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Intro

The Origins of the Cold War:
U.5. Choices After World War 1l

n April 27, 1945, U.S.
and Soviet soldiers
met on the banks of the
Elbe River in Germany.
They were the lead ele-
ments of two large armies
united in the goal of de-
feating Nazi Germany. The
Soviets had driven the Na-
zis away from the gates of
Moscow and relentlessly
pushed into Germany from
the east. The Americans
had landed on the coast of
France and pushed across
Europe from the west.

The troops on the Elbe
celebrated their massive
accomplishment together,
but relations between the
wartime allies would soon
begin to sour. The end of
World War Il would mark
the beginning of nearly
forty-five years of ideologi-
cal conflict between the
United States and the Soviet Union.

This conflict, generally known as the Cold
War, lasted from 1947-1990. During this time
the rivalry between the United States and the
Soviet Union dominated U.S. foreign policy,
U.S. domestic politics, and international rela-
tions.

The critical period from 1945, when the
United States and the Soviet Union were still
wartime allies, to 1947, when the Cold War
had clearly begun, helped define the second
half of the twentieth century. The attitudes
formed and the decisions made during this
three-year period would shape the history of
the following four decades.

The following pages are built around
selections from letters, speeches, interviews,
and memoranda written while the events
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U.S. an Soviet soldiers meet on April 27, 1945 in Torgau, Germany along the
banks of the Elbe River.

were happening. These documents, composed
by the people as they shaped the decisions,
express their values, perceptions, and recom-
mendations. These primary sources are the
raw material that historians work with when
they write history; you should read them very
carefully. The ideas expressed were important,
but so were the words and phrases the writ-
ers chose to express them. Major differences
of opinion frequently lie behind minor differ-
ences in expression.

In these readings, you will return to the
period of 1945 to 1947. You will participate
with those who actually shaped U.S. policy
toward the Soviet Union by deciding what
strategy the United States should adopt to
ensure its security in the postwar period. You
will have available much of the information
that these decision-makers possessed at the
time.

Hulton Archive/Getty Images. Used with permission.
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The Origins of the Cold War:
U.S. Choices After World War Ii

Part

I: U.S.-Soviet Relations During World

he United States and the Soviet Union

became wartime allies on December 11,
1941, when Nazi Germany declared war on
the United States. Germany had invaded the
Soviet Union in June 1841. The German attack
on the Soviet Union had shocked Soviet lead-
ers. Two years earlier, the Soviets had signed a
treaty with Germany, the Molotov-Ribbentrop

order to divide the United Nations
[the name for the coalition of na-
tions fighting Germany]. They seek
to create the idea that if we win this
war, Russia, England, China, and
the United States are going to get
into a cat-and-dog fight. This is their
final effort to turn one nation against

another.... To these panicky at-
tempts to escape the consequences of
their crimes we say—all the United
Nations say—... Unconditional Sur-
render’.... The Nazis must be frantic
indeed if they believe that they can
devise any propaganda which would
turn the British and American and
Chinese governments and peoples
against Russio—or Russia against the
rest of us.”

—TFranklin Delano Roosevelt

Pact, in which leaders of both countries com-
mitted themselves to peaceful relations.

For Americans, the U.S. alliance with the
Soviet Union raised troubling questions. The
United States had opposed the Soviet system
since the communists had come to power in
1917. Even after Germany’s invasion of the
Soviet Union, most Americans remained wary
of helping Moscow. The U.S. entry into World
War II compelled American leaders to put
aside their differences in the common struggle
against Adolf Hitler. President Franklin D.
Roosevelt took care to emphasize the cohesion
of the anti-Nazi alliance. U.S.-Soviet Tensions

In spite of the necessity of maintaining the

€6In an attempt to ward off the inevi-
table disaster, the Axis propagandists
are trying all of their old tricks in

Soviet friction emerged. These hidden points
of conflict would influence U.S.-Soviet rela-
tions after the war.

Socialism, communism, and capitalism
Socialism is an economic system in which the community or the state controls the produc-
. tion and distribution of resources in order to increase social and economic equality. Generally in
\ socialist systems, the state or community—rather than individuals—owns resources such as land
. and businesses. Communism is a political stage after socialism without social classes, property
. ownership, or even government. Communism has never been achieved by any state in the mod-
. ern world, but the Soviet Union was commonly referred to in the United States as a communist
country. Socialist economic systems have occurred in both democratic and authoritarian states.

Capitalism is an economic system in which resources are all or mostly owned by individuals
and operated for profit. Production and distribution of goods is left up to individuals or market
forces such as supply and demand.

