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UNDERLYING ANTAGONISMS

Without international revolution neither the Soviet Union nor any other  [socialist] 
country can triumph. Without international revolution no one can triumph. We 
have to increase the number of our friends.

—Molotov, 26 August 1979

The Cold War did not, of course, burst in suddenly onto an entirely harmo-
nious world. But there was something peculiar about it—and not merely the 
fact that nuclear weapons deterred open warfare between Superpowers. The 
confl ict had deep-seated ideological foundations that outlasted leaders who dif-
fered in the degree of attachment to fundamental principle in the conduct of 
foreign policy. On the grand scale of history the Cold War stemmed directly 
from a thoroughgoing revolt against Western values established since the En-
lightenment, a wholesale rejection of an entire way of life and its economic 
underpinnings increasingly dominant since the seventeenth century, and the 
substitution of something new and entirely alien in terms of culture and experi-
ence. That revolt began with the October Revolution in 1917.

It was largely because of a recent history of deep suspicion and mutual hos-
tility that common cause was never recognized in confronting Hitler before 
the war and that the United States never actually signed an alliance with the 
USSR during World War II. Indeed, a veritable cold war prevailed between 
Britain and Russia through most of the 1920s. George Kennan attacked the 
view that the “state of sharp confl ict and tension” between East and West began 
only in 1945 as “erroneous.” “Never were American relations with Russia at a 
lower ebb than in the fi rst sixteen years after the Bolshevik seizure of power 
in 1917.”1 Thus even when German aggression temporarily brought the two 
camps together in joint opposition to Hitler’s bid for global supremacy in 1941, 
those relations were never as good in private as they were represented in  public. 
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2 Underlying Antagonisms

Furthermore, they were regarded with far greater suspicion from Moscow 
than Western leaders ever imagined. It therefore makes sense to seek the roots 
of the Cold War in the fetid undergrowth of relations mired in mistrust well 
before 1945.

THE OCTOBER REVOLUTION

The Bolshevik seizure of power in November 1917 launched in the name of 
an Enlightenment philosophy was implemented in one of the most backward 
countries in Europe. Thus from the very beginning the gap between vision and 
reality, dream and nightmare, already wide under Lenin, very soon stretched 
to breaking point under Stalin. The revolution threatened chaos to an inter-
national system already shaken by an unexpectedly long and destructive war. 
Since the French revolutionary wars the European states system had reasserted 
the principle that the preservation of that system was the paramount objective 
and that within it foreign policy should be conducted on the principle known 
as “reasons of state”: whereby the safety of the state far outweighed any other 
value, whether religious or ideological. The secular universalist goals of the 
French Revolution that challenged this idea had been successfully contained 
by war and postwar diplomacy. The United States, never fully committed to 
this doctrine, self-consciously excluded itself from the system; and thereby rep-
resented no challenge to it. But from 1917 in both domestic and foreign policies 
Soviet Russia mounted a fearsome front to a world based on capitalist founda-
tions which the Great Powers were determined to protect.

The comprehensive nationalization of industry involved the expropriation 
of foreign capital without compensation. And even before the regime took this 
unprecedented measure, it had antagonized the West by refusing to recognize 
treaties previously concluded in secret by the tsarist and provisional govern-
ments. Soviet Russia then affronted the world by publishing those treaties. This 
was a symptomatic challenge to practices long established in European diplo-
macy since the inception of the modern state. On seizing power, the Bolshe-
viks also offered an immediate ceasefi re to the belligerents in World War I, 
with conditions for a general peace that included liberation of colonies and 
dependant, oppressed, and deprived nations. And, absent any response, they 
concluded a separate peace with Berlin, thus closing the Eastern Front. They 
called on workers of all lands to bring down bourgeois governments and install 
soviets. They refused to recognize all debts contracted by the Russian govern-
ment from other governments as well as private banks.

The states system had not witnessed such a wholesale threat to its integ-
rity and customs—commonly proclaimed as Western civilization—since the 
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 Underlying Antagonisms 3

 revolution in France of 1789. And that threat had by 1794 precipitated military 
intervention, led thereafter by Britain, whose publicly expressed concerns for 
the balance of power were inextricably enmeshed in privately articulated fears 
of insurrection at home. For the Bolsheviks, hostility from the capitalist world 
was only to be expected, not least because the parallels with 1789 were to the 
forefront of their minds, as was the brutal fate of the Paris Commune in 1871. 
“The Russian working class will win their freedom and give an impetus to Eu-
rope by their revolutionary action,” Lenin had promised in 1907.2 Indeed, “the 
Russian revolution can achieve victory by its own efforts,” Lenin wrote, “but it 
cannot possibly hold and consolidate its gains by its own strength. It cannot do 
this unless there is a socialist revolution in the West. Without this condition 
restoration is inevitable.”3 “The Russian revolution has a great international 
ally both in Europe and in Asia, but, at the same time, and for that very reason, 
it has not only a national, not only a Russian, but also an international enemy. 
Reaction against the mounting proletarian struggle is inevitable in all capital-
ist countries, and it is uniting the bourgeois governments of the whole world 
against every popular movement, against every revolution both in Asia and, 
particularly, in Europe.”4

After the Bolsheviks seized power in November 1917, confl ict with the capi-
talist world arose persistently over backing for revolution abroad, refusal to rec-
ognize and repay debts incurred prior to the revolution, and Lenin’s resolute 
opposition to compensation for assets. Britain was most disturbed by revolution-
ary propaganda; France and the United States were initially most concerned 
about monetary loss. These differences and the deeply entrenched reservations 
about cooperation that arose from them were later merely suppressed by the 
exigencies of war in 1941–45, not completely expunged.

From 1917 Moscow’s continued support for world revolution drove it head-
long into collision with the swollen and tottering British Empire, now at its 
height. In Europe, too, the spectre of revolution stalked the streets. The high 
point of misplaced euphoria on the part of the Bolsheviks occurred when the 
prospect of conquering Poland emerged in July 1920. Lenin declared “the situ-
ation in Comintern” to be “superb.” “My personal opinion,” he wrote, “is that 
for this we need to sovietise Hungary, and perhaps, also Czechoslovakia and 
Romania.”5 Only Karl Radek voiced skepticism. It was, he agreed, entirely pos-
sible that a revolution in Italy would transform the scene. “But in any case we 
must refrain from the method of sounding out the international situation with 
the aid of bayonets. The bayonet would be good if it were necessary to aid a 
particular revolution, but for seeing how the land lies in this or that country we 
have another weapon—Marxism, and for this we do not need to call upon Red 
Army soldiers.”6
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4 Underlying Antagonisms

Some even saw support for foreign revolution as a bargaining chip. After the 
Red Army evacuated Poland, First Deputy Commissar for Foreign Affairs Lev 
Karakhan pressed for the invasion and occupation of Persia so that, in his words, 
“we become for England a serious and immediate menace and that we place 
our aggression in the East in direct dependence on England’s policy toward 
us: we respond blow for blow.” Lenin sensibly rejected the advice, and in fact 
Russia dropped its armed support for revolutionaries in northern Iran (Ghilan) 
within a year.7 They retreated without a quid pro quo. But the surrender to com-
mon sense was hard to accept. A bitter Azeri communist leader, Narimanov, 
protested to Stalin: “And where would we have stood now with the Entente, 
had we not killed the liberation movement in Persia through Rothstein [the 
Soviet envoy in Tehran]?” “We would have the power to dictate to the Entente! 
Two critical places—the Straits [the Bosphorous] and the gates to India—would 
stand within our immediate infl uence.”8

Revolutionary war no longer an immediate option, Lenin separated out the 
organization and pursuit of world revolution from day-to-day diplomacy. The 
Commissariat of Foreign Affairs (Narkomindel) handled the latter. Revolution 
was promoted by the Communist International, or Comintern. Having failed 
to expunge the revolution in 1918–19, Britain under liberal Prime Minister Da-
vid Lloyd George naïvely assumed that Moscow would adjust to the prevailing 
world order run by the Great Powers in a capitalist international states system. 
These moves were also determined by the dual need to revive trade and settle 
the peace of Europe, which would in turn improve dismal economic prospects. 
Thus in March 1921 Britain reluctantly signed a trade agreement with Moscow 
effectively establishing diplomatic relations with the new regime.9

To meet British anxieties, each signatory agreed to refrain “from hostile ac-
tion or undertakings against the other and from conducting outside of its own 
borders any offi cial propaganda direct or indirect against the institutions of the 
British Empire of the Russian Soviet Republic.” For Moscow this was a dead 
letter on signature, since it maintained that Comintern was unconnected with 
the Soviet government and was therefore not bound by such terms: “I think we 
shall ultimately emerge on top as a result of our fi rm stand that the Communist 
International is not a governmental institution,” Lenin wrote, adding that “any 
attempt to present us seriously with an ultimatum that we get rid of the Com-
munist International is inexcusable. However, the emphasis laid on the matter 
shows where the shoe pinches and what displeases them in our policy.”10

This dual policy, which epitomized the distance between the need for Bol-
shevik accommodation to failed world revolution and the belief that this rev-
olution was not only essential but inevitable disrupted relations with all the 
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 Underlying Antagonisms 5

Powers in the following decades; indeed, until the very end of the regime. But 
at any given moment a Power divided against the rest would need a measure 
of alignment with Moscow, albeit merely for short-term purposes.11 Lenin re-
minded his followers, “We have often said that an alliance with one imperialist 
state against another to consolidate the socialist republic is not objectionable 
in point of principle.”12 This was known as the exploitation of inter-imperialist 
contradictions.

