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All treaties between  
great states cease  

to be binding when  
they come in con�ict  

with the struggle  
for existence.
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Saudi Arabian, Islamic militant who 

founded Al Qaeda. Son of a building 

magnate born in Yemen, Bin Laden 

studied in Saudi Arabia and became 

a �erce advocate of Islamic purity. In 

the 1980s he �nanced and organised 

militants to �ght the Soviets in 

Afghanistan. In the 1990s he turned 

his attention to �ghting against the US 

presence and in&uence in the Middle 

East and elsewhere.

Osama bin Laden  

(1957–2011)

Balance of power

An arrangement in which different 

states have a more or less equal 

military capability; it acts as a 

deterrent to con�ict by preventing 

more powerfully resourced nations 

from in�icting their will on other 

states.

Bipolarity

In geopolitics, an international system 

in which there are two dominant 

and competing major world powers 

(compare unipolarity and multi-

polarity).

Woodrow Wilson’s ‘Fourteen 
Points’ (1918)
The US president Woodrow Wilson 

gave a persuasive and historically 

signi�cant address to Congress on 

8 January 1918, nine months after 

he had agreed for the US to enter 

the First World War. In this address 

he made the moral case in support 

of the US joining the war. He also 

outlined his ‘Fourteen Points’, which 

represented his proposal for a postwar 

peace settlement. Wilson regarded 

his ‘Fourteen Points’ as a ‘New World’ 

solution to the imperial ‘Old World’ 

problems that had begun the war. The 

‘Fourteen Points’ would become the 

foundational principles of the League 

of Nations.

Covenant of the League  
of Nations (1919)
The Covenant of the League of 

Nations de�ned the role and 

functions of the League of Nations, 

an international organisation of the 

interwar period. Signed by member 

nations, it committed each to promote 

international cooperation in order to 

secure peace and security. 

Charter of the United Nations  
(26 June 1945)
First signed by the original member 

nations of the United Nations in 1945. 

Today signed by most countries in the 

world. The charter de�nes the role 

and structures of the UN. Its preamble 

notes the aims of the UN: preventing 

war, af�rming human rights, 

establishing a system of international 

law, and promoting social progress 

and improved standards of living 

through international cooperation. 

Subsequent sections of the document 

outline the roles of the General 

Assembly, the Security Council, the 

Secretariat and other subsidiary 

institutions. While criticised as 

being too idealistic, too global in 

its scope and largely unenforceable, 

the UN Charter was designed as an 

improvement on the Covenant of the 

League of Nations (1919).

Bretton Woods Agreements  

Act 1945

This US Act was a follow-up to 

decisions made at the Bretton Woods 

Conference of 1944. Passed by the US 

Congress in July 1945, it allowed the 

US to enter the International Monetary 

Fund and the World Bank when 

they of�cially came into existence in 

December that year. Implementation 

of the Act marked the beginning 

of American domination of global 

�nancial arrangements.

Kennan’s ‘Long Telegram’ (1946)
George F Kennan’s ‘Long Telegram’ 

was sent from the US embassy in 

Moscow in 22 February 1946. It 

painted a picture of the Soviets as 

inherently aggressive and expansionist, 

and became an in>uential document 

within the US state department. 

Winston Churchill’s ‘Sinews  
of Peace’ speech (1946) 
In this speech, given on 5 March 1946 

in Missouri, Churchill re>ected on the 

post Second World war world order; 

he also described his view of the 

Soviet threat.

The Novikov Telegram (1946)
In response to Kennan’s ‘Long 

Telegram’, the Soviet ambassador 

in Washington, Nikolai Novikov, 

provided an interpretation of his 

own on US foreign policy aims, in a 

telegram sent on 27 September 1946. 

Khrushchev’s ‘Secret Speech’ 
(1956)
In this speech, delivered to the 20th 

Communist Party Congress in February 

1956, Khrushchev denounced Stalin 

as a tyrant and recognised the right of 

Soviet satellite states to �nd their own 

path to socialism. 

George HW Bush’s ‘State of the 
Union’ address (1991)
President HW Bush delivered his 

‘State of the Union’ address before a 

joint session of the US Congress on 

29 January 1991. His speech re>ected 

on the military situation in Iraq and in 

the wider world as well as on domestic 

American policy. It re>ects on the idea 

of a new world order being established 

after the Cold War.
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October

The People’s 
Republic of China 
was declared, 
following a 
Communist 
victory

September

The Soviet Union 
completed its �rst 
successful test of 
an atomic bomb

British 
commenced 
atomic bomb tests 
in Australia

1952 

June

Implementation 
of Marshall Plan 
commenced

March

Truman delivered his 
‘Containment’ speech

1947 

1950–

1953 

1946

February

Kennan sent his 
‘Long Telegram’

Timeline
1945–2003

1950

1945

February

Yalta Conference

July–August

Potsdam Conference

August

Atomic bombs 
dropped on Japanese 
cities of Hiroshima  
(6 August) and 
Nagasaki (9 August)

Korean War
Polish and Hungarian 
uprisings

Berlin blockade 
began

1948

1949

1956 
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The Cold War begins, 1945–1949

C h a p t e r  t w o

Before the guns of the Second World War fell silent in 1945, the alliance between the 

United States, the Soviet Union and Great Britain had begun to fall apart. That the 

Allies could even achieve wartime cooperation, given their ideological, social and 

political differences, was extraordinary, and demonstrated how serious the Axis threat 

had been. But when the combination of fascism and Japanese militarism was defeated, 

there was nothing left to hold the alliance together. The origins of the Cold War can be 

found in the competing geopolitical visions of the Soviets and Americans after the war, 

and in particular their respective plans for the shape of postwar Europe and Germany. 

The Soviets prized security on their western borders above all, and feared encirclement 

by capitalist powers. As a consequence they were wedded to the idea of a sphere of 

in�uence in the eastern European states and the permanent weakening of Germany. 

The US, on the other hand, was committed to the principle of self-determination 

for all nations, and open, global free-trade arrangements. The Americans believed that 

the peoples of eastern Europe should determine the type of government they lived 

under. The Americans also believed a uni$ed and economically sound Germany was 

necessary for the political stability of Europe. 

The relationship between the Soviet leader Joseph Stalin 

and the US president Harry S Truman was also signi$cant 

after the war. There was a growing atmosphere of mistrust, 

which became palpable after the US exploded the $rst 

atomic bombs. 

By the end of the 1940s the Cold War had spread outside 

Europe. China’s embrace of communism led to fears in the 

West of a so-called ‘domino effect’. It was the failure to 

reconcile their competing visions that led the US and the 

USSR to develop policies that would entrench the Cold War for 

the next 45 years. 

The Cold War 
begins,  

1945–1949 

❮  The Allied leaders at the Potsdam Conference, July 1945: left to right, Clement Atlee 

(Britain), Harry Truman (US) and Joseph Stalin (USSR)

 + What were the key ideological, 
cultural and political di�erences 
between the Soviet Union and 
the United States that led to the 
development of the Cold War? 

 + What was the signi�cance of 
the Truman Doctrine and of the 
Berlin blockade?   

InquIry questIons
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Using The Changing World Order
The Changing World Order has been developed especially for senior secondary students of History and is part of the Nelson 

Modern History series. Each book in the series is based on the understanding that History is an interpretive study of the past 

by which you also come to better appreciate the making of the modern world.

Developing understandings of the past and present in senior History extends on the skills you learnt in earlier years. 

As senior students you will use historical skills, including research, evaluation, synthesis, analysis and communication, and 

the historical concepts, such as evidence, continuity and change, cause and effect, signi!cance, empathy, perspectives and 

contestability, to understand and interpret societies from the past. The activities and tasks in The Changing World Order have 

been written to ensure that you develop the skills and attributes you need in senior History subjects. 

 + What were the key ideological, 
cultural and political di�erences 
between the Soviet Union and 
the United States that led to the 
development of the Cold War? 

 + What was the signi�cance of 
the Truman Doctrine and of the 
Berlin blockade?   

InquIry questIons

The Greek Civil War

Source 2.7 This cartoon from the British communist newspaper Daily Worker, 7 May 

1946, depicts the Greek government’s political persecution of the Greek communists.
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Question

1  How useful is this cartoon 

for the historian studying 

the Greek Civil War? In your 

answer, consider its content 

and the name of the paper it 

appeared in. 

Key figures and  

organisations, Key 

terms and ConCepts,  

Key doCuments

feature brief biographies, pro"les, 
de"nitions and summaries of key 
documents as a ready reference for 
learning and revision.

illustrated timeline

is a bird’s-eye view of the topic 
and summarises the major 
developments of the period.

Chapter introduCtions 

provide a context to the issues that are addressed.

inquiry 

questions  
are listed at 
the start of the 
chapter. These 
questions provide 
a focus for you 
as you read each 
chapter. 

signifiCant indiViduals 

are biographical pro"les and assessments 
of key historical "gures and frequently 
include questions and activities. 

sourCe studies 

of visual and text primary 
sources and secondary literature 
appear frequently throughout 
the text and are combined with 
questions and activities to aid your 
evaluation and interpretation of 
evidence from the past.

Sir Robert Gordon Menzies (1894 –1978)

Robert Menzies is Australia’s longest serving prime minister. 

He led the country from 1939 to 1941, and again from 1949 to 

1966, by which time the Cold War was at its height. He was 

prime minister during the Korean War, and when the British 

were conducting their nuclear program in Australia. He was 

prime minister at the time of the Petrov Affair, when the Labor 

Party split and during the Vietnam War.

After the Second World War, fear of communism was 

growing in Australia and Menzies cleverly exploited this 

during his electoral campaign. He was determined to stamp 

out communism in Australia, and attempted to make the 

Communist Party of Australia (CPA) illegal. 
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sourCe 3.37 Laika, the ,rst dog in space. Unlike her human counterparts, 

Laika died within the ,rst seven hours of her space .ight, from overheating 

and stress. 
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The space race

With the development of more 

sophisticated rockets and missiles in 

the 1950s, space became an area of 

competition between the superpowers, 

who aimed at superiority in space�ight 

capability. The ‘starting gun’ of the  

space race was the successful launch of 

the Russian satellite Sputnik 1, in  

October 1957. Primitive by today’s 

technological standards, Sputnik 1 was 

a metal sphere with a 58-centimetre 

diameter and four antennae attached; it 

sent out a radio pulse from orbit that was 

detectable on Earth. The fact that the 

Soviets could launch a satellite that could 

�y over the US alarmed the Americans 

and gave the Russians an early lead in the 

space race. With their work overseen by 

Sergei Korolev, the Soviets maintained their lead with the /rst animal in space, a dog named Laika,  

in 1957; the /rst man, Yuri Gagarin, in 1961; and the /rst woman, Valentina Tereshkova, in 1963. 

The 1961 Outer Space Treaty prohibited the placing of any nuclear weapons in orbit, but manned space 

travel continued rapidly in the 1960s, after President Kennedy declared in 1961 the long-term goal of the 

American space program ‘of landing a man on the Moon and returning him safely to the Earth’. In what would 

become the most signi/cant moment of the space race, that goal was achieved on 16 July 1969. Apollo 11 

astronauts Neil Armstrong and Edwin ‘Buzz’ Aldrin set foot on the surface of the Moon. The third member of 

the crew, Michael Collins, manned the command module that orbited the Moon.

Question

 1  Why was the space race considered an important part of the Cold War?

hIstorIans and the orIgIns oF the Cold war

By early 1947 the tactics of the Kremlin had so alarmed the American people, 

as numerous public opinion polls reveal, that formidable popular support could 

be con�dently expected for a get-tough-with-Russia policy. The stage was set 

for the Washington government to seize the diplomatic initiative in the cold war 

against communism.

Thomas A Bailey, America Faces Russia,  

Cornell University Press, New York, 1950, p. 335.

There is inherent in the American policy of containment, after all, a deep 

callousness and indi'erence to the very Western values that it asserts and 

proclaims as absolutes. Its logic rests on the proposition that the act of forcing 

hardships on people through outside pressure will ultimately provoke them to 

action on behalf of those Western values.

William Appleman Williams, The Tragedy of American Diplomacy,  

Dell Publishing, New York, 1959, p. 288.

It is often believed that American policy followed a conciliatory course, changing –  

in reaction to Soviet intransigence – only in 1947 with the Truman Doctrine 

and the Marshall Plan. My own belief is somewhat di'erent. It derives from the 

comment of Truman’s Secretary of State that by early autumn of 1945 it was 

‘understandable’ that Soviet leaders should feel American policy had shifted 

radically after Roosevelt’s death: It is now evident that, far from following his 

predecessor’s policy of cooperation, shortly after taking o3ce, Truman launched a 

powerful foreign policy initiative aimed at reducing or eliminating Soviet in4uence 

from Europe … The atomic bomb in4uenced diplomacy [and] determined much 

of Truman’s shift to a tough policy aimed at forcing Soviet acquiescence to 

American plans for Eastern and Central Europe.

Gar Alperovitz, Atomic Diplomacy: Hiroshima and Potsdam,  

Simon and Schuster, New York, 1965, p. 12.

The ‘new’ Cold War history will be multi-archival, in that it will at least attempt to 

draw upon the records of all major participants in that con4ict … [These ideas] 

represent what I think we know now but did not know, at least not as clearly, while 

the Cold War was going on. We will surely know more, though, as time passes … 

John Lewis Gaddis, We Know Now: Rethinking Cold War History,  

Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1997, p. 282–3.

questions

1  According to Thomas 

Bailey, what impression 

did the American public 

have of the Russians? 

2  What were William 

Appleman Williams’s 

criticisms of the 

containment policy?

3  According to the 

extract from Gar 

Alperovitz, what 

popular misconception 

was there about the 

nature of Truman’s 

policy compared with 

that of Roosevelt? 

4  Why did Alperovitz 

believe Truman had the 

con�dence to pursue a 

more aggressive policy? 

5  According to John 

Gaddis, why is our 

knowledge of the Cold 

War likely to develop 

and change over time? 

c o n c l u s i o n

The Changing 
World Order
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Chapter summary
 + In modern history, serious attempts to stabilise international relations by establishing a 

world order date back to the early 19th century, when European diplomats set up secret 

geopolitical arrangements to the advantage of their leaders who were the dominant powers 

of the day. The diplomats formed an aristocratic collective who often knew each other 

personally, spoke French (the common diplomatic language) and met in leisurely gatherings 

to thrash out differences of opinion. This period of international relations was dominated 

by two individual aristocrats, Metternich and Bismarck.

 + In the early 20th century, Woodrow Wilson set his mark on the next stage of world order 

design when he insisted that international disputes be settled in an open fashion, that 

self-determination be an important part of negotiations and that democratic interests be 

served. His principled stand foundered on the rocks of US isolationism and on the League 

of Nations’ inability to deal with aggressive European dictators and a warlike Japanese 

military.

 + Failed efforts to create a stable international order in the 0rst half of the 20th century led to 

two horri0c world wars. The international relations of that time were again dominated by 

individuals, such as Hitler, Mussolini, Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin. 

 + The post-1945 priority for most of the victors of the Second World War was to set up a 

new and more effective collective and consultative association of nations. This led to the 

creation of the UN, an organisation built on effective collective security, and on policy and 

process, not on the personal ambitions of individual politicians as, for example, had been 

the case with the agreement between Stalin, Roosevelt and Churchill at Yalta. 

 + Almost immediately, the UN faced powerful countermoves to its attempts at international 

stabilisation. These included the 1947 onset of the Cold War, successive and frequently 

violent decolonisation crises, and recurring con9icts in the Middle East over the creation 

of the state of Israel. 

Endnotes

1 Fraser J Harbutt, Yalta 1945: Europe and America at the Crossroads, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 

2010, p. 1.

2 Laurence Rees, World War II: Behind Closed Doors: Stalin, the Nazis and the West, BBC Books, 2009, p. 333. 

Weblinks

Weblinks relevant to this chapter can be found at http://nmh.nelsonnet.com.au/changingworld

Further resources

John Milton Cooper Jr, Woodrow Wilson: A Biography, Alfred A Knopf, New York, 2009.

Max Hastings, Inferno: The World at War, 1939–1945, Alfred A Knopf, New York, 2011.

Martyn Housden, The League of Nations and the Organisation of Peace, Pearson Longman,  

Harlow, 2012.
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Mark Mazower, Governing the World: The History of an Idea, Penguin, New York, 2012.

Serhii (SM) Plokhy, Yalta: The Price of Peace, Viking, New York, 2011.

Benn Steil, The Battle of Bretton Woods: John Maynard Keynes, Harry Dexter White, and the Making 

of a New World Order, Princeton University Press, 2013.

Chapter review activities
1 How realistic do you think Woodrow Wilson was about open international collaboration?

2 Was there any way the League of Nations could have thwarted the Axis powers?

3 Was Roosevelt simply carrying on the work of Woodrow Wilson? 

4 How did the international conferences that occurred at the time of the Second World War 

between the years 1941 and 1945 differ from preceding arrangements for dealing with 

international relations?

5 Examine the life and work of Keynes and White. Assess which of the two was the more 

signi5cant economist.

6 What were the motivations of the Big Three at the Yalta Conference?

7 Did anyone gain from Yalta? Explain your reasoning.

8 Why was the Potsdam Conference of global signi5cance?

9 What factors led to the creation of the United Nations Organization in 1945?

10 How did the UN differ from its predecessor, the League of Nations?

11 What role did Eleanor Roosevelt play in establishing the UN’s Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights? How innovative and signi5cant was that declaration?

12 There is an argument that liberal internationalism can be a cover for national goals. What 

evidence can you 5nd among the events described in this chapter that might support or 

refute that argument?

13 The UN was set up in 1945. How did the world look in 1945 to a geopolitical optimist? 

How did it look to a geopolitical pessimist?

Essay question

14 How and why did attempts to establish world orders succeed or fail in the 5rst half of the 

20th century?

Conclusion
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The year 2014 marked the beginning of four years of commemoration of the centenary of the 

First World War (1914–18). Politicians from across the globe converged on the sites where 

the battles of the Western Front were fought, in Belgium and France. They lamented the loss 

of life during this terrible war and paid tribute to the courage of the young and the fallen. 

As it turned out, the First World War was not ‘the war to end all wars’, as it had been hoped, 

and the 20th century was marked by a colossal loss of life in the succeeding wars. But the 

young men who fought in the First World War could not have imagined the new horrors that 

technology would make possible in wars over the next one hundred years.

A new cold wAr?

As world leaders gathered at Liège in Belgium in 2014 to remember the First World War, the 

rift was widening between the United States and Russia over the con#ict in Ukraine. A vicious 

civil war had broken out between the government of Kiev, which wanted greater unity with the 

rest of Europe, and the Russian-backed militia in the east of the country. Only weeks earlier 

Malaysian Airline Flight MH17 had been shot from the sky over eastern Ukraine, killing all  

298 people on board. The con#ict had reopened the wounds of old Cold War rivalries. 

islAmic stAte And the middle eAst

In the Middle East, a group calling itself Islamic State (IS) had declared large areas of Iraq and 

Syria under its control and had taken over major cities such as Mosul and Raqqa. Islamic State 

has been characterised by extraordinary acts of violence against Westerners and other Muslims, 

with recorded beheadings of American, English and Japanese nationals being broadcast weekly 

by the group, along with threats of further atrocities. Disaffected young men from Australia, 

Britain and Europe have begun to join the ranks of IS.

While the origins of the con#ict in the Middle East are complex, it is worth re#ecting that the 

maps drawn as part of the peace settlement after the First World War continue to be a source of 

great tension among various ethnic and religious tribal groups in the Middle East. The ‘war on 

terror’ has removed longstanding regimes, and old religious and ethnic rivalries have asserted 

themselves in new and destabilising ways. More hopefully, the so-called ‘Arab Spring’, a series of 

popular revolutions that began in Tunisia in 2010 and spread to Egypt, has led to some dictators 

being thrown out of of=ce, leading to the possibility of new democracies. 

the GlobAl FinAnciAl crisis And  

Austerity in europe 

In 2015, 70 years of Western European unity is under threat as national disagreements arise from 

worsening economic conditions in countries such as Greece, Spain and Ireland. Germany is once 

again the economic strength of Europe and in dispute with other nations over the size of their 

debts to the European Union (EU). Greek elections in early 2015 brought the extreme left-wing 

Syriza Party to power, and the neo-Nazi party, Golden Dawn, became the third largest party in the 

❮ The sculpture Non Violence, also known as ‘The Knotted Gun’, by Swedish artist Carl Fredrik Reutersward sits outside the 

United Nations headquarters in New York City. The sculpture was a gift from Luxembourg to the UN in 1988. 
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1 Discuss one example of an idealist vision of world order. 

2 To what extent was the ‘war on terror’ underpinned by a realist conception of international 

relations? 

3 Research one of the following works and comment on its signi cance in terms of the world 

order after 2015: 

a The End of History by Francis Fukuyama

b The Clash of Civilisations by Samuel P Huntington

c Orientalism by Edward Said.

4 Is the world becoming more or less chaotic? Give reasons for your answer. 

5 Make a list of the main factors that have shaped the contemporary world. 

After you have  nished your list, rank the factors from most to least important. Justify 

your top ranking. 

6 Personality study: Choose one leader you have studied during the course. Write an obituary 

that focuses on his or her contribution to the world order. 

7 Essay: Compare and contrast the various forms of world order that have in3uenced 

international affairs between 1945 and today.

Activities

1  No more secret agreements or treaties between nations.

2  Free navigation of all seas.

3  An end to all economic barriers between countries.

4  Countries to reduce weapon numbers.

5  All decisions regarding the colonies should be impartial.

TerriTorial issues

6  The German Army to withdraw from Russia.

7 Belgium to be restored.

8 Alsace-Lorraine to be returned to France.

9  Adjustment to Italian borders ‘along clearly recognisable 

lines of nationality’.

10  Self-determination for the peoples of Austria–Hungary.

11  Self-determination and guarantees of independence should 

be allowed for Rumania, Serbia and Montenegro.

12  The Turkish people of the Ottoman Empire should be 

governed by the Turkish government. Non-Turks should 

govern themselves.

13 The creation of an independent Poland.

14  The establishment of an association of nations (the League 

of Nations) to guarantee the political independence and 

territorial integrity of states.
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Beyond this book
The Nelson Modern History series includes numerous titles on a range of topics covered in senior History courses 

around Australia. For further information about the series visit: www.nelsonsecondary.com.au.

Chapter summary and 

Chapter reVieW aCtiVities 

conclude each chapter. They include a 
brief precis of the topic, suggestions for 
further reading, and a range of learning 
activities that consolidate knowledge and 
understanding of the chapter’s content. 
These tasks incorporate a range of historical 
understandings and skills.

the ConClusion

summarises the topic and includes  
a series of activities to consolidate  
your knowledge of it. More importantly, 
these "nal tasks will help you build an 
understanding  and interpretation of  
this period in history.

diagrams and  

talKing sourCes

are used to visually summarise 
complex ideas and events.

information boXes 
contain extended discussions of 
key events, concepts and historical 
developments. Many also include  
questions and activities. 

historian boXes 

introduce key historians and 
schools of interpretation as a way 
of making historiography clearer.
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series editor aCKnoWledgements
Studying modern world history is a fascinating and exciting activity for several reasons. The 

!rst of these is our closeness to the modern past. All of us who live today are in direct contact 

with recent and contemporary history. For example, teachers who use this book might have had 

grandparents who experienced, in different ways, the events of the Second World War. Students 

who read this book will probably have grandparents who lived through the Swinging Sixties 

in Australia. Other students who come from more recently arrived migrant families will have 

stories to tell about signi!cant historical events from their former homeland.

And when it comes to topicality, the study of modern history is also the study of events that 

directly affect the way we live today. For instance, the work of 18th-century Scottish philosopher 

Adam Smith is still being used by 21st-century politicians to underpin their economic policies. 

Further, the activities of feminist and civil rights activists in the 1960s have altered the way the 

international community and contemporary societies deal with their citizens. And the shadow of 

two world wars still impinges upon the collective memories of dozens of nations, often leading 

to confusion between commemoration of the past, celebration of long-ago endeavours and what 

this book is about, the pursuit of investigative history.

The study of the modern past is exciting too because when it comes to investigating the late 

19th, the 20th and the 21st centuries we can use graphic visual and auditory evidence that brings 

us close to a fuller realisation of how life was lived then and how the people we are researching 

looked and sounded. While these new sources of evidence can and do bring a freshness to our 

understanding of the past, they also demand new techniques of historical investigation.

Finally, the study of modern history, which is, to use historian Pieter Geyl’s term, ‘an argument 

without end’, is often more intense than other forms of history because of our closeness to the 

events. This means that, even though conclusions may be passionately expressed, a carefully 

tempered and dispassionate approach to studying controversial events needs to be employed in 

the formulation of an historical explanation.

Having said all of that, enjoy your study of modern history.

Tony Taylor

Series editor
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THE CHANGING  

WORLD ORDER

The 20th century and, indeed, the �rst years of the 21st century, have been characterised 

by con�ict and by changing and competing visions of the world order. Competing ideas 

about how society should be organised – ranging from fascism to liberal democracy, 

communism and, more recently, religious fundamentalism – have shaped and in�uenced 

the relationships between nations and blocs of nations. Political leaders have repeatedly 

attempted to dominate the global stage in order to bring stability to an often chaotic 

world, albeit an order shaped by their ideological priorities. 

One of the 	rst attempts to establish a new international order in the 20th century was 

made after the First World War, by President Woodrow Wilson of the United States. In 1919, 

to avoid future wars, Wilson established the League of Nations. In many ways the Wilsonian 

order was an idealist’s vision for the world. In it, all nations would enjoy their own sovereignty, 

and con)ict would be averted through collective security. But Wilson’s attempt to create a 

new world order failed. Within 20 years, a second world war had begun. Hitler’s Germany 

and Imperial Japan unleashed a wave of destruction on the world; there were human rights 

atrocities and loss of life on a scale never before imagined. The Atlantic Charter of 1941, agreed 

to by the American president Franklin Roosevelt and the British prime minister Winston 

Churchill, drew on the Wilsonian model by envisaging a democratic world in which con)ict 

was resolved in the context of international diplomacy and collective security; this ran counter 

to the Axis powers’ new vision of world order. The trauma of the Second World War created 

the will to pursue a new world order led by the United Nations and shaped by the economic 

protocols of the 1944 Bretton Woods agreement. But fundamental disagreements about how 

to organise the postwar world culminated in the breakdown of the relationships between the 

victorious powers, in particular the Soviet Union (USSR) and the United States.

This breakdown, resulting from fundamental ideological differences and deep mistrust, 

led to the Cold War, which began to emerge in 1945 and ended in 1991. During this 

period the competition between the world’s two superpowers, the United States and the 

USSR, was played out across the globe, often under a threat of nuclear confrontation.

However, signs of cooperation in other parts of the world were more encouraging and 

endured beyond the end of the Cold War. The Western European countries laid aside the 

virulent nationalism of the past and opted for greater economic and political cooperation. 

The European Economic Community would bring greater stability to Europe and economic 

prosperity for all its citizens. The United Nations was much more effective than its League 

of Nations predecessor and, as well as providing the institutions and processes for working 

towards international peace and cooperation, it was involved in peacekeeping operations 

in Africa, Europe, Asia and the Middle East. 

By the end of 2015, though, a stable and peaceful world order was still stubbornly elusive. 

The rise of Islamic State in Iraq and Syria and the American-led ‘war on terror’ had contributed 

to a protracted con)ict for which there was no end in sight. A new type of con)ict waged 

along ethnic and religious lines, instead of being based on rivalries between nation states, was 

forcing world leaders to once again rethink their conceptions of world order.  

❮   A scene from the play A Nite at the Trojan War, by John Drinkwater, as performed at the Great Festival of Youth in 

London for the League of Nations Union, an organisation established to promote the ideals of the League of Nations. 1
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Saudi Arabian, Islamic militant who 

founded Al Qaeda. Son of a building 

magnate born in Yemen, Bin Laden 

studied in Saudi Arabia and became 

a 	erce advocate of Islamic purity. In 

the 1980s he 	nanced and organised 

militants to 	ght the Soviets in 

Afghanistan. In the 1990s he turned 

his attention to 	ghting against the US 

presence and in)uence in the Middle 

East and elsewhere.

Osama bin Laden  

(1957–2011)

Leader of the Soviet Union from 

1964 to 1982. He served as a political 

commissar in the Red Army during 

the Second World War, rising to 

become a party of	cial after the war. 

He succeeded Khrushchev as General 

Secretary of the Communist Party, 

ruling the USSR until his death. 

During Brezhnev’s rule the Soviet 

economy slowed to near stagnation. 

Many of the problems facing the 

USSR in the 1980s developed during 

Brezhnev’s 18-year term.

LeOnid brezhnev  

(1906–1982)

Calwell served as the Chi)ey 

government’s Immigration Minister 

from 1945 to 1949, during the 

immediate postwar migration period. 

From 1960 to 1967 he was leader 

of the Australian Labor Party in 

opposition to Menzies. He was an 

outspoken opponent of Australia’s 

involvement in the Vietnam War and 

in 1966 became the only Australian 

politician to be the victim of an 

assassination attempt, in which he 

suffered only minor injuries. 

arthur CaLweLL  

(1896–1973)
GeOrGe hw bush (1924–)

Born in Massachusetts, Republican 

president George Bush Senior served 

as a pilot in the Paci	c theatre 

during the Second Word War, before 

founding and establishing a successful 

family oil business in Texas. He 

entered politics in the 1950s. Bush 

succeeded Reagan as president in 

1989, serving two terms, until 1993.

