
The Cold War 
Soviets Build a Buffer  

As World War II drew to a close, the Soviet troops pushed the Nazis back across Eastern Europe. At war’s end, these troops occupied 
a strip of countries along the Soviet Union’s own western border. Stalin regarded these countries as a necessary buffer, or wall of 
protection. He ignored the Yalta agreement and installed or secured Communist governments in Albania, Bulgaria, Hungary, 
Czechoslovakia, Romania, Poland, and Yugoslavia. 
The Soviet leader’s American partner at Yalta, Franklin D. Roosevelt, had died on April 12, 1945. To Roosevelt’s successor, Harry S. 
Truman, Stalin’s reluctance to allow free elections in Eastern European nations was a clear violation of those countries’ rights. Truman, 
Stalin, and Churchill met at Potsdam, Germany, in July 1945. There, Truman pressed Stalin to permit free elections in Eastern Europe. 
The Soviet leader refused. In a speech in early 1946, Stalin declared that communism and capitalism could not exist in the same world.  

An Iron Curtain Divides  

East and West Europe now lay divided between East and West. Germany had been split into two sections. The Soviets controlled the 
eastern part, including half of the capital, Berlin. Under a Communist government, East Germany was named the German Democratic 
Republic. The western zones became the Federal Republic of Germany in 1949. Winston Churchill described the division of Europe as 
an “iron curtain.” Churchill’s phrase “iron curtain” came to represent Europe’s division into mostly democratic Western Europe and 
Communist Eastern Europe.  

United States Tries to Contain Soviets 

U.S.-Soviet relations continued to worsen in 1946 and 1947. An increasingly worried United States tried to offset the growing Soviet 
threat to Eastern Europe. President Truman adopted a foreign policy called containment. It was a policy directed at blocking Soviet 
influence and stopping the expansion of communism. Containment policies included forming alliances and helping weak countries 
resist Soviet advances. 

The Truman Doctrine  

In a speech asking Congress for foreign aid for Turkey and Greece, Truman contrasted democracy with communism. Truman’s support 
for countries that rejected communism was called the Truman Doctrine. It caused great controversy. Some opponents objected to 
American interference in other nations’ affairs. Others argued that the United States could not afford to carry on a global crusade 
against communism. Congress, however, immediately authorized more than $400 million in aid to Turkey and Greece.  

The Marshall Plan  

Much of Western Europe lay in ruins after the war. There was also economic turmoil—a scarcity of jobs and food. 
In 1947, U.S. Secretary of State George Marshall proposed that the United States give aid to needy European 
countries. This assistance program, called the Marshall Plan, would provide food, machinery, and other materials 
to rebuild Western Europe. As Congress debated the $12.5 billion program in 1948, the Communists seized power 
in Czechoslovakia. Congress immediately voted approval. The plan was a spectacular success. Even Communist 
Yugoslavia received aid after it broke away from Soviet domination. 

The Berlin Airlift  
While Europe began rebuilding, the United States and its allies clashed with the Soviet Union over Germany. The 
Soviets wanted to keep their former enemy weak and divided. But in 1948, France, Britain, and the United States 
decided to withdraw their forces from Germany and allow their occupation zones to form one nation. The Soviet Union responded by 
holding West Berlin hostage.  
Although Berlin lay well within the Soviet occupation zone of Germany, it too had been divided into four zones. The Soviet Union cut off 
highway, water, and rail traffic into Berlin’s western zones. The city faced starvation. Stalin gambled that the Allies would surrender 
West Berlin or give up their idea of reunifying Germany. But American and British officials flew food and supplies into West Berlin for 
nearly 11 months. In May 1949, the Soviet Union admitted defeat and lifted the blockade. 

The Cold War Divides the World 

These conflicts marked the start of the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union. A cold war is a struggle over 
political differences carried on by means short of military action or war. Beginning in 1949, the superpowers used spying, propaganda, 
diplomacy, and secret operations in their dealings with each other. Much of the world allied with one side or the other.  

Superpowers Form Rival Alliances  

The Berlin blockade heightened Western Europe’s fears of Soviet aggression. As a result, in 1949, ten western European nations 
joined with the United States and Canada to form a defensive military alliance. It was called the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO). An attack on any NATO member would be met with armed force by all member nations.  
The Soviet Union saw NATO as a threat and formed it’s own alliance in 1955. It was called the Warsaw Pact and included the Soviet 
Union, East Germany, Czechoslovakia, Poland, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, and Albania. In 1961, the East Germans built a wall to 
separate East and West Berlin. The Berlin Wall symbolized a world divided into rival camps. However, not every country joined the new 



alliances. Some, like India, chose not to align with either side. And China, the largest Communist country, came to distrust the Soviet 
Union. It remained nonaligned. 