Moscow engaged in a risky gamble. Chief of Staff Mikhail Tukhachevsky 
argued that “neither the Red Army nor the country is ready for war.”13 The risk 
was by no means as great as the Russians imagined, though the fact that the 
Red Army comprised a mere 610,000 men along more than 50,000 kilometers 
of frontier from Leningrad to Vladivostok, and the absence of an independent 
arms industry to secure the country’s borders against any combination of adver-
saries at the level of technology of the Great Powers, certainly gave them good 
reason to be nervous. Yet the idea that Moscow should therefore stand back 
and avoid trouble prompted contempt from most if not all, including the rising 
fi gure in the Soviet regime, Stalin: “Would it not be dangerous to support the 
liberation movement in China? Does this not set us at loggerheads with other 
countries?” he said, responding to questions from an audience at Sverdlovsk 
University. “Would it not be better to establish for ourselves ‘spheres of infl u-
ence’ in China in common with other ‘leading Powers”’ and gain something to 
our advantage in China? It would be both useful and safe,” he suggested ironi-
cally.14 Naturally, the Bolsheviks hoped to win China entirely for themselves. 
Only when that failed, in the spring of 1927, and London broke off diplomatic 
relations did lesser options appear acceptable—indeed, essential—in the belief 
that part of China was better than none. The war scare that resulted—to which 
Stalin was indifferent—was fuelled, though not caused, by these events. But the 
drama highlighted the urgency of rapid and forced industrialization, without 
which the USSR would sooner or later fall prey to its enemies. And it was the 
hard man of the regime, Stalin, who lashed himself irrevocably to that towering 
mast in 1929.

STALIN IN POWER

Iosif Stalin (Dzhugashvili), self-styled “man of steel,” was born on 21 De-
cember 1879 in Gori, Georgia. A member of the Party (then the Russian Social 
Democratic Labor Party) from 1898, for which expulsion from his seminary was 
an inevitable result, he did not come into prominence until well after the Oc-
tober Revolution. A man in the shadows, who consistently voiced skepticism of 
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6 Underlying Antagonisms

foreign revolutions, whose only foreign language was Russian, instead he took 
to committee work. And on 3 April 1922 he assumed the unglamorous and ap-
parently unrewarding task of becoming General Secretary of the Party, a purely 
bureaucratic position. It was, however, by means of organization and unrelent-
ing control over the apparatus, including personnel, that he secured an indirect 
path to power. Lev Trotsky, a much more brilliant man and the second great fi g-
ure of the revolution, never understood how such a mediocrity could triumph; 
but then Trotsky made others nervous, while Stalin put them at ease; Trotsky 
could not be bothered to attend meetings even of crucial importance out of im-
patience or pique, whereas Stalin never missed one. And of course Trotsky was 
the cosmopolitan Jew—a man of culture fl uent in several languages, whereas 
Stalin at times struggled with comprehensible Russian pronunciation. It was as 
though the Party favored someone more reassuringly familiar, with all the traits 
Trotsky lacked and who was deprived of all the qualities Trotsky possessed.15

A handsome Caucasian as a young man—swarthy, black-haired, moustached, 
with seductive dark eyes—Stalin was nevertheless deeply troubled. And to the 
surprise of the unsuspecting visitor he was small—no more than fi ve feet four 
at most, his left lower arm incapacitated from a childhood accident, the torso 
too short for his arms and legs. As he aged, his eyes took on a yellowish appear-
ance, perhaps from gallstones or jaundice, his faced pockmarked, his poor teeth 
discolored by tobacco, his thinning hair increasingly gray, a paunch emerging 
under the colorless costume. And like those who worked for him, that Kremlin 
pallor—white-faced with a strange touch of red on the cheeks—resulting from 
working long hours late at night and into the early morning, a demanding re-
quirement that created a tortuous schedule for subordinates with families they 
scarcely saw.

Stalin was the great dissimulator: in public the modest, thoughtful, shrewd, 
self-controlled, benign fi gure, willing to listen while he walked the room and 
puffed on his pipe or doodled wolves on a pad with a red crayon, yet capable of 
tough decisions. Stalin the modernizer of backward Russia: this was the states-
man gullible foreigners, such as Lady Astor, were pleased to meet; the familiar 
face of reason who charmed them all. Yet he epitomized backwardness in its 
Eurasian form, as distant from the Enlightenment as the Byzantine church 
that educated him was from the nonconformist congregations of New England. 
Away from prying eyes the ever-brooding, sometimes brutal, vindictive, psycho-
pathic and occasionally paranoid mind-set of a tribal chieftain familiar to the 
mountains of the Caucasus or, indeed, tsar and executioner in early Russia: 
reminiscent of Ivan the Terrible in Sergei Eisenshtein’s dark fi lm portrayal. The 
habit of solitude acquired in exile appealed to him as he aged. Those around 
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 Underlying Antagonisms 7

noticed that the closer he came to supreme power the more dark suspicion pre-
dominated. Like Oscar Wilde’s Dorian Gray, while the public image remained 
ever untouched by age and the scars of life, the true portrait in the attic showed 
the true horror of depravity.

COLLECTIVE SECURITY FAILS

In January 1929 Stalin embarked on the fi rst fi ve-year plan of industrializa-
tion. His immediate obsession was with the maintenance and amplifi cation of 
the state. “The Russian tsars did a great deal that was bad,” he acknowledged. 
“They robbed and enslaved the people. They waged wars and seized territories 
in the interests of the landowners. But they did one thing that was good—they 
amassed an enormous state, all the way to Kamchatka. We have inherited that 
state.”16 But survival and expansion required rapid industrialization. The irony 
was that this was to be obtained through extensive importation of capital goods 
and know-how from the West. Indeed, Stalin later freely acknowledged “that 
the United States had greatly assisted Soviet industry—perhaps two-thirds of all 
large plants in the Soviet Union had been constructed with American help or 
experience.”17

While domestic construction was advancing at breakneck speed, the need to 
ensure that capitalists were at one another’s throats instead prompted Stalin to 
bet on German nationalism, however extreme, against France.18 Comintern 
thus sustained its attacks on social democracy even when it was obvious that 
this would open the path to power for Hitler.19 The real price for participating 
in schemes to destroy the British and French empires would be billed later. 
Once Hitler attained power, he turned against Moscow and attempted to build 
a coalition against the Bolsheviks in an anticommunist front.

By the time Stalin was fully conscious of the danger, fundamental ideologi-
cal differences made a coalition between West European democracies and Rus-
sia impossible despite the best efforts of Commissar for Foreign Affairs Maxim 
Litvinov, who somehow hoped against hope that reasons of state would win 
out. On 13 September 1938 Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain wrote to King 
George VI of his trip to see Hitler. The purpose was Anglo-German understand-
ing. Chamberlain intended to outline “the prospect of Germany and England 
as the two pillars of European peace and buttresses against Communism.”20 
Indeed, “One of Neville Chamberlain’s motives,” recalled parliamentary pri-
vate secretary, Lord Home, who was with him at Munich, “in trying to dissuade 
Hitler from war and in doing so to risk slipping over the edge of reconciliation 
into the pit of appeasement, was that he felt certain in his mind that if Europe 

Haslam, Jonathan. Russia's Cold War : From the October Revolution to the Fall of the Wall, Yale University Press,
         2011. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=3420662.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-28 01:12:02.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

1.
 Y

al
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



8 Underlying Antagonisms

weakened itself in another war, Russia would try to dominate the continent of 
Europe.”21