GeOrGe w bush (1946–)

Son of George HW Bush. Former 

governor of Texas and owner of oil 

businesses. He was president of the 

United States from 2001 to 2009. He 

led the US in its campaigns against  

Al Qaeda and Iraq.

British prime minister from 1940 to 

1945. As Britain’s main wartime prime 

minister, Churchill became known 

for his dogged leadership of Britain. 

He was strongly anti-Soviet in his 

outlook.

winstOn ChurChiLL 

(1874–1965)

2

This page, clockwise from top left: Getty Images/Universal History 

Archive; Alamy/Ian Shaw; Corbis; Alamy/GL Archive

Key figures and 

organisations
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Leader of the Soviet Union from 1985 

to 1991. Gorbachev was a committed 

communist whose policies of glasnost 

and perestroika, which were designed 

to strengthen Soviet communism, 

had the unintended consequence of 

destroying it. 

mikhaiL GOrbaChev 

(1931–) 

Military leader and, from 1952 to 

1961, the 34th president of the United 

States. Eisenhower was Supreme 

Commander of Allied Forces in 

Europe in the last years of the Second 

World War and the commander 

of NATO forces in Europe from 

1950. His popularity led him to the 

presidency in 1952, and to re-election 

in 1956. He played a key role in 

ending the Korean War in 1953 but 

continued to adhere to the policy 

of containment and a belief in the 

domino theory.

dwiGht eisenhOwer 

(1890–1969)

herbert vere evatt  

(1894–1965)

Australian judge and politician. He 

was a justice of the High Court of 

Australia for 10 years, from 1930 to 

1940. He entered federal politics and 

served as Minister for External Affairs 

during the 1940s. He was appointed 

the third president of the General 

Assembly of the United Nations, and 

he served as leader of the Australian 

Labor Party from 1951 to 1960.

denG XiaOpinG (1904–1997)

Low-key but astute leader of China 

during the 1980s and 1990s. Led a 

cautiously reformist government that 

changed China’s economic, social and 

diplomatic attitudes.

3Introduction 

This page, clockwise from top left: Getty Images/Forrest Anderson/

The LIFE Images Collection; Alamy/ITAR-TASS Photo Agency; Alamy/

ITAR-TASS Photo Agency; Alamy/Heritage Image Partnership Ltd; 

Alamy/Keystone Pictures USA

The 35th president of the United 

States. Played a key role in the 

Cold War through his dealings with 

Khrushchev over Berlin and during 

the Cuban Missile crisis. Kennedy was 

concerned that the Soviets were in a 

strong position to gain territory in the 

Third World and he oversaw a build-

up of armed forces. He was politically 

embarrassed by the Bay of Pigs 	asco 

in 1961 and took a more cautious 

approach during the Cuban crisis the 

following year. He was assassinated in 

November 1963.

JOhn F kennedy  

(1917–1963)

Leader of the Soviet Union from 

1955 to 1964. He was a member 

of the Communist Party from 1918 

and fought in both the Russian Civil 

War and the Second World War. His 

denunciation of Stalin in 1956 led 

to hopes of an easing of Cold War 

tensions, but tensions with the US 

reached their peak over the Cuban 

Missile Crisis in 1962. Khrushchev’s 

failure to improve the Soviet economy 

led to him being deposed in 1964 and 

replaced by Brezhnev.

nikita khrushChev  

(1894–1971)
Brutal dictator of Iraq from 1979 to 

2003. He organised the nationalisation 

of the Iraqi oil industry in 1972 and 

involved his nation in costly wars 

against Iran and Kuwait.

saddam hussein  

(1937–2006)
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JOseph staLin (1879–1953)

Leader of the USSR. He was both 

secretary-general of the Communist 

Party of the Soviet Union (1922–53) 

and premier of the Soviet state 

(1941–53). Stalin was a ruthless 

dictator and, by the 1930s, an 

obsessed paranoiac who distrusted 

his Western allies. His aim late in the 

war was to Sovietise eastern Europe 

and turn it into a Soviet-controlled 

buffer zone against the West.

The 37th president of the United 

States. Nixon was elected to the 

House of Representatives in 1946 

and he played an active role in HUAC 

(the House Un-American Activities 

Committee). He served as vice 

president under Eisenhower for two 

terms and lost the 1960 presidential 

election to Kennedy. He won in 1968 

and went on to enjoy diplomatic 

success with both China and the Soviet 

Union, but he was forced to resign 

after the Watergate affair in 1974.

riChard niXOn  

(1913–1994)

First Lady of the United States 

from 1933 to 1945; high-pro	le 

diplomat and humanitarian activist. 

Roosevelt was appointed as the US 

delegate to the UN Human Rights 

Commission and she was 	rst chair 

of the commission from 1946 to 

1951. Globally acknowledged as an 

in)uential political operator in her 

own right, she served as an American 

delegate to the UN General Assembly 

(1945–53), chaired the UN’s Human 

Rights Commission, and played a 

key role in writing the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights.

eLeanOr rOOseveLt 

(1884–1962)

Australian politician and prime 

minister from 1939 to 1941 and from 

1949 to 1966. Menzies 	rst entered 

the Victorian parliament in 1928 and 

moved to federal politics six years 

later. He was strongly anti-communist 

and actively pursued the commitments 

outlined in the SEATO and ANZUS 

treaties to protect Australia and its 

region from communist insurgency. 

Menzies oversaw a period of economic 

growth and prosperity in Australia.

rObert menzies  

(1894–1978)

Served a successive four terms as 

US president, from 1932 to 1944. 

Roosevelt was president through most 

of the Great Depression and most of 

the Second World War. During the 

Great Depression he was the architect 

of the US government’s interventionist 

New Deal program (1933–39). During 

the Second World War he formed a 

strong personal bond with imperialist 

British prime minister Winston 

Churchill, although Roosevelt was 

committed to ending British colonial 

rule after the war.

FrankLin deLanO  

rOOseveLt (1882–1945)

President of the United States from 

1980 to 1988. Reagan came to power 

as a tough anti-communist who was 

determined to undermine the Soviets 

at every turn. 

rOnaLd reaGan  

(1911–2004)

4

This page, clockwise from top left: Portrait of R. G. Menzies, Prime 

Minister of Australia, by Arthur Dickinson, 1950s, courtesy of National 

Library of Australia; Alamy/GL Archive; Corbis; Alamy/MARKA
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wOOdrOw wiLsOn  

(1856–1924)

Born in the US state of Virginia, 

Wilson was an austere, principled and 

stubborn man. He began his career 

as an academic in 1888 and became 

president of Princeton University, in 

1902. He entered politics in 1911 

and was elected president of the US 

in 1912. It was Wilson’s ‘Fourteen 

Points’ speech in 1918 that paved 

the way for the establishment of the 

League of Nations (1920–46). During 

Wilson’s second term as president, 

in 1920, American women became 

eligible to vote.

harry s truman  

(1884–1972)

President of the United States from 

1945 to 1953. Truman came to 

the presidency after the death of 

Roosevelt in April 1945. He steered 

the US through the 	nal months of 

the war and the early stages of the 

Cold War. 

GOuGh whitLam  

(1916–2014)

Australian prime minister from 1972 

to 1975. He 	rst entered politics in 

1952 and led the Australian Labor 

Party from 1967 to 1977, and in 1972 

to its 	rst federal election victory since 

1949. His administration recognised 

communist China and withdrew the 

last Australian troops from Vietnam. 

He was controversially dismissed in 

1975 and later became Australia’s 

ambassador to UNESCO.

5Introduction 

This page, clockwise from top left:  Alamy/GL Archive 

CentraL inteLLiGenCe 

aGenCy (Cia)

The main US foreign intelligence and 

counter-intelligence agency, set up 

in 1947 principally as a Cold War 

operation. The CIA’ s poor liaison with 

other intelligence agencies such as the 

FBI was criticised in the wake of the 

September 11 terrorist attacks in  

New York and Washington, and  

may have contributed to the events  

of that day. 

aXis pOwers

The alliance of Germany, Japan and 

Italy that fought against the Allied 

forces during the Second World War. 

aL Qaeda

Established by Osama bin Laden 

in the 1980s, as a network to 

support militant Islamists who were 

	ghting against the Soviets in the 

Afghan war. During the 1990s Al 

Qaeda evolved into an international 

network of anti-Western Islamist 

terrorist organisations. Responsible 

for the terrorist attacks in the US 

on 11 September 2001, Al Qaeda 

was identi	ed as a key target during 

the ‘war on terror’. With the death 

of Bin Laden in 2011 its in)uence 

diminished but the network was still 

active in 2015.

‘COaLitiOn OF the  

wiLLinG’

A coalition of nations actively 

supporting the US military campaign 

against Saddam Hussein, which was 

not backed by the United Nations. 

The expression ‘coalition of the 

willing’ was 	rst used by George W 

Bush in 2002; it is generally regarded 

by critics as a cover term for the US’s 

intervention in Iraq in 2003.

COnGress party OF india

Formally the Indian National 

Congress, this political party played 

a leading role in the establishment of 

an independent India in 1947, and 

remains the dominant political party 

in India. 

eurOpean uniOn (eu)

Since 1993 an international 

organisation of European states that 

share common economic, security and 

social policies. Based in Brussels. The 

EU is the successor to the European 

Economic Community, which was also 

called the European Common Market.



9
7
8
0
17
0
2
4
4
15
2

nOrth atLantiC treaty 

OrGanizatiOn (natO)

Established in April 1949 as a 

permanent military alliance between 

Western European countries, the 

United States and Canada. It was 

initially established to deter Soviet 

expansion. The NATO alliance has 

remained active since the end of 

the Cold War and membership has 

expanded to include former Warsaw 

Pact states. In the 1990s NATO 

deployed forces in the Balkans 

and in 2003 it deployed forces in 

Afghanistan. 

united natiOns (un)

The term ‘United Nations’ initially 

described the 26 Allied nations 

	ghting the Axis states during the 

Second World War. This military 

alliance evolved into the United 

Nations Organization in 1945. It was 

the successor to the League of Nations. 

The Charter of the UN de	nes the 

organisation’s role. This encompasses 

peacekeeping, and also includes the 

promotion of human rights, economic 

development, humanitarian programs 

and international law. Today there are 

193 member nations in the UN.

sOuth-east asia treaty 

OrGanizatiOn (seatO)

A Cold War era alliance between 

Australia, Great Britain, the United 

States, France, New Zealand, 

Thailand, the Philippines and 

Pakistan. Established in 1954 to 

coordinate anti-communist responses 

in the South-East Asian region. 

Dissolved in 1977.

warsaw paCt

A Cold War era military alliance 

of European communist states. 

Established in 1955 and dissolved 

in 1991. Member states included 

the Soviet Union, Bulgaria, 

Czechoslovakia, East Germany, 

Hungary, Poland, Romania and 

Albania (which withdrew in 1968).

taLiban

Fundamentalist Islamic group that 

originated in Afghanistan. It moved 

into the political gap left by the USSR’s 

withdrawal from Afghanistan in 1989 

to take over almost all of Afghanistan 

by 2001. Driven from power in 

Afghanistan after 2001 by a US-led 

coalition, the Taliban remains active in 

Afghanistan and Pakistan.

6

LeaGue OF natiOns  

(1920–1946)

A voluntary association of states 

that aimed to set up a collective 

security arrangement and avoid 

repetition of the kind of breakdown 

in international relations that had 

led to the First World War. American 

president Woodrow Wilson strongly 

supported the formation of the 

League. His ideas about international 

relations represented a ‘New World’ 

solution to what many in America saw 

as imperialist, ‘Old World’ problems.
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Balance of power
An arrangement in which different 

states have a more or less equal 

military capability; it acts as a 

deterrent to con)ict by preventing 

more powerfully resourced nations 

from in)icting their will on other 

states.

Bipolarity
In geopolitics, an international system 

in which there are two dominant 

and competing major world powers 

(compare unipolarity and multi-

polarity).

Brezhnev Doctrine 
A principle of Soviet foreign policy 

in the Cold War period, outlined 

by Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev in 

1968. The doctrine stated that when 

there was a threat to communist unity 

in the Eastern bloc, the individual 

nation’s rights were less important 

than those of the broader communist 

community, and the USSR would 

intervene militarily against the anti-

communist force.

Capitalism 
An economic system in which 

trade and industries are owned and 

controlled by private enterprise for 

pro	t. 

Collective security
An agreement between states that an 

aggressor against any one state is an 

aggressor against all.

Comecon
The Council for Mutual Economic 

Assistance, an economic organisation 

from 1949 to 1991. It was the Eastern 

bloc equivalent of the Marshall Plan.

Communism
A political ideology that emerged from 

the writings of Karl Marx. It proposes 

a social and economic system of 

collective, state ownership of the 

means of production, industry and 

infrastructure, in which the bene	ts 

of production are distributed among 

citizens. 

Containment
The American policy of checking 

the expansion of Soviet communism 

through economic aid, military 

intervention or diplomacy.

De-Stalinisation
Khrushchev’s denunciation of 

Stalin’s regime during the 20th Party 

Congress in 1956 initiated a period 

of de-Stalinisation in which criticism 

of Stalin, the former leader, was 

accepted. However, criticism of the 

Communist Party or of communism in 

general was still not permitted.

Détente
From French, meaning ‘relaxation’. 

Used in relation to the Cold War to 

refer to the easing of tensions between 

the USSR and the US between 1968 

and 1979.  

Disarmament 
In international relations, a process 

in which nations reduce their nuclear 

and conventional weapons, often by 

holding high-level talks and making 

agreements with other countries.

Domino theory
An American and Western theory 

about how communism spread from 

nation to nation. When one nation 

‘fell’ to communism others around it 

would gradually become unable to 

resist its in)uence and would also fall 

to communism, like dominos, one by 

one. The theory was prevalent during 

the 1950s and 1960s.

Foreign policy
A sovereign state’s policy on dealings 

with other states and foreign entities, 

normally in pursuit of its national 

interests.

Geopolitical
Applying an analysis of geographical 

and economic processes to 

international relations and politics. 

Glasnost

Russian, meaning ‘publicity, openness, 

transparency’. Gorbachev’s policy of 

glasnost involved openness and the 

promotion of greater transparency in 

the Soviet government.

Great Powers
A diplomatic term, which when applied 

in modern history normally refers to 

the major imperial powers of the late 

19th and early 20th centuries – such 

as Britain, Germany and Russia. The 

Great Powers were able to use military, 

diplomatic and economic strength to 

in)uence international affairs, generally 

on a regional scale. They rose and fell 

as their strengths in these three areas 

waxed and waned.

Idealism
In international relations, the striving 

of a nation or leader towards ideals, 

or ideas of how things ought to be; 

foreign policy that is based on ideals 

such as human rights or the welfare of 

all nations. Compare realism.

7Introduction 
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Islamist
A term generally used in the West to 

describe Islamic militants.

Isolationist
In foreign policy, a position that 

favours non-involvement in 

international affairs; more recently 

categorised by some as unilateralism. 

Liberal internationalism
A modern-era view that on the 

one hand follows classical liberal 

economic doctrine (free markets, 

limited government, human rights 

and the rule of law) and on the other 

argues that international intervention 

to preserve or support liberal 

democracies is justi	ed.

Marshall Plan
The American program to make 

US$15 billion available to European 

nations to support economic 

recovery after the Second World War.

Mujahidin
Arabic, plural, meaning ‘those 

engaged in jihad (frequently and 

controversially translated as “holy 

war”)’. The term in the context 

of this book is applied to Muslim 

	ghters funded by the US and other 

states to resist the Soviet invasion 

of Afghanistan between 1979 and 

1989.

Multipolarity 
In geopolitics, an arrangement in 

which there are many competing 

powers and forces.

Non-alignment
During the Cold War, a doctrine by 

which some nations actively avoided 

taking sides with one or other of the 

superpowers.

Ostpolitik 

German, meaning ‘eastern policy’. The 

West German attempt to normalise 

relations with the Soviet bloc.

Peaceful coexistence
Khrushchev’s Cold War era policy that 

stressed the need for the Soviet Union 

and US to avoid armed con)ict. 

Perestroika

Russian, meaning ‘restructuring’; 

Gorbachev’s policy of introducing 

limited market reforms into the  

Soviet economy after 1986.

Rapprochement
The attempt to normalise relations 

between two nations; such as that made 

by China and the US in the 1970s. 

Reagan Doctrine 
The commitment by the US to 

support anti-communist resistance 

groups, especially in Central America; 

formulated by President Reagan.

Realism
In international relations, a nation’s 

acting in accordance with its own 

interests – economic, diplomatic 

or military – and in the context 

of geopolitical events. Sometimes 

referred to as Realpolitik (German, 

meaning ‘practical politics’) or 

pragmatism. Compare idealism.

Rollback
An aggressive US policy that aimed 

not merely to contain communism but 

also to force it to recede and retreat. 

The invasion of North Korea by UN 

troops in 1950 was an example of 

rollback.

‘Shock and awe’
A military technique that involved 

applying maximum force at the 

opening of a campaign, in order to 

overpower the enemy and gain a 

quick victory.

Sphere of in+uence
The region over which a powerful 

state can exercise some control, for 

security or economic purposes.

‘Star Wars’ 
The nickname for the Strategic Defence 

Initiative (SDI), a plan formulated by 

US president Ronald Reagan to launch a 

defensive missile shield into space.

Superpower
A nation that has the greatest capacity 

to in)uence political, economic and 

military affairs on a global scale. 

During the Cold War era, the US 

and the USSR were the world’s two 

superpowers.

Terrorism
The use of extreme violence by 

groups or individuals, or the threat 

of such violence, in an attempt to 

gain a particular goal, such as the 

destabilisation and destruction of a 

ruling authority.

‘The surge’
In 2007, during the Iraq War, a 

US military strategy that involved 

saturating key areas with large 

deployments of troops, in order to 

make non-insurgent Iraqis feel secure 

enough to play a part in an embryonic 

Iraqi democratic process.

Unipolarity
In geopolitics, an arrangement in 

which there is only one dominant 

power. 

Vietnamisation
Nixon’s policy by which the 

United States would hand over the 

responsibility of 	ghting the war in 

Vietnam to the South Vietnamese. This 

would allow the US to withdraw its 

troops from Vietnam, yet achieve what 

Nixon called ‘peace with honour’.

Weapons of mass destruction
Armaments (usually nuclear, chemical 

or biological weapons) that can cause 

indiscriminate death and destruction 

on a massive scale. 

8



Woodrow Wilson’s ‘Fourteen 
Points’ (1918)
The US president Woodrow Wilson 

gave a persuasive and historically 

signi	cant address to Congress on 

8 January 1918, nine months after 

he had agreed for the US to enter 

the First World War. In this address 

he made the moral case in support 

of the US joining the war. He also 

outlined his ‘Fourteen Points’, which 

represented his proposal for a postwar 

peace settlement. Wilson regarded 

his ‘Fourteen Points’ as a ‘New World’ 

solution to the imperial ‘Old World’ 

problems that had begun the war. The 

‘Fourteen Points’ would become the 

foundational principles of the League 

of Nations.

Covenant of the League  
of Nations (1919)
The Covenant of the League of 

Nations de	ned the role and 

functions of the League of Nations, 

an international organisation of the 

interwar period. Signed by member 

nations, it committed each to promote 

international cooperation in order to 

secure peace and security. 

Charter of the United Nations  
(26 June 1945)
First signed by the original member 

nations of the United Nations in 1945. 

Today signed by most countries in the 

world. The charter de	nes the role 

and structures of the UN. Its preamble 

notes the aims of the UN: preventing 

war, af	rming human rights, 

establishing a system of international 

law, and promoting social progress 

and improved standards of living 

through international cooperation. 

Subsequent sections of the document 

outline the roles of the General 

Assembly, the Security Council, the 

Secretariat and other subsidiary 

institutions. While criticised as 

being too idealistic, too global in 

its scope and largely unenforceable, 

the UN Charter was designed as an 

improvement on the Covenant of the 

League of Nations (1919).

Bretton Woods Agreements  

Act 1945

This US Act was a follow-up to 

decisions made at the Bretton Woods 

Conference of 1944. Passed by the US 

Congress in July 1945, it allowed the 

US to enter the International Monetary 

Fund and the World Bank when 

they of	cially came into existence in 

December that year. Implementation 

of the Act marked the beginning 

of American domination of global 

	nancial arrangements.

Kennan’s ‘Long Telegram’ (1946)
George F Kennan’s ‘Long Telegram’ 

was sent from the US embassy in 

Moscow in 22 February 1946. It 

painted a picture of the Soviets as 

inherently aggressive and expansionist, 

and became an in)uential document 

within the US Department of State. 

Winston Churchill’s ‘Sinews  
of Peace’ speech (1946) 
In this speech, given on 5 March 1946 

in Missouri, Churchill re)ected on the 

post Second World War world order; 

he also described his view of the 

Soviet threat.

The Novikov Telegram (1946)
In response to Kennan’s ‘Long 

Telegram’, the Soviet ambassador 

in Washington, Nikolai Novikov, 

provided an interpretation of his 

own on US foreign policy aims, in a 

telegram sent on 27 September 1946. 

Khrushchev’s ‘Secret Speech’ 
(1956)
In this speech, delivered to the 20th 

Communist Party Congress in February 

1956, Khrushchev denounced Stalin 

as a tyrant and recognised the right of 

Soviet satellite states to 	nd their own 

path to socialism. 

George HW Bush’s ‘State of the 
Union’ address (1991)
President HW Bush delivered his 

‘State of the Union’ address before a 

joint session of the US Congress on 

29 January 1991. His speech re)ected 

on the military situation in Iraq and in 

the wider world as well as on domestic 

American policy. It discusses the idea 

of a new world order being established 

after the Cold War.

Key documents  

9
7

8
0

17
0

2
4

4
15

2

9Introduction 



9
78

0
17

0
24

4
15

2

The Changing World order

G
e
tt
y 

Im
a
g
e
s/

G
a
le

ri
e
 B

ild
e
rw

e
lt

10



1111

Chapter 1

9
7
8
0
17
0
2
4
4
15
2

Towards a new world order

C h a p t e r  o n e

The term ‘world order’ has been loosely used since the 20th century by politicians 

and other commentators attempting to explain the motivations behind globally 

based activities through which certain nations have tried to dominate world politics, 

either on their own or in alliances with others. International power plays in the  

20th century and in the �rst decade of the 21st century have had various motivations. 

Some players, such as Britain, have been driven by imperialist ambitions and interest 

in the exploitation of the natural and human resources of other lands. The actions 

of others, such as the Soviet Union, have been repressive, and aimed to impose 

totalitarian political systems within and beyond their own borders. Finally, other 

organisations, such as the United Nations, have had progressive motivations for 

in'uencing world order, and have attempted to support international development 

and hold back the advances of aggressive nations, even attempting to prevent 

international con'ict.  

This chapter introduces the concept of world order. It 

provides an overview of attempts to establish international 

systems in the �rst half of the 20th century and explores 

the challenges inherent in these attempts. More speci�cally 

it considers the establishment of the League of Nations, the 

Axis threat to that system of international collaboration, and 

the formation of new international institutions, such as the 

United Nations, at the end of the Second World War. 

Towards a new 
world order

❮  Dr Nagai, a medical instructor and X-ray specialist at Nagasaki Hospital, was a victim of atomic radiation caused by the 

nuclear bombing of Nagasaki on 9 August 1945. Here, he surveys the charred ruins of the city. He died a few days after 

this photo was taken.

 + What is a world order?

 + How and why did attempts to 
establish world orders succeed  
or fail in the �rst half of the  
20th century? 

InquIry questIons
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What is a ‘world order’? 
What we call a ‘world order’ varies from time to time and from place to place. A world order 

is often seen as a grouping of nations or of geopolitical bodies that operates at a global 

rather than a national level. The grouping may have arisen for political, ideological, military, 

economic, social or religious reasons, or for any mixture of these. For example, the Great 

Powers depicted in Source 1.1 came together temporarily in 1900 to carve up a helpless 

China, but by 1914 most of them were at each other’s throats.

geopolitical

Applying an analysis of 

geographical and economic 

processes to international 

relations and politics 

‘The real trouble will come with the “wake” ’

This famous satirical image was published in the US in 1900. It depicts disorderly and ruthless Great Powers 

at work, and shows a Japanese leopard, a Russian bear, a British lion, a French rooster, a German eagle, an 

Austrian double-headed eagle and an Italian fox arguing over how to carve up the corpse of a Chinese dragon. 

The US eagle stands watchfully aloof. The image represents the evils of unrestrained foreign policy, nationalism 

and imperialism. These were underlying factors in the two world wars that followed later in the 20th century. The 

wars eventually led to the creation of a United Nations world order in 1945.

Questions

1   Why do you think the United States is represented in the cartoon as standing aloof from the corpse  

of China?

2  What does the title of the artwork mean?

3   What does this cartoon suggest about the nature of international relations?

sourCe 1.1 Joseph Keppler, ‘The real trouble will come with the “wake’’ ’, Puck, 15 August 1900
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Historical instances of world orders include the ancient world’s Pax Romana (Roman peace), 

which lasted from Augustus’ reign (27 bce – 14 ce) until Marcus Aurelius’ death in 180 ce. Under 

the Pax Romana, Mediterranean, African, Middle Eastern and western European societies came 

under the protection of a single patron, the Roman Empire, for just over 200 years. 

The powerful Ottoman or Turkish Empire is a medieval and early modern example of an enforced 

world order that affected North Africa, Asia and southern Europe (its peak years were 1299–1697 ce). 

An early modern European order was set up by the 1648 Treaty of Westphalia, which ended 

the horrendous Thirty Years War (1618–48) in Europe. This treaty attempted to establish a 

balance of power arrangement in which a group of states would share a more or less equal 

military capability that would act as a deterrent to a more powerfully resourced nation in:icting 

its will on any other state.

The Concert of Europe was an informal 19th-century, multinational world order involving 

the major European nations at that time, the so-called ‘Great Powers’ of Austria, Prussia, France, 

Russia and Great Britain. The Great Powers had suffered as a consequence of the French 

Revolution and the subsequent rise of Napoleon, and they combined through the Concert of 

Europe and its consequent 1815 Congress of Vienna to impose an anti-radical peace settlement 

on European powers large and small. This period of international relations from 1814 to 1890 

was dominated by two aristocrats – the Austrian diplomat Prince Klemens von Metternich and 

the Prussian chancellor Prince Otto von Bismarck – and each was a peacemaker, of a sort. 

An objective of the Concert of Europe was to preserve respect for monarchical rule and 

traditional order. According to British historian Mark Mazower, these aims were given priority 

over equality and justice. This settlement was to be managed by keeping a balance of power 

through diplomatic congresses, or meetings. It worked, more or less, for more than half a century. 

The so-called ‘Congress System’, as it came to be known, is still regarded as something of a 

success because many of the members knew each other, they had a common goal and they 

took their time to reach decisions. But there were distractions at the congresses too. The US 

historian Fraser J Harbutt has noted that members ‘wined, dined, and seduced their way 

through about a year of spasmodic activity’.1

The Congress System formed the basis of 19th-century collaboration in Europe. But it 

collapsed, as the Great Powers became involved in rivalries during the late 19th century. 

These rivalries led to toxic relations between Britain, France and Russia on the one side, and 

Germany and Austria–Hungary on the other, which ultimately led to the outbreak of the 

First World War in 1914.

World orders of the early  
20th century
To bring the idea of a world order into the 20th century, let’s consider how US president 

Woodrow Wilson (1856–1924), who was an early proponent of liberal internationalism, 

outlined his ‘Fourteen Points’ in 1918. These ideas represented a ‘New World’ solution 

to what political and popular isolationist opinion in the United States saw as imperialist 

‘Old World’ problems – problems that had dragged the US into an unwanted and distant 

con:ict in 1917. Wilson was instrumental in creating the League of Nations (1920–46),  

liberal internationalism

A modern-era view that 

on the one hand follows 

classical liberal economic 

doctrine (free markets, 

limited government, 

human rights, and the rule 

of law) and on the other 

argues that international 

intervention to preserve or 

support liberal democracies 

is justi�ed

isolationist

In foreign policy, a 

position that favours 

non-involvement in 

international affairs; more 

recently categorised by 

some as unilateralism. 

Used to describe the US’s 

hostile position towards 

involvement in the two 

world wars being waged 

outside its borders  
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a voluntary association of states that aimed to avoid a repetition of the kinds of 

breakdowns in international relations that had led to the First World War in 1914. The 

League planned to set up a collective security arrangement to further its aims. Isolationist 

opinion, however, blocked US membership of the League. After some initial success in 

the 1920s with minor international crises, the League failed in the 1930s mainly because 

it lacked US involvement, its sanctions policy against delinquent states was a failure, it had no 

way of militarily enforcing its resolutions and it came up against the ruthless militaristic and 

expansionist regimes of Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy and Imperial Japan. After Wilson left ofEce 

he died a disillusioned man.

1  No more secret agreements or treaties between nations.

2  Free navigation of all seas.

3  An end to all economic barriers between countries.

4  Countries to reduce weapon numbers.

5  All decisions regarding the colonies should be impartial.

TerriTorial issues

6  The German Army to withdraw from Russia.

7 Belgium to be restored.

8 Alsace-Lorraine to be returned to France.

9  Adjustment to Italian borders ‘along clearly recognisable 

lines of nationality’.

10  Self-determination for the peoples of Austria–Hungary.

11  Self-determination and guarantees of independence should 

be allowed for Rumania, Serbia and Montenegro.

12  The Turkish people of the Ottoman Empire should be 

governed by the Turkish government. Non-Turks should 

govern themselves.

13 The creation of an independent Poland.

14  The establishment of an association of nations (the League 

of Nations) to guarantee the political independence and 

territorial integrity of states.
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Wilson's 'FourTeen PoinTs':  

a suMMarY

collective security

An agreement between 

states that an aggressor 

against any one state is an 

aggressor against all

After the 1939 outbreak of the Second World War, continuing isolationist, anti-war sentiment in 

the US did not prevent President Franklin Delano Roosevelt from giving moral and material support 

to Britain’s prime minister, Winston Churchill. This backing was to turn into an actual alliance when 

Japanese imperial forces attacked US and British naval and land forces in December 1941. 

Roosevelt’s armed services, Churchill’s imperial forces and the armed forces of Stalin’s USSR 

were to become the chief members of the Allied Powers (who would later found the United 

Nations). The Allied Powers were the bulwark of resistance against the combined Axis forces 

from 1941 onwards. After startlingly successful beginnings on all fronts, the Axis powers were, 

by 1943, facing defeat: the Allied Powers began to prepare for a postwar world.
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Franklin Delano Roosevelt (1882–1945)

Franklin Delano Roosevelt was president of the US for an 

unprecedented four terms, from 1931 to 1945. Roosevelt, who 

came from a genteel New York family, was related to former 

Republican president Theodore Roosevelt, but FDR, as he 

became known, was a socially progressive Democrat. He entered 

state politics in 1910 after a conventional education for a young 

man of his class (Harvard College and Columbia Law School). 

He had married his distant cousin Eleanor Roosevelt in 1905; 

she would later became a world-famous social reformer in her 

own right. But their relationship became more of an alliance than a marriage because of 

FDR’s intermittent but long-term relationship with Eleanor’s social secretary Lucy Mercer. 

Disabled after a 1921 bout of poliomyelitis, Roosevelt de�ed the odds by staying on in 

politics and was eventually elected to the presidency in late 1931 on a ticket of ‘a new deal for 

the American people’. Roosevelt, with the collaboration of the media, carefully concealed his 

paralysis from the public, and his success in steering his nation through the worst years of the 

Great Depression ensured his mass popularity and his �rst three consecutive terms in of�ce. 

However, his New Deal economic interventionism was not popular with the Republicans, 

who saw it as a form of socialism. 

Roosevelt’s main foreign policy aims were to change the US’s role in Latin America to 

that of a ‘Good Neighbour’ (instead of a meddling big brother); to support colonial self-

determination and democracy; to alter the US’s isolationist policy and to consider the 

militaristic and anti-democratic regimes of Germany and Japan as hostile to US interests. 

Between 1935 and 1939, Roosevelt was hampered in that last regard after Congress passed 

�ve isolationist Neutrality Acts. As the Second World War ground on, Roosevelt took personal 

initiatives, such as instigating the March 1941 Lend-Lease Act, which got around the US’s 

of�cial policy of neutrality by allowing arms and any other war materials to be sent to the 

government of any country whose defence the president considered was ‘vital’ to the defence 

of the US. When the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor and when Germany declared war on the 

US in late 1941, US neutrality was no longer an option.

Winston Spencer Churchill (1874–1965)

Winston Spencer Churchill came from an aristocratic English 

family, though his mother was American. After a miserable 

childhood and an unhappy and undistinguished school career, 

he entered military college where he excelled, becoming a 

combined soldier–journalist in Britain’s colonial wars of the 

1890s. Churchill then entered politics as a Conservative in 1900. 

Switching parties, he joined the Liberals in 1904, becoming a 

social reformer. In 1908 he married Clementine Hozier, a clever 

society beauty with �rm views. Their marriage, which had a few C
o
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unconditional 

surrender

Unquali�ed surrender in 

which no guarantees are 

offered by the victorious 

power(s)

ups and downs, was long-lasting and affectionate, with ‘Clemmie’ stoically supportive of a 

husband who was highly opinionated, as well as a drinker and a gambler. 

During the First World War, as First Sea Lord (minister of the navy), Churchill supported 

the disastrous Dardanelles campaign. He was heavily criticised for this, and resigned in 1915, 

rejoining the army. But he returned to politics in 1916 to become War Minister in 1919. It was 

during the period from 1900 to 1919 that Churchill developed an intense and lasting hostility 

to German nationalism and a hatred of Bolshevism. Churchill oversaw Britain’s part in the 

muddled and failed Allied anti-Bolshevik military intervention in northern Russia, from 1918 

to 1920. During the 1920s and 1930s, Churchill was in and out of of�ce, with a reputation as 

a talented, erratic, impatient Liberal (later again Conservative), anti-socialist champion of the 

British Empire. He took to writing, painting and bricklaying as sidelines, becoming a rich and 

successful author, with painting and bricklaying as his therapeutic activities. During the 1930s, 

Churchill adapted his loathing for German nationalism into a public hatred for Nazism; he was  

a lone voice warning his colleagues and the nation that Hitler’s ambitions were contrary to 

British interests. Coming at a time when his more conservative colleagues saw Hitler as a check 

against Bolshevism, he received little support. This was to change in 1939 on the outbreak of 

war, and Conservative prime minister Neville Chamberlain appointed Churchill as First Sea 

Lord, much to Roosevelt’s satisfaction. Roosevelt cabled Churchill his congratulations, and this 

was the start of a close correspondence that formed the basis of their strong personal alliance 

in years to come. Chamberlain resigned as prime minister in May 1940 after military setbacks 

in Norway and France. The popular Churchill was appointed to succeed him. In his �rst prime 

ministerial speech to the House of Commons on 13 May, Churchill famously promised the 

British people, ‘I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat’. 

Although Churchill and Roosevelt got on very well, their opinions differed on colonialism 

and on the importance of keeping the USSR out of eastern Europe. Churchill was an 

adamant imperialist and a �rm anti-communist. In July 1945, having neglected the internal 

organisation of the Conservative party during the war years and having handed over social 

policy to Labour politicians in the years of his wartime coalition (1940–45), Churchill was 

evicted from of�ce in a landslide general election. He is generally remembered as a great 

wartime leader but a peacetime failure.

Facing an Allied victory, 1943 to 1944
In January 1943, Churchill, Roosevelt and the commander of the Free French Forces, General 

Charles de Gaulle, met in Casablanca, in French North Africa, to discuss, among other matters, 

the idea and terms of an unconditional surrender by the Axis powers. The Allies had come 

a long way from their shaky 1939–41 resistance to the Axis powers. The outcome of the 

Casablanca meeting was an uncompromising demand for unconditional surrender by the 

Axis powers, an idea Roosevelt had borrowed from Ulysses S Grant, a general in the American 

Civil War. Churchill was not so keen but went along with the idea, which absolutely cut 

out the possibility of anti-Hitler forces within Germany negotiating a conditional surrender.



Towards a new world order

Chapter 1

1717
9
7
8
0
17
0
2
4
4
15
2

the Bretton Woods ConferenCe, 1944

A succession of strategic wartime meetings followed the Casablanca Conference, but it was not 

until the Bretton Woods Conference in the United States that serious planning about how to 

rearrange postwar international affairs and establish a stable postwar economic and Enancial 

system began – a new world order. The Bretton Woods Conference was held over 22 days in July 

1944, at the Mount Washington Hotel in Bretton Woods, New Hampshire. It was attended by 

representatives from 44 nations, including delegates from the anti-capitalist USSR. France, in the 

process of liberation, was not present.

Planning for this kind of international accord had actually started back in 1936 with a peacetime 

exchange of correspondence between English economist John Maynard Keynes and US Treasury 

ofEcial and liberal internationalist Harry Dexter White. Their exchange of ideas was followed by 

more intense planning from 1942–43, and by detailed agenda discussion in 1943–44.

The signiEcance of the Bretton Woods strategy lay in its attempt to deal with the problems 

caused by the Enancial and economic meltdowns of the 1920s and the 1930s, including crises 

that had Egured in the rise of Nazism in Germany. The League 

of Nations had failed in its attempts to deal with these kinds of 

politico-economic issues, and the Bretton Woods agreement 

attempted to remedy this failure by regulating global Enancial 

and economic systems. The Bretton Woods accord would, it 

was hoped, provide a secure platform for postwar international 

political, diplomatic and social stability. 

The Bretton Woods document, drafted in the main by 

Keynes, aimed to set up a balanced economic and Enancial 

international environment, and attempted to block the early 

20th-century trade restrictions and currency manipulations 

that had bedevilled worldwide trade, global Enance and 

international diplomacy, particularly in the 1930s. 

This agreement led Erst to a stabilised international 

system of monetary exchange linked to a US dollar that was 

tied to the gold standard. Second, the accord established 

an International Stabilisation Fund (which later became 

the International Monetary Fund); this would supervise 

exchange rates and, where necessary, provide loans to nations 

whose trade was in deEcit. The third part of the agreement 

was to set up an International Bank for Reconstruction 

and Development (later the World Bank); this would 

provide newly developing nations with growth capital. 

Each signatory to the accord was to provide a membership 

contribution proportionate to its economic and Enancial 

status. The Bretton Woods agreement was not perfect, 

nor was it lasting, nor was it universal in its application –  

and nor indeed was it all about principles. 

sourCe 1.2 John Maynard Keynes pictured (right) in discussion 

with US Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau Jr, at the Mount 

Washington Hotel, during the Bretton Woods Conference
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sourCe 1.3 Delegates in session at the Bretton Woods 

Conference, July 1944
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Perfect?

Keynes had wanted an international bank, to be called the International Clearing Union, 

which would give debtor nations an annual overdraft facility with interest charges. This 

system would have allowed debtor nations to avoid lasting trade imbalances, often the cause 

of national Enancial collapse. Keynes’ scheme, although supported by the British government, 

was opposed by the American economist and treasury ofEcial Harry Dexter White. This was 

because the US was the world’s largest creditor nation, and, under Keynes’ scheme, it would 

have had to pay interest on a proportion of its credit balance. Instead, White argued for an 

International Stabilisation Fund. It would be focused mainly on opening up new markets 

to US trade, while Keynes’ plan was based on Britain giving trade preferences to its imperial 

nations. The successor of the International Stabilisation Fund, the International Monetary 

Fund (IMF), has since become a target of criticism for its allegedly coercive interference in 

the affairs of nations in crisis. According to Nobel prize-winning economist and former World 

Bank vice president Joseph Stiglitz, the IMF has, since the 1950s, created economic crises, 

destabilised the currencies of nations in crisis, made balance of payments problems worse, 

forced struggling nations into greater debt, damaged public service infrastructures and put 

tens of millions of people out of work.

Lasting?

Tying the US dollar to gold beneEted the US economic and Enancial system at the expense 

of other nations until 1971 at least, when the US found itself in the middle of a Enancial and 

economic crisis. To protect an overvalued (gold-standard) US currency from demands by several 

foreign nations that their US dollar stocks should be exchanged for gold, President Richard 

Nixon, in what became known as his ‘Nixon Shock’ policy announcement, pulled the US out of 

the Bretton Woods system. The US then :oated the dollar, forcing other nations to do the same. 

This effectively ended the Enancial platform on which the Bretton Woods agreement was based, 

although its other elements, the IMF and the World Bank, continue their work into the early 

21st century, still with US support but enduring criticism from progressive, anti-interventionist 

commentators.

Universal?

As for the agreement having universal support, although the USSR was represented at the Bretton 

Woods Conference and it was a signatory to the draft agreement, in full Stalinist, uncooperative  

mode, it later opted out of both the IMF and the World Bank.

Principled?

On the face of it, the Bretton Woods agreement appeared to be an accord in which the US and 

Britain had combined to lead the way to help save the world from future economic and Enancial 

uncertainty. However, using recently discovered evidence, US historian Benn Steil argues that 

Roosevelt and his ofEcials, including Harry Dexter White and the US delegation, were playing 

two games at once (Enancial and anti-imperialist) when they tied the dollar to gold, because 

this blocked the British pound sterling from resuming its former place as the US dollar’s rival. 
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Steil outlines his views in his book, published in 2013, titled The Battle of Bretton Woods: John 

Maynard Keynes, Harry Dexter White, and the Making of a New World Order. He argues that an 

arrogant Keynes was outmanoeuvred by US representatives. He summarises his views in a 2013 

Washington Post interview:

In the 1940s, after the war had started, the FDR administration is already thinking 

quite seriously about how Britain’s impending bankruptcy can redound to the 

geopolitical bene�t of the United States. They were thinking about how if we manage 

our �nancial aid to Britain carefully and control it tightly, we can get Britain through 

the war, but also simultaneously limit its room for maneuver in the postwar world. It 

was a conscious e6ort to force liquidation of the British empire after the war.
Benn Steil, interview, Washington Post, 14 March 2013.

Following on from Bretton Woods there were discussions between August and early October 

1944 about a new postwar version of the League of Nations. The Dumbarton Oaks meeting in 

Washington, DC, was attended by representatives of the ‘Big Three’ (the US, Britain and the 

USSR) and by nationalist China. France, still in the process of being liberated, was absent but 

was promised a seat in the new organisation’s council.

the yalta ConferenCe and the postWar  

World order

In February 1945, the Big Three leaders met at an eight-day conference at the Livadia Palace in 

Yalta, in the Crimea. A frail Roosevelt (he died four months later), a suspicious and sidelined 

Churchill, and a self-assured Stalin were to form the postwar world order in a secret agreement. 

De Gaulle was not invited, on the advice of France’s provisional foreign minister Georges Bidault. 

This actually suited de Gaulle since he distrusted the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ members of the Big Three, 

and could later absolve himself of any unpopular decisions that came out of the meeting.  

De Gaulle was anyway a notoriously difEcult ally. Indeed, in private correspondence with 

Churchill, Roosevelt referred to him as ‘well nigh intolerable’ and Churchill said he was ‘vain 

and even malignant’. De Gaulle’s absence therefore suited at least two of the Big Three.

The gist of the secret Yalta arrangement for Germany was as follows. The former Nazi state 

was to be weakened by splitting it between the USSR and the West; the German people were 

to be provided with a subsistence living; what was left of German industry was to be destroyed 

or conEscated; war criminals were to be prosecuted; and central and eastern European nations 

were to be given the opportunity to elect representative governments. Stalin supported this latter 

move although he clearly had plans to dominate eastern and central European nations after their 

liberation. 

When the Yalta agreement was Enally published in 1946, its terms provoked an outburst of 

anger in Britain and in the US. It was alleged that eastern Europe (Poland featured heavily here) 

had been betrayed and handed over to communism. In Britain it was further alleged that an 

unwell and therefore pliable Roosevelt had colluded with a forceful Stalin at Churchill’s expense, 

weakening the negotiating power of the Western allies and Britain’s imperial status. This was the 
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beginning of a lasting myth about Yalta – that a feeble Roosevelt and an uncaring Churchill had 

handed Poland, and the rest of eastern Europe, to the Soviets.

As it happened, in February 1945, Roosevelt and Churchill were caught in a cleft stick. The 

US diplomat James F Byrnes summed up the Allies’ dilemma. With a ferocious war in the east 

yet to be won, and with 11 million combined Soviet forces in occupation throughout central and 

eastern Europe, he pointed out that it was not what the Western allies would allow the Russians 

to do, but more a question of what they could get the Russians to do.

Stalin was determined to set up Poland as a Moscow-friendly, communist buffer state. After 

all, it had been a corridor for two German invasions of Russia (in 1914 and 1941). To further his 

plan, Stalin held a strong bargaining chip, because both Roosevelt and Churchill needed Russian 

assurances that the USSR would join in the unEnished war against Japan, at a time when the US 

atomic bomb was not yet operationally available. Accordingly, Churchill’s plan for a democratic, 

Western-friendly Poland – it was the nation Britain had gone to war for to save from dictatorship 

by Hitler in 1939, after all – was stymied. With Russia holding central and eastern Europe in its 

grip, there was little else to be done, much to Churchill’s exasperation. 

In any case, the war in Europe ended on 8 May 1945 (9 May in the USSR), and the war 

against the Japanese was to end on 14 August 1945. By the summer of 1945 it was time for a 

more comprehensive postwar settlement.

The ‘Big Three’ at Yalta

There are several photographs of the ‘Big Three’ 

at Yalta. (Harry Hopkins, one of Roosevelt’s 

closest advisers, referred to the trio as the ‘Big 

Two and a Half’  a sardonic remark about Britain’s 

waning geopolitical in"uence.) Considering the Big 

Three as individuals, rather than governments, 

raises a serious question about the importance 

of personalities over principles in international 

negotiations.

The image in Source 1.5 captures Churchill 

chatting, possibly about the Polish issue, with 

Roosevelt. British diplomat Hugh Lunghi was 

taken aback at the president’s appearance, saying, 

‘His face was waxen to a sort of yellow, waxen and 

very drawn, very thin, and a lot of the time he was 

sort of sitting there with his mouth open sort of staring ahead. So that was quite a shock’.2 Later medical 

evidence suggests that Roosevelt was suffering from temporary blackouts now known as transient ischemic 

attacks, or TIAs. Even so, and contrary to Yalta mythology, Roosevelt gained his publicly professed aims at 

the conference, apart from a TIA-induced lapse that allowed the USSR to regain its territorial position in 

China at the expense of the nationalist Chinese government. Stalin looks impassive. 

sourCe 1.4 The Big Three at Yalta in 1945: Churchill (left), 

Roosevelt (centre) and Stalin (right)
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the potsdam ConferenCe:  

the next stage

From 17 July to 2 August 1945, following Germany’s 

defeat but prior to Japan’s surrender, the Big Three met at 

the Cecilienhof Palace, in Potsdam. This conference was a 

follow-up to Yalta, and intended to decide Germany’s fate 

in more detail. With the European war over, cracks had 

begun to appear in the alliance. These differences were 

mainly to do with Stalin’s anxiety that the USSR needed a 

generous reparations settlement to help rebuild its shattered 

economy. Stalin was worried that the US and Britain would 

block his request for compensation. 

The composition of the Big Three had changed that 

summer. Roosevelt had died on 12 April and was replaced 

by Harry Truman. Churchill had been electorally defeated 

and replaced on 26 July by Labour prime minister Clement 

Attlee. Stalin remained the USSR’s chief representative. 

Although there were ongoing disagreements between the Allies, particularly over reparations 

and the borders of Poland, they did agree to the occupation of Germany in four zones (US, 

British, French and Russian), to be overseen by an Allied Control Commission. In addition 

they agreed that Germany should be demilitarised, democratised and denaziEed, and that war 

criminals should be arrested and tried. A Enal ultimatum was also issued to Japan, but not by 

Russia, which was yet to go to war with Japan. 

In a conversation on 24 July that changed the USSR’s relations with the West, Truman told 

Stalin that the US had successfully detonated an atom bomb. This was arguably an attempt to 

coerce Stalin into reducing his reparations demands, but Stalin remained intransigent. Through 

his intelligence services, he already knew about the ‘A-bomb’, as it became known. Indeed, the 

USSR had been planning its own version since 1943, and it would go on to conduct its own Erst 

test in August 1949 – this would mark the start of a Eerce and dangerous nuclear rivalry between 

the USSR and its former Allies, and become a key element in the coming Cold War. As for 

reparations, the USSR was allowed to demand reparations of its Soviet-occupied German zone 

and to take 10 per cent of what was left of western German industrial equipment back to Russia.

the unIted natIons organIzatIon: a neW  

gloBal order

A less controversial feature of the Yalta and Potsdam meetings was the continuing work of 

drafting the charter for a postwar United Nations Organization (UNO; it later became known 

simply as the United Nations), a key Roosevelt goal. While the UNO was to be based on the 

unsuccessful League of Nations model, it was designed to be more inclusive, more efEcient, 

more comprehensive and more effective than the League. 

sourCe 1.5 Stalin, Truman and Attlee (seated from right to left) at 

Potsdam, with their advisers (standing, from left): US Admiral WD 

Leahy, British Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin, US Secretary of State 

James F Byrnes and Soviet Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov 
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The League of Nations as a cautionary tale for the 1940s

After some minor successes in the 1920s, the League of Nation’s efforts had come to nothing in the 1930s, 

when the League had encountered the ruthless and scornful brutality of the Axis powers and their own 

idea of a three-way world order – a Nazi Europe and Russia, a Fascist Italian Africa and an imperial 

Japanese Asia. 

WEAKNESSES

OF THE LEAGUE

OF NATIONS

Foundation based on
vindictive 1919 Versailles
peace settlement; this
undermined the League’s
moral authority and gave
some nations, such
as Japan and the defeated
Germany, leverage when
dealing with censure.

The US had refused to
join, and as a result its
commercial interests were not
committed to the League’s
sanctions program; as a potential,
powerful, New World circuit-
breaker in what where mostly
Old World disputes the
US was sorely missed. 

Ability to function
effectively in international
disputes hampered by the
need for all parties in any dispute
to agree to arbitration; when the
international troublemakers Japan,
Germany and Italy left the League
in the 1930s, they were formally
beyond the League’s arbitration
process but could and did still
take part in arbitration outside
the League, which
undermined its authority.

Sanctions policies were
unpopular with member
states because they acted as
a two-edged sword, affecting
the economies of both the
states imposing and receiving
the sanctions. 

No military capability
when enforcing resolutions;
the League relied on the voluntary
armed forces of member states,
who were reluctant to use their
own troops against third parties
in disputes in which they had no
immediate interest. 

Administered by two largely
ineffective and undistinguished
Secretaries Generals;
the secretariat was understaffed. 

Established to deal with
the failings of 19th-century
style international relations; but
the Axis powers introduced a
new brand of 20th-century
global politics for which the
League was unprepared.
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settIng up the unIted natIons 

On 25 April 1945, just a few weeks before the war in Europe was to end, a major conference 

was convened in San Francisco of the major Allies and 46 other nations. That conference framed 

the terms of the UN’s work in its charter. The charter included speciEcations that the UN would, 

among other things, oppose war, advocate for universal human rights, ensure treaty obligations 

and international laws were met, and promote social progress and a ‘larger freedom’. 

The Charter of the United Nations

The introductory ‘Purposes and Principles’ of the 1945 UN Charter give a good indication of what this new 

organisation was meant to do; they have remained unchanged to this day. Here are the four key points.

1  To maintain international peace and security, and to that end: to take e6ective collective measures 

for the prevention and removal of threats to the peace, and for the suppression of acts of aggression 

or other breaches of the peace, and to bring about by peaceful means, and in conformity with the 

principles of justice and international law, adjustment or settlement of international disputes or 

situations which might lead to a breach of the peace;

2  To develop friendly relations among nations based on respect for the principle of equal rights and 

self-determination of peoples, and to take other appropriate measures to strengthen universal 

peace;

3  To achieve international co-operation in solving international problems of an economic, social, 

cultural, or humanitarian character, and in promoting and encouraging respect for human rights and 

for fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion; and

4  To be a centre for harmonizing the actions of nations in the attainment of these common ends.

Chapter 1, ‘Purposes and Principles’, Article 1, United Nations Organization Charter, 1945.

Questions 

1  Examine each point above carefully. Explain how the wording might relate to events in international relations 

between 1900 and 1945.

2  How does this set of principles di6er from the aims of the League of Nations? Explain any di6erences.

3  Why was the UN Charter a radical change from past international agreements?

4  What new forms of language in this section of the Charter demonstrate the idealism underpinnning the 

UN? What motivations lay behind that thinking? Were these aims realistic?

On 24 October 1945, the UN was set up as an autonomous diplomatic entity in Manhattan, 

New York. The UN’s structure was based on that of the League of Nations, but it had a much 

more inclusive Council and Assembly and a larger secretariat.

The organisational structure was based on the decisions of a small, eleven-member Security 

Council, consisting of Eve permanent members (Britain, France, the US, the USSR and China, 

represented by the Republic of China, the nationalist government of Jiang Jieshi) and six rotating 

members. Each permanent member of the Security Council (including the People’s Republic 
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of China, which replaced the Republic of China in 1971) had the power of veto (‘I forbid’ in 

Latin). This meant that any substantive Security Council resolution could be blocked by a single 

permanent member whatever the Council’s majority might want. The veto would be used as a 

Cold War and decolonisation-era tactic by both sides in the 1950s and 1960s, tailing off in use 

towards the late 1980s. 

The Security Council also had the authority to raise armed forces from member states and to 

take armed collective action to maintain the peace. 

The second element in the UN’s organisational structure was the much larger General 

Assembly of 51 members. It was presided over from 1948 to 1949 by Australian jurist and 

diplomat Herbert Vere (‘HV’) Evatt, who had been a leading light in the foundation of the UN 

and in the drawing up of its human rights charter. From 1946 to 1951, US First Lady Eleanor 

Roosevelt was a highly in:uential chair of the UN Human Rights Commission.

Over time, the General Assembly, more of a debating chamber than an executive body, was 

to grow and become dominated by post-colonial nations, many of which were hostile to the 

interests of Western powers.

Finally, the UN’s work was administered by a secretariat. It would grow rapidly over the 

years, and was initially headed by a highly capable Secretary-General, Norwegian politician and 

diplomat Trygve Lie (pronounced ‘Trigvee Lee’). 

sourCe 1.6 Eleanor Roosevelt, who played a key role in the drafting of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, is 

pictured here reviewing the result of her work in poster form. 
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were at the time of its foundation in 1945. 

seCurIty CounCIl

●  5 permanent  member nations:  
China, France, russia, united Kingdom,  
united states

●  10 non-permanent elected nations  
(two-year terms)

peacekeeping 
forces

economic  
and social 

Council

International 
Court of 
Justice

International 
Criminal  

Court

secretary - 
general

●   includes all member nations
●   one vote for each nation

maJor agenCIes
● un development Program
●  un high Commissioner for refugees
● un Children’s Fund
● un environment Program

speCIalIsed agenCIes
●  Food and agriculture organization  

of the united nations
● international Monetary Fund
● World Trade organization
● World health organization
● World Bank
●  united nations educational, scienti@c 

and Cultural organization (unesCo)

general assemBly

In contrast to the League’s poor executive track record, Trygve Lie would become the Erst in 

a long line of distinguished UN Secretaries-General that includes Dag Hammarskjöld (Sweden, 

1953–61), U Thant (Burma/Myanmar, 1961–71), Javier Pérez de Cuéllar (Peru, 1982–91) and 

2001 Nobel Prize winner KoE Annan (Ghana, 1997–2006). As another point of comparison with 

the League’s paltry 100-strong workforce, the UN secretariat in 2014 employed 43 000 staff, a 

Egure, incidentally, that has led to criticism of over-bureaucratisation of the UN.

As for the defeated powers, Japan was granted UN observer status in 1952 and full status in 

1956. Italy was also admitted as an observer in 1952 and was granted full status in 1955. West 

Germany was admitted to the UN as an observer in 1955, and East Germany as an observer 

as late as 1972. Both Germanies were admitted to full status in 1973. The key point to note 

here is the difference between gaining observer status and full status. The two Germanies were 

slow to gain full UN recognition because of ongoing Cold War disagreements over proposals 

for their membership, tensions that positioned the Germanies as strategic pawns in the UN 

membership game.

As the UN developed, its shape and purpose were modiEed by subsequent events. These led, 

for example, to the establishment of the United Nations Educational, ScientiEc and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO) in November 1945; the creation of the state of Israel in May 1948; 

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in December 1948; and the formation of the United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in December 1950.
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Chapter summary
 + In modern history, serious attempts to stabilise international relations by establishing a 

world order date back to the early 19th century, when European diplomats set up secret 

geopolitical arrangements to the advantage of their leaders who were the dominant powers 

of the day. The diplomats formed an aristocratic collective who often knew each other 

personally, spoke French (the common diplomatic language) and met in leisurely gatherings 

to thrash out differences of opinion. This period of international relations was dominated 

by two individual aristocrats, Metternich and Bismarck.

 + In the early 20th century, Woodrow Wilson set his mark on the next stage of world order 

design when he insisted that international disputes be settled in an open fashion, that 

self-determination be an important part of negotiations and that democratic interests be 

served. His principled stand foundered on the rocks of US isolationism and on the League 

of Nations’ inability to deal with aggressive European dictators and a warlike Japanese 

military.

 + Failed efforts to create a stable international order in the Erst half of the 20th century led to 

two horriEc world wars. The international relations of that time were again dominated by 

individuals, such as Hitler, Mussolini, Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin. 

 + The post-1945 priority for most of the victors of the Second World War was to set up a 

new and more effective collective and consultative association of nations. This led to the 

creation of the UN, an organisation built on effective collective security, and on policy and 

process, not on the personal ambitions of individual politicians as, for example, had been 

the case with the agreement between Stalin, Roosevelt and Churchill at Yalta. 

 + Almost immediately, the UN faced powerful countermoves to its attempts at international 

stabilisation. These included the 1947 onset of the Cold War, successive and frequently 

violent decolonisation crises, and recurring con:icts in the Middle East over the creation 

of the state of Israel. 

Endnotes
1 Fraser J Harbutt, Yalta 1945: Europe and America at the Crossroads, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 

2010, p. 1.

2 Laurence Rees, World War II: Behind Closed Doors: Stalin, the Nazis and the West, BBC Books, 2009, p. 333. 

Weblinks
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Further resources
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Max Hastings, Inferno: The World at War, 1939–1945, Alfred A Knopf, New York, 2011.

Martyn Housden, The League of Nations and the Organisation of Peace, Pearson Longman,  
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Chapter review activities
1 How realistic do you think Woodrow Wilson was about open international collaboration?

2 Was there any way the League of Nations could have thwarted the Axis powers?

3 Was Roosevelt simply carrying on the work of Woodrow Wilson? 

4 How did the international conferences that occurred at the time of the Second World War 

between the years 1941 and 1945 differ from preceding arrangements for dealing with 

international relations?

5 Examine the life and work of Keynes and White. Assess which of the two was the more 

signiEcant economist.

6 What were the motivations of the Big Three at the Yalta Conference?

7 Did anyone gain from Yalta? Explain your reasoning.

8 Why was the Potsdam Conference of global signiEcance?

9 What factors led to the creation of the United Nations Organization in 1945?

10 How did the UN differ from its predecessor, the League of Nations?

11 What role did Eleanor Roosevelt play in establishing the UN’s Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights? How innovative and signiEcant was that declaration?

12 There is an argument that liberal internationalism can be a cover for national goals. What 

evidence can you End among the events described in this chapter that might support or 

refute that argument?

13 The UN was set up in 1945. How did the world look in 1945 to a geopolitical optimist? 

How did it look to a geopolitical pessimist?

Essay question
14 How and why did attempts to establish world orders succeed or fail in the Erst half of the 

20th century?
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The Cold War begins, 1945–1949

C h a p t e r  t w o

Before the guns of the Second World War fell silent in 1945, the alliance between the 

United States, the Soviet Union and Great Britain had begun to fall apart. That the 

Allies could even achieve wartime cooperation, given their ideological, social and 

political differences, was extraordinary, and demonstrated how serious the Axis threat 

had been. But when the combination of fascism and Japanese militarism was defeated, 

there was nothing left to hold the alliance together. The origins of the Cold War can be 

found in the competing geopolitical visions of the Soviets and Americans after the war, 

and in particular their respective plans for the shape of postwar Europe and Germany. 

The Soviets prized security on their western borders above all, and feared encirclement 

by capitalist powers. As a consequence they were wedded to the idea of a sphere of 

in�uence in the eastern European states and the permanent weakening of Germany. 

The US, on the other hand, was committed to the principle of self-determination 

for all nations, and open, global free-trade arrangements. The Americans believed that 

the peoples of eastern Europe should determine the type of government they lived 

under. The Americans also believed a uni$ed and economically sound Germany was 

necessary for the political stability of Europe. 

The relationship between the Soviet leader Joseph Stalin 

and the US president Harry S Truman was also signi$cant 

after the war. There was a growing atmosphere of mistrust, 

which became palpable after the US exploded the $rst 

atomic bombs. 

By the end of the 1940s the Cold War had spread outside 

Europe. China’s embrace of communism led to fears in the 

West of a so-called ‘domino effect’. It was the failure to 

reconcile their competing visions that led the US and the 

USSR to develop policies that would entrench the Cold War for 

the next 45 years. 

The Cold War 
begins,  

1945–1949 

❮  The Allied leaders at the Potsdam Conference, July 1945: left to right, Clement Atlee 

(Britain), Harry Truman (US) and Joseph Stalin (USSR)

 + What were the key ideological, 
cultural and political di�erences 
between the Soviet Union and 
the United States that led to the 
development of the Cold War? 

 + What was the signi�cance of 
the Truman Doctrine and of the 
Berlin blockade?   

InquIry questIons
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The origins of the Cold War 
The Second World War brought both the United States and Soviet Union out of their prewar 

isolation. When Germany was �nally defeated in May 1945, cracks had already begun to 

appear in the alliance between the two superpowers. Stalin was suspicious of the US’s 

motive for its late entry into the European war, and he was wary of the Americans’ failure to 

inform him of their new secret atomic weapon. 

superpower 

A nation that has the 

greatest capacity to 

in�uence political, economic 

and military affairs on a 

global scale. During the Cold 

War era the US and  

the USSR were the world’s 

two superpowers

The Cold War 

The term ‘Cold War’ expresses the permanent state of political and military tension that 

existed between the United States and the Soviet Union between 1945 and 1991. The 

war was ‘cold’, as opposed to ‘hot’, because the superpowers never directly confronted 

each other. This was because the new reality of nuclear weapons multiplied the 

consequences of a war. Instead of &ghting with weapons, both sides tended to wage war 

on each other on an ideological, political and economic level.  

1945 February  Stalin, Roosevelt and Churchill (the ‘Big Three’) met at Yalta and agreed on a 

four-power division of Germany and Berlin after the war

 aprIl US president Franklin Delano Roosevelt died, and was replaced by Harry S Truman

 May The war ended in Europe 

   July–august  The Big Three met at Potsdam to discuss the shape of the postwar world 

  Atomic bombs were dropped on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki

1946 February George Kennan sent his ‘Long Telegram’ from Moscow, accusing the Soviets of 

being aggressive and expansionist 

  MarCh Former British prime minister Winston Churchill delivered his ‘Iron Curtain’ speech 

   Greek Civil War began

 septeMber Novikov Telegram was sent from Washington to Moscow in response to growing 

Cold War tensions. It opened old wounds and accused the US of pursuing an 

imperial policy of economic expansion 

1947  MarCh  President Truman delivered his ‘Containment’ speech to a joint session of Congress 

 June European Recovery Plan, or ‘Marshall Plan’, was announced 

1948 June Berlin blockade began 

1949  septeMber Soviet Union made its �rst successful test of a nuclear bomb in the remote 

desert of Kazakhstan

  oCtober People’s Republic of China was declared, following Communist victory in the 

long-running civil war

The Cold War begins, 1945–49
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As discussed in Chapter 1, the Yalta Conference in February 

1945 highlighted disagreements about the postwar future of 

Poland and the states of eastern Europe. These differences set 

the tone for relations as the hostilities of the war drew to an 

end. After all, the British had entered the war to defend Polish 

territorial integrity and they would not easily accept a permanent 

Soviet occupation of Poland. For the Soviets, Poland was a matter 

of security; they wanted a buffer zone between the USSR and 

industrial Europe, to prevent a so-called ‘capitalist encirclement’. 

The Americans, on the other hand, were guided by the principle of 

national self-determination, as outlined in the Atlantic Charter, 

and Roosevelt was trying to rally support among the Allies for a 

United Nations. 

buffer zone

A geographical 

area separating two 

potentially con�icting 

areas

self-determination

The right of a nation 

to determine its 

own political system 

free from outside 

interference

sourCe 2.1 The Soviet sphere of in'uence in  

Europe, 1947
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table 4.1 The relative strength and situation of the world powers in 1945

US The US had the world’s largest economy. it had a huge army, navy and air force, 

and it was the only power that had a nuclear bomb.  

USSR The USSr had the largest land army in europe. its occupation of eastern europe 

was of great strategic importance and something the americans could do little 

about without the threat of force. it had lost tens of millions of people in the war 

and was in need of signi3cant reconstruction in 1945.  

UK and France The war had brought an end to the old imperial order. The US policy of self-

determination for all nations meant that the old european empires would have to 

relinquish their wealthy overseas territories. Both the UK and France embarked 

on a reconstruction program, and the UK established its welfare state. 

Germany germany was occupied and divided into four zones. The americans wanted to 

rebuild germany as a prosperous trading partner and democratic counterweight 

to the Soviet Union, while the Soviets were committed to germany’s permanent 

weakening. germany would remain divided between east and West in 1949. 

Japan Japan was su<ering under the e<ects of the nuclear bombings of hiroshima 

and nagasaki. The Japanese imperial military order was replaced with a US 

occupation and a new democratic constitution. 

China The Chinese had su<ered greatly as a consequence of the Japanese ‘Three alls’ 

policy. Civil war resumed between the nationalists and Communists at the end 

of the war. The Communists would eventually prevail in october 1949. 

postwar aIMs oF the sovIet unIon
The initial postwar aims of the Soviet Union revolved around security on its western borders. 

The USSR had lost 27 million people in the war and would not retreat and withdraw its 

forces from eastern Europe until agreement had been reached about the future of Germany. 
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As Stalin pointed out in 1945, Germany had been able to attack Russia twice in the 

recent past, moving through bordering countries. Consequently, the Soviets believed 

they were justi�ed in their demands for a buffer zone and sphere of in�uence in eastern 

Europe. They installed a communist government in Poland in January 1945, and forced 

other countries, such as Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, Hungary and Romania, to adopt 

governments sympathetic to Moscow. Stalin’s other major postwar aim was to weaken 

Germany’s own ability to again visit war on Russia. Before the war, Germany had been 

the major capitalist–industrial power on the continent, so it was not in Soviet interests to 

encourage the re-emergence of a strong Germany. Stalin hoped the four-power division 

of Germany would keep it weak. 

postwar aIMs oF the unIted states

The Americans, far from accepting arguments about security, regarded the Soviet refusal to 

withdraw from their eastern positions as the political and ideological expansion of communism. 

To complicate matters, it appears that, at Yalta, Roosevelt had granted tacit acceptance of the 

Soviet presence in eastern Europe as a trade-off to obtain Stalin’s support to �nish the war 

against Japan. Roosevelt’s untimely death in April 1945 left the matter entirely unresolved. 

His replacement, Harry S Truman, not nearly as deft at diplomacy as Roosevelt, took a more 

aggressive stance towards the Soviets. Historians can only speculate on whether or not Roosevelt 

would have been able to steer a less rocky course through the postwar settlement. Truman also 

needed to display a strong hand against the Soviets to avoid accusations within the US of being 

soft on communism.

the Future oF gerMany 

But it was the future of Germany that most preoccupied the Americans. Unlike the Soviets, they 

wanted a strong, industrial Germany, to ensure the continuation of open markets and strong 

trade in Europe. The US had bene�ted most from the war, with American companies taking 

huge orders for consumer and agricultural goods from a devastated Europe. This rapid rate of 

economic expansion could not be maintained without strong markets and without trading 

partners with deep pockets. At Yalta, the Big Three powers had agreed to divide Germany 

and Berlin into four zones, occupied by the US, the Soviet Union, Great Britain and France, 

until permanent reuni�cation arrangements could be made. It would be over Berlin that 

the fractures in the alliance deepened, and the Soviet and American failure to �nd common 

cause permanently entrenched Cold War tensions. 

sphere of in�uence 

The region over which a 

powerful state can exercise 

some control, for security 

or economic purposes

communist 

A supporter of communism, 

an economic system 

of collective, state 

ownership of industry and 

infrastructure, in which the 

bene$ts of production are 

distributed among citizens

Big Three

The leaders of the Soviet 

Union (Stalin), the US 

(Roosevelt) and Britain, 

(Churchill), during the 

Second World War

Harry S Truman (1884–1972)

Harry S Truman was the president of the US from 1945 to 1953. Born in rural Missouri in 1884, 

Truman was a farmer and haberdashery shop owner before moving into law and politics in 1934. 

Truman was suddenly thrust into the presidency during the $nal months of the war 

after the death of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt. With little foreign policy experience, 

Truman was responsible for steering the world along the rocky path to peace. He had to make 
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major decisions about war and peace, and reshape the 

postwar world in a way that would maintain American 

prosperity. 

In August 1945 Truman made the decision to end 

the Paci$c War against Japan with the atomic bomb. 

The cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki were razed to the 

ground, resulting in the instant deaths of 120 000 people, 

and many thousands more over the following days and 

months, from the effects of nuclear radiation. Truman’s 

diaries reveal a deep sadness about the aftermath of  

the bomb. 

After the war, Truman had to confront the threat 

of communism in Europe and its spread into Asia. The 

ideology of communism was fundamentally different to 

the American vision for the world, but Truman would 

have to overcome generations of American isolationism 

to adopt a more active role internationally.

Joseph Stalin (1878–1953)

Joseph Stalin was the leader of the Soviet Union  

from 1927 until his death in 1953. Although a relatively 

minor $gure at the time of the 1917 Russian Revolution, 

he rose to power after the death of Lenin. Stalin’s brand 

of communism advocated rapid industrialisation, which 

often resulted in violent social change. His brutal drive 

for agricultural collectivisation and industrialisation 

in the 1930s cost the lives of tens of millions of Soviet 

citizens. He was a paranoid leader who ruled through his 

hated secret police, the NKVD (later the KGB). His laws 

cruelly suppressed real or imagined opposition, using a 

system of terror that included show trials and summary 

executions. Stalin’s attitude is expressed in the famous 

quote attributed to him, ‘Death solves all problems – no 

man, no problem’.

For all his brutality, Stalin was responsible for a remarkable transformation in Russia. 

From being a backward agricultural nation of peasants it became an industrial power that 

was able to defeat Hitler. In the postwar world, the Soviet Union became a superpower that 

was so technologically advanced it was able to produce a nuclear weapon and engage in 

the space race. 

In the negotiations at the end of the war Stalin was a wily foe. He deeply distrusted the 

Americans and he achieved his fundamental goal for the postwar world: a buffer zone and 

sphere of in�uence in eastern Europe. 
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Question

Stalin attributed the defeat of Germany to the success of Soviet industrialisation in the 1930s. 

But the 1930s came at great cost to many Soviet citizens. 

 1  Choose two of the topics below and research them in relation to Stalin’s activities in the 

USSR in the 1930s: 

a collectivisation 

b the Kirov Decrees  

c show trials and Communist Party purges 

d  industrialisation. 

Con�icting ideologies  
Tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union <uctuated as each player shifted 

back and forth between the idealism of their political and economic visions for the 

organisation of the world, and the realism de�ned by their military capacity and by other 

geopolitical events, such as the development of the atomic bomb and the presence of Soviet 

troops across eastern Europe. 

The friction between the US and the Soviet Union simmered throughout 1946. 

A series of speeches, letters, telegrams and interviews revealed the deep divisions 

and mistrust between the former Allies only months after the conclusion of the war. 

Documents from 1946 provide a great insight into each power’s analysis of the other’s 

motives, actions and ideologies. 

realism

In international relations, 

a nation’s acting in 

accordance with its own 

interests and in the context 

of geopolitical events 

idealism 

In international relations, the 

striving of a nation or leader 

towards ideals, or ideas of 

how things ought to be

sourCe 2.2 The competing ideologies of the US and the USSR

 +  Believed in the concept of self-
determination, or of all nations being 
able to choose their own type of 
government.

 +  Believed that con>ict could be solved 
by increasing cooperation, through 
bodies such as the United nations and 
others intended to facilitate free trade 
between nations, as proposed at the 
Bretton Woods Conference.

 +  Believed that the best way to deliver 
prosperity was through capitalism, 
in which the market would distribute 
wealth through wages and a<ordable 
consumer products.

 +  Believed in a sphere of in>uence on 
its western border as a bu<er zone 
against capitalist aggression.

 +  Believed that the source of all wars 
was the con>ict between capitalist 
powers, and that future con>ict could 
only be averted by a communist 
utopia.

 +  Believed the best way to deliver 
prosperity was to abolish the class  
divide, through centralised economic 
planning and the socialisation of the 
means of production.

capitalism 

An economic system 

in which trade and 

industries are owned 

and controlled by 

private enterprise 

for pro$t
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A war of words 
During 1946 a series of communications encapsulated the key concerns during the early Cold War. Shaped 

by di�erent ideological and strategic concerns, each power in the emerging con>ict began to articulate very 

di�erent understandings of a new postwar world order.  

The Kennan ‘long Telegram’: Moscow, 22 February 1946 

On 22 February 1946, George F Kennan, an American diplomat based in the Soviet Union, sent a telegram to 

Washington outlining his views on Soviet foreign policy:

Everything must be done to advance relative strength of USSR as a factor in international society … no 

opportunity must be missed to reduce strength and in>uence … of capitalist powers … 

 … Russians will participate oCcially in international organizations where they see opportunity of extending 

Soviet power or of inhibiting or diluting power of others … I reiterate, Moscow has no abstract devotion to 

UNO ideals. Its attitude to that organization will remain essentially pragmatic and tactical … 

 … [Various Soviet cultural organisations will be internationally deployed to] undermine general political and 

strategic potential of major western powers. E�orts will be made in such countries to disrupt national self 

con�dence … in de�ant violent struggle for destruction of other elements of society … In foreign countries 

Communists will, as a rule, work toward destruction of all forms of personal independence, economic, 

political or moral … Everything possible will be done to set major Western Powers against each other … 

In summary, we have here a political force committed fanatically to the belief … that it is desirable and 

necessary that the internal harmony of our society be disrupted, our traditional way of life be destroyed, 

the international authority of our state be broken, if Soviet power is to be secure … 

 … Soviet power … does not work by �xed plans. It does not take unnecessary risks … Gauged against the 

Western world as a whole, Soviets are still by far the weaker force.  

sourCe 2.3 The diplomat  

George Kennan
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sourCe 2.4 Winston Churchill (left) with Harry S Truman (right) just before Churchill 

delivered his ‘Sinews of Peace’ speech in Fulton, Missouri 
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Churchill’s ‘sinews of Peace’ speech: Missouri, 5 March 1946 

On 5 March 1946 the former British wartime prime minister, Winston Churchill, delivered his famous ‘iron curtain’ 

line in his ‘Sinews of Peace’ speech. He gave the speech to an American audience at Westminster College, in 

Fulton, Missouri:

The United States stands at this time at the pinnacle of world power. 

 … A shadow has fallen upon the scenes so lately lighted by the Allied victory. Nobody knows what Soviet 

Russia and its Communist international organisation intends to do in the immediate future ... I have a 

strong admiration and regard for the valiant Russian people and for my wartime comrade, Marshal Stalin. 

There is deep sympathy and goodwill in Britain – and I doubt not here also – towards the peoples of all the 

Russias and a resolve to persevere through many di�erences and rebu�s in establishing lasting friendships. 

We understand the Russian need to be secure on her western frontiers by the removal of all possibility of 

German aggression … It is my duty, however, for I am sure you would wish me to state the facts as I see 

them to you, to place before you certain facts about the present position in Europe.

From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across the Continent. 

Behind that line lie all the capitals of the ancient states of Central and Eastern Europe. Warsaw, Berlin, 

Prague, Vienna, Budapest, Belgrade, Bucharest and So�a, all these famous cities and the populations 

around them lie in what I must call the Soviet sphere, and all are subject in one form or another, not only 

to Soviet in>uence but to a very high and, in many cases, increasing measure of control from Moscow … 

stalin’s reply to Churchill’s ‘sinews of Peace’ speech: Pravda, 14 March 1946 

Stalin responded to Churchill’s ‘Iron Curtain’ speech in an interview published in the Soviet state publication 

Pravda on 14 March 1946. Here, Stalin outlined what he considered were the realities of the Soviet situation:

 ... In substance, Mr. Churchill now stands in the position of a �rebrand of war. And Mr. Churchill is not 

alone here. He has friends not only in England but also in the United States of America … In this respect, 

one is reminded remarkably of Hitler and his friends … 

 … The Soviet Union has lost in men several times more than Britain and the United States together … 

It may be that some quarters are trying to push into oblivion these sacri�ces of the Soviet people which 

insured the liberation of Europe from the Hitlerite yoke … But the Soviet Union cannot forget them. One 

can ask, therefore, what can be surprising in the fact that the Soviet Union, in a desire to ensure its security 

for the future, tries to achieve that these countries should have governments whose relations to the Soviet 

Union are loyal? How can one, without having lost one’s reason, qualify these peaceful aspirations of the 

Soviet Union as ‘expansionist tendencies’ of our Government? ... 

The novikov Telegram: Washington, 27 september 1946 

Like Kennan’s Long Telegram, the Soviet ambassador in Washington, Nikolai Novikov, provided an interpretation 

of his own on the foreign policy aims of the United States: 

The foreign policy of the United States … is characterized in the postwar period by a striving for world 

supremacy. This is the real meaning of the many statements by President Truman … that the United States 

has the right to lead the world. All the forces of American diplomacy – the army, the air force, the navy, 



The Cold War begins, 1945–1949
Chapter 2

3737
9
7
8
0
17
0
2
4
4
15
2

industry, and science – are enlisted in the service of this foreign policy. For this purpose broad plans for 

expansion have been developed … and the establishment of a system of naval and air bases stretching far 

beyond the boundaries of the United States. 

 … [The United States had calculated] that during the Second World War they would succeed in avoiding, 

at least for a long time, the main battles in Europe and Asia … [they] would enter only at the last minute, 

when it could easily a�ect the outcome of war … [and] that the Soviet Union … would also be exhausted or 

even completely destroyed as a result of the war … 

 … All of the countries of Europe and Asia are experiencing a colossal need for consumer goods, industrial and 

transportation equipment, etc. Such a situation provides  American monopolistic capital with prospects for 

enormous shipments of goods into these countries … would mean a serious strengthening of the economic 

position of the United States … and would be stage on the road to world domination.

 … The Soviet Union continues to be economically independent of the outside world … [and] the USSR’s 

international position is currently stronger than it was in the prewar period … the Soviet armed forces are 

located on the territory of Germany and other formerly hostile countries, thus guaranteeing that these 

countries will not be used again for an attack on the USSR … Such a situation … cannot help but be 

regarded by the American imperialists as an obstacle in the path of the expansionist policy of the United 

States. 

 … The ‘hard-line’ policy with regard to the USSR announced by Byrnes … is at present the main obstacle 

on the road to cooperation of the Great Powers … The present policy of the American government 

with regard to the USSR is also direct at limiting or dislodging the in>uence of the Soviet Union from 

neighbouring countries … The numerous and extremely hostile statements by American government, 

political and military �gures with regard to the Soviet Union and its foreign policy are very characteristic of 

the current relationship between the ruling circles of the United States and the USSR.

Questions 

1  What does Kennan claim are the aims of Soviet foreign policy? Give detail about how he thinks the Soviets 

plan to achieve these aims. 

2  According to Winston Churchill, what ‘shadow’ has fallen over Europe? 

3  Map work: Create a map of Europe that shows the Iron Curtain as if it were drawn. Highlight all of the main 

capital cities behind the curtain. 

4  What was Stalin’s central argument for wanting to maintain a sphere of in>uence in the countries on his 

western border? 

5  a What does Novikov argue is the central aim of US foreign policy?

   b According to Novikov, how did the US bene�t from the war? 

6  Compare and contrast the foreign policy goals of the USA and the Soviet Union. How accurate do you think 

each side’s view is of the other? 

7  How useful are these sources for a historian trying to understand how the USA and the USSR viewed 

each other? 
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By 1947, the tensions of the previous year had clearly been felt. The political historian Len 

Scott argues that the Truman Doctrine came ‘ … with a rhetoric designed to arouse awareness of 

Soviet aims, and a declaration that America would support those threatened by Soviet subversion 

or expansion … [and] expressed the self-image of the US as inherently defensive’.1

Aside from the political posturing of both sides and the need to settle the territorial questions 

of the period, for the Americans it was vital to extend and continue their newfound prosperity 

and to ensure that markets for trade would be open to them. Henry Heller, an historian of 

the Cold War argues, ‘For the United States the primary motive of its new international 

foreign policy was not to contain communism. Its broader aim was rather to maintain and 

extend US capitalism based on the principles of economic liberalism’.2

Con�icting politics 
The ideological differences between the United States and the Soviet Union would soon turn 

into geopolitical con<ict with each side seeking to protect and advance their own interests. In 

1947 the US established the policy of containment in the face of two changing geopolitical 

circumstances. First, a series of Soviet-led crises between 1946 and 1947, which threatened 

the sovereignty of Iran, Turkey and Greece, alarmed the Americans. Second, the British, 

who had traditionally provided support in these regions, became unable to continue their 

military presence there. For the Americans it was one thing for the Soviet Union to simply 

stay in their eastern European positions after the war, but another thing entirely for the 

Soviets to attempt to spread their in<uence to the south and gain a foothold in the Near and 

Middle East. 

These two factors led the US to establish long-running foreign policy positions against 

the Soviets; the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan. These programs were an attempt 

to both contain communism and promote capitalism as a means of recovery in Western 

Europe. The longer the major economies of Britain, France and Germany took to recover, the 

more vulnerable they were believed to be to the in<uence of communism. The fundamental 

differences in the political and economic ideologies of the US and the USSR were further 

sharpened when Truman articulated exactly what he believed the Americans were standing 

up to, and followed this anti-Soviet declaration with a US$400 million commitment to 

support Turkey and Greece. Marshall Plan money, famously dismissed by the Soviet foreign 

minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, as ‘dollar imperialism’, would provide US$15 billion worth of 

grants to Europe in an effort to rebuild ruined economies. 

the truMan doCtrIne – ContaInMent

On 12 March 1947, when President Truman appeared in front of a joint session of Congress 

to outline his reasons for urgent economic and �nancial assistance for the relief of Turkey and 

Greece, he accompanied his request with a statement about what he saw as the key differences 

between communism and capitalism. He told Congress: 

containment

The American policy of 

checking the expansion 

of Soviet communism 

through economic aid, 

military intervention or 

diplomacy

Marshall Plan

The American program 

to make US$15 billion 

available to European 

nations to support 

economic recovery after 

the Second World War 

foreign policy

A sovereign state’s policy 

on dealings with other 

states and foreign entities, 

normally in pursuit of its 

national interests
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One way of life is based upon the will of the majority, and is distinguished by free 

institutions, representative government, free elections, guarantees of individual 

liberty, freedom of speech and religion, and freedom from political oppression. The 

second way of life is based upon the will of a minority forcibly imposed upon the 

majority. It relies upon terror and oppression, a controlled press and radio, �xed 

elections, and the suppression of personal freedoms … 

The Truman Doctrine offered US$400 million to protect Turkey and Greece against Soviet 

aggression. The Americans would now shoulder the burden of containing communism in these 

countries by providing military assistance and �nancial support. Truman’s speech also contained 

a warning to the Soviets: America would protect the rights of people everywhere to determine 

their own political destiny, with force if necessary. 

The crises in Iran, Turkey and Greece had convinced the Americans that they needed to 

contain communism within the eastern European sphere, as de�ned at Yalta in early 1945. It had 

become clear the Soviets would simply not move their forces, and there was little the Americans 

or British could do about it. 

Iran 

In August 1941 (two years into the Second World War) the Soviets and British jointly 

occupied Iran. This was part of an agreement that they would both withdraw from Iran six 

months after the war ended. The Iranians had no reason to suspect that the Allies would not 

honour this agreement. In fact, the Big Three met in the Iranian capital of Tehran in 1943, 

and restated their commitment to Iranian territorial sovereignty and to Iran as an ally. 

Following the 2 September signing of the Japanese surrender to Allied forces, the Iranian 

government wrote a politely worded letter to the Allies – the Americans, British and Soviets – 

asking each to leave the country. The British left Iran, as per their agreement. However, Stalin 

was plotting ways to consolidate this foothold in Iran. 

It was oil that attracted the Soviets to Iran. Iranian oil had been the lifeline for Soviet 

troops during the war, and the Soviets had come to depend on its cheap, abundant supply. 

Indeed, Stalin had teams of geologists secretly drilling and exploring for oil deposits 

in the north of the country during the occupation and was desperate to extract an oil 

agreement with the Iranians. A strictly anti-communist Iranian government made such an 

agreement unlikely. 

During December 1945, seven months after the European theatre of war ended, the 

northern regions of Iran, which were home to the Azeris and the Kurds, asserted their 

independence from Iran by declaring Soviet-backed democratic republics. Documents from 

the Russian archives show that Soviet Politburo members were actively promoting separatist 

national movements in the north of Iran in an effort to destablise the country. This newly 

proclaimed independence led to clashes between the Soviet-trained Kurdish forces and 

the Iranian military. The Iranian failure to bring the Kurdish and Azerbaijani forces under 

control caused alarm in the US. 

Azeris

Also called ‘Azerbaijanis’; 

a predominantly Shiah 

Muslim ethnic community 

living in modern Iran and 

Azerbaijan

Kurds

An ethnic community 

living in modern Iran, Iraq, 

Syria and Turkey

Politburo

The central policy-making 

body in the Soviet Union
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For the Western powers the loss of Iran would give the Soviets a strategic advantage in the 

Middle East region. Since the 1920s the US and Britain had developed extensive oil interests 

in the Middle East, most notably in Iraq and Saudi Arabia, and had cultivated strong networks 

of political in<uence. Fears that the Soviets would prevail in Iran made US President Harry S 

Truman furious. 

President Truman on Iran
In January 1946 Truman wrote a letter to James Francis Byrnes, the US Secretary of State, expressing his 

outrage at Russian actions in Iran. He wrote: 

When you went to Moscow you were faced with another accomplished fact in Iran. Another outrage 

if ever I saw one … Iran was our ally in the war. Iran was Russia’s ally in the war. Iran agreed to the free 

passage of arms, ammunition and other supplies running into millions of tons across her territory from 

the Persian Gulf to the Caspian Sea. Without these supplies, furnished by the United States, Russia 

would have been ignominiously defeated. Yet now Russia stirs up rebellion and keeps troops on the soil 

of her friend and ally, Iran.

There isn’t a doubt in my mind that Russia intends an invasion of Turkey and the seizure of the Black Sea 

Straits to the Mediterranean. Unless Russia is faced with an iron �st and strong language another war is in 

the making. Only one language do they understand – ‘How many divisions have you?’ … I do not think we 

should play compromise any longer … I’m tired of babying the Soviets.

Questions

1  Describe how Iran contributed to the Allied war e�ort. 

2  What does Truman believe are the real intentions of the Russians in the area around Iran? 

3  Research the origins of the quote ‘How many divisions have you?’ A hint is that it was said by Stalin.

The Iranian crisis is important because it was the �rst time that the United States attempted 

to contain Soviet expansion through the processes of the United Nations Security Council. In 

the end, a direct con<ict was averted, not by the intervention of the UN, but by Stalin being 

granted a limited agreement from the Iranian government for the supply of oil, in return for his 

withdrawal of Russian troops from the country. When Stalin agreed, the Azeri and Kurd hopes 

for independence were dashed. 

Turkey 

It was geography more than any other factor that stoked the �res of con<ict between the US 

and the Soviet Union over Turkey. Since early 1946, the Soviets had been calling for revision 

of an international treaty that gave Turkey control of the passages of water that link the Black 

Sea with the Aegean and Mediterranean seas – the Bosphorus Strait, the Sea of Marmara and 

the Dardanelles. The Soviets regarded these straits as strategically important to their military, 
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political and economic interests, and they believed that the 1936 Montreux Convention, an 

agreement about rights of access to the straits, was outdated. 

Leaders in the US saw the Soviet demands over the straits as expansionist, and worried 

what they might mean if the Soviets were to achieve further advances in the Middle 

East. In addition to access of the straits, the Soviets wanted to annex the areas of Kars 

and Ardahan and establish military bases on Turkish territory. Turkey rejected these 

demands as it was committed to continuing the neutrality it had enjoyed in the war. It 

looked to the United Nations and the US for support. 
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sourCe 2.5 The straits that link the Black Sea to the Aegean Sea and the Mediterranean beyond: the Bosphorus 

Strait, the Sea of Marmara and the Dardanelles

The American ambassador to Turkey, Edwin C Wilson, wrote to US Secretary of State James 

Byrnes in March 1946 stating what he believed were the motivations behind the Soviet moves 

in Turkey:  

The real Soviet objective towards Turkey is not a revision of the régime of the 

Straits, but actual domination of Turkey. In the vast security belt of the Soviet 

Union which extends from the Baltic to the Black Sea, Turkey constitutes a sole 

gap. Turkey maintains an independent foreign policy and in particular looks to the 

Western democracies for guidance and assistance. This the Soviet Union is unwilling 

to tolerate.

In the following month, the battleship USS Missouri sailed through the straits and into Istanbul. 

It was a sign to the Soviets that the US would protect Turkey’s sovereignty. 

The crisis came to a head on 7 August 1946 when the Soviets wrote a formal letter rejecting 

the Montreux Convention, a move the Americans regarded as aggressive. President Truman 
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and Secretary Byrnes resolved to face off against the Soviets. 

They stated that they would resist Soviet aggression using 

all the means at their disposal, and in particular they would 

resist aggression against Turkey. 

Although there was little possibility that the Soviets 

would actually launch military action to acquire the straits, 

the crisis in Turkey was important for a number of reasons. 

First, it was a case of Turkey successfully standing up to its 

larger, more powerful neighbour and seeking the assistance 

of the US to do so. Second, it led to Turkey joining the 

Western community by being granted membership of the 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in 1949. Finally, 

the American response to the Soviets in Turkey would 

prepare the ground for the policy of containment. 

The Greek Civil War, 1946–49

The �nal crisis that convinced the Americans of the need to contain communism was the Greek 

Civil War, which began in March 1946 and lasted for three and a half years, concluding in 

October 1949.  

background to the con7ict
The Second World War had had a devastating impact on Greece, as it was occupied by Italy and 

Germany between April 1941 and October 1944. During the occupation, a famine killed 40 000 

people, 1000 villages and small towns were destroyed, and more than 70 000 Greeks were killed 

by the occupation forces. Bitter divisions in the country led to a deep split between the emerging 

communist forces of the left and the exiled Greek government of the right. 

When the Germans retreated in 1944, Greece was left in a power vacuum. The Greek 

government in exile had very little control of events within the country and during the war the 

Greek Communist Party (KKE) had become in<uential. The British prime minister Winston 

Churchill, facing the political reality that Stalin and the Soviets would control eastern Europe 

after the war, sought a deal to prevent the communists from gaining power in Greece. On 

9 October 1944 Churchill offered the Soviets a free hand in Romania in return for them agreeing 

not to dominate Greece via the KKE. Stalin agreed. 

Some two months after the Soviets withdrew their support for the KKE, the rightist Greek 

government sought to reassert its control of the country. On 3 December 1944 the so-called 

‘white terror’ began, with the aim of bringing the communists to heel; government forces began 

a violent persecution and repression of the left. This persecution continued until the end of the 

Second World War. 

The March 1946 election and start of the Civil War
The crisis came to a head during the March 1946 election. The KKE did not accept the outcome 

of the election, arguing that the new government was corrupt and unrepresentative, and that it 

sponsored right-wing terrorism. The KKE resumed the con<ict that had been simmering since 

sourCe 2.6 In a show of support for the Turks, the USS Missouri 

sailed into Istanbul on 6 April 1946. 

U
S
 N

a
vy



The Cold War begins, 1945–1949
Chapter 2

4343
9
7
8
0
17
0
2
4
4
15
2

The Greek Civil War

sourCe 2.7 This cartoon from the British communist newspaper Daily Worker, 7 May 

1946, depicts the Greek government’s political persecution of the Greek communists.
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Question

1  How useful is this cartoon 

for the historian studying 

the Greek Civil War? In your 

answer, consider its content 

and the name of the paper it 

appeared in. 

late 1944. It declared war on the Greek government and promised to restore democracy. The 

KKE commenced operations against the government, with the support of communists from 

Yugoslavia and Bulgaria. Stalin gave limited support and tacit acceptance to the KKE. The 

Americans were alarmed once again because of potential Soviet in<uence on the doorstep of the 

strategically important Middle East. 

The British government, who were the traditional protectors of Greece, were unable to fund any 

support of the anti-communist forces because of the cost of an expensive postwar reconstruction 

at home. They declared that they could no longer shoulder the burden of supporting the Greek 

government. 

signi8cance of the war
The Greek Civil War eventually led to the declaration of the Truman Doctrine but it was also 

signi�cant for other reasons: 

 + It brought Greece into NATO. 

 + It caused a split between Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union over the role of communism in 

the region. Josip Broz Tito, the prime minister of Yugoslavia, wanted to continue support 

for the KKE, while Stalin was more cautious and withdrew support. 

 + It set a precedent that America would support the use of force to defend the right of 

countries to maintain their sovereignty in the face of communist aggression. 
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the Marshall plan 

American foreign policy in this period vacillated between realism and idealism. It was one 

thing to attempt to contain communism through the threat of force and through diplomacy, 

but more constructive measures would have to be put in place for Europe to weather the threat 

of communism. The aftermath of the war had brought unimaginable poverty to Europe, and 

throughout 1946 the fear of famine and homelessness was widespread. Winston Churchill came 

close to expressing the level of deprivation in his ‘Sinews of Peace’ speech (see page 36). 

When former US general and now Secretary of State George Catlett Marshall addressed 

the crowd assembled at Harvard University on 5 June 1947, he could hardly have impressed 

more urgently upon his fellow Americans the grave situation in Europe. Marshall said, 

‘ … the people of [the United States] are distant from the troubled areas of the earth and 

it is hard for them to comprehend the plight … of the long-suffering peoples [of Europe]’. 

He detailed for his audience the destruction of cities and infrastructure in Europe, the 

disappearance of �nancial institutions, the loss of traditional divisions of labour and 

con�dence in currencies, and the short supply of raw materials. 

Marshall understood that without a plan for economic recovery, communism might become 

attractive politically to western European governments, or alternatively they would be forced 

to make trade deals with the Soviet Union to meet their basic needs. The European Recovery 

Program, or ‘Marshall Plan’, created by Marshall, injected about US$15 billion worth of grants 

to assist European governments with reconstruction, including purchases of fuel, raw materials 

and food.

sourCe 2.8 Left to right: President Truman, George Marshall, Paul Hoffman and Averell Harriman in the White House's 

Oval Of?ce, discussing the Marshall Plan, 29 November 1948
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Ironically, the Marshall Plan was at odds with the style of recovery hoped for by most 

European leaders. Many governments maintained tariff barriers, and the American vision of 

free trade was at odds with the protection of their economies. They were suspicious of open, 

free-trade capitalism and blamed it for causing the Great Depression that had wrought so much 

suffering before the war. Most governments also believed that the cause of the war had been the 

Depression. However, in the face of starvation and with communism threatening, leaders were 

left little choice but to accept the Marshall Plan. 

The Marshall Plan also touched on one of the fundamental disagreements between the 

Americans and Soviets: the future of Germany. For the Americans, it was important that Germany 

could rise again as a powerful, industrial trading partner in Europe. They were convinced that 

a strong Germany was vital to the recovery of Europe. The Soviets, however, wanted to ensure 

that Germany would remain permanently weak. This was a sore point that would <are up in the 

following year with the Berlin blockade. 

The Marshall Plan had the effect of reinforcing the division between the communist East and 

the West. Although the money was largely targeted at Western European economic recovery, the 

Americans also offered aid to Eastern bloc countries and to the Soviets. This offer was famously 

dismissed by Soviet Foreign Minister Molotov as ‘dollar imperialism’. In response, the Soviets 

created Comecon (the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance), to foster trade cooperation 

among eastern European countries. 

The Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan were central planks in the US plan to 

contain communism during the early years of the Cold War. In the context of European 

failure to quickly recover from the Second World War, and attempted Soviet incursions into 

countries on the southern borders of the USSR, the Americans had to respond in ways that 

would challenge Soviet in<uence and expansion. Containment heralded the end of British 

in<uence on the European continent and signalled the American intent to shoulder the 

burden of recovery in line with the US’s vision of the postwar world. 

The communist threat in Italy and France 

After the Second World War the threat of communism in Italy and France was real. 

The Communist Party of Italy had reasserted its authority during the war, in 1943, 

when it played a signi&cant role in the resistance against the Fascism of Mussolini 

and occupation by the Nazis. Led by Palmiro Togliatti, the Italian Communists were 

heavily in0uenced by Moscow. The party had 2.3 million members after the war, and 

it represented a signi&cant political threat to the American in0uence. In the 1946 

election, the Communists received 19 per cent of votes. In the 1948 election, the 

communists and socialists formed a coalition, but were defeated mainly because of 

their opposition to the Marshall Plan. 

In France, the Communist Party achieved 25 per cent of the total vote in the &rst 

postwar election in 1945. This large vote gave the party some cabinet seats in the coalition 

government, and its leader, Maurice Thorez, was installed as deputy prime minister. The 

communist vote remained steady in France at just over 20 per cent until the late 1960s. 

Comecon

The Council for Mutual 

Economic Assistance, an 

economic organisation 

from 1949 to 1991; it was 

the Eastern bloc equivalent 

of the Marshall Plan
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The Germany question 
Berlin, the capital city of Germany, had been a source of tension between the United States and 

the Soviet Union since mid-1945, when the Allies had agreed on the four-power division of 

Germany at Potsdam. At that time Berlin had also been divided into four zones. The American, 

British and French sectors of Berlin, deep inside the Soviet occupation zone, was dubbed an 

‘island of capitalism in a sea of communism’.

There were fundamental differences in the way both sides viewed the future of Germany. 

The US wanted to develop a strong, industrial Germany, while the Soviets wanted to keep it 

permanently weak, and their ongoing demand for reparations payments were designed to ensure 

Germany’s ongoing poverty. While the alliance against Germany had united the Soviets and the 

Allies in 1941, disagreements about the future of Berlin created the �rst serious crisis of the Cold 

War era. 

By 1948 the question of the future of Germany was still not settled. The London Conference 

was convened in February 1948 to resolve the issue, but the Soviets were not invited. At the 

same time, the Soviet takeover of Czechoslovakia added to already heightened tensions. Britain, 

France and the US – the three Western nations occupying Germany – as well as Belgium, the 

Netherlands and Luxembourg agreed to uni�cation of the Western zones of occupation, the 

establishment of a democratic state, and the introduction of a new currency, the deutschmark. 

West Germany and West Berlin were conceived. The conference undermined the existing 

arrangements that had been established by the Allied Control Council at the end of the war. On 

20 March 1948 the Soviets left the Allied Control Council, angry at outcomes of the London 

Conference. 

Stalin already felt under siege by the Americans. The previous two years had seen the Kennan 

Telegram, the ‘Iron Curtain’ speech, American policies of containment and the <ow of Marshall 

Plan money into Europe. Even before the London Conference, Britain and the US had already 

combined their zones of occupation in Germany in an area to be called ‘bizonia’. Now the West 

was trying to force the issue of Germany by uniting in a single bloc against the Soviets. Ironically, 

it was Stalin who had most to lose from Cold War divisions becoming entrenched.

the berlIn bloCkade, 1948–49

The immediate cause of the Berlin blockade was the introduction of a new currency into the 

Western sectors of Berlin on 23 June 1948. The deutschmark had replaced the reichsmark in 

the other Western zones only �ve days earlier. In a humiliating move for the communists, East 

Germans rushed to cash in their reichsmarks in exchange for the new currency. Stalin responded 

by closing all roads, canals and railways into Berlin. If Stalin could not control his former allies, 

he would attempt to starve the West Berliners into submission.

The Americans immediately sent 60 long-range B-29 bombers from the US to bases in Britain. 

Although they did not carry nuclear weapons, the implications were clear. If the Soviet Union 

attempted to take West Berlin, Truman was prepared to �ght back with conventional force or 

nuclear weapons. 

Historians accept that Stalin did not want to provoke a war by blockading Berlin. He 

perhaps felt it inevitable the West and East would be permanently divided, and it is likely he 
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wanted the West to give up Berlin. But Berlin was too important for the Americans to let go. 

Although the city was of no practical or strategic signi�cance to them, it was of enormous 

symbolic value. To let Berlin go would mean accepting the principle of a Soviet sphere of 

in<uence in the east, and the Americans were not willing to move on this point. The loss of 

Berlin would be a triumph of communism over capitalism. 

The US and Britain responded to the blockade with a massive daily airlift of supplies into West 

Berlin from 24 June 1948 to 12 May 1949. The architects of the airlift were General Lucius Clay 

and Major General William Tunner. The Americans and British airlifted more than 4500 tons of 

food, fuel and other basic necessities into Berlin each day. 

There were a number of signi�cant outcomes of the Berlin blockade and airlift: 

 + The German question was �nally solved, with the creation of West Germany and East 

Germany. 

 + The Americans demonstrated their commitment to the people of West Berlin and its mayor, 

Ernst Reuter. 

 + Berlin became the symbol of the Cold War. 

 + The Soviets showed they would not be intimidated, and Stalin played a game of 

brinkmanship. 

 + There was an implied threat of nuclear con<ict, with Truman moving the B-29 bombers to 

British bases. 

sourCe 2.9 In response to Stalin’s blockade of West Berlin, the Western powers airlifted some 4500 tons of supplies into 

Berlin each day for nearly a year. In this photograph German children gather to watch an American aircraft 'ying at low 

altitude over Berlin.
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The Berlin blockade 
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sourCe 2.10 The cartoon ‘The Bird Watcher’, by EH Shepard, 

Punch, 14 July 1948

sourCe 2.11 A cartoon by Mirko Szewczuk, a German 

cartoonist who had served in the propaganda of?ce of the 

Wehrmacht (German defence force) during the Second 

World War 
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Questions

1  Write one paragraph for each cartoon describing what is occurring in it. Identify what or who is being 

represented and how. (Hint: the coat of arms of Berlin features a bear and a crown.)

2  These cartoons were published in British and German periodicals. In what ways might this have impacted on 

their representation of the events of the Berlin blockade?

3  Explain which image you consider to be more supportive of the airlift.

4  What value might these cartoons have to historians researching the early Cold War period?

5  The career of cartoonist and illustrator EH Shepard left an enduring legacy. Conduct research into his life 

and career. Summarise his signi�cance as an artist and commentator.
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Manhattan Project 

The American program 

responsible for developing 

the nuclear bomb during 

the Second World War 

Key developments in 1949
Three developments in 1949 changed the face and character of the early Cold War. In April the 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was established, a military alliance of the United 

States and Western European countries. In August the Russians tested their �rst atomic bomb 

and effectively ended the US’s monopoly on nuclear power. In October communism spread 

outside of the Soviet Union and eastern Europe into the world’s most populous nation – China. 

Each of these events was a signi�cant change to the status quo of international relations; each 

created new challenges for the world’s two superpowers, and each expanded the reach of Cold 

War tensions beyond Europe and the Middle East.

the north atlantIC treaty organIzatIon (nato) 

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization was established on 4 April 1949, largely in response to 

the ongoing crisis over the Berlin blockade, which was lifted only one month later in May. It was 

hoped that the formation of NATO would also have other bene�ts. A strong alliance between 

Western European nations and the US would prevent the resurgence of nationalist militarism 

in Europe, which had resulted in two world wars in the preceding decades. Moreover, NATO 

would serve as a body to encourage cooperation between European nations that were leaning 

towards greater economic unity. 

As a military alliance, NATO was also designed to deter the Russians from aggression 

and expansion into the West. A permanent American presence in Europe would provide 

this deterrence. Of course, NATO can be seen as vehicle by which the US’s retreat from 

its isolationism became more permanent. In many ways, forming NATO was an inevitable 

move for the Americans in Europe after committing huge sums of money to the Europeans 

through the Marshall Plan and in accordance with the Truman Doctrine. 

russIa and the boMb

The Soviets achieved their �rst successful atomic blast in a 

Kazakhstan desert on 29 August 1949. Codenamed ‘First Lightning’ 

it was a secret mission that was not acknowledged publicly until 

announced by US President Harry S Truman on 23 September, at 

which time the Soviets con�rmed they did possess a nuclear bomb. 

The American monopoly on nuclear weapons was over. 

The Russians had developed a nuclear program to match that of 

the US. Of course, some of the knowledge required to build the bomb 

had come from spying activity in the US. In particular, the German-

born British physicist on the Manhattan Project, Klaus Fuchs, was 

responsible for sharing American secrets with the Soviets. Fuchs was 

sentenced to 14 years’ imprisonment in 1950. 

sourCe 2.12 It was left to Truman to announce the 

atomic blast the Soviets called ‘First Lightning’; the 

Americans called the blast ‘Joe-1’, after Joseph Stalin. 
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The Soviet bomb prompted the Americans to up the ante in the arms race, and they 

announced plans in January 1950 to develop the hydrogen bomb – a weapon that would 

potentially generate a blast one thousand times more powerful than the atomic bomb used 

in Hiroshima. 

Nuclear weapons raised the stakes in the Cold War. Efforts to build up conventional 

forces gave way to technological developments that enabled more powerful weapons to 

be launched by more effective delivery systems. Even launching rockets as part of a space 

program was not just about exploration, but a clear signal to the other side regarding the 

reach of new weapons. 

Stalin responded to the news of the successful blast of ‘First Lightning’ with jubilation. His 

public statements were designed to show that he would not be intimidated by a US claiming 

a monopoly on nuclear bombs. Now that the Soviets had an atom bomb, the nature of the 

con<ict would change. 

the CoMMunIst vICtory In ChIna  

On 1 October 1949 the Chinese Communist Party, under the leadership of Mao Zedong, 

emerged victorious from its 23-year civil war against Jiang Jieshi’s (Chiang Kai-shek’s) 

Nationalist Party and declared the People’s Republic of China. Mao’s victory was significant 

because now America’s battle against communism had spread outside of Europe. But it 

was not immediately clear that Mao’s administration would take its orders from Moscow. 

In 1944 Stalin had dismissed the Chinese as not real communists, and in 1935 Mao had 

sought to rid the Chinese Communist Party of Soviet influence. Soon, however, Mao 

declared an alliance with the Soviet Union. He publicly acknowledged that the Chinese 

must ‘lean to one side’ and join the international movement of communism led by Moscow. 

In effect, the Chinese had opened up a second front in the communist war against 

capitalism. The US had been a long-term supporter of the Nationalists, supplying them with 

US$3 billion worth of aid, and the communist triumph came as a surprise. The Americans 

continued to support Jiang Jieshi, who established a Nationalist republic in Taiwan. 

There was a range of signi�cant consequences of the Chinese turn to communism. In 

summary: 

 + The Cold War spread geographically outside of Europe. 

 + A second front against capitalism opened up in the world. 

 + Fears of communism spreading through Asia led to the so-called domino theory. 

domino theory 

The American idea that 

communism would spread 

through the entire South-

East Asian region; countries 

in the region would fall to 

communism one at a time, 

like a row of dominoes 
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TRADITIONALIST

1950s

Soviets caused Cold War
because of expansionary policy;
US responded to Soviet expansion
with containment and Marshall Plan.
Examples: Kennan’s ‘Long
Telegram’; Thomas A Bailey,
America Faces
Russia (1950)

INTERPRETATIONS

OF THE ORIGINS

OF

THE COLD WAR

REVISIONIST

From mid-1950s

US had greater responsibility;
it sought to extend its
influence by pursuing policies of
economic expansion.
Example: William Appleman
Williams, The Tragedy of
American Diplomacy
(1959)

POST-REVISIONIST

From 1970s

Origins of Cold War lay in
misunderstandings on
both sides.
Example: Work of 
John Lewis Gaddis

POST-SOVIET ARCHIVAL

From 1990

Example: Work based on
previously inaccessible
Soviet archives

sourCe 2.13 How have historians interpreted the origins of the Cold War?

Who started the Cold War?
The Cold War began as a complex series of events and of con<icts and misunderstandings 

that had become entrenched by 1949. Debate among historians about the development of the 

Cold War generally falls into four categories: traditionalist, revisionist, post-revisionist and 

post-Soviet archival. Source 2.13 summarises the ways in which historians have approached 

the origins of the Cold War.
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hIstorIans and the orIgIns oF the Cold war
By early 1947 the tactics of the Kremlin had so alarmed the American people, 

as numerous public opinion polls reveal, that formidable popular support could 

be con�dently expected for a get-tough-with-Russia policy. The stage was set 

for the Washington government to seize the diplomatic initiative in the cold war 

against communism.

Thomas A Bailey, America Faces Russia,  

Cornell University Press, New York, 1950, p. 335.

There is inherent in the American policy of containment, after all, a deep 

callousness and indi�erence to the very Western values that it asserts and 

proclaims as absolutes. Its logic rests on the proposition that the act of forcing 

hardships on people through outside pressure will ultimately provoke them to 

action on behalf of those Western values.

William Appleman Williams, The Tragedy of American Diplomacy,  

Dell Publishing, New York, 1959, p. 288.

It is often believed that American policy followed a conciliatory course, changing –  

in reaction to Soviet intransigence – only in 1947 with the Truman Doctrine 

and the Marshall Plan. My own belief is somewhat di�erent. It derives from the 

comment of Truman’s Secretary of State that by early autumn of 1945 it was 

‘understandable’ that Soviet leaders should feel American policy had shifted 

radically after Roosevelt’s death: It is now evident that, far from following his 

predecessor’s policy of cooperation, shortly after taking oCce, Truman launched a 

powerful foreign policy initiative aimed at reducing or eliminating Soviet in>uence 

from Europe … The atomic bomb in>uenced diplomacy [and] determined much 

of Truman’s shift to a tough policy aimed at forcing Soviet acquiescence to 

American plans for Eastern and Central Europe.

Gar Alperovitz, Atomic Diplomacy: Hiroshima and Potsdam,  

Simon and Schuster, New York, 1965, p. 12.

The ‘new’ Cold War history will be multi-archival, in that it will at least attempt to 

draw upon the records of all major participants in that con>ict … [These ideas] 

represent what I think we know now but did not know, at least not as clearly, while 

the Cold War was going on. We will surely know more, though, as time passes … 

John Lewis Gaddis, We Know Now: Rethinking Cold War History,  

Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1997, pp. 282–3.

questions

1  According to Thomas 

Bailey, what impression 

did the American public 

have of the Russians? 

2  What were William 

Appleman Williams’ 

criticisms of the 

containment policy?

3  According to the 

extract from Gar 

Alperovitz, what 

popular misconception 

was there about the 

nature of Truman’s 

policy compared with 

that of Roosevelt? 

4  Why did Alperovitz 

believe Truman had the 

con�dence to pursue a 

more aggressive policy? 

5  According to John 

Gaddis, why is our 

knowledge of the Cold 

War likely to develop 

and change over time? 

Conclusion
The Cold War emerged from the competing ideologies and geopolitics of the immediate postwar 

period. The attempt to reshape the world in the image of Soviet communism or American 

capitalism led to deep distrust between the Soviets and Americans. The Truman Doctrine and 

Marshall Plan were attempts by the US to fashion a European recovery in order to guarantee 

American prosperity in the future. For the Soviets, security in eastern Europe was necessary to 
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prevent an unfriendly encirclement, and was driven by an ideology that assumed con<ict with 

capitalist powers was inevitable. The Soviets believed in a buffer zone and sphere of in<uence 

at all costs. 

There were fundamental differences in the politics and ideologies of the Soviet Union and the 

US. The coming apart of their wartime alliance re<ected the failure of leadership on both sides 

to work through these differences in ways that could create a more peaceful world.  

Chapter summary
 + The Cold War emerged from the competing ideologies and geopolitics of the postwar 

period. It emerged from the differing visions of nations that had been part of an alliance 

during the Second World War.  

 + The attempt to reshape the world in the image of Soviet communism or American capitalism 

led to deep mistrust between the Soviets and Americans. Ideological tensions between the 

USSR and the US were felt from 1946 onwards. 

 + When Iran, Turkey and Greece came under Soviet threat, the US responded with the 

Truman Doctrine, which sought to contain communism. 

 + To deter the spread of communism, the US implemented the Marshall Plan and offered 

US$15 billion in economic aid to European nations. 

 + Stalin’s blockade of Berlin in 1948–49 brought the unresolved matter of Germany to a 

head, and eventually led to it being permanently divided in two. 

 + In 1949, NATO was formed, the Soviets detonated their �rst atom bomb, and the Chinese 

Communists were victorious. 

endnotes
1 Len Scott, ‘International history 1945–1990’, in J Baylis and S Smith, The Globalization of World Politics, Oxford, 

London, 1997, p. 76.

2 Henry Heller, The Cold War and the New Imperialism: A Global History 1945–2005, Monthly Review Press, New 

York, 2006, p. 40.
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Further resources
John Lewis Gaddis, The Cold War, Penguin, London, 2005.
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Cold War, DVD and television series (episodes 1 ‘Comrades’; 2 ‘Iron Curtain’; 3 ‘Marshall Plan’ 

and 4 ‘Berlin’), aired on Cable News Network (CNN), 1998.

Chapter review activities
1 De�ne communism and capitalism. 

2 Draw up a table such as the one below and provide a detailed summary of Soviet and 

American aims after the Second World War. 

Postwar aims of the USSR Shared aims Postwar aims of the US

3 Before the Second World War, America had had a longstanding policy of isolationism. 

What kind of world did the US want to create after the war?

4 Research the Atlantic Charter and make a detailed summary of its main points. 

5 Summarise the main reasons for the tensions between the US and the USSR between 1945 

and 1949. What do you think was the most important reason for tension? 

6 Explain the Soviet desire for a buffer zone on its western border. Which countries did the 

Soviet Union want to include within its sphere of in<uence? 

7 Evaluate the reasons why the US wanted to rebuild a strong Europe at the end of the 

Second World War. 

8 Truman, Kennan and Churchill represented the motivations of the Soviets in very direct 

ways. Write �ve words that best describe how they represented the Soviets. Give one piece 

of evidence to support the use of each word to represent the Soviets.  
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9 Create a newspaper cartoon about one of the following: 

a Truman’s speech about containment of March 1947 

b Kennan’s ‘Long Telegram’ 

c Churchill’s ‘Iron Curtain’ speech.

10 Make a list of the ways in which the Americans attempted to contain communism between 

1945 and 1949. 

11 De�ne the Truman Doctrine. 

12 How might the Soviet leadership have viewed Truman’s containment doctrine and the 

Marshall Plan? 

13 Explain the signi�cance of the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan as factors contributing 

to the Cold War.

14 The year 1949 was crucial in changing the character of the Cold War. Give reasons why. 

15 Who were the members of NATO in 1949? 

16 Why were the Americans so frightened of communism as a way of life? 

17 In a table, summarise each of the interpretations of the origins of the Cold War. 

Traditional Revisionist Post-revisionist

18 The origins of the Cold War are contested because there is a great deal of evidence to 

support the positions of both the Americans and Soviets. Write an essay that explains, in 

your view, who or what was responsible for the development of the Cold War up to 1949.
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The Cold War world order, 1949–1979 
Chapter 3

C h a p t e r  t h r e e

By the end of 1949 it was clear that the Cold War was well underway. However, while 

Europe’s division into East and West created tension between the new superpowers, 

this never erupted into armed con!ict in Europe. Only during the Berlin blockade of 

1948–49 was there any real disagreement that involved Soviet and Western forces, 

but even then not a single shot was (red. Broadly speaking, each side respected the 

other’s sphere of in!uence in Europe, and for the duration of the Cold War Europe’s 

borders did not change.

What did become clear to both sides, however, was that elsewhere around the 

globe, power vacuums emerged that created opportunities for the spread of the Cold 

War. The establishment of Communist China and decolonisation in Asia and Africa 

were watched closely by Moscow and Washington as the Cold War expanded into a 

global order.

In 1948 the United States adopted a policy known as 

‘containment’. It served to counter the spread of communism 

by ‘containing’ it where it had been established. The policy 

was enforced by armed con)ict outside Europe on more than 

one occasion, most notably in the Korean War of 1950–53 and 

in the Vietnam War of 1965–75. Containment was also used 

to prevent governments sympathetic to the USSR becoming 

established in other parts of the world, particularly in Africa. 

The US also pursued the policy of ‘rollback’, which  actively 

sought to subvert and destroy communist governments. 

The Cold War 
world order, 
1949–1979

❮   Military personnel erect an Atlas intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) on the launching pad. Missiles greatly increased 

the potential range and threat of nuclear weapons and so cast a considerable shadow across the Cold War era.  

 + What forms did Cold War 
con�ict take?

 + Where was the Cold War 
fought?

 + What were the phases of the 
Cold War?

InquIry questIons
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Consolidation and crisis, 1949 to 1961
The most dangerous developments of the Cold War occurred in the period from 1949 to 1961. 

Relations between the United States and the Soviet Union in this period went through a number 

of different phases, from episodes of high tension to periods of relative calm. After the Russians 

exploded their $rst nuclear device in late 1949 a proliferation of nuclear weapons created a climate of 

fear for many people, and in the Western world the fear of communism bordered at times on hysteria.

1949  aprIL   NATO was established

 12 May  Berlin blockade ended

 23 May  Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany) was created

 29 august  USSR exploded its (rst atomic bomb

 1 oCtober   People’s Republic of China was formed

 oCtober  German Democratic Republic (East Germany) was created

1950 June  Korean War began

1953  5 MarCh Stalin died 

  Workers’ uprising in East Berlin 

  Korean War ended

1955   Warsaw Pact was formed

1956  June  Polish uprising

 oCtober  Hungarian Revolution

1961  aprIL Bay of Pigs invasion in Cuba

 august Construction of Berlin Wall began

Key events, 1949–61

europe, 1949–61

The consolidation of West Germany

The creation of the Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany) and the German Democratic 

Republic (East Germany) in 1949 put to rest almost any ideas of a uni$ed German state and sat 

at the core of a divided European continent. The Berlin blockade had revealed to the West that 

militarily it was not ready for con.ict with the USSR. And, soon after the creation of NATO, other 

events, notably the communist victory in China and the detonation of the $rst Soviet nuclear 

bomb, alarmed the West further. Until West Germany could be integrated into a Western European 

economic and military system, the Americans felt that Stalin could exert pressure on the new state 

and draw it into the Soviet sphere of in.uence. Hindering the rebuilding of West Germany were fears 

from other states, especially France, that a powerful Germany could be a threat to Western Europe, 

either directly or by provoking war with the East. However, the creation of the European Coal and 

Steel Community (ECSC) in 1950 allayed some of these fears because it allowed Western European 

states to exploit West Germany’s coal and steel resources for their own rearmament programs. The 
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French were pleased with this arrangement, and Konrad Adenauer, the West German chancellor, 

was equally enthusiastic because the ECSC provided security and economic stabilisation for West 

Germany. Historian Michael Hogan notes the importance of the ECSC when he suggests that it 

‘amounted to the treaty of peace that had never been signed’ between France and Germany.

In 1952 the West German army was created, under the European Defence Community (EDC) 

scheme, by which European nations placed some of their troops under common command. 

Despite the collapse of the EDC in 1954, in 1955 West Germany of$cially became part of NATO. 

The East German leader, Walter Ulbricht, had earlier declared his support for communist North 

Korea after its attack on South Korea in 1950, and had suggested similar action in Europe to 

reunite Germany. Ulbricht’s suggestion made Western European countries cast aside most of 

their concerns about a strong united Germany and instead focus on the need for a uni$ed 

military bloc to counter the greater threat of communist aggression against West Germany.

The Warsaw Pact

The integration of West Germany into the US sphere of in.uence may have allayed some West 

German fears of the Soviet threat, but it did little to placate the Soviets themselves. The re-

emergence of an armed and politically hostile Germany on their border was exactly the same 
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sourCe 3.1 Warsaw Pact and NATO member states during the Cold War period. The ‘Iron Curtain’ that divided East from West can be clearly identi'ed.
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sort of situation that had drawn Russia and the Soviet Union into two world wars within half a 

century. Barely a week after West Germany was admitted to NATO, in 1955, the Soviet Union 

announced the formation of the Warsaw Pact. Following on from the creation of the Council 

for Mutual Economic Assistance (Comecon) in 1949, which coordinated the economic policies 

of the Eastern bloc states, the Warsaw Pact now drew those states together militarily. Military 

command of the entire Eastern bloc was centralised in Moscow, but the Warsaw Pact also 

served a political role during the Cold War, most signi$cantly in the crises of 1956 and 1968, 

during which political unity within the pact was as important as military action in subduing the 

uprisings in Hungary and Czechoslovakia.

reLatIons thaw, 1953–56
In 1953, while disagreements between the East and West remained, signs of improving relations 

began to emerge. In March Stalin died, ending more than 20 years of his dictatorial rule over 

the Soviet Union. Under Stalin, tensions between the Soviet Union and the West had been 

high; his death brought new leaders to the forefront of Soviet politics. With no clear successor 

named, a collective leadership was established. Georgy Malenkov was the new Chairman, with 

Vyacheslav Molotov, Nikolai Bulganin, Lavrenti Beria and Lazar Kaganovich as deputies. When 

Malenkov resigned, Nikita Khrushchev took charge as Chairman, after outmanoeuvering his 

opponents. Khrushchev was in full control by 1955. He wanted to improve relations with 

the US and embraced a policy known as ‘peaceful coexistence’. He recognised that both 

superpowers possessed nuclear weapons and that tensions needed to be relaxed to avoid a 

dangerous con.ict. He still pursued his goal of a communist-dominated world but did so by 

peaceful coexistence

Khrushchev stated there 

were two alternatives for 

relations between the 

US and USSR – peaceful 

coexistence or war; through 

peaceful coexistence the 

US and USSR would still 

be political opponents but 

each would convince the 

other of its superior ways 

through peaceful means, 

not military power

the CoLd war – a bIg MIsunderstandIng?
When examining the Cold War, the issue of 1940s and 1950s perceptions cannot 

be ignored. There is no doubt that the di7ering ideologies of the US and the Soviet 

Union, as well as pre-existing animosity between the two nations, helped to create a 

climate conducive to con�ict, but many historians also consider that a major cause 

of the Cold War was the simple fact that the two sides had little real understanding 

of each other. Richard Vinen suggests that:

The confrontation between NATO and the Warsaw Pact was in some ways more 

dramatic and extreme than any that had taken place before in Europe. Previous 

con�icts had involved parties that knew and to some extent understood each other 

… The European ruling classes often spoke each other’s languages and knew each 

other’s countries intimately … The Soviet Union was di7erent. Few Western leaders 

spoke Russian and … they had little understanding of central and eastern Europe.

Richard Vinen, A History in Fragments: Europe in the Twentieth Century,  

Da Capo, Cambridge, 2001, p. 267.

Misunderstanding between the Americans and the Soviets sometimes led to tragic 

misinterpretation of events and actions. As many academics have observed, each side 

was quick to interpret the other’s actions as a threat but at the same time unable or 

unwilling to acknowledge that their own actions could be interpreted the same way.

questions

1  What does Richard 

Vinen consider as 

distinct about the Cold 

War?

2  How does this di7er to 

the Concert of Europe 

discussed on page 13?

3  How might a better 

understanding of Russia 

have changed the 

nature of the con�ict?
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economic and social means rather than through military con.ict. His approach was welcomed in 

the West, where it was seen as an important turnaround from the long-held Soviet idea that war 

between communism and the West was inevitable.

There were leadership changes in the US as well. Former US general Dwight D Eisenhower 

won the US presidential election in November 1952, succeeding Harry Truman. Eisenhower 

spoke tough when it came to standing up to the Soviet Union and he increased the US’s nuclear 

arsenal, but he was not willing to risk a war and in fact helped to end the war in Korea (see 

also pp. 69–71). In 1953 a cease$re was signed in Panmunjom, ending the three years of bitter 

con.ict in Korea, and in 1954 the war between Indochina and France $nally came to a close. 

These all suggested to many people that the Cold War might be ‘thawing’.

In the Soviet Union Khrushchev pursued a domestic policy known as ‘de-Stalinisation’. 

He believed that Stalin’s rule had been harsh and cruel not just to the USSR itself but to 

its satellite states also, and in an address to the 20th Party Congress in February 1956 he 

publicly denounced Stalin as a tyrant and recognised the satellite states’ rights to $nd their 

‘own way to socialism’. The broadcasting of this speech across eastern Europe by the US’s 

Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) raised hopes that political change might be imminent. 

However, Khrushchev assumed that all satellite states wished to remain within the Soviet 

bloc. The world was yet to discover what would happen if one of those states chose a path 

to socialism with which the USSR disagreed.

ChaLLenges to sovIet ControL
The countries of the Soviet bloc did not remain entirely compliant under communism during 

the Cold War period. Early on in 1953 there was serious unrest in East Germany, and uprisings 

would follow in Hungary and Poland in 1956. The challenges to Soviet rule that led to the 

collapse of communism in eastern Europe and in the Soviet Union after 1989 were therefore not 

the $rst, but they were clearly the most successful and would eventually bring the Cold War to 

an end. Earlier challenges to Soviet domination had varying degrees of success, but for the most 

part they resulted in the Soviet Union intervening to reassert its control. Evidently, Khrushchev 

wanted to pursue peaceful coexistence with the the US and other Western powers, but he had 

no real intention of allowing freedom among the Soviet satellite states themselves.

sourCe 3.2 Khrushchev speaking at the 20th Party Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. During this 

speech he denounced Stalin, setting in motion a period of ‘de-Stalinisation’.
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de-Stalinisation

From 1956, a period in 

which criticism of Stalin 

was accepted in the USSR. 

However, criticism of the 

Communist Party or of 

communism in general was 

still not permitted



The Changing World order

6262

9
7
8
0
17
0
2
4
4
15
2

East Germany, 1953

In 1953 a combination of factors led to a political and social 

crisis in East Germany. As part of East Germany’s postwar 

reparations payments, much of its infrastructure had been 

dismantled and transported to the Soviet Union; this weakened 

East Germany’s domestic industry. East Germany’s leader, 

Walter Ulbricht, had also instigated forced collectivisation of 

farms, and his harsh program of socialism had resulted in a 

mass exodus of the population to the West. At one point, the 

Soviet Council of Ministers was urged to ‘sell’ East Germany 

to the West for US$10 billion because it was simply becoming 

too expensive to support. Despite being urged to take a 

more conciliatory approach in East Germany, Ulbricht’s high 

industrial targets and $xed wages remained in place, resulting 

in widespread strikes across East Germany throughout 1953.

The US welcomed the crisis, which it thought might destabilise the Soviet grip on East Germany, 

but the Americans did not provide direct military aid. The Americans publicly called for a conference 

to discuss the future of Germany, fully aware that the crisis would make any such meeting unlikely. 

At the same time they secretly attempted to prolong the unrest through provocative broadcasts from 

American radio stations in West Berlin; their hope was that the unrest would spread and result in a 

general uprising against communism in East Germany. The Soviet Union hoped that a four-power 

conference might result in a neutral, uni$ed Germany over which they could have in.uence, but 

support from West Germany for the striking workers in the East demonstrated that the Soviets’ 

in.uence would be limited and forced them to change their policy towards the two Germanies. 

Instead of attempting to foster a Soviet-friendly West Germany the Soviet rulers had little option but 

to consolidate their power in East Germany and accept the division of 1949.

Poland and Hungary, 1956

Encouraged by the policy of de-Stalinisation, which characterised much of Khruschev’s period 

of rule, and by Khrushchev’s hinting that Soviet satellite states could follow ‘different roads 

to socialism’, Poland became the $rst satellite state to challenge Soviet control in the de-

Stalinisation era. Rioting broke out in Poznan in June 1956 in protest against increased work 

targets. Władysław Gomułka, the popular and pro-reform former Polish Communist Party 

leader, was brought back to power to attempt to defuse the situation. He requested, and was 

granted by Khrushchev, greater freedom to follow a Polish road to socialism, but in return he 

vowed to remain loyal to the Warsaw Pact.

Later that year, as part of Khrushchev’s de-Stalinisation policy, the hardline Stalinist leader of 

Hungary, Mátyás Rákosi, was replaced with the more moderate Ernő Gerő. When Gerő proved 

to be no more acceptable to the Hungarian people than Rákosi, the USSR allowed a new 

government under the leadership of Imre Nagy to be formed. Very quickly Nagy began planning 

for wide-ranging reforms, including the introduction of free elections and the reinstating of private 

ownership of farms. Crucially, Nagy also began planning for Hungary to withdraw from the 

Warsaw Pact and become a neutral state. Moscow’s response was to send in tanks and troops; this 

sparked widespread rioting and violence. Protests by the United Nations were simply ignored by 

sourCe 3.3 Striking workers march through the Brandenburg 

Gate in East Berlin during the 1953 uprising.
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the USSR. The uprising was crushed, but not before 20 000 

Hungarians had died and around ten times that number 

had .ed the country.

The West did not help the Hungarians in their struggle, 

partly because they maintained the unof$cial agreement 

that each ‘bloc’ would not interfere in the other’s affairs, but 

also because their attentions that summer and autumn were 

focused on the Suez Crisis in the Middle East. President 

Gamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt had nationalised the Suez 

Canal, but as it was mainly owned by Britain and France (as 

major shareholders in the Suez Canal Company) they sent 

troops to the region to protect their interests. Israel, having 

been threatened with war by Nasser, took advantage of the 

situation and invaded Egypt. The British and French also 

invaded Egypt but were forced to withdraw after demands from the US, the USSR and the United 

Nations. While this crisis was unfolding in the Middle East the Soviets effectively had a free hand 

to deal with Hungary in whatever manner they felt appropriate.

sourCe 3.4 Armed civilians stand ready to repel Russian forces 

during the Hungarian Revolution in 1956.

Punch magazine and the Hungarian Uprising

sourCe 3.5 Cartoon from Punch, 28 November 1956, 

commenting on the Suez and Hungarian crisesR
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Questions

1  What is the setting of the cartoon?

2  Who are the (gures in the background and 

what is happening?

3  What is the overall message of the cartoon?
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the CoLd war freezes, 1958–61
Despite the crises of the mid-1950s, relations between the US and the USSR continued to 

alternate between periods of détente, when tensions relaxed, and periods of crisis. The years 

1958 to 1961 particularly illustrated this trend and led to what was arguably the most critical 

moment of the Cold War. To begin with, Berlin became once again the central focus of the 

Cold War in 1958 when Khrushchev made the sudden announcement that the USSR no longer 

recognised the rights of the Western powers in the city. The Western powers made it clear 

they would resist any attempt at being forced out of Berlin and for the moment the situation 

eased. In addition, as historian John Gaddis points out, ‘From 1957 to 1961 Khrushchev 

openly, repeatedly, bloodcurdlingly, threatened the West with nuclear annihilation … He 

would even specify how many missiles and warheads each target might require’.1

Notwithstanding that bluster, in July 1959, Richard Nixon, then vice president of the US, 

visited the USSR to open the American National Exhibition in Moscow, soon after a similar Soviet 

exhibition had been held in New York. These two exhibitions were designed to showcase home 

appliances, automobiles and the general, day-to-day lifestyle of Soviet and American citizens. 

It was hoped they would improve political relations between the two nations in the spirit of 

peaceful coexistence. During Nixon’s 

visit to the USSR he engaged in a lively 

and at times heated discussion with 

Khrushchev. The ‘Kitchen Debate’, as 

it became known, was an exchange 

of ideas on the virtues of capitalism 

and communism. A few months later, 

in September, Khrushchev visited 

the US and, while his reception 

was mixed, many thought that 

peaceful coexistence between the 

two superpowers might actually be 

possible.

However, relations soon turned 

sour again when, in 1960, an 

American U-2 spy plane was shot 

down over Soviet territory. President 

Eisenhower refused to apologise or 

to guarantee that .ights over Soviet 

territory would cease. Khrushchev 

stormed out of the Paris Conference, 

which had only just begun. The ‘thaw’ 

was over.
sourCe 3.6 Khrushchev and Nixon attended the American National 

Exhibition in Moscow in 1959
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Kennedy and Khrushchev – Cold War adversaries

There are few political rivalries as famous as that between the American president John Fitzgerald 

Kennedy and the Soviet premier Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev. Their political relationship lasted only 

three years but it shaped the Cold War in a way that dramatically affected both the US and the USSR.

When Kennedy won the presidential election in 1960 he was only 43 years old, whereas the 66-year-old 

Khrushchev had already been in power in the Soviet Union for several years. Khrushchev was frustrated 

with the US; on his visit there the previous year he had received a cool reception, and the U-2 incident 

and subsequent failure of the Paris summit left him mistrustful of the West. President Eisenhower had 

been more of an equal of Khrushchev’s. Both had been of a similar age and both had held very responsible 

positions during the Second World War. Now, a young Kennedy was Khrushchev’s American adversary, and 

Khrushchev was keen to size up his opposition. Kennedy’s Inaugural Address of January 1961 could have 

been interpreted by the Soviets as provocative. In it, Kennedy intended to ‘Let every nation know, whether 

it wishes us well or ill, that we shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, 

oppose any foe to assure the survival and the success of liberty’.

The 7rst and only meeting between Khrushchev and Kennedy took place at the Vienna Summit in June 

1961, only two months after the failed Bay of Pigs invasion in Cuba. During the invasion, American-backed 

Cuban forces had attempted to overthrow Fidel Castro, who had declared Cuba a communist country. The 

invasion failed completely when Kennedy withdrew air support to the Cubans in order to avoid revealing 

the extent of US involvement. Kennedy was embarrassed by the defeat in Cuba, and Khrushchev was 

furious with the Americans for attempting to oust Castro – his newest communist ally, the leader of a nation 

situated only 145 kilometres from the US. At the Vienna Summit, Khrushchev demanded the Western 

powers leave Berlin and recognise East Germany as a sovereign nation – on threat of war. His demands 

were refused and Kennedy left the summit shaken by Khrushchev’s aggressive stance. Khrushchev more 

sourCe 3.7 Nikita Khrushchev and John Kennedy meet for talks on the Cuban Missile Caribbean Crisis at the US 

Embassy in Vienna, 3 June 1961.
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than likely never intended military con?ict, but used this meeting to establish his dominance over the 

younger American. This appeared to be a regular strategy for Khrushchev – what the West referred to as 

‘nuclear sabre rattling’ – he would use fear of nuclear war to help achieve his goals. It was a dangerous game 

because the Western powers could never be entirely sure just how serious Khrushchev was. In the end, 

con?ict over Berlin never eventuated, but the Berlin Wall was erected in August 1961. After the Vienna 

Summit, Kennedy and Khrushchev never met in person again. In fact, it would be ten years before any US 

president and Soviet leader met again.

In 1962, relations between Khrushchev and Kennedy worsened further when Khrushchev, emboldened 

by his reading of Kennedy as young and inexperienced, stationed Soviet nuclear weapons in Cuba (See 

page 81). The October days of the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis brought the world closer to nuclear con?ict 

than ever before, or since. The two leaders both demonstrated restraint in the face of the crisis. Kennedy 

could have launched military strikes against the missile sites in Cuba, and in fact was encouraged to do so 

by his military advisers on more than one occasion. Instead he ordered a naval ‘quarantine’ around Cuba 

to prevent Soviet ships from approaching the island. And Khrushchev could have ordered his ships to run 

the quarantine around Cuba, which would have provoked a military response. But neither leader chose 

to escalate the con?ict, and in the end both managed to avoid the situation spiralling into nuclear war. 

Furthermore, soon after the crisis, the two leaders discussed how they could control the arms race. What 

had begun as a volatile relationship in the aftermath of the Bay of Pigs invasion turned into a relationship 

of mutual respect and genuine cooperation. However, the Cuban Missile Crisis was the moment in the Cold 

War when tensions between the superpowers were at their most intense. 

Questions

1  What is each 7gure in the cartoon doing?

2  What does the cartoonist suggest was the main purpose of the summit, according to the two leaders?

3  How successful do you think the summit was in achieving this purpose?

4  What does the relationship between Khrushchev and Kennedy suggest about the signi7cance of 

personality and interpersonal relations in international relations?

sourCe 3.8 A cartoonist’s impression of relations between Kennedy and Khrushchev during the Vienna 

Summit of 1961
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The Berlin Wall

At the Vienna Summit of June 1961, Khrushchev 

demanded the Western powers leave Berlin and 

of$cially recognise East Germany. This would 

allow the Soviets to consolidate their rule in 

that country – something they were unable to 

do while they shared control of Berlin with the 

Western powers. East Germans were still able to 

travel freely to the Western sectors of the city, and 

in the 1950s roughly 200 000 people per year had  

.ed via West Berlin to the West – this was the last 

remaining ‘escape hatch’ in the Iron Curtain –  

from West Berlin it was easy to obtain transport 

to West Germany. Most of those who .ed East 

Germany were highly skilled workers or quali$ed 

professionals, hoping for a better standard of 

living. The migration of skilled workers away 

from the Soviet bloc humiliated the Soviet Union 

politically and weakened it economically.

A number of summits were held between 

1959 and 1961 on a range of issues facing the two 

superpowers, but none offered any particular 

hope for an extended period of positive relations. 

Historian John Gaddis suggests that the two 

sides only managed to disagree. Tensions rose 

again during the summer of 1961, with both 

the Americans and Soviets mobilising troops in 

and around Berlin. American soldiers in Berlin 

were on high alert and Kennedy made it clear 

that he would defend West Berlin militarily 

if required. However, on 13 August 1961 the 

border between West Berlin and East Berlin was 

closed by Soviet troops and the construction of 

the Berlin Wall began. All free movement from 

East to West Berlin was halted. Families and 

friends were simply cut off from one another, 

and all the Berlin border crossings were sealed, 

except for the famous ‘Checkpoint Charlie’.

In future years, despite the wall, many people tried to escape from East Berlin to the West. 

At least 136 people are known to have died as a result of trying to cross the wall. Most of 

them were shot by East German border guards. Peter Fechter, an 18-year-old East Berliner, 

was fatally wounded while trying to cross on 17 August 1962. The images of his slow death at 

the base of the wall became emblematic of the struggle of so many East Berliners who tried to 

escape to the West. However, other attempts to defect were successful. Underground tunnels 
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sourCe 3.9 Workers building the Berlin Wall; East 

German guards were present to ensure the workers weren’t 

tempted to try escaping to the West.

Checkpoint Charlie

Checkpoint Bravo
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sourCe 3.10 The Berlin Wall reinforced the border 

between West Berlin and East Germany (known as the 

German Democratic Republic, or GDR).
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were the most common, but not only, method of escape. 

In 1963 an East German acrobat managed to cross the 

border by tightrope walking on an unused high-tension 

cable. In 1983 two friends, with the help of a contact 

on the Western side, set up and used a zip-line (.ying 

fox) to cross – a family of three had escaped in a similar 

way in 1965. And in 1979 a successful escape was made 

when a mechanic and a mason teamed up to craft a hot-

air balloon to carry them and their families over the wall.

Socially, the wall was divisive but, politically, the 

tensions between the US and USSR relaxed almost 

immediately once the border was closed. It became clear 

to the Americans that Khrushchev had no immediate 

intentions to seize West Berlin. As Kennedy surmised,  

‘There wouldn’t be any need of a wall if he [Khrushchev] 

occupied the whole city’. Immediately before the wall had 

gone up, American and Soviet tanks had stood eye to eye 

in the centre of the city, the only time during the Cold 

War when they did so. In the end the wall meant con.ict 

was averted, and Kennedy himself acknowledged this as 

positive when he stated, ‘… a wall is a hell of a lot better 

than a war’.2

Once again, Cold War tensions had risen in Europe 

but had been defused. And once again, the Cold War was 

about to erupt elsewhere in the world.

the CoLd war In asIa, 1949–61
The end of the Second World War in Asia created a 

political power vacuum. Before the war most countries 

in the region had been administered as colonies 

by European nations. The Japanese had driven the 

Europeans out of many countries during the war and they 

had occupied these countries themselves, but they were 

eventually defeated in 1945. Encouraged by the ability 

of the Japanese to dislodge European colonial powers, 

independence movements emerged across Asia after 

the Japanese defeat, making it dif$cult for the European 

powers to reassert their control. The United States 

was opposed to colonialism but was also worried that 

instability in Asia would make it easier for communism to gain a foothold. The concern in the 

US was not simply paranoia – both Stalin and Mao actively attempted to exploit anti-colonial 

sentiment in Vietnam. In the face of the communist threat, American anti-colonialism was 

replaced by a  policy of containment and a desire to prevent the spread of communism in Asia.
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sourCe 3.12 A woman in West Berlin passes a bag of food to a 

man in East Berlin through the border fence, 1961.

sourCe 3.11 Soviet and American tanks face each other across 

Checkpoint Charlie during a tense moment in October 1961, soon 

after construction of the Berlin Wall.
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War in Korea, 1950–53

The victory of the communists in China in 1949 was a massive setback for the American policy 

of containment. It was feared that Korea would be next. The peninsula had been under Japanese 

occupation since 1910, but at the end of the Second World War the United States and the USSR had 

agreed to divide the country into two zones at the 38th parallel. The USSR was to administer the 

northern part of the country and the Americans the south until free elections could be held. Soon, 

however, Cold War rivalry began to play out.

Elections in the south resulted in the establishment of the Republic of Korea (South Korea) 

in August 1948, under the rule of Syngman Rhee. Soon afterwards the Democratic People’s 

Republic of Korea (North Korea) was established under Kim Il-Sung’s communist rule. Both the 

Americans and Russians withdrew their troops in 1949 but tensions on the peninsula remained. 

The arti$cial division of the country left many Koreans bitter, and governments in both the north 

and south wanted to bring the whole peninsula under their control. Tensions exploded when 

North Korean troops invaded South Korea on 25 June 1950.

Within three days North Korean forces had captured Seoul, the southern capital. The US 

acted quickly and proposed a resolution at the United Nations to condemn the attack and send 

military aid to South Korea. The Soviet Union could have blocked the proposal but at the time 

it was boycotting the UN for its refusal to recognise communist China, and so in the Soviets’ 

absence the resolution was passed. In total 21 nations offered military or logistical support for 

South Korea; the US made the largest commitment. In September the UN force arrived and 

pushed North Korean forces back to the 38th parallel.

tabLe 3.1 The United Nations force in Korea. Figures in the table indicate the size of forces present in South Korea at 

the end of the period of hostilities, in 1953. In addition to the countries listed, Sweden, Norway, Italy, Denmark and India 

contributed military hospitals and other medical support. At the beginning of the conDict South Korea was not a member of 

the United Nations.

Country Size of armed force in Korea

republic of Korea 590 911

United States 302 483

United Kingdom 14 198

Canada 6146

Turkey 5453

australia 2282

Philippines 1496

new Zealand 1385

ethiopia 1271

greece 1263

Thailand 1204

France 1119

Colombia 1068

Belgium 900

South africa 826

The netherlands 819

luxembourg 44 



The Changing World order

7070

9
7
8
0
17
0
2
4
4
15
2

The American general Douglas 

MacArthur, who was commander of 

the UN force, did not stop at the 38th 

parallel. ‘Containment’ became rollback 

and he pursued the North Koreans 

almost to the Yalu River, across which 

lay China (see Source 3.14). Warnings 

from China that invasion of North 

Korea would be resisted were ignored 

by the US, and it seemed likely, at least 

to the Chinese, that the UN would cross 

the Yalu and invade China itself. In 

November 1950 China sent a massive 

force of nearly 200 000 troops across the 

Korean border. This time it was the UN’s 

turn to retreat. General MacArthur was 

dismissed when he insisted on invading 

the north once again and proposed the 

use of nuclear weapons to end the war; 

Truman considered the idea but refused. 

MacArthur also suggested an invasion 

of China could help bring an end to 

communism in that country but Truman was not interested. Instead both sides dug in and the 

con.ict effectively became a stalemate.
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sourCe 3.13 American 'ghters in formation over Korea. 

American pilots were aware they were Dying against Soviet pilots, 

and they named an area of north Korea as ‘MiG Alley’ (after Soviet-

built planes called MiGs).
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sourCe 3.14 The progression of the Korean War. The initial advance by North Korea nearly captured the entire peninsula, 

but the counterattack by UN forces reached the Chinese border before China became involved. The truce line of 1953 was 

almost exactly where the initial dividing line between the two Koreas had been before 'ghting began.

rollback

An aggressive US 

policy that aimed not 

merely to contain 

communism but also 

to force it to recede 

and retreat
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During the next two years the US followed the policy of ‘limited war’ in Korea, meaning that 

they were careful not to allow the con.ict on the peninsula to expand into a wider con.agration 

with China or, even worse, the Soviet Union. This was despite the fact that American pilots were 

.ying against Soviet airmen over Korea. The Soviets were .ying aircraft with Chinese markings 

but the Americans knew the planes were piloted by Soviets. The fact was kept secret because to 

admit it might have led to war with the Soviet Union.

Peace talks on Korea began in 1951 but it was not until 1953 that a cease$re was $nally 

signed. An agreement was made that the truce line would be roughly along the 38th parallel – 

where it had been before the $ghting had begun three years earlier. Both sides claimed a victory 

of sorts. China and North Korea claimed they had resisted and pushed back the invasion of 

their territory by the UN and the US. The Americans claimed Korea as a victory for the policy of 

containment – the communist invasion had been pushed back and communism had not spread 

across the peninsula. Whatever the claims of victory, the Korean people lost the war. In addition 

to the total military deaths on both sides of some 750 000, approximately 1.5 million Korean 

civilians in the North and a further 1 million in the South had been killed, and the country 

remains divided today. Both southern and northern capitals, Seoul and Pyongyang, were largely 

destroyed in the war and much of the peninsula was left in ruins.

The Korean War had long-term effects in terms of the broader Cold War context. China 

began pursuing its development of nuclear weapons, and the US and USSR each developed 

more powerful nuclear devices. The UN had proven it was capable of acting against threats to 

its members and it was therefore more successful than the League of Nations had been in the 

1930s. The USSR abandoned its boycott of the UN and returned, if only to use its power of veto 

to prevent any future action against communist nations.

The Malayan Emergency, 1950–60

The Korean peninsula was not the only region in Asia in which the communist threat was being 

keenly felt by the West. In Malaya (now Malaysia), the Malayan Communist Party (MCP) was 

gaining local support. Just as the West 

had feared, the harsh economic and social 

conditions following the Second World 

War were leading many people towards 

communism. After three managers 

of European rubber plantations were 

murdered in 1948 by members of the 

MCP, tensions increased. A military 

commitment was made by Britain, 

with Australian support, to counter 

the communist threat and support the 

Malayan government. For 12 years the 

insurgency was fought by air and land 

in the jungle, with the threat eventually 

being subdued by 1960.

After signing a treaty in September 

1954, representatives of Australia, Great 
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sourCe 3.15 Australian soldiers in the jungles of Malaya. Similar conditions would be 

encountered by Australian forces later in the Vietnam War.
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Britain, the US, France, New Zealand, Thailand, the Philippines and Pakistan formed the 

South-East Asia Treaty Organization, to better coordinate responses to the growing communist 

threat in the South-East Asian region. The SEATO alliance would be important in the following 

decade, when Australia considered, and eventually committed to, action in Vietnam. However, 

SEATO was disbanded in 1977.

the arMs raCe begIns
Since August 1949, when the Soviet Union detonated its $rst nuclear device, there had been 

a competition between the USSR and the US to develop the greatest number of and the most 

destructive nuclear weapons. The Americans had had a four-year ‘head start’ on the atomic 

bomb and by the time the Soviets became a nuclear power the Americans were well beyond the 

testing stage. They already had nearly 100 bombs and had also developed the long-range aircraft 

that could deliver them to targets.

The American Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, announced the new US policy of 

‘massive retaliation’. By maintaining a ten-to-one ratio of nuclear superiority over the Soviets,  

the Americans felt con$dent the threat of annihilation would act as a nuclear deterrent and be 

enough to keep the Russians from pursuing unacceptable policies. However, as the Russians 

built up their stockpile of nuclear weapons, the Americans had to spend more to maintain their 

lead. During the 1950s the US increasingly focused on the development of nuclear weaponry 

at the expense of its conventional forces. But, as the Soviets attempted to close the gap between 

their nuclear arsenal and that of the Americans, both sides realised there would be no winner if 

a nuclear con.ict did occur.

In 1952 the British joined the arms race when they exploded their $rst nuclear device at the 

Montebello Islands off the coast of Western Australia (see page 110). Later they developed ballistic 

missile technology for both the Royal Air Force and Royal Navy and, with the support of the US, the 

Polaris and then Trident missile systems kept Britain supplied with nuclear warheads. However, it 

is estimated that the largest stockpile of British warheads at any one time was around 400, whereas 

both the United States and Soviet Union had stockpiles of tens of thousands of nuclear devices.

In the early days of the arms race the Soviets focused their efforts not only on nuclear 

warheads, but on new delivery systems. They developed bombers with longer ranges because 

they still did not have friendly air bases within range of most of their bomber .eet. They also 

1940 1950 1960 1970 19801945 1955 1965 1975 19901985

United States

Soviet Union

United Kingdom

China

France

Year

sourCe 3.16 From the time of the 'rst use of atomic weapons in 1945, the 'nuclear' club expanded.
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focused on the development of intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs). These missiles could 

carry their nuclear payload further and faster than any bombers could. Alarmed once again at 

the progress of the Soviet nuclear program, the Americans began developing their own missiles 

to close the perceived ‘missile gap’ between the superpowers. By 1963 the US had 550 ICBMs; 

the Soviets had fewer than 100.

By the mid-1960s each side possessed enough nuclear weapons and suf$ciently effective 

delivery systems to destroy the entire human race several times over. The nuclear weapons 

were supposed to serve as a deterrent. This meant that they forced the superpowers to actively 

avoid starting a war with each other because to do so would result in massive destruction for 

both sides. The concept of Mutually Assured Destruction, or ‘MAD’, kept both sides in check. 

It was based on the logic that if one side launched a nuclear attack against the other it would 

be detected in time for a retaliatory strike to be launched against the aggressor, and this would 

thereby ensure both nations were effectively destroyed. Complete annihilation became more 

and more assured as weapons systems became more advanced. In the 1960s, for example, the 

Multiple Independent Re-entry Vehicle, or MIRV, was developed; it was a single missile that 

could carry several warheads aimed at different targets.

The Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962 (see page 81) con$rmed for both the US and the USSR the 

inherent dangers of con.ict in the nuclear age. While both sides continued to develop nuclear 

weapons after the crisis, they also agreed on certain limitations. The Nuclear Test Ban Treaty 

ended atmospheric testing of nuclear weapons, and further agreements in 1967 banned the use 

of nuclear weapons in space. In 1972 the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT) placed a limit 

on the number of missiles each side could have. This did not reduce the number of weapons in 

existence, but for the $rst time it put an upper limit on further development, and this slowed the 

arms race. It was not until the 1980s that agreements were made to reduce the massive stockpile 

of nuclear weapons.
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sourCe 3.17 Relative sizes of signi'cant nuclear detonations. The 'rst ever detonation of a nuclear weapon, ‘Trinity’, and the 

Hiroshima bomb (both atomic bombs) are dwarfed by the later American ‘Mike’ and ‘Bravo’ tests (hydrogen bombs with more 

destructive power), which in turn measure at less than a third the explosive power of the Russian ‘Tsar Bomba’, the largest ever 
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The nuclear arms race

Us and soviet nuclear stockpile, 1945–2002
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sourCe 3.18 A graph showing the number of nuclear warheads possessed by the US and the USSR throughout 

the Cold War
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Questions

Refer to the graph above to answer the following questions.

1  Approximately how many warheads did the US have stockpiled in 1960?

2  In what year did the Soviets have more warheads that the Americans for the (rst time?

3  In what year did both sides begin to reduce their stockpile of warheads?

4  Is there a year in which you could claim that the arms race was over? Explain your answer.

5  This graph indicates the number of warheads each side had but does not comment on the delivery systems 

available to them. How might that limit the value of this graph as a historical source?

sourCe 3.19 The cartoon ‘Back to where it all stated’, by A Cummings, commented on the idea that the 

arms race was a nuclear deterrent; it appeared in the Daily Express on 24 August 1953.
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Questions

   Why are the soldiers in Source 3.19 using bows and arrows as weapons instead of the much more powerful 

weapons available to them?

2  Explain how this cartoon portrays the notion of Mutually Assured Destruction.

1

the unIted states In the 1950s
Anti-communist sentiment in the US was high even when the communists came to power in 

Russia in 1917, but during the 1950s it reached almost hysterical levels. During the Russian Civil 

War of 1918–20 the US had sent troops to help $ght against the communists. Then, during the 

Second World War, the alliance between the USSR and the US against Nazi Germany did little to 

improve relations between the two nations – it was simply an alliance of convenience in the face of 

a common enemy. The quick deterioration of the alliance at the end of the war, as well as the events 

in China and Korea, served to reinforce that the two sides were in con.ict, at least ideologically.

A fear of communist spies in the 1930s led the US Congress to establish the House  

Un-American Activities Commission (HUAC) to search for communists. In 1947 HUAC gained 

widespread public attention when it investigated a number of prominent Hollywood writers, 

producers and directors who were suspected of being communists. One group, known as the 

‘Hollywood Ten’, refused to answer HUAC’s questions, claiming that they were unconstitutional. 

Their refusal led to imprisonment, and hundreds of others were blacklisted and unable to work.  

Two other prosecutions against communists received worldwide attention: those against 

Alger Hiss and against the Rosenbergs. Hiss, a US State Department of$cial, was accused 

of being a spy and of passing secret documents to the Russians. Evidence was limited but 

in 1950 he was eventually sentenced to $ve years 

in prison for perjury. US citizens Julius and Ethel 

Rosenberg were convicted of selling information 

about the atomic bomb to the Russians. They were 

sentenced to death, and executed in 1953. Both 

cases received widespread media attention and 

fuelled anti-communist sentiment in the US.

‘McCarthyism’ was a feature of the $rst half of the 

1950s. The term was originally coined to describe 

the actions of Joseph McCarthy, a Republican 

senator from Wisconsin who was convinced the US 

State Department was infested with communists. 

McCarthy will forever be associated with the ‘Red 

Scare’, as it was known, in which hundreds of people 

were accused of being communists. McCarthy soon 

became one of the most feared men in America. 

However, he overreached when he accused army 

of$cers of communist sympathies and even attacked 

sourCe 3.20 Senator Joseph McCarthy in action, explaining the extent of 

Communist Party activity in the United States. Note the expressions on the 

observers.
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the president for supporting the senate when it condemned McCarthy’s actions. His fall from 

favour was spectacular; he fell into obscurity and died in 1957, almost certainly of cirrhosis of 

the liver, at the age of 48. McCarthyism was over, but fear of communism remained in the US 

for the entire Cold War period.

Duck and cover!

The development of more destructive nuclear weapons and the ever-present fear of communism in the 

1950s led many people to believe it was only a matter of time before a nuclear war began. To prepare the 

population for survival against a nuclear attack, the US government, through its civil defence programs, 

developed evacuation plans and education programs. It produced, for instance, the well-known 7lm Duck 

and Cover, which features Bert the Turtle demonstrating the most effective ways to survive a nuclear 

blast. Of course, some programs were largely to keep the public’s morale up and this became clear as the 

population began to realise just how devastating the impact of a nuclear war would really be. But some 

programs were genuinely aimed at ensuring survival and protecting people from the fallout of a nuclear 

explosion. President Kennedy, for example, wanted to construct shelters across the country, to help as many 

people as possible survive both the short- and long-term effects of a nuclear attack.
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sourCe 3.21 Bert the Turtle, a character from the 'lm Duck and Cover, was used in the 1950s to educate people on ways to 

protect themselves in the event of a nuclear attack.
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the sIno-sovIet spLIt
In the ‘Sino-Soviet Split’, which occurred throughout the period roughly from 1960 to the early 

1980s, relations between China and the Soviet Union were strained – sometimes to the point 

of military skirmishes occurring along the border between the two countries. Stalin had only 

ever been a half-hearted supporter of Chinese communism. He believed it inferior to the Soviet 

variety partly because the ‘hero’ of Chinese communism was the agricultural worker, rather than 

the industrial worker who was at the heart of Soviet communism. Stalin had been suspicious of 

the agricultural peasant class since he purged the kulaks (peasant farmers who were relatively 

wealthy) from Soviet life in the 1930s. In the Soviet Union the revolution was made in the 

cities, but in China it was made in the countryside. After Stalin’s death in 1953, Khrushchev, 

while demonstrating more generosity towards China, felt the same way as Stalin had before him. 

Khrushchev’s de-Stalinisation program and calls for peaceful coexistence with the West were 

regarded by the Chinese as a sign of weakness. Relations grew tenser until Khrushchev withdrew 

all Soviet assistance from the Chinese.

Throughout Mao Zedong’s rule of China, tensions between the USSR and China were high. 

The Americans saw the growing rift between Mao and the Soviets as an opportunity to weaken 

the USSR, and President Nixon’s visit to Beijing in 1972 was a turning point in the relationship 

between China and the West. The volatile relationship between the Soviet Union and China 

remained until Mao’s death in 1976 and continued to 1979 as Deng Xiaoping rose to power.

The Cold War and the wider world
The Cold War had an impact on other countries around the globe, outside of Europe and  

Asia. The tensions between the Soviet Union and the United States played out in Latin America, 

Africa and the Middle East, for instance. The two superpowers wanted to extend their ‘spheres of 

in.uence’ over some nations in these regions by economic, military and political means. In many 

cases internal issues within countries were exploited by the superpowers to ensure their own 

interests were served. As the Cold War progressed, each side had mixed success in its attempts 

to extend and consolidate power around the world.

the CoLd war In LatIn aMerICa
Latin America, the region made up of Mexico, Central America and South America, as well as 

the islands of Cuba and the Caribbean Sea, was generally underdeveloped economically at the 

end of the Second World War. Because of this the United States saw much of the region as ‘fertile 

land’ for communist uprisings, or, at the very least, the establishment of leftist governments. 

Over the course of the Cold War the US did everything it could to avoid communism spreading 

in Latin America. Overall its efforts were successful, and until the 1970s Castro’s rise in Cuba was 

the only signi$cant communist success in the region. Population growth in Latin America made 

jobs hard to come by, and as people moved from the countryside to the cities, looking for work, 

slums developed. Aside from in Chile there was little tradition of democracy in Latin America; 

most states were run by military dictators. As the issues facing each state grew more serious 

the chances of revolution increased. Determined not to have any governments sympathetic to 

communism on their doorstep, the US took a close interest in the political developments of the 

region and in many cases intervened if it was in their interests.
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American aid to Latin American countries was often economic. It was hoped that an economic 

boost for a government would raise living standards for its people and prevent them turning 

to communism. However, sometimes there were conditions attached to US economic aid. For 

example, a country may have had to promise to spend funds on American-made products. 

This would disadvantage local industries and make the country economically reliant on the 

US. Critics of the US’s aid policy in Latin America would later suggest this was the American 

intention all along.

Signi$cant interventions by the US in Latin America occurred in:

 + Guatemala – In 1954 the progressive government of Jacobo Árbenz was overthrown by 

a coup supported by the US’s Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), after it was labelled 

communist due to its agrarian reforms. Árbenz was replaced by Colonel Carlos Armas.

 + the Dominican Republic – In 1963, when the democratically elected and seemingly anti-

communist president, Juan Bosch, initiated social reforms, the US turned against him and 

helped to overthrow him in a coup. When riots broke out demanding his return to power, 

20 000 American troops were sent to help restore order and prevent Bosch’s return.

 + Brazil – Even in the largest and most populous of the Latin American nations, the US 

intervened against communism. It helped overthrow President João Goulart in 1964. 

Goulart was a millionaire landowner and devout Roman Catholic, but his land reforms 

and failure to support 

American sanctions against 

Cuba, after the rise of Castro, 

made the US perceive him 

as communist, and this was 

enough to secure his fate.

With the obvious exception 

of the Bay of Pigs invasion 

and the Cuban Missile Crisis 

(pages 81–3), the tensions of 

the 1940s–1960s between 

the Americans and Soviets did 

not directly play out to any 

large extent in Latin America. 

However, the Cold War 

indirectly resulted in great 

change and upheaval for many 

nations in Latin America, as 

the US attempted to establish 

and maintain its regional 

dominance.
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sourCe 3.22 The map above indicates the key locations and levels of US involvement in various 

regions of Latin America during the 1950s and 1960s.
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the CoLd war In afrICa
The decolonisation experience of many countries in Africa in the decades after the Second World 

War affected how they dealt with the two superpowers of the Cold War. Before the Second 

World War almost all African nations were colonies of European empires, but the weakening of 

Europe after the war resulted in many European colonies – throughout the world – gaining their 

independence. In Africa, within two decades from the end of the war, most nations had become 

independent. The US was eager for European countries to grant their colonies independence, 

largely because this would open up new economic opportunities for America, and give it 

increased political in.uence in Africa. The US felt that one of two things would help stabilise 

the newly independent, and therefore politically volatile, nations of Africa – American trade or 

communism. The Americans were not prepared to allow communism to make any gains. The 

clearest examples of this in Africa were the developments in the Congo and in Ghana.

The Congo gained its independence from Belgium in 1960, with Patrice Lumumba as its 

new prime minister. His calls for economic independence threatened the $nancial interests that 

American and Belgian companies still had in the rich copper mines of the Congo’s Katanga 

region. The US and Belgium quietly supported the calls for Katanga’s secession from the rest of 

the country, and when Lumumba appealed $rst to the United Nations, and then in a last ditch 

effort to the USSR, the Belgian and US governments supported his overthrow and execution in 

1961. The US subsequently supported the brutal regime of General Mobutu, who remained in 

power until 1997.

In Ghana, President Kwame Nkrumah was keen to follow the policy of non-alignment 

and form positive relations with both the US and USSR. His fostering of diplomatic relations 

with East Germany, China and the USSR was once again seen by the US as a move towards 

communism. In 1966, the CIA backed a coup led by the army while Nkrumah was on a visit 

to Asia; he was subsequently forced into exile.

the CoLd war In the MIddLe east
The Middle East played an important role in the Cold War era, both geographically and politically. 

The Suez Canal was a vital transport route for the Western powers, and the Middle East’s reserves 

of oil meant that the West was anxious to maintain an in.uence in the region.

Israel was a key ally of the Western powers in the Middle East, and it maintained close ties 

with the US. But Israel was harassed and forced to defend itself against a number of threats 

from its neighbours. These included, most notably, when the Arab states invaded soon after 

the state of Israel was created in 1948; when Egypt threatened war against the backdrop of 

the Suez Crisis in 1956; when Israel was involved in the Six-Day War against Iraq, Egypt and 

Syria in 1967; and again when Israel fought against Egypt and Syria in the Yom Kippur War 

of 1973.

While it is true that these con.icts were ostensibly about the existence of Israel itself, certainly 

the Suez con.ict and the Yom Kippur War played out against, and had implications for, the 

broader Cold War context. During the 1956 Suez con.ict, the US and the USSR showed rare 

unity in their condemnation of Britain and France’s military action in support of Israel’s invasion 

of Egypt. The Soviets did not want Egypt, sympathetic to the Soviets, violated by the West, and 

the US was concerned about the .ow-on effect on their supplies of oil if the war were to develop.

non-alignment

During the Cold War, a 

doctrine by which some 

nations actively avoided 

taking sides with one or 

other of the superpowers
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The Yom Kippur War of 

1973 caused US fears about oil 

supplies to be realised. In this 

con.ict Arab oil-producing 

states put pressure on Israel’s 

allies, including the US, by 

reducing supplies of oil. This 

drove oil prices up signi$cantly 

and caused a crisis for the 

world’s industrial nations.

Iran was another focal point 

for tension as the Cold War 

progressed. In 1945 the Soviets 

had tried to set up a communist 

government in the north of the 

country, which bordered the 

Soviet Union and already had 

an active communist party. The 

Shah (Iran’s leader), Mohammad 

Reza Pahlevi, signed a defence 

treaty in 1951 with the Americans, who saw the treaty as a part of their policy of containment. 

However, nationalist sentiment in Iran meant that many resented any form of foreign in.uence at 

all. In response to what was felt an unreasonable level of foreign ownership in the Anglo-Iranian 

Oil Company, the Iranian prime minister Mohammad Mosaddeq nationalised the company. Britain 

and the United States supported a coup that removed Mosaddeq from his position and restored 

the Shah to full power. The Shah remained in power until 1979 when he was overthrown and an 

Islamic republic was established under the Ayatollah Khomeini.

Iraq also gained attention from the West during the Cold War. The pro-British monarchy was 

ousted in 1958 in the aftermath of the Suez Crisis, and Iraq then became a republic. Although it 

was not communist, the Americans, via the CIA, tried several times to destabilise the reformist 

government by arming Kurdish guerrillas in the north-east of Iraq and encouraging Turkey to invade. 

In 1968 Saddam Hussein became the leader of Iraq. From 1979 the United States backed his regime 

in its struggles against the anti-US government of Iran. But then Hussein too fell foul of American 

interests, after invading Kuwait in 1990. Hussein was overthrown and eventually captured in 2003.

Crisis and détente, 1962 to 1979
The building of the Berlin Wall in 1961 helped to defuse the tense situation that had developed 

between the United States and the Soviet Union in Europe. The last ‘gap’ in the Iron Curtain 

was now closed and Europe’s focus as a Cold War ‘battleground’ eased. Soon, however, tensions 

were to rise again elsewhere, as a communist threat emerged closer to the US than ever before. 

The threat of nuclear war became real, and after that the superpowers worked to slow down the 

arms race between them. In fact, relations between them generally improved over the course of 

the 1960s and 1970s, during what became known as a period of ‘détente’.
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sourCe 3.23 Key developments in the Middle East during the Cold War years of 1945 to 1979
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Crisis and détente in the Cold War, 1962–79

1962  oCtober  Cuban Missile Crisis

1965  MarCh First US combat troops arrived in Vietnam

1968   Prague Spring

1972   Nixon visited China and Russia 

   SALT I agreement signed

1975    Apollo–Soyuz Project 

   Helsinki Accord

1977   Charter 77 formed

1979    Iranian Revolution 

   Soviets invaded Afghanistan

the Cuban MIssILe CrIsIs, 1962
During the Korean War of 1950–53 the US had attempted to contain the spread of communism 

in Asia. Ten years later it faced a similar threat, but this time much closer to home.

In 1959 Fidel Castro came to power in Cuba after overthrowing Fulgencio Batista. Batista 

had ruled as a dictator since 1952 and had been supported by the United States. After coming to 

power Castro seized a number of American-owned companies and made trade agreements with 

the Soviet Union. As his Soviet 

sympathies became clear the 

Americans decided to act to 

remove him from power. The 

US Central Intelligence Agency 

(CIA) trained and armed a 

group of exiled Cubans who 

had .ed after Castro’s rise to 

power. In April 1961 a force of 

around 1400, known as Brigade 

2506, landed on Cuba’s south 

coast at the Bay of Pigs, with 

the intention of gathering local 

support and overthrowing 

Castro. Poor planning and an 

underestimation of the loyalty 

of the people to Castro meant 

that the invasion was a disaster, 

and most of the attackers were 

killed or captured within two 

days. Afterwards Castro was 
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sourCe 3.24 During the Cuban Missile Crisis, most major cities in the United States were within range 

of Soviet missiles. 
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convinced the US would try to overthrow him 

again, so he sought more direct support from the 

Soviet Union.

Khrushchev was only too happy to help  

a communist ally, especially one that lay only  

150 kilometres from the US. Despite Khrushchev’s 

claim that he was placing only defensive weapons in 

Cuba, he placed nuclear missile launchers manned 

by Soviet crews and aimed at the US at a number 

of locations on the island. All the major eastern and 

central cities, including New York, Washington 

and Chicago, were within the 2000-mile range of 

the missiles. It is important to note, however, that 

much of the US was already within range of Soviet 

long-range missiles, with or without those in Cuba. 

However, to the American public, the missiles in 

Cuba appeared to be a much more direct threat.

Since the Cuban Missile Crisis, historians have pondered on the question of why Khrushchev 

placed the missiles in Cuba. Assisting in the defence of Cuba was only one of his motivations. 

Others were: 

+   to test the resolve of the new and inexperienced President Kennedy, especially so soon after 

the disastrous Bay of Pigs incident

+   to gain the bargaining power necessary to force the US to remove some of its missiles that 

were in striking distance of the USSR 

+   to help close the ‘missile gap’ and dissuade the US from a ‘$rst strike’ against the USSR.

Placement of the missiles took the Americans by surprise. They were discovered after analysts 

looked at photos taken from a U-2 spy plane .ying high over Cuba. President Kennedy was informed 

on 16 October 1962 and for six days the Executive Committee of the National Security Council, 

or ExComm, met to discuss response options. Those options included immediate airstrikes against 

the missile sites; an invasion of Cuba; putting diplomatic pressure on the Soviet Union through the 

United Nations; a naval blockade around Cuba to prevent any further missiles being sent there – 

or they could do nothing. The last option was unacceptable to Kennedy because, even though the 

US still had nuclear superiority over the Russians and even though the Cuban missiles presented 

no greater threat than already existed, doing nothing would set a precedent for the Soviets to feel 

con$dent to challenge the US elsewhere in the world – such as in West Berlin. In the end the decision 

was made to place a naval blockade around Cuba; Kennedy publicly announced this on 22 October.

After a very tense six days, during which letters were exchanged between Kennedy and 

Khrushchev, and the United Nations called for restraint from both sides, the situation was defused 

when Khrushchev ordered Soviet ships on their way to Cuba to turn back. Nuclear bombers and 

missile command centres in the US had been put on Defense Condition (Def Con) 2, meaning 

they were prepared for war. The next level, Def Con 1, meant war. The Soviet missiles in Cuba 

were dismantled and sent back to the USSR, in exchange for a guarantee that the US would 

never invade Cuba or attempt to remove Castro by force, and according to a secret arrangement 

in which the Americans agreed to remove some of their nuclear missiles from Turkey.

sourCe 3.25 At the United Nations, the American ambassador Adlai Stevenson 

points out the Soviet missile sites from reconnaissance photos taken over Cuba.
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The crisis had brought the world that much closer to nuclear con.ict and put into perspective 

just how dangerous the nuclear arms race had become. It led to discussions between the Americans 

and Soviets about how they could reduce the threat of nuclear war, and they established a ‘hot-

line’ between Moscow and Washington to make it easier for the two leaders to contact each other 

directly. In July 1963 the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty was signed, in which the two sides agreed to 

carry out future nuclear tests underground to avoid pollution of the atmosphere.

The events of October 1962 did not end the arms race – in fact, they made the Soviets more 

determined than ever to close the arms gap with the US – but there were at least some signs 

that the two sides were willing to work together. As far as containment was concerned, the US 

had failed in Cuba. It remained communist, and the US had made a guarantee not to attempt to 

overthrow Castro. The Soviet Union remained committed to the defence of Cuba in the event of 

invasion, so any attempted US military action would likely have led to Soviet involvement and 

risked nuclear war once again.

‘Over the garden wall’

The illustration below was drawn by Norman Mansbridge, a British cartoonist who worked for a number of 

publications. He said of himself: ‘I’ve no real political convictions’.

sourCe 3.26 ‘Over the garden wall’, by Norman 

Mansbridge, Punch, 1962; the cartoon comments on 

Kennedy’s reaction to the Soviet missiles in Cuba.
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Questions

1  Who are the two individuals portrayed in  

the cartoon?

2  What do the branches of the trees 

represent?

3  What is the message of the cartoon?

4  What do you think are the values and 

limitations of this image as a historical 

source? Does the fact that Mansbridge 

claimed to have no political convictions 

a7ect your evaluation of the source?
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Non-alignment

As tensions between the two superpowers increased after the Second World War a 

number of nations rejected the notion that they should align themselves with either the 

American or Soviet blocs. These nations took steps to actively promote the policy of not 

taking sides in the major division. Such a policy was developed in the 1950s, particularly 

at the Bandung Conference of 1955. Held in Indonesia, 25 nations were represented 

at Bandung, and issues such as self-determination, respect of sovereignty and non-

aggression were discussed. The conference laid the foundations for what became known 

as ‘non-alignment’, a policy that is different to that of neutrality. Members of the Non-

Aligned Movement took active steps to mediate between the two superpowers and 

worked to promote peace, whereas countries that were neutral avoided involvement 

completely. Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru stated in his address to the 

Bandung Conference that:

I belong to neither [bloc] and I propose to belong to neither whatever 

happens in the world … If all the world were to be divided up between 

these two big blocs what would be the result? The inevitable result would 

be war. Therefore every step that takes place in reducing that area in the 

world which may be called the unaligned area is a dangerous step and 

leads to war.

The Non-Aligned Movement was of7cially formed in 1961. Members tended to 

represent developing nations, particularly those in Africa and South America. Prime 

Minister Nehru of India played a major role in establishing the movement, encouraged 

by the opportunity he saw to forge a new role for his nation after its independence from 

Great Britain in 1947.

Questions

 1  What advantages might non-aligned nations have gained from the superpowers?

 2  What impact might a non-aligned grouping have on the international balance  

of power?

the vIetnaM war, 1965–75
In 1954 the Battle of Dien Bien Phu had ended with a victory by the Vietnamese over the 

French. This ended French control in Indochina (the region encompassing Vietnam, Laos and 

Cambodia). The Japanese had occupied Indochina during the Second World War (as well as 

much of the rest of South-East Asia and China), but after 1945 France had hoped to reassert 

control over Indochina. The French had been in control of Vietnam before the war, since 1884. 

However, the wartime resistance movement known as the Viet Minh aimed to end all foreign 

control of Vietnam. The Japanese had been defeated and the Viet Minh were determined to 

ensure that the French would not come back. In 1946 war broke out between the French and 

the Viet Minh, and by 1954 more than 75 000 French soldiers had been killed in a war fought 
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against a determined enemy in the mountains and thick jungles of Vietnam. The French garrison 

of Dien Bien Phu in northern Vietnam was surrounded. It became the last stand for the French, 

who eventually surrendered.

The Geneva Agreement of 1954 ended French rule in Indochina. Independence was also 

granted to Laos and Cambodia. Vietnam was to be divided into two separate states at the 17th 

parallel line of latitude. The northern part was to be ruled by the communists under Ho Chi 

Minh and the south was to be ruled separately until elections could be held to decide on the 

future of the country as a whole. However, it was not in US interests for an election to be held 

quickly because it was likely that the communists would have won. President Eisenhower 

stated at the time:

I have never talked or corresponded with a person knowledgeable in Indo-Chinese 

a7airs who did not agree that had elections been held as of the time of the (ghting 

(1954), possibly 80 per cent of the population would have voted for the communist 

Ho Chi Minh.3

With a mindset acutely focused on the perceived threat from communism, the US failed to 

consider that Ho Chi Minh’s struggle was one of national liberation rather than one of communist 

expansion. Indeed, the extent to which Ho was a nationalist or a communist is still debated by 

historians to this day.
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sourCe 3.27 The domino theory suggested that once one country ‘fell’ 

to communism neighbouring countries would also come under its inDuence 

and fall to communism too, in turn, like dominos.

The domino theory

During the 1950s a strong belief developed in the US that when one country ‘fell’ to communism it would 

result in the surrounding countries becoming vulnerable and eventually succumbing in turn. This became 

known as the ‘domino theory’. It was thought that communism would spread beyond the Soviet Union into 

surrounding countries; furthermore, its spread around the world would be unrelenting – hence the need 

for ‘containment’. China was the (rst domino, becoming communist in 1949. Vietnam, which was at war 

with France then, was seen as next in line to 

fall to communism, and Korea yet another 

domino in danger of falling. Eventually, most 

if not all of Asia, and even Australia, would 

be under direct threat. 

The domino theory was not implausible –  

international borders are not impervious and 

the often chaotic or violent way in which 

communism was established in some parts 

of the world meant it did sometimes spill into 

neighbouring countries. 
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sourCe 3.28 This cartoon, published in New Zealand in 1950, portrays the 

expansion of communism as an octopus, originating in communist China.

Questions

1  Compare and contrast Sources 3.27 

and 3.28. In what ways are they 

similar and in what ways do they 

di7er?

2  Which countries are identi(ed as 

points of origin for the spread of 

communism?

3  Does the octopus in Source 

3.28 illustrate the domino theory 

accurately?

eisenhower puts forward the principle of the theory, 1954
During a press conference on 7 April 1954, President Eisenhower was asked about the situation in 

Indochina. The war was over for the French, but the Americans were concerned about the threat of 

communism. Eisenhower’s response included one of the first references to the domino theory.

Journalist: Mr President, would you mind commenting on the strategic importance of Indochina to the free 

world? I think there has been, across the country, some lack of understanding on just what it means to us.

President Eisenhower: You have, of course, both the speci(c and the general when you talk about such things. 

First of all, you have the speci(c value of a locality in its production of materials that the world needs. Then 

you have the possibility that many human beings pass under a dictatorship that is inimical to the free world.

Finally, you have broader considerations that might follow what you would call the ‘falling domino’ principle. 

You have a row of dominoes set up, you knock over the (rst one, and what will happen to the last one is the 

certainty that it will go over very quickly. So you could have a beginning of a disintegration that would have 

the most profound in�uences. 

Now, with respect to the (rst one, two of the items from this particular area that the world uses are tin and 

tungsten. They are very important. There are others, of course, the rubber plantations and so on.

Then with respect to more people passing under this domination, Asia, after all, has already lost some  

450 million of its peoples to the Communist dictatorship, and we simply can’t a7ord greater losses. 

But when we come to the possible sequence of events, the loss of Indochina, of Burma, of Thailand, 

of the Peninsula, and Indonesia following, now you begin to talk about areas that not only multiply the 

disadvantages that you would su7er through loss of materials, sources of materials, but now you are talking 

really about millions and millions and millions of people. 

Finally, the geographical position achieved thereby does many things. It turns the so-called island defensive 

chain of Japan, Formosa, of the Philippines and to the southward; it moves in to threaten Australia and 

New Zealand. 
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sourCe 3.29 During the Vietnam War the Ho Chi Minh 

Trail wound its way through Laos and Cambodia; it was 

used to get Viet Cong forces and supplies, supported by 

the communists in North Vietnam, into South Vietnam.

America becomes involved in Vietnam

After Vietnam was divided into North and South Vietnam in 1954 

the Americans gave signi$cant $nancial support to the South 

Vietnamese government to help it resist any future communist 

threat from the North. The president of South Vietnam, Ngo Dinh 

Diem, was deeply unpopular. His election victory in which he had 

won more than 90 per cent of the votes had been rigged, and in 

the $rst years of his presidency thousands of political opponents 

were arrested or executed. He was staunchly Roman Catholic and 

his policies oppressed the majority Buddhist population of South 

Vietnam. However, he was also passionately anti-communist and 

for this reason was supported by the US. Vice President Lyndon 

B Johnson was known to have said that Diem was ‘the only boy 

we’ve got out there’.

Diem’s regime continued to be one of harsh oppression and 

brutality, and eventually the US cut off all aid to him. He was 

assassinated in November 1963 after a military coup and was 

followed by a succession of generals as rulers, but the political 

situation did not improve. Opposition groups had united and 

formed the National Liberation Front and the guerrilla campaign 

in South Vietnam, aimed at destabilising Diem’s regime, grew more 

intense. Johnson, now president of the US, decided that more 

American help was needed.

After an attack by North Vietnamese patrol boats on US naval 

vessels in the Gulf of Tonkin in August 1964 Johnson called for 

direct American military involvement in Vietnam. The Gulf of 

It takes away, in its economic aspects, that region that Japan must have as a trading area or Japan, in turn, 

will have only one place in the world to go – that is, toward the Communist areas in order to live. So, the 

possible consequences of the loss are just incalculable to the free world. 

Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States: Dwight D. Eisenhower, 1954, pp. 381–90.

Questions

1  What are the three ‘speci(c’ and ‘general’ concerns that Eisenhower had about Indochina?

2  Eisenhower used the word ‘lost’ to describe Asian peoples living in communist countries. Why do you think 

he chose this word?

3  What impact did Eisenhower think the domino e7ect would have on Japan, even if Japan itself did not 

become communist?

4  Refer back to Sources 3.27 and 3.28. How closely do they re�ect the sentiment expressed by Eisenhower 

in his speech? Does one cartoon match the speech more closely?
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sourCe 3.30 American soldiers in action during the 

Vietnam War. The harsh terrain was a particular dif'culty 

for the Americans and their allies.

Vietnamisation

Nixon’s policy by which the 

US would hand over the 

responsibility of <ghting 

the war in Vietnam to the 

South Vietnamese. This 

would allow the US to 

withdraw its troops from 

Vietnam, yet achieve what 

Nixon called ‘peace with 

honour’

Tonkin Resolution gave Johnson the power to take whatever action 

he deemed necessary to restore peace in Vietnam. Often referred to 

as the ‘blank cheque’, it did not place any limit on the size of the force 

available to him. In March 1965, American combat troops were sent 

to Vietnam and, soon after, a large-scale bombing campaign began 

against North Vietnam, called Operation Rolling Thunder.

The American War

Within a year of the $rst American forces arriving, some 380 000 

troops were in Vietnam, yet progress was minimal. The Viet 

Cong guerrilla tactics were very effective against the Americans, 

who were used to $ghting more conventional enemies. Guerrilla 

tactics involved small-scale attacks and ‘hit and run’ strategies, 

against which the Americans struggled to gain the upper hand. 

American soldiers in Vietnam, mainly volunteers were often young and inexperienced, and the 

commanders were slow to respond and adapt to the Viet Cong tactics.

Meanwhile, US bombing of the north continued, and over the course of the war more than 

7 million tonnes of bombs were dropped on North Vietnam – more than the total tonnage dropped 

by the Allies in the Second World War. Yet all the while, the Viet Cong seemed unaffected and, 

in fact, they were able to launch a massive assault on South Vietnam in January 1968. The Tet 

Offensive, as it was known, resulted in the capture of more than three quarters of all the towns 

and villages in South Vietnam. Most of the territory was regained quickly by the Americans and 

South Vietnamese, but the Tet Offensive, which was covered by the major US television networks, 

revealed to the US government, and TV audiences, that the war was effectively unwinnable. 

The American public had been assured that progress was being made in Vietnam and that  

the US could win the war, but the Tet Offensive showed them that this was not merely a jungle 

war against an ill-equipped enemy. It was a modern war in which the enemy was able to  

strike wherever it pleased, to the complete surprise of the Americans. Peace talks opened in Paris 

within months of the Tet Offensive, but the war would continue for another $ve years.

The end of the war

The Vietnam War was a terrible burden on President Johnson, and he did not seek re-election  

in the 1968 elections. The new president, Republican Richard Nixon, pursued the notion of 

‘peace with honour’ in Vietnam, and so, rather than withdrawing all American troops immediately, 

he initiated the process of Vietnamisation. It involved slowly handing over $ghting to the 

South Vietnamese while the Americans pulled out from 1969; they would provide the South 

Vietnamese with support in the process. This support involved not only the renewed bombing 

of North Vietnam but also of Laos and Cambodia, to disrupt the enemy supply lines leading 

to South Vietnam.

In 1973 a peace settlement was signed between the US and North Vietnam, and in 

March that year the last US combat troops left Vietnam, although some advisers and other 

personnel remained behind. Both sides had agreed to respect the 17th parallel demarcation 

line, but the North continued its military campaign and in April 1975 Northern forces 

captured the Southern capital, Saigon, and united the country under communist rule. As 
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if to prove the domino theory correct, that year also saw communist governments installed in 

Laos and Cambodia. The policy of containment had failed completely in Indochina. Ironically, 

though, the Vietnam War helped initiate a period of détente in the Cold War.

towards détente
The Vietnam War had a number of short- and long-term 

effects both on the United States and on the progress of the 

Cold War. The US’s experience in Vietnam led Nixon to 

believe there must be a better way to $ght communism than 

via military con.ict. The war had cost many American lives –  

some 58 000 US servicemen had died – and it had failed 

to contain communism. It had cost President Johnson his 

presidency, and along with the Watergate scandal it would also 

cost Nixon his.

Nixon acknowledged that communism had not created 

a single ideological bloc that was a threat to the world. The 

Sino-Soviet split had continued and the tensions between 

China and the Soviet Union were serious enough to have 

resulted in border clashes between the two communist 

powers. Nixon had an opportunity to exploit the dif$cult relations between the USSR and China 

by improving relations with China. Travel restrictions to China were eased and the US navy 

withdrew from the Taiwan Straits. Mao was equally anxious to ‘unfreeze’ relations with the US, 

and Nixon visited Beijing in 1972.

Not wanting to be left behind, the Soviet Union sought ways to improve its relations with 

the West as well. In fact, all three sides – China, the USSR and the US – had clear motives for 

wanting to pursue a policy of détente. 

China had developed its own style of communism and the Sino-Soviet split meant relations 

between it and the Soviet Union were tense. Mao was anxious to avoid becoming isolated if the 

Soviets improved their relations with the West. China had been watching US involvement in 

Vietnam closely, in case the war spilled into China, as was almost the case in Korea. Mao could 

have sent troops into North Vietnam, to help Vietnam directly but he was in the process of 

modernising China and improved trade with the US would help him achieve that aim. Improving 

relations with the US peacefully was in his interests.

The Soviet Union had been spending a great deal of money on defence throughout the period 

of the Cold War, and it simply could not afford to continue this while maintaining a decent 

standard of living for its people. Improved relations with the US would mean the USSR could 

reduce its defence budget, and resultant trade with the US would also improve the Soviets’ 

economic situation. Soon after visiting Beijing, Nixon visited Moscow and met with Leonid 

Brezhnev, the president of the USSR. During their talks they signed the $rst Strategic Arms 

Limitations Treaty (SALT I) in 1972. This treaty placed limits on their numbers of weapons and 

missiles and helped slow the arms race. Brezhnev visited the US the following year and further 

arms reduction agreements were made.
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sourCe 3.31 Happier times: Nixon and Brezhnev on friendly 

terms during the period of détente
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new ChaLLenges to sovIet ControL: 
CzeChosLovakIa and the prague sprIng, 1968
In 1968 it was 12 years since the Hungarian uprising of 1956, and since then there had been very 

little intervention by the Soviet Union in its European satellite states. This is not to say that there had 

not been disagreements between Moscow and its allies in eastern Europe, but if those disagreements 

had not threatened the unity of the Warsaw Pact or the ultimate domination of the Communist Party, 

then the Russians had been reluctant to act. But in 1968 the USSR was once again facing a serious 

challenge to its control, this time in Czechoslovakia. There, reformers came to power and attempted 

to implement a policy that became known as ‘socialism with a human face’ because of its contrast to 

the austere severity of the previous regime.

Czechoslovakia’s economy had suffered a recession in 1961 under the rule of Antonin Novotny, 

and by 1968 the country was stagnating, when previously it had been the most successful 

and advanced state in the Eastern bloc. Novotny resigned in January 1968 and was replaced  

by Alexander Dubček. So began the ‘Prague Spring’, a brief period of liberalisation under 

Dubček. Among his plans for reform were 

increased democratisation, a relaxation of 

censorship and more freedom to travel. 

Industry and agriculture would also be 

reformed by introducing works councils to 

control factories, rather than party of$cials, 

and independent collectives to replace the 

collective farms run by the state.

Dubček was very careful to make it clear 

that he would not stray from the Warsaw 

Pact, but as far as Brezhnev was concerned 

his reforms posed a threat to Moscow’s 

control over its satellite states. In August 

1968, Soviet, Polish, Bulgarian and East 

German forces invaded Czechoslovakia in 

what was the $rst enactment of the ‘Brezhnev 

Doctrine’. This doctrine stated that whenever 

there was a threat to communist unity in the 

Eastern bloc, the individual nation’s rights 

were less important than those of the broader communist community. The Czechs responded 

to the invasion with passive resistance, remembering the violence with which the Hungarian 

uprising was crushed 12 years earlier. There was little violence, but many arrests were made. 

The West refused to intervene because Czechoslovakia was in the Soviet sphere and because 

relations between the superpowers were showing signs of improvement. Dubček was forced to 

abandon his reforms, and in 1969 he was replaced by Gustáv Husák, a loyal communist who 

remained in power until 1987. He led Czechoslovakia through a period of normalisation, 

which involved reinstating censorship and full government control.
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sourCe 3.32 The Brezhnev Doctrine in action – Soviet tanks in eastern Europe, in this case 

bringing the Prague Spring of 1968 to an end 

normalisation

In Czechoslovakia, the 

period after the Prague 

Spring of 1968, during 

which censorship and 

repression were reasserted; 

normalisation lasted until 

1989
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Life in the Eastern bloc

I cannot recognise my country from the way it is depicted in the press and media. We didn’t 

just have autumn and winter. We had spring and summer too. 

Corinna Hartfouch, East German actress, speaking in 1995,  

quoted in P Malloy, The Lost World of Communism: An Oral History of Daily Life Behind  

the Iron Curtain, Random House, 2009, p. 304.

This comment appears to challenge 

the common perception of everyday 

life in Eastern bloc countries – waiting 

for hours in long queues to buy bread 

or meat, constant worries about 

surveillance by the secret police and 

the inability to question ‘the system’. It 

also suggests a certain degree of what 

is called in German Ostalgie, meaning 

nostalgia for life in East Germany before 

the fall of communism. Either way, it 

would appear that the views of Corinna 

Hartfouch are to some extent those of 

the minority. Generally speaking, life 

in the Eastern bloc was dictated either 

by the regime that was in power at the 

time or centrally from Moscow.

Political, artistic and religious 

freedoms were limited in Eastern bloc 

countries, although the extent to which 

this was the case depended on the 

country itself. In Poland, for example, 

Catholicism remained a signi7cant 

force throughout the Cold War period. 

In the Soviet Union religious and artistic freedom was minimal during Stalin’s rule. Under Khrushchev the 

Communist Party’s grip on everyday life was loosened through the years of de-Stalinisation, but while it 

was permissible to criticise Stalin and his regime, criticism of the Communist Party or of communism itself 

was certainly not allowed. And the grip tightened again with the ascension of Brezhnev. It was not until the 

late 1980s, when Gorbachev’s policy of glasnost was implemented, that the Soviet people felt safe to express 

concerns about the communist system in the Soviet Union (see Chapter 5).

East Germany was home to one of the most famous, or infamous, of all Communist secret police 

organisations – the Ministry for State Security (Ministerium für Staatssicherheit), better known as the 

Stasi. Through a network of agents and informers, the Stasi took the notion of surveillance to a level 

not seen since the period of terror in the Soviet Union under Stalin. Arrests and interrogations were 

commonplace, whether or not a crime had been committed. Millions of East Germans were harassed by the 

Stasi, and after the Cold War a number of former Stasi agents and of7cers were tracked down and charged 

with various crimes.

sourCe 3.33 A machine used by the Stasi to reseal envelopes after they had 

been steamed open as part of its surveillance program
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OstpOlitik: a new start
Ostpolitik translates as ‘Eastern policy’. It refers to the policy adopted by West Germany in the 

latter years of the 1960s. Previously the government of West Germany had refused to recognise 

or have diplomatic relations with any nation that recognised East Germany, except the Soviet 

Union. This meant that West Germany had had no relations with any Soviet bloc state other than 

the USSR. It had still hoped for a reuni$cation of Germany under a West German government, 

but as this became less and less likely a change in policy became necessary. The West German 

foreign minister (and later chancellor) Willy Brandt devised the policy of Ostpolitik, which formed 

a key part of détente in Europe. As West Germany would be at the frontline of any con.ict on the 

European continent, Brandt was anxious to improve relations in order to offer some protection 

for West Germany. To that end he accepted the Oder–Neisse (river) line as the German–Polish 

frontier, which had not been 

$nalised at the end of the Second 

World War. Securing this border 

helped to ease lingering tensions 

between West Germany and the 

Eastern bloc states. 

The timing of Ostpolitik was 

perfect. At the same time as 

Brandt was seeking improved 

relations with the East, the Soviets 

and Americans were beginning 

to come to terms with each 

other, and Nixon had extended 

an olive branch to China (albeit 

as much to exploit the Sino-

Soviet split as to improve Sino-

US relations). However, Nixon 

and the US initially had some 

worries about a re-emergence 

of German nationalism through 

Ostpolitik, given the continuing 

US presence in West Berlin. 

But the Moscow Treaty of 1970 

between West Germany and 

the Soviet Union was signed, 

and Ostpolitik continued with 

West Germany signing further 

treaties with Poland and with 

Czechoslovakia.
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sourCe 3.34 Chancellor Willy Brandt of West Germany kneels in front of 

a memorial to the Warsaw Ghetto during a visit to Poland. The gesture was 

unplanned and when asked about it later Brandt simply said ‘I did what 

human beings do when speech fails them’.
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James Bond: Cold War warrior

One particularly enduring image of the Cold 

War era is that of James Bond, the Royal Navy 

commander and secret agent 007, a character 

created by author Ian Fleming for a series of spy 

novels he wrote in the 1950s and 1960s. In some 

ways the Cold War was played out almost as 

much in the popular culture of the Bond novels 

and 7lms as in real life. Not unintentionally, 

many of the Bond 7lms echo the development 

of the Cold War, so much so that they could be 

considered propaganda.

In the 7rst Bond 7lm, Dr No, released in 

1962, agent 007 is sent to a Caribbean island to 

prevent a mad Chinese scientist from disrupting 

American rockets with an atomic-powered radio 

beam. Only months later, the Cuban Missile 

Crisis brought the world to the brink of war.

From Russia with Love was released in 1963, 

capitalising on anti-Soviet sentiment in the wake 

of the Cuban Missile Crisis. The public needed 

a dose of propaganda at this time as there was 

a growing sense the Soviets were gaining the 

upper hand in the Cold War. In the 7lm Sean 

Connery appears as the quintessential hero – 

suave, charming and self-assured. In contrast, his 

Russian adversaries are ruthless and evil.

Later, in 1977’s The Spy Who Loved Me, Bond is forced to work with a Soviet agent after British and Soviet 

nuclear submarines disappear. The enemy is determined to trigger a nuclear war between Britain and the USSR, 

so that civilisation can be replaced by his new world order. In the era of détente, a British and Soviet spy working 

together proved a hit, and this 7lm was received well by critics and audiences.

Things changed, however, when the Cold War turned frosty again (see Chapter 5). In The Living 

Daylights, from 1987, Bond is pitted against a corrupt of7cer of the KGB (the Soviet security agency) and at 

one point helps the mujahidin in Afghanistan do battle against Soviet forces.

The 7rst post-Cold War Bond 7lm was GoldenEye, released in 1995. Fittingly, the breakup of the USSR 

provides a backdrop to events. Bond’s superior, ‘M’, describes him as ‘a relic of the Cold War’ – an apt 

description, considering the origins of the 7lm franchise.

sourCe 3.35 From Russia With Love, the second Bond 'lm, 

released in 1963, referenced the Cold War tensions of its time.
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the ‘hIgh poInt’ of détente, 1975
Improved relations between the US and the communist powers of China and the Soviet Union had 

begun in the late 1960s and continued throughout the 1970s. Nixon’s successful visits to Moscow and 

Beijing in 1972, and the reciprocal visit by Brezhnev to Washington, showed that relations between the 

now three superpowers were warming. By 1975, agreements had been reached on arms limitations, 
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sourCe 3.36 An artist’s impression of the docking 

phase of the Apollo–Soyuz Project of 1975; this was 

perhaps literally the ‘high point’ of détente.
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and the Vietnam War had drawn to a close, at least for the Americans. 

In 1975 a number of agreements and cooperative efforts came together. 

These were indications that the year marked the time of warmest 

relations between Moscow and Washington in the postwar period.

On 17 July 1975 three years of planning and cooperation 

between the US and USSR culminated in the success of the  

Apollo–Soyuz Project. An American Apollo space capsule docked 

with a Soviet Soyuz craft in orbit around the Earth. For three days 

the American and Soviet crews conducted joint experiments. This 

was the $rst time the two superpowers had cooperated fully in a 

space mission; previously they had been engaged in what had 

become known as the ‘space race’. 

sourCe 3.37 Laika, the 'rst dog in space. Unlike her human counterparts, 

Laika died within the 'rst seven hours of her space Dight, from overheating 

and stress. 
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The space race

With the development of more 

sophisticated rockets and missiles in 

the 1950s, space became an area of 

competition between the superpowers, 

who aimed for superiority in space?ight 

capability. The ‘starting gun’ of the  

space race was the successful launch of 

the Russian satellite Sputnik 1, in  

October 1957. Primitive by today’s 

technological standards, Sputnik 1 was 

a metal sphere with a 58-centimetre 

diameter and four antennae attached; it 

sent out a radio pulse from orbit that was 

detectable on Earth. The fact that the 

Soviets could launch a satellite that could 

?y over the US alarmed the Americans 

and gave the Russians an early lead in the 

space race. With their work overseen by 

Sergei Korolev, the Soviets maintained their lead with the 7rst animal in space, a dog named Laika,  

in 1957; the 7rst man, Yuri Gagarin, in 1961; and the 7rst woman, Valentina Tereshkova, in 1963. 

The 1961 Outer Space Treaty prohibited the placing of any nuclear weapons in orbit, but manned space 

travel continued rapidly in the 1960s, after President Kennedy declared in 1961 the long-term goal of the 

American space program ‘of landing a man on the Moon and returning him safely to the Earth’. In what would 

become the most signi7cant moment of the space race, that goal was achieved on 16 July 1969. Apollo 11 

astronauts Neil Armstrong and Edwin ‘Buzz’ Aldrin set foot on the surface of the Moon. The third member of 

the crew, Michael Collins, manned the command module that orbited the Moon.

Question

 1  Why was the space race considered an important part of the Cold War?
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The Helsinki Accord was another advance in 1975 in terms of agreements between nations; 

it was signed in August 1975. It was the result of two years of international conferences held 

since 1973. The conferences were focused on improving security and cooperation in Europe 

and on making agreements between 35 countries on economics, technology, disarmament and 

human rights.

The Helsinki Accord was divided into three main sections, referred to as ‘baskets’. The 

$rst basket focused on security in Europe and outlined ways in which the signatory nations 

should peacefully settle disputes. The second dealt with areas of economics, technology 

and the environment, and the third basket concerned cooperation in ‘humanitarian and other 

$elds’. It was the third basket that would become the most signi$cant in the following years. By 

signing the Helsinki Accord, the USSR agreed to the speci$cs regarding human rights and basic 

freedoms outlined in the third basket. Later this would open the USSR to criticism when these 

criteria were not met. In fact, in 1993, historian Martin Walker suggested that:

In retrospect, the Helsinki Treaties of 1975 appear as the West’s secret weapon, a 

time-bomb planted in the heart of the Soviet Empire. Throughout Eastern Europe 

and in the Soviet Union itself, a handful of brave and determined campaigners 

used the human-rights provisions of the Helsinki ‘Final Basket’ to insist that their 

governments live up to the commitments they had signed.4

While 1975 can be seen as the high point of détente, it can also be interpreted as the beginning 

of the end of what some historians have called the ‘$rst’ Cold War.

the end of détente
In 1977, in response to Czechoslovakia’s signing of the Helsinki Accord, a group known as  

Charter 77 was formed in Czechoslovakia. It was a non-political group made up of individuals who 

were devoted to human rights. After the Prague Spring of 1968, in the period of ‘normalisation’ 

instigated by Gustáv Husák, many human rights were suppressed. Charter 77 was formed to 

assert the rights outlined in the Helsinki Accord, to which Husák was now a signatory. Members 

of the group, including playwright and future Czech president Václav Havel, were harassed 

and imprisoned, but the group attracted international attention and applied pressure on the 

communist government, so much so that it became a key factor in Czecholslovakia’s ‘Velvet 

Revolution’ of 1989.

The $nal years of the 1970s saw détente break down and the world enter a renewed Cold War, 

sometimes called the ‘second’ Cold War. The election of President Jimmy Carter in the US in 1976 

and his focus on human rights resulted in tensions with Brezhnev. When Brezhnev was criticised by 

Carter over the Soviet Union’s civil rights violations, Brezhnev simply reminded Carter of continued 

US support for corrupt and oppressive governments in Latin America. Soviet placement of new 

nuclear weapons in Europe alarmed the Americans, who in response stationed missiles of their 

own in the region, and began research into their Strategic Defence Initiative, or ‘Star Wars’, a missile 

defence system that would operate from orbit and use lasers to shoot down incoming Soviet missiles.

When the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in December 1979, relations reached their lowest 

point since the Cuban Missile Crisis. A coup had overthrown the monarchy, and the reformist 

government that replaced it provoked widespread opposition from Islamic fundamentalists, 

which could have spilled over into the Muslim republics of the southern Soviet Union. The 

disarmament 

In international relations, 

a process in which nations 

reduce their nuclear and 

conventional weapons, 

often by holding high-

level talks and making 

agreements with other 

countries
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potential instability was not acceptable to the USSR, and the Soviets considered their invasion 

to be defensive, but it was condemned by the United Nations and regarded by the West as a 

dangerous new development in Soviet foreign policy. Grain and technology exports to the Soviet 

Union were banned and US athletes boycotted the 1980 Moscow Olympic Games in protest. 

Despite SALT II negotiations reaching a successful climax in 1979, at a different non-ballistic 

level, the Cold War intensi$ed. Détente had come to an end.

Chapter summary
 + During the 30-year period of 1949 to 1979 the Cold War developed from a European affair 

to one that essentially divided the whole world.

 + The tensions between the Soviets and Americans that grew from the ‘German question’ 

were played out in almost every European country in a variety of ways. 

 + Both the US and the USSR developed powerful new weapons and ways of delivering them, 

but came to the realisation that there would be no winners in a nuclear war. 

 + Détente was seen as a way to come to terms with each other’s existence but it did not bring 

an end to the Cold War. The end of détente led to the $nal, and perhaps most dangerous, 

phase of the Cold War.
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1 John Lewis Gaddis, The Cold War: A New History, Penguin, 2006, p. 26.
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Chapter review activities
1 How important do you think perception was as a factor in the development of the  

Cold War?

2 According to Richard Vinen, what was the key difference in the con.ict between Warsaw 

Pact members and NATO, compared with earlier con.icts?

3 To what extent do you think there was a ‘thaw’ in Cold War relations after 1953?

4 What role, if any, did Khrushchev’s de-Stalinisation play in causing the challenges to Soviet 

control in Poland and Hungary in 1956?

5 Outline the reasons why the West did not intervene in the Hungarian Revolution of 1956.

6 If the US was already within range of Soviet missiles in 1962, why do you think Khrushchev 

placed missiles in Cuba?

7 Look at the cartoon ‘Over the garden wall’ (Source 3.26). How valid is its message, given 

the US was already within range of Soviet missiles?

8 In what ways did the Berlin Wall solve the problems of the Cold War in Europe, rather than 

create them?

9 a De$ne the term ‘containment’ in your own words. 

b Decide the extent to which each of the following was a success or a failure for the 

policy of containment – the Korean War, the Cuban Missile Crisis and the Vietnam 

War. Give reasons for your answers.

10 Create a mindmap (or other visual summary) showing the reasons why each of the 

superpowers – the US, China and the USSR – sought an easing of tensions between them 

by the 1970s.

11 Prepare a timeline of the ten most signi$cant events of Cold War between 1949 and 1979. 

Rank the events in your timeline in terms of their signi$cance and write an extended 

paragraph explaining your ranking.

12 Write a pro$le of one of the following Cold War leaders: John F Kennedy, Nikita Khrushchev, 

Leonid Brezhnev or Richard Nixon. Your pro$le should include biographical details, a 

selection of $ve key quotes and an evaluation of his role as a Cold War leader.

essay question
13 Evaluate the role of one superpower in the Cold War between 1949 and 1979.
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Australia’s Cold War

Chapter 4

C h a p t e r  f o u r

The Second World War was a testing time for Australia. Our armed forces served in 

most theatres of operations, from the deserts of northern Africa to the jungles of 

Papua New Guinea, and across the North Atlantic into the South Paci c. Nearly 40 000 

Australians died during the war. Australia had played such an important part in 

the war that afterwards the government had a desire to take an active role in world 

affairs. When the Cold War period began after the war, the realignment of Australia’s 

foreign policy during the war, and a closer relationship with the United States, was 

also to affect our experience of the postwar period. 

As the Cold War developed, subsequent governments made efforts to protect 

Australia from the threat of communism. Alliances were strengthened with both 

the US and Great Britain, and Australia’s in!uence in the 

South-East Asian region grew. However, Australia remained 

somewhat subservient to its powerful allies, and at times 

the desire to maintain close relationships with these nations 

resulted in Australia’s interests taking second place to those 

of the other world powers, in particular the US.

Australia’s  
Cold War 

❮  Visibly distressed, Evdokia Petrova, wife of Vladimir Petrov, the Russian diplomat granted asylum in Australia, is hustled 

to a waiting plane at Sydney Airport by two burly Russian guards, who intended to spirit her back to Russia, on 19 April 

1954. She was rescued when the plane landed at Darwin and given asylum.

 + What impact did the Cold War 
have on Australian society and 
politics?

InquIry questIon
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Australia’s postwar foreign policy:  
old allies, new allies
Before the Second World War, Australia’s closest ally was Great Britain. The Australian states 

had begun as British colonies, and after Federation in 1901, when the nation became a 

Commonwealth, