bomb, the Soviet Union sponsored a World
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Peace Congress and a ‘ban the bomb’ petition which reportedly gained over 500
million signatures (most of them in the Soviet bloc). Despite gaining some adherents
among prominent liberals in the West, the peace movement failed to check the West’s
military mobilization (Shulman 1963: 54–61, 91–100).

On the diplomatic front there was a similar oscillation in tactics between phases of
uncompromising militancy and more conciliatory moves. As Marshal Shulman observed,
Soviet policy towards Korea shifted with the course of battle, Stalin being inclined to
harden his stance on a Korean settlement when the communist forces were in the
ascendant and more accommodating when the United States regained the initiative
(Shulman 1963: 158–75).

More puzzling is the proposal Stalin made in 1952 for a German settlement, his last
major policy initiative before his death in March 1953. In a series of notes to the West
he proposed a reunited Germany, permitted to possess its own army on condition
that it remain permanently neutral. Was this, as Western (including West German) leaders
believed, a device to destabilize West Germany and undermine Western defence plans
by exploiting divisions within the West on the proposed rearmament of West Germany?
Or was it a genuine attempt to resolve the German problem by means of concessions
by both sides: i.e.: Soviet willingness ‘to sacrifice communist East Germany for the
larger objective of preventing Germany’s rearmament? (Nogee and Donaldson 1988:
99). No definitive answer can be given, but both motives may have been at work. It is
significant that during this last year of Stalin’s life the growing prominence given to
‘peaceful coexistence’ in Soviet policy coincided with the emergence of Georgi
Malenkov as a force within the Soviet leadership. On the death of Stalin, Malenkov was
to figure, if only briefly, as the dominant force within the Soviet hierarchy and the
chief spokesman for the policy of peaceful coexistance. On these grounds it is possible
to interpret the Soviet proposals on Germany as a genuine effort to reach an
accommodation with the United States, though of course this is not inconsistent with
the aim of destabilizing Western defence plans.

CONCLUSION

Historians have often been reluctant to apply the term ‘balance of power’ to the cold
war relationship between the United States and the Soviet Union. It smacks too much
of European cabinet diplomacy, of the cynical manipulation of other nations’ destinies
by diplomats operating behind closed doors. Above all, it is felt, to describe the cold
war as a balance of power conflict scarcely does justice to the great clash of political
principles and ethical values involved in the encounter between East and West.
Interestingly, revisionist historians have repudiated a balance of power or ‘realist’
interpretation of the cold war as strongly as the most strident apologists of American
policy. What was the source of this tendency to make a rigid distinction between
traditional balance of power politics and cold war politics, and is it justified?
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The distinction came in part from the ideological intensity of the cold war itself. It
came also from the long-standing American predisposition to regard the United States
as representing unique and anti-European principles. But, given that the Bolshevik
Revolution was thirty years old in 1947 and that most Americans had been firmly
opposed to it from the start, why do we not habitually date the cold war from 1917? If
ideology were the main ingredient of the cold war, 1917 would be the logical starting
date. That 1947 rather than 1917 is generally chosen lies in the structure of the
international system – in the changing balance of power.2 Until 1945 the configuration
of major powers was not such as to make US–Soviet antagonism a determining factor
in international relations. The decisive result produced by the war was the destruction
of Germany as a Great Power, and that necessitated a new solution to the old problem
of creating and preserving stability in Central and Eastern Europe. Historically that
region had been a battleground between German (including Austro-Hungarian) and
Russian ambitions. With the removal of Germany and the weakness of France and
Britain no power other than that of the United States existed on the Continent to
contain Soviet power. Ideological antagonism was to that extent a result rather than a
cause of the bipolar cold war structure. The particular form which the balance of
power took after 1945 – a bipolar system after all is simply a balance of power system
in which there are only two main players – served to exacerbate the ideological divide
which had existed, but only in a latent form, since 1917.

The structure of the post-war international system does not tell us everything about
the nature of the cold war, but it did set the basic conditions within which governments
had to operate. The precise form the cold war assumed was not inevitable, but some
form of American participation in the European balance undoubtedly was, as was an
enhanced Soviet role in Eastern Europe. The ideological conflict certainly gave the
cold war its characteristic quasi-religious intensity, but it is difficult to believe that the
US–Soviet relationship would have been conflict free, even had they possessed similar
political systems and social values. In short, to adopt Kenneth Waltz’s terms, in broad
outline the roles of the superpowers were set by the positions they occupied in the
international system as a whole in 1945, in particular by their disproportionately large
power and influence (Waltz 1979: 80).

By 1953 the cold war in Europe had achieved a measure of definition, even stalemate,
despite continuing tension during the 1950s. The same was not true of Asia, where the
lines of conflict were more complex and less amenable to superpower control, as will
become clear in the next chapter.
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