After the turn of the tide in the war against Germany, the sinister Deputy 
Commissar for Foreign Affairs Andrei Vyshinsky commented that “if only 
England had invited Russia to Munich the result might have been the happy 
position obtaining to-day, and, who knows, perhaps no war.”22 Having led the 
anti-Bolshevik cause in 1918–19, by the end of 1933 Winston Churchill resolved 
that Hitler’s Germany for the time being constituted the immediate threat to 
the British Empire. Russia was thus a necessary ally. Churchill was prepared 
to take whatever terms were on offer. Watched by Stalin for his potential as 
Prime Minister and therefore ally against Germany, Churchill, however, never 
commanded suffi cient support in his own party to take power in time of peace, 
despite repeated predictions of a coup from the Soviet ambassador in London, 
Ivan Maisky.23 According to Lev Helfand who defected as ambassador in Rome 
(July 1940), Stalin appears to have been willing to reach agreement with Lon-
don up to mid-June 1939. But Chamberlain began maneuvering to prevent any 
westward expansion of Soviet forces.24 This matches Molotov’s ultimatum to 
Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax on 10 June: “We consider that without a guaran-
tee for the security of the northwestern boundaries of the USSR by means of a 
decisive countermeasures of the three treaty partners against direct or indirect 
attack by the aggressor on Estonia, Latvia, or Finland, it will be impossible to 
satisfy public opinion in the Soviet Union.”25

FROM PARIAH TO RELUCTANT ALLY

Helfand told the British that Stalin had been “nibbling” for an agreement 
with Hitler for quite some time. The search for an understanding with Britain 
was nothing more than a consequence of deep-seated and sustained Nazi hos-
tility to Moscow. The change of line thus depended entirely on Berlin. Finally, 
the Germans moved. The Nazi-Soviet pact that resulted on 23 August 1939 and 
the friendship pact on 30 September divided Poland and placed the fate of the 
Baltic states in Soviet hands. Stalin saw this as preempting a further division of 
Eastern Europe along the lines of the Munich settlement. “In Moscow,” Maisky 
surmised, “they are not expecting war; they are counting on a new Munich.”26 
And once war did break out, Maisky the former Menshevik (moderates of 
the revolution) believed capitalism could not survive.27 Stalin welcomed war 
between Britain, France, and Germany in September 1939: “We can see noth-
ing wrong in their having a good hard fi ght and weakening each other,” he 
said. “It would be fi ne,” he added, “if at the hands of Germany the position of 
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 Underlying Antagonisms 9

the richest capitalist countries (especially England) were shaken.” Hitler was 
thereby “without understanding it or desiring it, shaking and undermining the 
capitalist system.” Russia could “maneuver, pit one side against the other to set 
them fi ghting with each other as fi ercely as possible.”28

Hard though it may be to believe, prospects for revolution in Germany had 
yet to be extinguished.29 At Comintern headquarters Secretary-General Georgi 
Dimitrov told subordinates that the Nazi-Soviet pact exerted “revolutionary 
infl uence” on Germany, where the Nazi Party was “not homogenous but a 
heterogeneous party.” Socialism was once again on the agenda. The most likely 
scenario was “victory of the Anglo-French imperialists underpinned by Amer-
ica” which would “mean the exhaustion of all the Powers. In such a scenario 
the outlook for the working-class in Germany would not be so bad.”30

It is, moreover, worth remembering that the USSR fought Germany only as 
a result of invasion on 22 June 1941, and that the United States did so only as a 
result of Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor and Hitler’s declaration of war on 7 and 
8 December 1941 respectively. What was the fi rst item of Stalin’s instructions 
to his new intelligence chief in Washington that December? “See to it that 
Churchill and the Americans do not conclude a separate peace with Hitler and 
that they don’t jointly move against the Soviet Union.”31

On the eve of Germany’s invasion of Russia, Rudolf Hess, Hitler’s deputy, had 
fl own to Britain. Soviet spy Kim Philby reported that Hess had “brought peace 
proposals with him.”32 Hess claimed to have come to England “to conclude a 
compromise peace that must put an end to the increasing exhaustion of the 
two warring countries and prevent the fi nal liquidation of the British Empire as 
a stabilising force.” He also claimed continuing loyalty to Hitler and believed 
“that in England there is a strongly anti-Churchill party standing for peace, 
which with his [Hess’s] arrival will receive powerful stimulus in the struggle for 
the conclusion of peace.” Philby considered “that the time for peace negotia-
tions has not yet come, but that in the course of the further progress of the war 
Hess could become the centre of intrigues for the conclusion of a compromise 
peace and will be of value to the peace party in England and to Hitler.”33

At this stage Stalin saw raw intelligence. An analytical service designed to 
check and fi lter what came in was not established until the end of 1943.34 Its ab-
sence meant that Stalin was free to pick and choose among its products without 
restraint for what fi tted in with his prejudices.

Philby’s unfortunate warning was to haunt Stalin after the invasion, partic-
ularly when Russia was on its knees at Stalingrad. The invasion took Stalin 
entirely by surprise. He secretly initiated peace feelers to Germany in a futile 
effort to stem the tide of Russian blood and the humiliating loss en masse of 
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10 Underlying Antagonisms

Russian territory. Pavel Sudoplatov of the NKVD was summoned to see Beria 
and told that Moscow had decided to clarify the terms Germany might ac-
cept for a compromise peace. It would give space to maneuver and allow time 
to recuperate. This was to be done through the Bulgarian ambassador whose 
outgoing telegrams were monitored by the NKVD. The meeting took place at 
the Aragvi restaurant and at a particular table wired by the services.35 It was not 
known what, if anything, resulted, but it showed just how desperate Stalin had 
become, even if subsequently he drew back from the likely consequences.

After catastrophic defeats in the summer of 1941, Soviet forces fi nally recov-
ered the initiative. Stalin emphasized how important it was “to know whether 
we shall have to fi ght at the Peace Conference in order to get our western 
frontiers.” He warned Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden that “our people who 
are fi ghting with such heavy losses at the front, losses in blood and tears, if they 
were to hear this bargaining that is going on as to the restoration of our legiti-
mate frontiers, it would make my position and . . . Molotov’s extremely diffi cult. 
We are fi ghting,” Stalin emphasized, “not for the interests of the Roi de Prusse, 
but for our own frontiers.”36 But all was lost by late March 1942 when Stalin 
overreacted and exposed his men to devastating counterattacks.

Indeed, the greatest danger appeared to be a Russian defeat at the hands of 
Germany. Churchill wrote to Eden: “No one can foresee how the balance of 
power will lie or where the winning armies will stand at the end of the war. It 
seems probable, however, that the United States and the British Empire, far 
from being exhausted, will be the most powerfully armed and economic bloc 
the world has ever seen, and that the Soviet Union will then need our aid in 
reconstruction far more than we shall need theirs.”37 A degree of complacency 
about Russia lingered. Thus even though from the outset of the alliance a sense 
of rivalry with Moscow persisted in London, it was assuaged at the top by the 
illusion that Russia would emerge from war far weaker than at the outset.

Barely a week later Maisky had informed his superiors that although Britain 
was relieved at the opening of the Eastern front, “for many this feeling is mixed 
with the secret thought that now it would be possible to dump the main weight 
of the struggle with the German military machine onto the shoulders of oth-
ers.” The most reactionary elements hoped that “England will by some means 
or another come out of the game without serious loss and, perhaps, even with 
profi t.”38 Stalin, not needing encouragement, informed Maisky: “In essence, 
the English government is helping the Hitlerites by its passive policy of waiting. 
The Hitlerites want to beat their opponents one by one—today the Russians, 
tomorrow the English. The fact that England is applauding us and uses foul 
language against the Germans in no way changes the situation. Do the English 
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 Underlying Antagonisms 11

understand this? I think they understand. What do they want? It seems they 
want us to be weakened,” Stalin concluded.39

Circumstantial information was suffi cient to set Stalin glooming. Britain’s 
Minister of Aircraft Production, John Moore-Brabazon, indiscreetly expressed 
the wish that Russia and Germany wipe one another out, leaving Britain the op-
portunity to hold the balance (almost exactly Stalin’s calculation in the autumn 
of 1939 with regard to Britain and Germany).40 Germany, Stalin claimed, hoped 
“to set up a general coalition against the USSR, draw Great Britain and the 
United States into this coalition, intimidating the ruling circles of these coun-
tries beforehand with the spectre of revolution, thereby completely isolating 
our country from the other Powers.” Hess had been sent to Britain in May 1941, 
he argued, “to convince England to join in a general attack on the USSR.”41