The Threat of Nuclear War  

As these alliances were forming, the Cold War threatened to heat up enough to destroy the world. The United States already had 
atomic bombs. In 1949, the Soviet Union exploded its own atomic weapon. President Truman was determined to develop a more 
deadly weapon before the Soviets did. He authorized work on a thermonuclear weapon in 1950. 
The hydrogen or H-bomb would be thousands of times more powerful than the A-bomb. Its power came from the fusion, or joining 
together, of atoms, rather than the splitting of atoms, as in the A-bomb. In 1952, the United States tested the first H-bomb. The Soviets 
exploded their own in 1953.  
Dwight D. Eisenhower became the U.S. president in 1953. He appointed the firmly anti-Communist John Foster Dulles as his secretary 
of state. If the Soviet Union or its supporters attacked U.S. interests, Dulles threatened, the United States would “retaliate instantly, by 
means and at places of our own choosing.” This willingness to go to the brink, or edge, of war became known as brinkmanship. 
Brinkmanship required a reliable source of nuclear weapons and airplanes to deliver them. So, the United States strengthened its air 
force and began producing stockpiles of nuclear weapons. The Soviet Union responded with its own military buildup, beginning an 
arms race that would go on for four decades.   

The Cold War in the Skies 

The Cold War also affected the science and education programs of the two countries. On October 4, 1957 the Soviets launched 
Sputnik, the first unmanned satellite, above the earth’s atmosphere. Americans felt they had fallen behind in science and technology, 
and the government poured money into science education. In 1958, the United States launched its own satellite. 
In 1960, the skies again provided the arena for a superpower conflict. Five years earlier, Eisenhower had proposed that the United 
States and the Soviet Union be able to fly over each other’s territory to guard against surprise nuclear attacks. The Soviet Union said 
no. In response, the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) started secret high-altitude spy flights over Soviet territory in planes called 
U-2s. In May 1960, the Soviets shot down a U-2 plane, and its pilot, Francis Gary Powers, was captured. This U-2 incident heightened 
Cold War tensions. While Soviet Communists were squaring off against the United States, Communists in China were fighting a civil 
war for control of that country. 

The Cold War in the World 

Following World War II, the world’s nations were grouped politically into three “worlds.” The first was the industrialized capitalist nations, 
including the United States and its allies. The second was the Communist nations led by the Soviet Union. The Third World consisted 
of developing nations, often newly independent, who were not aligned with either superpower. These nonaligned countries provided yet 
another arena for competition between the Cold War superpowers. 

Fighting for the Third World 

The Third World nations were located in Latin America, Asia, and Africa. They were economically poor and politically unstable. This 
was largely due to a long history of colonialism. They also suffered from ethnic conflicts and lack of technology and education. Each 
needed a political and economic system around which to build its society. Soviet-style 
communism and U.S.-style free-market democracy were the main choices. 

Cold War Strategies  

The United States, the Soviet Union, and, in some cases, China, used a variety of 
techniques to gain influence in the Third World. They backed wars of revolution, liberation, 
or counterrevolution. The U.S. and Soviet intelligence agencies—the CIA and the KGB—
engaged in various covert, or secret, activities, ranging from spying to assassination 
attempts. The United States also gave military aid, built schools, set up programs to 
combat poverty, and sent volunteer workers to many developing nations. The Soviets 
offered military and technical assistance, mainly to India and Egypt. 

Association of Nonaligned Nations  

Other developing nations also needed assistance. They became important players in the 
Cold War competition between the United States, the Soviet Union, and later, China. But 
not all Third World countries wished to play a role in the Cold War. As mentioned earlier 
India vowed to remain neutral. Indonesia, a populous island nation in Southeast Asia, also 
struggled to stay uninvolved. In 1955, it hosted many leaders from Asia and Africa at the Bandung Conference. They met to form what 
they called a “third force” of independent countries, or nonaligned nations. Some nations, such as India and Indonesia, were able to 
maintain their neutrality. But others took sides with the superpowers or played competing sides against each other. 
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