For much of the twentieth century, the United States acted on the belief that the world was
divided into two camps: governments supportive of communism and those supportive of capi-
talism. For a while, it believed that all communists took orders from and acted on behalf of the
Soviet Union, which was seen as a mortal enemy to the United States. Many within capitalist
countries were also opposed to socialism because the property rights of individuals who owned
land or businesses in socialist countries were threatened by the socialist system.

alliance against the Axis powers, areas of U.S.-
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How did Soviet aggression influence
relations with the United States?

The Soviet Union took advantage of Ger-
many’s invasion of Poland in September 1939
to reassert its control over the Baltic states of
Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. These countries
had been part of the Russian Empire before
the communist revolution of 1917. The Soviet
Union also attacked Finland in late 1939. Like
the Baltic states, Finland had been part of the
Russian Empire. After 1939, however, it was
not completely incorporated into the Soviet
Union. While the peace treaty of 1940 gave the
Soviet Union several slices of Finnish territo-
ry, the Finns retained their independence. The
American public admired the valiant defense
of the Finns against their larger and stronger
neighbor.

Another example of Soviet aggression was
found in the secret provisions of the Molotov-
Ribbentrop Pact. Under the treaty, Germany
and the Soviet Union agreed to divide up
Poland, which lay between them. A few weeks
after Germany invaded Poland from the west
in 1939, the Soviets entered the country from
the east.

Why was the “second front”
a point of contenfion?

President Roosevelt and British Prime
Minister Winston Churchill had promised the
Soviet leader, Josef Stalin, that they would
launch a second front against the Axis pow-
ers before the end of 1942. Stalin wanted the
Allies to invade western Europe to relieve
some of the pressure that the Soviet armies
were facing on the eastern front. However,
Churchill, like Roosevelt, feared the enormous
battlefield casualties that a premature second
front might produce. He strongly opposed
the frontal assault on the entrenched German
positions in western France, and instead urged
Roosevelt to launch the Allied blow through
the Balkans, the area extending northward into
Europe from Greece. This strategy, according
to Churchill, would accomplish three things.
First, the casualties would be lower. Second,
British influence in Greece, an area of histori-
cal British concern, would be guaranteed.
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Third, the Allied armies would be positioned
much closer to Eastern Europe, leaving British
and U.S. leaders in a much stronger position to
influence postwar developments in this area.
Although President Roosevelt, acting upon

the advice of his military leaders, rejected
Churchill’s specific strategy, the U.S. plan to
invade North Africa in late 1942 indicated that
U.S. leaders were also eager to avoid a prema-
ture second front in western Europe.

The Allied invasion of North Africa had
virtually no impact upon the huge German
armies in the east. Roosevelt and Churchill
again promised a second front—this time
landing troops on the island of Sicily and then
the Ttalian peninsula in 1943. The invasion
of Italy, while putting an Allied army on the
European continent, again did not significantly
lessen the Axis powers’ pressure on the Soviet
Red Army. The geography of the Italian penin-
sula made it possible for the Germans to delay
the Allied armies with only a fraction of those
forces used on the Russian front. The long-
awaited invasion of western Europe did not
come until D-Day in June 1944, by which time
the Soviet armies already had inflicted costly
defeats upon the Germans and had begun to
force them back toward the prewar boundar-
ies. Since the Red Army bore the brunt of the
fighting in Europe during most of World War
11, Soviet battlefield casualties exceeded the
combined battlefield casualties of all of the
other Allies in the European theater. In fact,
Soviet casualties were more than fifty times
those of the U.S. armies in Europe.

What role did Poland play?

Because of the absence of natural barri-
ers such as mountain ranges and large rivers,
Russia historically has been very vulnerable
to invasion from the west through Poland.
This was the route taken by Napoleon’s armies
in 1812, Kaiser Wilhelm’s armies in 1914,
and Hitler’s armies in 1941. One of Stalin’s
principal wartime objectives was to establish
security for the Soviet Union in this area.
First, Stalin wanted to move the borders of the
Soviet Union westward. Under this plan, the
territory that Poland would lose to the So-
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The Origins of the Cold War:
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viet Union would be offset by giving postwar
Poland territory taken from eastern Germany.
Second, the Soviets demanded a “friendly”
government in Poland. To achieve this, the
Soviets installed a provisional government in
areas of eastern Poland liberated by the Red
Army. The provisional government, based in
Lublin, was staffed by pro-Soviet and pro-
communist Poles who had spent the war years
in Moscow. Excluded initially were members
of the Polish government-in-exile in London,
which Stalin viewed as anti-Soviet.