These suspicions submerged when fi ghting was going relatively well for Mos-
cow. Correspondingly, like unexploded ordnance buried beneath a thin layer of 
soil, they burst to the surface when the Soviet counteroffensive launched in the 
autumn of 1941 broke by the spring of 1942. Furthermore, the failure to predict 
correctly the direction of the German spring offensive—which, instead of aim-
ing at Moscow, targeted Stalingrad to the southeast—nearly cost Russia the war. 
Stalin lost battle after battle. And on 20 May the Kerch peninsula fell again to 
Germany. The failure of Soviet arms heightened Stalin’s barely contained sus-
picions of Churchill’s intentions. The absence of a second front in France ap-
peared deliberately calculated to ensure the further weakening of Russia. Even 
war correspondent Ilya Ehrenburg “was convinced that the British would only 
establish a second front if it became clear that the Russians were either being 
defeated or were about to be victorious. He said that in pursuing such a policy 
Britain was running the risk of incurring the lasting hatred not only of the Rus-
sians but of all Europe no matter which side won the war.”42

Maisky told Eden that “it seemed to his Government, they had been fi ghting 
for 16 months practically alone. By a superhuman effort they had repelled the 
German attack and had even passed to the offensive. They were now on the 
eve of further great trials . . . what they hoped for was that we should take off 
their shoulders the burden of 30 to 40 divisions. . . . While . . . Maisky said he 
understood the diffi culties that confronted us in the creation of a second front, 
I would understand that the fact that Russia had to bear virtually the whole 
burden created a measure of resentment, even bitterness, in Moscow.”43 By the 
time Molotov opened negotiations for a full alliance on 21 May 1942, Stalin’s 
reckless military gambling on a massive series of counteroffensives had failed. 
The collapse of the front on the Kerch peninsula a day earlier had further un-
dermined his waning diplomatic leverage. Moscow was once again staring in 
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12 Underlying Antagonisms

the face the prospect of complete collapse. Thus, although the treaty was not 
without signifi cance, it was the opening of a second front in France that was the 
primary Soviet goal.

Accordingly, when Molotov was denied Britain’s recognition of the enlarged 
Soviet frontiers as of 21 June 1941, Stalin unexpectedly told him to settle on the 
basis of the British draft that left frontier recognition aside. The Anglo-Soviet 
treaty was therefore speedily concluded on 26 May 1942. Signs of desperation on 
Molotov’s part were no less evident in his insistence that “the weeks and months 
ahead will be an especially diffi cult time,” when Hitler would make a desperate 
attempt to wipe out the Red Army. Hence the immediate need for a second 
front. The question was now “more severe” than ever before. The forces of the 
Germans “surpass our forces,” Molotov emphasized.44 The balance of power 
lay with the enemy. Hitler could draw on reserves throughout the European 
subcontinent. Molotov thus proposed that Anglo-American troops draw off at 
least forty divisions from the Russian front that summer and autumn. If the al-
lies were determined to lock Russia into a particular postwar framework, surely 
now was the time to have done it.

US President Franklin Roosevelt refused to sign anything, even in secret, that 
recognized Soviet annexation of the Baltic states, and in the Balkans Bessara-
bia and Bukovina, on the grounds that public opinion was not ready for this.45 
Moreover, a Soviet defeat seemed all too likely. In Washington on 29 May Mo-
lotov bluntly warned that “the Red Army might not be able to hold out against 
the Nazis.”46 Although the fi nal communiqué implied that full agreement had 
been secured to launch a second front, this was done at Soviet request largely 
for its impact on Berlin.

The acute problem of securing the second front remained, however. The 
military in both Britain and the United States insisted that the logistics were 
not yet available, landing craft in particular. Moscow now had an alibi against 
the West in the event of German forces infl icting further serious defeats, which 
now occurred and to a degree unimaginable in the fevered optimism of the pre-
vious winter. As far as the Russians were concerned this was the turning point of 
the war. A revealing echo of suspicions can be found in Andrei Gromyko’s com-
ment to his son many years later. In 1941–42 Gromyko—whose spoken English 
was then incomprehensible—had been deputy head of mission at the Soviet 
embassy in Washington. He told his son that the Cold War “began as ‘the secret 
cold war,’ accompanying the ‘hot’ war, as the allies at Churchill’s insistence 
without justifi cation delayed the opening of the second front in Europe.”47 Cer-
tainly Moscow acted on that assumption. The degree of anxiety in the Kremlin 
is captured in Stalin’s candid acknowledgment at Tehran a year later “that had 
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 Underlying Antagonisms 13

Russia not had at her disposal such a vast territory the Germans would have 
probably won the victory.”48

The true extent of Stalin’s suspicions is revealed in an extraordinary telegram 
to Maisky. Hess was being held in reserve: “All of us in Moscow have gained the 
impression that Churchill is aiming at the defeat of the USSR, in order then 
to come to terms with the Germany of Hitler or Brüning at the expense of our 
country.”49 These unfounded allegations did not disappear entirely as Soviet 
troops fi nally burst through German lines and pushed the Wehrmacht back 
from Stalingrad; defeating it at Kursk in July 1943 due largely to knowledge of 
Hitler’s plans via military intelligence (Razvedupr) residents in London—Ivan 
Sklyarov (“Briand”)—and New York—Pavel Melkishev (“Molière”).50 Cru-
cially, from January 1942 the Razvedupr had been receiving from agent “Dolly” 
at the War Offi ce copies of decrypted German diplomatic and military tele-
grams. They arrived in such quantity that “Briand” asked permission to send it 
by “normal mail” to avoid overloading wireless transmissions.51

PREPARING FOR TEHRAN

En route to Tehran in November 1943 former ambassador Maisky, now dep-
uty commissar, warned the British that a winter offensive in December might 
drive Germany out of Russia altogether. “If this happened before the second 
front opened, it would crystalise Russian opinion that they had beaten Ger-
many and would create [a] diffi cult post-war position.”52 The opening of a sec-
ond front in France was still Stalin’s fi rst priority. Thanks to “Briand” he knew 
in detail of Operation Overlord but had no indication when it would come 
into effect. Moreover, on 9 October “Briand” reported, “The second front in 
Western Europe is not being opened for purely political reasons. . . . Above all 
our allies fear a Russian invasion of Germany as this could, they think here, 
precipitate communist revolutions in every country of Europe.”53

Other factors also weighed in the balance of mistrust. Before the allied sum-
mit Moscow faced the prospect of a postwar federation in Europe. This had 
been encouraged from London and Washington, spurred on by Irish Cath-
olic Owen O’Malley who had served in Moscow and currently was liaising 
with the émigré Poles. Moscow negotiated a separate treaty with the Czech 
 government-in-exile to block such a federation, signed on 12 December 1943.54 
British anxiety to contain postwar Soviet expansion was equally evident in the 
gathering of ambassadors and foreign ministers to prepare the agenda for Teh-
ran in a series of meetings at the Tripartite (Moscow) Conference which ran 
from 18 October to 11 November 1943.
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14 Underlying Antagonisms

Concerned that Moscow was misreading signals from the democracies, Lon-
don drew up a “Note on Declaration about Joint Responsibility for Europe” 
aimed at forestalling Soviet temptation to carve out their exclusive sphere of 
infl uence in Eastern Europe:

If the three great powers had separate areas of responsibility or infl uence in 
Europe, there would be grave danger that they would tend to organise these 
areas, or suspect each other of organising them, against one another. This 
might very quickly lead to friction and the division of Europe into separate 
armed camps. . . . The effect of separate spheres of responsibility would also 
cause acute nervousness among the smaller powers. This would apply partic-
ularly in Eastern Europe, where the smaller countries are naturally terrifi ed 
of Russian power.55

The trouble was that no alternative structure of international security had been 
fully identifi ed, let alone tested as workable, and the ideological divisions be-
tween East and West were deeply rooted, making impossible the level of trust 
required to dispense with traditional spheres of infl uence.

Molotov “stated that he knew of no reason to believe that the Soviet Govern-
ment would be interested in separate zones or spheres of infl uence and he could 
guarantee that there was no disposition on the part of the Soviet Government 
to divide Europe into such separate zones.”56 Moscow nevertheless worked to 
have the British proposal withdrawn, and Litvinov, now deputy commissar, in-
sisted that “since there was no evidence that any of the three Powers here was 
seeking special areas of responsibility or infl uence he felt that to make a special 
declaration denying this would give rise to the belief that there had been some 
such intention on the part of one of the three countries here represented. He 
also inquired why it was confi ned only to Europe.”57

Only recently Litvinov had served in Washington at the request of the Ameri-
cans (1942–43). In January his wife Ivy wrote to lover Joe Freeman: “A great 
crisis is approaching. . . . It is possible that in a very short time I (we) shall be 
leaving.” Maxim was dictating his memoirs at increasing speed.58 When in-
structed to return in April, Litvinov complained to Under Secretary Sumner 
Welles “that he was unable to communicate with Stalin, whose isolation then 
bred a distorted view of the West.” He tried to talk Ivy into staying, but for fear of 
what would doubtless happen to the children they returned.59 On 4 September 
the Politburo handed Litvinov and Maisky pro forma responsibility for postwar 
planning.60

Litvinov believed in spheres of infl uence but not in the manner of Stalin and 
Molotov. Part of Litvinov’s reasoning related to his position on Poland. Having 
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 Underlying Antagonisms 15

grown up as a Jew along the anti-Semitic marches of the Russian Empire popu-
lated by Poles, and having seen Poland wreck his collective security proposals 
in the 1930s, he entirely shared the Kremlin’s determination not to allow any fu-
ture Poland the luxury of choosing its enemies. Indeed, Litvinov erupted into

a torrent of abuse against the Poles, the gist of it being that they would have to 
learn to live within their ethnographical boundaries as a small nation and give 
up the idea that they were a great power. They were arrogant people without 
the ability or power to carry out their extreme nationalism. They had ab-
surdly thought they could beat the Germans alone. . . . They were historically 
antagonistic to Russia and they had always created trouble for the peaceful 
Russians. They had to be taught a lesson or they would continue to be trouble 
makers. It was unreasonable to consider the interests of a small nation like 
the Poles when they opposed the interests of 180 million Russians. . . . Litvi-
nov talked as if he were antagonistic not only to the Government in exile in 
London but to the Poles in general. He said that, fortunately for us, Molotov 
did not feel as extremely as he did. He said the Poles were the most diffi cult 
people in the world, and then corrected himself and said “next to the Japs.”61

THE PRICE OF WESTERN IGNORANCE

Neither Britain nor the United States knew what was happening behind the 
scenes, nor could they place Litvinov’s outburst in the larger context. Intel-
ligence sources were minimal and woefully insuffi cient. Britain had decrypted 
Comintern communications in the 1930s but attention to Russia diminished 
substantially after June 1941. In 1942, however, discovery of a widespread illegal 
Soviet network by the Radio Security Service and Scotland Yard led MI6 to 
renew efforts against NKVD, Razvedupr, and Comintern communications.62 
In the United States a two-member section opened on 1 February 1943 and 
expanded in August on the back of knowledge about Soviet codes from inter-
cepted Japanese communications. Thereafter the army and navy worked to-
gether on the problem. The surreptitious training of Russian linguists also began 
in 1944.63 Progress was extremely slow, however, because Moscow used onetime 
pads. Not until the end of the war did Washington realize that some had been 
duplicated. Moreover, British efforts were substantially offset after Moscow was 
alerted to what was going on by agents within MI5. On 17 March 1943 head of 
the NKVD fi fth department—foreign intelligence—Pavel Fitin notifi ed Dimi-
trov of MI5’s systematic monthly surveys of international communist activities. 
He warned Dimitrov on 18 May 1944 that “according to information received 
by us from completely reliable sources, English counterintelligence has set up 
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16 Underlying Antagonisms

microphones in the premises belonging to the Communist Party of England. As 
a result of this measure counterintelligence receives transcripts of conversations 
that are conducted in these premises by the leading offi cials of the CC of the 
CP of England.”64

The occasional clue as to what Moscow was intending therefore usually left 
London and Washington alike innocently uncomprehending. On 30 October 
1943, “Stalin said that he was sure [US Secretary of State] Mr. [Cordell] Hull 
and [British Foreign Secretary] Mr. [Anthony] Eden had arrived with the idea 
that the Soviets were going to make a separate peace with Germany and he 
hoped that they had found out this was not going to be done.”65 This had been 
his obsession from the outset. Eden protested but failed to see what this demon-
strated about Stalin’s state of mind. It was as gloomy as in November 1942. Few 
understood. Charles (Chip) Bohlen came close, later emerging as a leading So-
vietologist in the Foreign Service.66 At Harriman’s right hand on the eve of Teh-
ran, he warned that Litvinov’s remarks indicated trouble and therefore wanted 
the forthcoming summit to settle the future of Finland, Poland, the issue of 
federations in East-Central Europe, and the 1941 borders of the USSR.67 Had 
this proved possible, the Cold War would certainly not have emerged as and 
when it did. Bohlen, however, was both junior and isolated. He could scarcely 
infl uence let alone determine the course of policy.

Allied leaders fi nally met in Tehran from 28 November to 1 December. Sta-
lin arrived serviced by Molotov’s team under the head of the Sovnarkom sec-
retariat, Ivan Lapshov, and for the Narkomindel, Boris Podtserob and Vladi-
mir (“Pinky”) Pavlov. His train from Moscow put into Baku on the evening of 
26 November, and the group fl ew into Tehran on the following morning in a 
four-engine SI-47.68 He came knowing in detail the position papers of Churchill 
and Roosevelt.69 At Tehran the White House preoccupation with the next elec-
tion made havoc of attempts to limit Soviet expectations. Moreover Roosevelt 
held to the view “that this Russian dictatorship is less dangerous to the safety of 
other nations than is the German form of dictatorship. The only weapon which 
the Russian dictatorship uses outside of its borders is communist propaganda.”70 
He was therefore inclined to wishful thinking where Stalin was concerned. 
Dining on 28 November 1943, Roosevelt blurted out “that he had only envis-
aged the sending of American planes and ships to Europe, and that England 
and the Soviet Union would have to handle the land armies in the event of any 
future threat to the peace. He went on to say that if the Japanese had not at-
tacked the United States he doubted very much if it would have been possible 
to send any American forces to Europe.”71 Given Stalin’s belief that “unless pre-
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 Underlying Antagonisms 17

vented, Germany would completely recover within 15 to 20 years,”72 and given 
also his morose suspicion of the allies, certain conclusions were bound to be 
drawn from Roosevelt’s careless musings. London and Moscow were to arrange 
the affairs of postwar Europe.

This pro-Soviet stance could not have surprised Stalin. He knew from 
Razvedupr agent “Sonya” (Ursula Kuczynski) in London that Roosevelt and 
Churchill agreed at Quebec on joint efforts for an atomic bomb. But he also knew 
from “Molière” in New York that at the same meeting Roosevelt had insisted 
on the forthcoming summit with Stalin “without delay.” But that “Churchill 
suggested waiting until the situation on the Eastern front stabilized.”73 More-
over, “Molière” added, “Roosevelt’s stance in favour of the establishment of 
good relations with the USSR has strengthened above all after breaking the 
German offensive at Kursk and the Red Army’s shift to the counteroffensive. 
Roosevelt has convinced Hull that a realistic agreement with the USSR must 
be concluded because the previous policy of temporizing was bankrupt due to 
Red Army victories. The Americans are very worried about the position of the 
English after the war and wish to use the USSR as a barrier to the reinforcement 
of their infl uence in Europe, especially in the Balkans.”74

Stalin thus aired anti-British sentiments in full expectation of US approval. 
He insisted to Churchill that “just because Russians are simple people, it was 
a mistake to believe that they were blind and could not see what was before 
their eyes.”75 When he argued that “really effective measures” had to be ad-
opted to control postwar Germany and proposed liquidating 50,000 to 100,000 
of the offi cer corps, Churchill spoke out against, prompting a malicious jibe 
about “Mr. Churchill’s secret liking for the Germans.” Harriman noted that 
Stalin “did not let up on the Prime Minister through the entire evening.” Even 
when Churchill attempted to appease by suggesting that the USSR needed 
warm-water ports and that Britain would be happy to see its fl eet on the world’s 
oceans, Stalin—with the Dardanelles in mind—“said that Lord Curzon [For-
eign Secretary in 1923 at the time of the Lausanne Treaty, which cut Russia out] 
had had other ideas.”76

Stalin argued that in victory the allies “must retain possession of the impor-
tant strategic points in the world so that if Germany moved a muscle she could 
be rapidly stopped.”77 When directly challenged as to what territorial claims 
he might have in mind, Stalin was coy. But what he said was ominous in retro-
spect: “There is no need to speak at the present time about any Soviet desires, 
but when the time comes, we will speak.”78 Similarly when Roosevelt’s foreign 
policy aide Harry Hopkins raised the issue of strategic bases, Molotov held back. 
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18 Underlying Antagonisms

The problem was that Roosevelt complicated his proposal on bases by referring 
to management by a new “sovereign” body—the projected United Nations.

Uneasy at any delegated sovereignty, Molotov indicated that those states 
“responsible for securing the peace will have to see to it that the main stra-
tegic bases will be in their control.”79 At dinner Stalin’s dislike of the British 
resurfaced, chiding Field-Marshal Alan Brooke not inaccurately and repeat-
edly in a “pointed and rough” manner for being still “grim and distrustful of 
the Russians.”80 The British should have considered what access Stalin had to 
top-level memoranda within Whitehall that showed this to be on target, but 
entirely unprepared for the task of dealing with Stalin, they gave it not a mo-
ment’s thought.

