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Assess the importance of the arms race in the development of the Cold War to 1968 

The Cold War was a conflict borne out of the ruins of World War 2 and a clash between ideologies 

taking place in often tense militaria situations without direct warfare. The United States and Soviet 

Union had emerged as the victors of World War 2 with the defeat of Germany and the exhaustion of 

the British economy. Although the United States and Soviet Union shared a common alliance against 

Hitler in the war, there was little mutual ground between American democracy and Soviet 

communism. Military action had dominated the mindsets of many people in the first half of the 20
th

 

century and it would be no different leading into the Cold War. The conferences to resolve 

outstanding issues regarding Germany and the new face of Europe were held at Yalta and Potsdam. 

Instead of resolving the issues in Europe, the conferences became locations where the Western 

world would become rivals with its once Eastern counterparts in the struggle for ideological and 

political supremacy. 

The division of Germany and the aftermath of World War 2 left the Soviet Union with little available 

resources in contrast to the United States which suffered next to no damage. The Soviet Union had 

witnessed the American air force drop the two atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki raising 

tensions of a possible future nuclear confrontation between the two sides. The United States had 

experienced a time of great prosperity after the war as its economic growth had been assisted by 

the increase in armaments production. The CIA estimated that it would take around 20 years for the 

Soviet Union to properly recover and rebuild from the destruction that the Germans had inflicted 

during World War 2. The arms race was seen as a sign of national strength and security being 

necessary increased its supposed importance to both sides in the Cold War. 

The Berlin Blockade of 1948 to 1949 in Germany was one of the first major crises and developments 

in the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union. In an attempt to further secure its 

sphere of influence in the Eastern Bloc, the Soviet Union ordered the blockading of West Berlin 

which was the Allied zones of the city. This clear attempt by the communist government to remove 

the Allies from East Germany was met with condemnation from the Western world. However the 

United States government and the Allies were ready to assist the trapped Berliners with the task of 

surviving the Soviet blockade. The now famous Berlin Airlift carried out by the Allies using B-52 

bombers to transport much required necessitates to the people. The people of Berlin are quoted as 

saying that “if they could drop bombs on Berlin, why can’t they drop us potatoes?” The militaria 

superiority of Allies had been able to overcome the road and rail blockade of Berlin to indefinitely 

supply West Berlin. Eventually the Soviet Union was forced to abandon its blockade and reopened 

the borders in what were the first confrontations with the United States. The United States had 

literally flow over the ability of the Soviet Union to maintain its status in Eastern Europe. Such 

development highlighted the armed superiority that the United States had over the Soviet Union. 

The United States and other Western European nations signed the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organisation agreement in 1949 as a security arrangement to fight to spread of communism. This 

was met with the Soviet Union’s Warsaw Pact in 1955 to counter-act the perceived challenge to its 

ideological security. The development of nuclear technology is another milestone in the arms race 

during the Cold War with the United States developing the atomic bomb in 1945, then the hydrogen 

bomb in 1954 and the formation of the Strategic Air Command with control over its missiles in 1951. 

The Soviet “catch-up” in technology was played out with its first atomic bomb test in 1949, its 



Modern History (HSC 2011) Section 4 © www.roydonng.com  

 

2 

 

development of the hydrogen bomb in 1953 and subsequent constructions of Inter-continental 

ballistic Missiles in 1955-1956. The arms race was truly on as both sides wanted to use its greater 

numbers of military and technological developments to deter each other from attack. The United 

States was determined never to catch off guard as it had been when the Japanese bombed Peal 

Harbour in World War 2. Each side although possessing strong nuclear and weaponry strength is 

reluctant to engage in open conflict as all were aware of the consequences of such disastrous 

conflict. 

The Korean and Vietnam Wars were the proxy wars fought between the United States and the Soviet 

Union. Both sides and its allies supplied North Korea/Vietnam against South Korea/Vietnam in a 

conflict that would show militaria strength and willpower to act as a deterrent against any major 

conflict. The United States believed that its superiority in military technology such as in air power 

and bombers could win the war against the communist of North Vietnam. The repeated large scale 

bombing campaigns against Vietnam were not effective as both the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese 

Regular Army captured an increasing amount of territory eventually forcing the withdrawal of the 

Americans and the fall of Saigon. The arms race had not only taken place in Asia but also entered 

into the new dimensions of space with both sides eager to prove that their technology was superior. 

The development of ICMS and IRBMS are part of a rocket contingency that shed light upon the 

Soviet and American desire to outplay each other by exiting the earth orbit. This is heightened the 

tension and unease in the arms race as now the Soviets whom were first into space with Sputnik 

could potentially attack the United States with a nuclear missile from space. The realisation that the 

Soviets had entered space came as an enormous shock to the America population and government 

which quickly responded with its space program through development of rockets and missiles along 

with programs such as the Apollo space missions. The arms race was as much about actually 

achieving new goals as it was to show the national strength of either the United States or the Soviet 

Union. 

The next major confrontation between the Soviet Union and the United States would be the Cuban 

Missile Crisis of 1962. Originally an attempt by the Cuban government to receive support and 

assistance from the Soviet Union, the situation unfolds to be one of the most deadly and potentially 

catastrophic nuclear wars in the history of the world. The arrival and installation of Soviet nuclear 

missiles in Cuba which was situated less than 90 miles from the United States became a major threat 

to American security as it exposed it to attack. The Soviet Union continued to press for the 

withdrawal of US missiles from Turkey and a guarantee not to invade Cuba as a precondition for the 

dismantling of its nuclear installations in the Caribbean island. The nuclear arms race had threated 

the world’s peace and stability as witnessed in Cuba. President Kennedy used the Cuban Missile 

Crisis as a sign of strength against Khrushchev but in reality had been forced to make concessions in 

order to achieve this outcome. 

The arms race up to 1968 became one of the most influential aspects of the Cold War. Both sides 

wanted to either maintain or enforce its ideologies on the rest of the world. Military strength 

became evidence of a strong economy particularly evident for the United States. On the other hand 

the Soviet Union severely damaged by World War 2 was determined never to face such repeated 

invasions and sought to secure its global position through military defences. It is the 

misinterpretation of the motives for both sides’ military actions that contribute largely to the events 

and developments of the Cold War. 