Two wartime events served to compli-
cate the Polish issue even further. When the
German armies entered the section of Poland
that had been occupied by the Soviets in
1939, they discovered in the Katyn Forest
mass graves containing bodies of thousands
of executed Polish army officers. Although
Moscow blamed this atrocity on the Germans,
the Polish government-in-exile in London
had no doubt that the Soviets were really to
blame. The second event began in August
1944. The Polish governmeni-in-exile ordered
the underground forces in Warsaw to rise
up, to expel the Germans, and to establish
their own Polish authority before the Soviet
forces could take the city. Although initially
somewhat successful, the underground forces
soon were overwhelmed by German reinforce-
ments. British and U.S. appeals to Moscow to
send the Red Army, which was just across the
Vistula River near Warsaw, to the aid of the
underground fighters were ignored. Instead,
the Soviet army waited until the uprising
had been crushed before it resumed its attack
on the Germans. The Red Army ultimately
pushed the Germans out of occupied Poland in
January 1945.

How did differing ideologies contribute
to mutual suspicion and dislike?

Many Americans disliked the Soviet
government’s policies and philosophy. In
particular, the Soviet regime’s official atheism
and abolition of private property violated two
fundamental American values. When Germany
attacked the Soviet Union prior to the U.S.

entry into the war, many Americans could find
little sympathy for the Soviets.

€ 6If we see that Germany is winning the
war we ought to help the Russians,
and if Russia is winning we ought to
help Germany and in that way let
them kill as many as possible.”
— Senator Harry Truman, June 1941

Soviet leaders were likewise deeply suspi-
cious of the United States. As communists,
they considered conflict with the world’s
most prosperous capitalist nation inevitable.
Moreover, Soviet leaders had not forgotten that
shortly after the new Bolshevik (communist)
government pulled Russia out of World War
Tin 1918, the United States sent troops onto
Russian territory. While the stated purpose of
this joint British-French-Japanese-American
intervention was to prevent war supplies from
falling into the hands of the Germans, the So-
viets believed that these troops were actually
assisting the Russian “White” armies—those
Russians fighting the Bolsheviks in a bloody
civil war. During the 1920s, the United States
supported the efforts of the British and French
to isolate the new Soviet regime. In fact, the
United States did not extend diplomatic recog-
nition to the Soviet Union until 1933.

What role did aid to the Soviet Union play?
In March 1941, Congress approved the
Lend-Lease Act, enabling the Allies to “lend”

or “lease” military equipment. Although the
Lend-Lease program was originally designed
to help cash-starved Great Britain, the United
States also began sending military supplies

to the Soviets after the Nazi invasion. During
the course of the war, the Soviets received
about $11 billion worth of aid. Most of these
supplies had to be transported by the danger-
ous northern sea route, which was subject to
German air and U-boat attacks. When ship-
ments were delayed because of these dangers,
the Soviets became distrustful of U.S. motives.
As soon as Japan surrendered, the U.S. gov-
ernment abruptly terminated aid. The Soviet
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Union had suffered more physical damage
than any of the other Allies, and Stalin had
hoped to use Lend-Lease aid, which included
trucks and railroad equipment, to help rebuild
his country.

At the Big Three conference held at Yalta
in February 1945, Stalin requested $10 billion
in reparations from Germany. (To appreciate
the buying power of $10 billion in the 1940s,
remember that a new car cost under $500.)
These reparations would not be actual cur-
rency, but rather machinery, goods, food, and
anything of value that could be physically
transported back to the Soviet Union. Both
Roosevelt and Churchill were reluctant to
approve this figure. At Yalta, Stalin also re-
quested a postwar loan from the United States
of $1 billion—8§5 billion lower than his request
of 1944, Rather than granting a loan, Wash-
ington would consider only a “credit,” which
the Soviets could use to purchase American
goods. The administration of President Harry
S. Truman also delayed action on the request
until March 1946, tying the granting of the
credit to the resolution of political and eco-
nomic issues that had arisen.

How did the Allies divide post-war Germany?

During the war, joint plans for postwar
Germany did not progress much beyond the
designation of areas that the United States, the
Soviet Union, and Great Britain would occupy.
These three zones (a fourth zone was created
later for France) were intended to correspond
roughly to areas that the victorious armies ex-
pected to occupy at the conclusion of the war.
The German capital of Berlin, located well to
the east, would be under joint administration.
Roosevelt and Churchill agreed reluctantly to
the redrawn German-Polish border. Beyond
agreeing that the Nazi influence had to be
purged from Germany, and that in practice
each occupying power could deal with the
reparation issue within its own zone, the
Western Allies and the Soviets seemed unable
to overcome their suspicions concerning the
other’s intentions. The Soviets, in particular,
feared a Germany rebuilt along capitalist lines
that could again threaten Soviet security.
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Why did the United States want the Soviet
Union to commit to war against Japan?

The United States wanted commitments
from the Soviets that after Germany’s defeat
the Soviet Union would join the war against
Japan. The Japanese were fighting tenaciously
in the Pacific war, and the weight of the huge
Red Army was seen as an effective weapon to
shorten the war and limit American casual-
ties. In return for Stalin’s promise to enter the
war against Japan after the defeat of Germany,
Roosevelt and Churchill agreed at Yalta to a
number of territorial concessions that would
strengthen the Soviet position in the Far
East. These concessions involved not only
Iapanese-controlled areas, but also areas that
historically had been under Chinese control.
China, of course, was an ally of the United
States in the war against Japan.

What did the Soviet Union think
about the new United Nations?

The Soviets were suspicious of President
Roosevelt’s plan for a postwar international
organization with the ability to enforce peace
terms imposed on the defeated Axis powers,
and to deal with future threats. Moscow feared

that the United Nations (UN) would be con-

The Fates Decide
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trolled by capitalist, and potentially hostile,
states. The Soviets insisted that each of the
five major victors (Great Britain, United States,
Soviet Union, China, and France)} have the
right to veto UN decisions. The Soviets also
demanded that each of the Soviet republics

be given representation in the world organiza-
tion. Similarly, the establishment of the World
Bank, with powers to coordinate trade and
economic development, was seen as a threat to
the Soviet socialist system.

What was the importance of the atom bomb?
The secret joint U.S.-British project to
develop the military potential of atomic en-
ergy (code named the “Manhattan Project”)
involved more than 100,000 workers and cost
more than $1 billion. The Soviets were not
officially informed of the existence of this
new, immensely powerful weapon until the
Potsdam Conference in July 1945. President
Truman described the atomic bomb in gen-
eral terms to Stalin, who already knew of its
existence through unofficial sources. Since the
weapon was not tested until after Germany
had surrendered, it was to be used on Japan to
hasten the end of the Pacific war. Although the
dropping of atomic bombs on Hiroshima and
Nagasaki would bring about a quick end to

the war the following month, Truman did not
withdraw the long-standing U.S. request that
the Soviet Union enter the war against Japan.
He also did not withdraw the concessions
promised to the Soviets.

How did the Soviets regard
Winston Churchill?

The British wartime leader’s opposition
to Soviet communism was well-known and
extended back to the days of the Bolshevik
revolution, when Churchill expressed the
desire to strangle it at birth. Soviet leaders re-
sented his close friendship with Roosevelt and
his ability to influence U.S. policy. Through-
out much of the war, Moscow feared that the
British and the Americans would come to
terms with the Nazis at Soviet expense. The
Soviets knew of Churchill’s opposition to
establishing an early second front in France
and his advocacy of a Balkan strategy. Unlike
Roosevelt, who thought that he could employ
his considerable political skills to persuade
Stalin to behave and cooperate, Churchill held
no illusions about the tactics or long-term ob-
jectives of the Soviet dictator. Harry Truman,
Roosevelt’s successor, respected Churchill’s
opinions and was strongly influenced by
Churchill’s passionate anti-communism.
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The Origins of the Cold War:| TR3
Name: U.S. Choices After World War 1} 5
Day One

Vocabulary: Be sure that you understand these key terms from the Introduction and Part I of your
reading. Circle ones that you do not know.

alliance communist
treaty capitalist

Axis powers Bolsheviks
pact reparations

provisional government

Questions:
1. What was the purpose of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact?

2. List three examples of Soviet aggression.

3. What was the “second front” that Josef Stalin wanted? Why did Stalin want it?

4. What was the “second front” that Churchill proposed? List three of Churchill’s reasons for his pro-
posal.
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TRB | The Origins of the Cold War:
U.S. Choices After World War 1l Name:
Day One

5. Soviet casualties were more than times those of the U.S. armies in Europe.

6. What two things did Stalin want in post-war Poland?

7. What was the Lend-Lease program?

8. How did the Allies divide post-war Germany?

9. List two reasons why the Soviets were suspicious of Roosevelt’s plan for a United Nations organi-
zation. '

10. What was the Manhattan Project?

B  CHOICES FOR THE 215T CENTURY EpucaTion PROGRAM B YWATSON INSTITUTE FOR INTERNATIONAL STUDIES, BROWN UNIVERSITY B WWW.CHOICES.EDU




	TR-Origins of the Cold War.pdf
	Origins of the Cold War- Readings