Roosevelt told Stalin that territorial concessions were not possible because of 
the émigré electorate within the United States. He acknowledged that “he fully 
realized the three Baltic Republics [whose future independence had blocked 
the signature of a treaty of alliance with Moscow in 1942] had in history and 
again more recently been a part of Russia and added jokingly that when the 
Soviet armies re-occupied these areas, he did not intend to go to war with the 
Soviet Union on this point.” He just wanted some ex post facto legitimation of 
the takeover through a referendum and he “personally was confi dent that the 
people would vote to join the Soviet Union.” Roosevelt then suggested that he 
agreed with Stalin on moving Poland westwards even to the Oder. But he could 
not participate in decisions on this either at Tehran or even, after re-election, 
the following winter.81

Thus Roosevelt simultaneously counted himself out of the fate of Europe, 
dropped heavy hints that Stalin could have his way, and left London alone with 
Moscow, deprived of any understanding as to how the president’s world security 
organization would be realized. Roosevelt’s priorities were apparent from his ca-
sual disregard for his ambassador to Moscow, Harriman, who had arrived with 
personal access but soon found himself at the mercies of a none-too-benign 
State Department. It left him isolated and despairing. Bohlen was the only spe-
cialist he had, and Bohlen was recalled to Washington. Young diplomats were 
in great demand. Those with the Russian language were a tiny minority. Har-
riman had only Llewellyn (“Tommy”) Thompson, a young and inexperienced 
third secretary. He therefore called for the most experienced Russianist in the 
service, the tall, emotionally sensitive yet intellectually hard-headed George 
Kennan, of whom he had good report; but in utter ignorance and woefully 
short of talent, State assigned Kennan to Winant on the advisory commission in 
London.82 These arrangements left Harriman virtually paralyzed, with no com-
mand of Russian and reliant entirely on interpreters. This was surely no way to 
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 Underlying Antagonisms 19

conduct relations with what was shortly to become the second most important 
Power in the international system. It accounted for many diffi culties that arose 
later.

THE POLISH QUESTION

Molotov once told Dimitrov: “As long as we are being pressed by the Ger-
mans, we should avoid any major, serious actions abroad,” but that “when 
things start looking up for us, that is the time to deploy everything we have.”83 
That time had now arrived. Signs all was not well in relations with the allies 
were already emerging by the end of January 1944. Pravda published rumours of 
a British peace offer to Germany. The reaction was one of “bewilderment and 
serious concern.” Harriman read it as a retreat from the spirit of cooperation 
evidenced at Tehran.84 Yet he never seriously entertained the thought that this 
symbolic retreat toward isolationism could have originated with Stalin, return-
ing to an accustomed level of mistrust after excessive exposure to the allies at 
Tehran. The issue was Poland.

Moscow’s discontent arose from the émigré refusal to reach agreement on 
the future. The liquidation of an entire section of the elite at Katyn in 1940 
was Stalin’s answer to Piłsudski’s men,85 who had consistently favored Germany 
over Russia from 1926 to 1939 with disastrous consequences for all (in the East, 
at least) concerned. Polish intransigence refl ected two substantial concerns: 
fi rst, ever since 1917 Moscow had sought to overthrow the Polish regime and 
replace it with communists; second, the division of Poland between Nazi Ger-
many and the USSR had removed whatever small potential for cooperation that 
remained. Indeed, the Polish prime minister-in-exile told Harriman (and mem-
bers of the press in London) “that the only thing that will settle Polish relations 
with the Soviet Union will be a war between the Soviet Union and the United 
States and Great Britain, with the latter countries on Poland’s side.”86

This belligerence effectively blocked prospects for resolving matters ami-
cably. Moreover, it poisoned relations between Moscow and the allies; worse 
than that, as London and Washington continued at an arithmetic rate to try to 
salvage something for an ever more demanding émigré government, Stalin’s 
morbid suspicions grew geometrically. Apart from Stalin’s fi rm indication that 
postwar Russia must have a “friendly” Poland, Moscow withdrew under a cloak 
of ambiguity as to the details of its preferred solution. Harriman complained: 
“Soviet offi cials have not been accustomed to talking things out frankly with us 
as we do with the British. They often talk by indirection and it is hard to know 
at times what is in their minds.” But for some reason, no doubt due entirely to 
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20 Underlying Antagonisms

native optimism and his ignorance of Stalin’s Russia, the ambassador drew un-
warranted conclusions worthy of an amateur: “I do not believe that the Soviet 
leaders wish to communize Poland or set up a puppet state. They are ready to 
let the Poles work out their own problems provided this results in a Poland that 
is basically friendly to the Soviet Union and is not opposed to the major foreign 
policies of the Soviet Union.”87

Such optimism proved ill placed after the uprising launched on 31 July in 
Warsaw by the London Poles in anticipation of the Red Army’s arrival. They 
hoped to have the city substantially in their own hands and failed. Moreover, 
this proved a disaster when the Red Army suffered defeat at Radzymin on 
4 August and, with the uprising well under way and its larger political purpose 
obvious to Stalin, assistance was withheld by Moscow until it was too late.88

Harriman had no sooner arrived in the spring of 1944 than Litvinov warned 
him of the trend in Soviet policy. But Harriman dismissed it (until reiterated by 
Ivy a year later, making it obvious that he should have paid attention earlier). 
His stubborn reluctance to face the worst in Moscow contrasts with Kennan, 
who fi nally returned following six years’ absence at the beginning of July 1944 
briefed, as Harriman before him, by the increasingly pessimistic and powerless 
Litvinovs. He was also given an envelope (which may have contained reminis-
cences damaging to Stalin) for Meyer—a friend of the Litvinovs, owner of the 
Washington Post. He was told that Maxim slept with a pistol under his pillow, 
intending to shoot himself and his wife in the event of the police arriving to 
take him.89 Whereas Harriman took so little notice of what Ivy had said that 
he failed even to record it at the time, Kennan, who understood the Soviet 
system, having served in Moscow through the terror, reacted very differently. 
In a memorandum composed that September, he recalled that “the men in 
the Kremlin have never abandoned their faith in that program of territorial 
and political expansion which had once commended itself so strongly to Tsar-
ist diplomatists, and which underlay the German-Russian nonaggression pact 
of 1939.” This program, he continued, “was intended not only to increase the 
physical military strength of Russia. It was intended to prevent the formation 
in central and eastern Europe of any power or coalition of powers capable of 
challenging Russian security.” The reversals suffered to these plans at the hands 
of Hitler “failed to shake Russian confi dence in the ultimate effi cacy of this 
policy of expansion. The Russian conclusion was not that the policy had been 
unsound. It was rather that it had not been carried far enough.”90

Kennan had already seen the delight with which the arrival of Soviet forces 
in Poland was greeted in Moscow.91 More important, he foresaw with unusual 
clarity what would occur when they reached Germany. The allies envisaged 
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 Underlying Antagonisms 21

postwar Soviet occupation of the entire northeastern segment. “As originally 
conceived,” Kennan wrote on 3 July 1944, “this was to have been part of a 
joint allied occupation, coordinated by a tripartite over-all administration of 
Berlin. Germany will, for all practical purposes, be partitioned between the 
Anglo-American and Russian forces.” Nevertheless, he added, “the Russian 
commander will administer his zone not as an integral part of Germany, in ac-
cordance with a joint plan coordinated with Anglo-American commanders, but 
as an outlying province of Russia. And in the absence of agreement with other 
powers on the political future of Germany, I cannot see these Russian occupa-
tion forces being withdrawn at an early date.”92

BRITAIN SEEKS AN ACCOMMODATION

Shorn of complacency as to the likely postwar balance of power in Europe, 
Churchill watched anxiously the extraordinary pace of Red Army progress into 
the Balkans in the spring of 1944. This was a region vital to the security of Brit-
ish shipping lanes in the eastern Mediterranean and the Suez Canal. Yet he 
had been unable to persuade Roosevelt that this was the best site for the sec-
ond front. Having reactivated MI6 operations in the area, Churchill instructed 
Eden to sound out Moscow on spheres of infl uence. This was done on 5 May. A 
fortnight later Moscow proved willing if Washington did not object. The initia-
tive leaked, however. Lincoln MacVeagh, US ambassador to the exiled Greek 
and Yugoslav governments in Cairo, waxed indignant and briefed Sulzberger 
of the New York Times. Censorship prevented publication.93 But Churchill was 
furious. Cordell Hull’s objections then further delayed matters until resolved by 
Roosevelt.94 Finally, in frustration, Churchill took himself off to Moscow.

A number of minds in distant capitals had separately converged around the 
idea of dividing Europe into spheres of infl uence. In London on 10 March 1943, 
assistant editor of the Times E. H. Carr expressed the belief that Russia had 
forsaken Bolshevism for reasons of state, that Eastern Europe would inevitably 
fall to Russian arms and remain a Soviet responsibility after the war, just as the 
postwar security of Western Europe would remain primarily in British hands. 
“If Britain’s frontier is on the Rhine,” he wrote, “it might just as pertinently be 
said—though it has not in fact been said—that Russia’s frontier is on the Oder, 
and in the same sense.” The governments in Eastern Europe could not be hos-
tile to Moscow. “The sole interest of Russia is to assure herself that her outer 
defences are in sure hands; and this interest will be best served if the lands be-
tween her frontiers and those of Germany are held by governments and peoples 
friendly to herself. That is the one condition on which Russia must and will 
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22 Underlying Antagonisms

insist.” Moscow had the power, anyway. “But,” Carr argued, “it will make all the 
difference for the future of Anglo-Russian friendship whether these lines have 
been freely approved and welcomed by Britain in advance, or whether they 
are grudgingly accepted as a fait accompli after the victory has been won.”95 
This leader and similar were quoted by Litvinov in a memorandum on “The 
Question of Joint Responsibility for Europe in Contrast to Separate Regions of 
Responsibility.”96

The assumption throughout was that spheres of infl uence were as tradition-
ally understood, as expressed by Lord Curzon in his study of Frontiers. They 
did not mean colonization and social transformation patterned according to 
the dominant Power. Carr argued that only the foreign and defense policies 
of those states falling under the neighboring Great Power would be determined 
by that Power, leaving the domestic framework intact. In Washington, journalist 
Walter Lippmann said the same. Meanwhile Litvinov, quoting Carr, produced 
a report for Stalin on the postwar shape of Europe in like manner.

Stalin was cautiously opportunistic within the emerging allied sphere of in-
fl uence. The Anglo-American occupation of southern Italy and the existence of 
a regime under General Badoglio, formerly a fascist, created particular diffi cul-
ties. Palmiro Togliatti, leader of the Communist Party (PCI), fi nally obtained 
permission to return to Italy six months after the Americans landed in Salerno. 
He outlined his program to Dimitrov just as though Comintern still existed. In 
turn Dimitrov obtained a meeting with Stalin for the night of 3–4 March 1944. 
Here Stalin reduced expectations for a major advance by the left and insisted 
the hard line of opposition to Badoglio be dropped in favor of unity among 
antifascist parties. Indeed the PCI could even join the Badoglio regime if the 
opportunity arose.97 The French were similarly instructed. Elsewhere it made 
sense to limit spheres of infl uence by express agreement.

Litvinov assumed that Britain would resume its prewar role as the leading 
Western Power. He discounted the United States, which he expected to return 
to isolation as it had after World War I.98 This position was strongly contested 
by Deputy Commissar Solomon Lozovskii, quondam General Secretary of 
Profi ntern, a fundamentalist. Lozovskii assailed “all our diplomats who think 
that if in notes and memoranda we do not mention classes, then one can also 
get by without a Marxist analysis in one’s internal reports to the Narkomindel. 
I hold to the modest opinion,” he sermonized, “that Marxist-Leninism is also 
obligatory even for diplomats, and that without the Marxist-Leninist approach 
to events in each country we are likely to make political mistakes.”99 A skeptic 
about Litvinov’s whole approach, he also pointed out, “We communists should 
know that anything which holds together the USSR, England, America, plus 
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 Underlying Antagonisms 23

China after the war is an extremely diffi cult business.”100 In brief, he did not see 
that any kind of international relations could transcend the class barrier.

Litvinov, of course, believed otherwise. Written between 4 August and 
15 November 1944, his report arising from discussion at the committee, “On 
the Prospects and Possible Basis for Soviet-British Co-operation,” argued that 
an agreement “can be brought about only on the basis of an amicable delimi-
tation of spheres of security in Europe on the principle of the closest neigh-
bourly  relations. The Soviet Union can consider as its maximum sphere of 
interests Finland, Sweden, Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Romania, the 
Slavic countries of the Balkan peninsula, and Turkey as well. Holland, Bel-
gium, France, Spain, Portugal and Greece can undoubtedly be included in the 
English sphere.”101

Stalin, however, never discussed such matters with Litvinov who, denied 
the diplomatic traffi c, was obliged “to confi ne himself to matters of general 
forecasting.”102 Even while working on the report, he asked to see US journalist 
Edgar Snow in private to warn Washington. On 6 October Litvinov, who for 
Snow “personifi ed the hope that a means might yet be found, after the war, to 
reconcile the ‘absolute’ truth, the infallible Stalinist truth, in some workable 
compromise with the West,” proceeded to shatter this illusion.103 “What he re-
ally saw ahead was heavy trouble for us,” Snow recalled. “Events were clearly 
placing Russia in the position of the strongest power in Europe,” Litvinov said. 
The British had always sought to counterbalance any preponderance of power 
on the Continent and would use to Americans to do so. The German problem 
divided both sides. “We will not be able to agree on a common program for 
Germany.” And in respect to Litvinov’s bugbear Poland, “The British and the 
Americans don’t even want to throw out the old crowd there!” By the time 
they sat down as allies to discuss to fate of Europe, it would be too late. And as 
to Litvinov and the few like him who remained, “We’re on the shelf. . . . This 
commissariat is run by only three men and none of them knows or understands 
America and Britain.” These people saw the nonaggression pact with Germany 
(1939) as the right move; they saw no fundamental differences between fascist 
and democratic states. Matters could have been different, Litvinov professed: 
“If we had made clear the limits of our needs, to each other, good diplomacy 
might have been able to avoid the confl ict. Now it is too late. Suspicions are too 
rife.” Roosevelt had to be told of all this, but no one else.104 The battle between 
fundamentalists and revisionists that had been played out in the 1930s over 
whether collective security against Nazi Germany was feasible was thus played 
out again over the fate of the postwar settlement, but on this occasion with 
Litvinov in opposition.
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24 Underlying Antagonisms

Arriving in Moscow on 9 October to propose a division according to spheres 
of interest, Churchill knew none of this. What he had in mind was what Litvi-
nov had hoped for, but on a limited scale because this was all that Washington 
could swallow.105 Churchill pressed for predominance over not only postwar 
Greece but the Mediterranean as a whole. Moreover he asked that Moscow 
“soft-pedal the Communists in Italy and not to stir them up.” To which request 
Stalin was characteristically evasive. Nevertheless he described Togliatti as “a 
wise man, not an extremist,” who “would not start an adventure in Italy.”106 
Here Churchill stepped in where Roosevelt feared to tread, and it was evidently 
this that reinforced Stalin in his initial view that Washington did not have the 
will to world power which London, long accustomed to the role, forcefully 
exhibited under the incumbent prime minister. What neither Carr nor Lipp-
mann nor Litvinov had suspected, but Kennan had immediately assumed, was 
that spheres of infl uence would be interpreted as colonization: Bolshevization 
rather than merely the formation of old-fashioned protectorates. Just as the iso-
lationist Stalin surprised the internationalist Trotsky in 1939–40 with the soviet-
ization of part of Poland and the Baltic states, so too did he confound his allies 
by seeking to extend that model throughout Russia’s sphere of infl uence and, 
where practicable, beyond.

Kennan, alarmed at Litvinov’s warnings, immediately began sending wor-
rying dispatches when Harriman left town. State appeared uninterested. Yet, 
unknown to Kennan in brooding isolation, Roosevelt was increasingly resigned 
to a showdown with Moscow, though he felt that it would have to be avoided 
until Japan was defeated. On the evening of 4 November Hopkins spoke to Brit-
ish diplomat Michael Wright: Roosevelt “believes there is going to be another 
war, and he has made up his mind that in that war there will be a strong Britain 
on the side of the United States. He wants you strong and will help you to be 
so.”107 That this was not merely diplomatic fl attery soon became apparent (see 
below). Unaware of the president’s foreboding, on the eve of the Yalta confer-
ence Kennan characterized the Soviet Union bluntly as a “jealous Eurasian 
land power, which must always seek to extend itself to the West and will never 
fi nd a place, short of the Atlantic Ocean, where it can from its own standpoint 
safely stop.”108

Averse to focusing on personalities or ideology, Kennan insisted that the Rus-
sian problem was “the product of tradition and environment and should be 
beyond the scope of moral judgement.” Here he unknowingly echoed others in 
despairing the lack of realism in American thinking about foreign affairs: “If we 
insist at this moment in our history in wandering about with our heads in the 
clouds of Wilsonian idealism and universalistic conceptions of world collabo-
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 Underlying Antagonisms 25

ration, if we continue to blind ourselves to the fact that momentary peaceful 
intentions of the mass of inhabitants of Asia and eastern Europe are only the 
products of their misery and weakness and never the products of their strength, 
if we insist on staking the whole future of Europe on the assumption of a com-
munity of aims with Russia for which there is no real evidence except in our 
own wishful thinking, then we run the risk of losing even that bare minimum 
of security which would be assured to us by the maintenance of humane, stable 
and co-operative forms of human society on the immediate European shores of 
the Atlantic.” His thinking at this stage was closer to that of Churchill (shorn 
of Churchillian lapses into credulity). “Although it was evident that the realities 
of the after-war were being shaped while the war was in progress we have consis-
tently refused to make clear what our interests and our wishes were, in eastern 
and central Europe. We have refused to name any limit to Russian expansion 
and Russian responsibilities, thereby confusing the Russians and causing them 
constantly to wonder whether they are asking too little or whether it was some 
kind of trap. We have refused to face political issues and have forced others to 
face them without us.”109

The argument made was that Europe should be divided into spheres of 
infl uence. From his vantage point, Kennan pleaded that if Washington was 
not ready to go the whole hog and oppose with all the physical resources at 
American disposal the domination of Eastern Europe by a single Power “we 
should write it off, frankly acknowledge the division of Europe into spheres of 
infl uence, and have nothing to do with the Declaration on Liberated Europe.” 
Similarly, in London on the eve of Yalta, Churchill shared Kennan’s bleak pes-
simism. He asked Eden: “Why are we making a fuss about Russian deportations 
in Roumania of Saxons and others? It is understood that the Russians were 
to work their will in this sphere. Anyhow we cannot prevent them.”110 It was 
worse than that. As he told Colville: “Make no mistake, all the Balkans, except 
Greece, are going to be bolshevised; and there is nothing I can do to prevent it. 
There is nothing I can do for poor Poland either.”111

Stalin’s approach to the implementation of the precentages agreement was 
that of inertia. He would not go out of his way to help Greek communists 
against Britain. But neither would he rein them in. Greece may have been 
allocated to Britain under the agreement sketched out by Churchill to Stalin 
in October, yet the communists (KKE), heading a broad left coalition (EAM) 
and an army serving it (ELAS), knew nothing of it. They refused to disarm 
once the Germans were expelled. But Moscow was not about to countenance 
direct aid. “Taking into account the complex international position of Greece,” 
Dimitrov informed Molotov, “direct aid on the part of the Soviet Union to the 
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26 Underlying Antagonisms

Greek national liberation movement in the form of EAM and ELAS is scarcely 
possible.” All that could be suggested was “moral support” in press coverage.112 
Despite this setback, on 1 December 1944 EAM ministers resigned from the 
Papandreou government which, in turn, issued a decree declaring their army, 
ELAS, dissolved. Churchill’s anxiety lest ELAS seize power prompted him to 
reinforce troops in Athens and instruct the offi cer commanding, General Sco-
bie, to restore order “without bloodshed if possible, but also with bloodshed if 
necessary.”113

The fi ghting that escalated thereafter was never explicitly sanctioned by Mos-
cow though supported in the press. In June 1945 its informal mouthpiece New 
Times (formerly The War and the Working-Class) referred to Greece not being 
“allowed to breathe freely and enjoy the fruits of victory” and went on to attack 
the British explicitly for sustaining terror in power.114 When Polychronidis of 
the KKE asked for assistance, however, he was promptly informed “that in the 
current situation our Greek friends will not be able to count on active interven-
tion and assistance from here.” They were also told that Bulgaria would not do 
so either.115 Stalin informed the Yugoslavs that the Greeks “did not ask us about 
this.”116 “I advised not starting this fi ghting in Greece. The ELAS people should 
not have resigned from the Papandreou government. They’ve taken on more 
than they can handle,” Stalin noted on 10 January 1945. “They were evidently 
counting on the Red Army’s coming down to the Aegean. We cannot do that. 
We cannot send our troops in to Greece, either. The Greeks have acted fool-
ishly,” he concluded.117 Answering a further enquiry to Moscow, the Greeks 
were “recommended” to follow a dual strategy of mobilizing the people politi-
cally while also organizing their own self-defense. Preparations for “an armed 
uprising” were discouraged.118

Few in Washington were yet listening to voices of concern. Soviet entry into 
the Pacifi c war was critical to an early end to the struggle in the Pacifi c that was 
costing too many American lives, and to secure Soviet entry Washington not 
only bamboozled China into major territorial and extraterritorial concessions 
but also took a softer line on European issues. It was, after all, Japan that brought 
the United States into the war, however much Roosevelt accorded Europe the 
fi rst priority. Indeed the second front had been delayed in part because landing 
craft became a priority for the Pacifi c theater. Moreover, although Washington 
undoubtedly had the power, one should not assume that it had a clear and 
coherent policy. Roosevelt was a distant dreamer as well as a ruthless political 
tactician.

The allies did not discuss the fate of Japan again until mid-October 1944. 
Major General John Deane, secretary of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff, bluntly 
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 Underlying Antagonisms 27

put several questions to Stalin. When would he enter the war against Japan? 
How long would the operations take to prepare? And what could he do to pro-
vide support for US forces in the Pacifi c? To Deane’s surprise, Stalin responded 
positively: it would take three months to prepare; supplies would have to be 
stockpiled to enable forces to fi ght for two or three months, as it would be 
impossible for the trans-Siberian to supply sixty divisions on a day-to-day basis 
(it was currently supplying thirty divisions in the Far East); Russia would allow 
the United States to use air bases in the maritime province and on Kamchatka. 
Stalin insisted that the terms for entry had to be clarifi ed: “The Russians . . . 
had certain claims against Japan.”119 They “would have to know what they were 
fi ghting for.”120 On 14 December Stalin fetched a map from the room next 
door, drew a circle around the Liaodong peninsula, including Port Arthur and 
Dairen. Working down Malik’s checklist, Stalin told ambassador Harriman that 
he wanted to lease these areas and to control the Chinese eastern and south 
Manchurian railways. Arguing, inter alia, that “all outlets to the Pacifi c Ocean 
are now held or blocked by the enemy,” he also made the case for additional 
acquisitions further east.121 “The Soviet Union,” Stalin added, “would like to 
receive South Sakhalin, i.e., restitution of what was handed over to Japan in the 
Portsmouth Treaty, and also to receive the Kurile Islands.”122 The full account 
was presented at Yalta.

Up to the US presidential elections in November 1944, it was entirely plau-
sible for Stalin—like Litvinov—to see Britain as the effective future leader of 
the Western Europe. And those London backed, such as General Charles de 
Gaulle, who led the main resistance against the Nazis in France, were to be 
sustained in power against the communists. On 19 November Stalin broke the 
bad news to PCF General Secretary Maurice Thorez: “The situation is now 
new, different. It has afforded de Gaulle the opportunity. Now the Communist 
Party is not strong enough to knock out the government.”123

That winter a crucial sea change took place in Stalin’s thinking. From shar-
ing a core Litvinovian assumption that Washington would remain aloof with 
respect to Europe and that out of concern for rising American power Britain, 
leading Western Europe, would necessarily come to terms with Moscow, Stalin 
became convinced that the United States would displace British preeminence 
in Western Europe and unseat the USSR as a leading Power. When Edvard 
Kadelj visited Moscow on behalf of Yugoslav communist leader Tito in No-
vember 1944, barely a month after the percentages agreement between Stalin 
and Churchill, he presented notes on the international situation to Lozovskii. 
In these notes Kardelj assumed US predominance in the West after the war. “I 
don’t know what the old man [Stalin] will say to it all,” Lozovskii said. “You see, 
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28 Underlying Antagonisms

he still thinks that England is the centre of world imperialism, the main enemy 
of the proletariat, and that America plays a secondary role.”124 Between then 
and the Yalta conference, however, Stalin changed his mind. His unrelenting 
mistrust of American intentions then mounted with frightening rapidity even 
under Roosevelt. Signs of such moods had been intermittently apparent vis-à-
vis Britain in 1938 and in 1942, but not yet toward the United States and only 
toward Britain at moments of acute Soviet vulnerability. Yet victory was now in 
sight. Soviet forces were entering the heart of Europe. Washington was count-
ing on help against Japan. How could such fears be justifi ed? Even Stalin’s 
right-hand man Molotov clung to the belief that some kind of modus vivendi 
could be worked out with the West; so much so as to arouse Stalin’s deepest 
distrust. Of course, unlike Britain the United States had never signed an alli-
ance with Russia. And there were those in Washington deeply unhappy at the 
prospect of postwar aid to Moscow.
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