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Explain the origins and development of the Cold War in the period from 1945 to 1953 

The Cold War arose out of the shadows of a ruined Germany and as the unfinished business of the 

Second World War. With Adolf Hitler defeated, the middle ground between the Western world and 

Eastern hemisphere collided in a struggle that would define ideologies, economics in the process of 

polarising politics whom relied on military might. The mutual common ground between the 

Americans and British with the Soviet Union quickly broke away as each side scrambled for their 

share of Germany and ultimately influence over Europe with the rest of the world. Winston Churchill 

had described the Soviets as “the lesser of two evils” in comparing it with Hitler’s Nazi regime. The 

differences between the Americans and the Soviets would be misinterpreted and confused which 

led to the split of two Second World War allies. From the end of the Second World War to the 

Korean War is the time where the ‘lines’ in the Cold War were drawn. The Cold War was contested 

through proxy wars, trade embargoes, espionage, propaganda and a dynamic arms race, which 

constituted a vast build-up of nuclear weapons. 

As the Second World War drew to a close, the Allies led by Winston Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt 

met repeatedly with the Soviet leader Joseph Stalin for negotiations on a post-War Europe and their 

spheres of influence. From the start Stalin had the upper hand enabled through espionage and 

aggressive occupation of Eastern European countries with communist influence. The Yalta 

Conference was held in February 1945 in the Crimea being convenient for Stalin. The Soviets had a 

much deeper hatred towards Germany than the other allies as the USSR had suffered heavily during 

the Second World War. Stalin wanted Germany to pay massive reparations; however this was not 

enthusiastically supported by the Americans and British whom saw the rebuilding of Germany as 

vital for the overall recovery of Europe and the redrawn borders of Poland in favour of the USSR as 

sufficient compensation. This would be one of many differences between the Allies and the Soviets 

causing a rift that would last over 60 years. The three superpowers agreed to the formation of the 

United Nations as well as the formation of democratic governments in liberated European countries. 

The definition of democratic would be a further misinterpretation within the diplomacy of the Allies 

and the USSR. 

At the later Potsdam Conference held in August 1945, the two sides agreed that control of Germany 

would be divided into an American, British, French and Soviet zones. The Soviets subsequently 

further deprived Eastern Germany of the few remaining usable resources and industrial equipment 

in order to seal its total reliance on the USSR. Territorial borders were also redrawn with most post-

1937 annexations revoked along with an agreement over the format of the Nuremburg Trial for the 

Nazi war criminals. The new American president, Harry Truman also informed Stalin of the atomic 

bomb being ready for use. However, the information conveyed to Stalin was minimal and as the 

Soviet espionage network had accessed detailed reports about the Manhattan Project, the Soviets 

believed that the US was being deceitful by withholding full information about the new weapon. 

Both the United States and Soviet Union wanted to be the world power after the defeat of Germany. 

Diplomatic cables from both sides such as the American Long Telegram and the Soviet Novikov 

Telegram painted a highly sceptical perception of each other and formed the basis of the general 

foreign policies within the Cold War. The Long and Novikov telegrams shows that both sides 

misunderstood the intentions of each other fearing that their elimination was being predicted. 
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As tension between the two superpowers grew, the Americans began its policy of containment 

following the Marshall Plan designed to promote the rebuilding of Europe and subtly prevent the 

growth of communist influence in the countries. The United States had triumphed in the Second 

World War and resulting in a unique position of power “…allies exhausted and its rivals defeated”. 

The American economy was nearly at twice the Great Depression level allowing for surpluses and 

immense wealth in US society. Food, clothing, entertainment and other luxuries were on the rise. 

The US Army also had superior technology compared to the rest of the world. As a combination of a 

strong economy and military, Americans prospered throughout the 1950s in stark contrast to the 

USSR whom was war torn and desperate. American assistance was supplied to Greece and Turkey as 

these countries were seen as a potential communist target due to their struggling economies. The 

lack of genuine assistance to the USSR as interpreted by the Soviets saw American capitalism 

labelled as a global threat seeking to destroy Marxism and communism which was the ideological 

backbone of the USSR. 

Political and economical disagreements escalated with the sudden Berlin Blockade in 1948. The 

Soviet Union wanted to force the Allies out of Berlin and therefore blocked all road and rail routes 

from the Iron Curtain to West Berlin. Surrounded and unable to be self sufficient, the United States 

sent in B-56 bombers loaded with food and coal supplies in the Berlin Airlift. This airlift proved 

substantial as not only did it demonstrate the superiority of the Allied countries, it also reiterated 

the message that the Soviets could not get away with what it wanted. Not only was the Soviet Union 

was forced to withdraw the blockade due to its inverse effects on East Germany but was also now 

seen as the aggressor in the conflict between democratic freedom and communist totalitarianism. 

Although some people believed that the resolution of the Berlin Blockade was the end of the Cold 

War, they were mistaken as American and Soviet policy continued to clash as both strived to expand 

their ideologies around the world. 

American president Truman’s doctrine against world communism and the policy of containment 

would once again come to life as the US congress debated the fall of China in 1949 to Mao Zedong’s 

communist forces. Opponents of President Truman lashed out at him for allowing China to be 

succumbing to communism. In June 1950, when North Korean armed forces surged across the 38
th

 

parallel into South Korea, the United Nations passed a resolution which was led by the United States 

through military action to prevent the communist reunification of the Korean peninsular. This would 

be the first and only time that a communist capital city would fall to American and Western forces. 

In this proxy war, the American led armies under General Douglas Macarthur fought against the 

Soviet backed and later Chinese reinforced North Korean army. North Korean victories nearly 

eliminated the UN forces outside of Pusan, but General Macarthur’s strategic Inchon landing forced 

the North Koreans back towards the Yalu River, the border with China leading to America now being 

faced against the communist powerhouse of Asia. Eventually as Stalin died and General Macarthur 

was replaced by Truman, both sides agreed to a ceasefire.  

By 1953, neither the Soviets nor Americans were able to achieve a decisive victory in the first proxy 

confrontation in the Cold War. Both sides were suspicious of each other. The North Atlantic Treaty 

Organisation was signed by Western European countries and America in 1949 leading to the Warsaw 

Pact between countries of the Eastern Bloc and the USSR. The Soviet Comintern was in response to 

the Marshall and economic assistance packages of Western Europe. It was clear that the differences 

in ideologies had trigged conflict across the world in political, economical and militaria atmospheres. 


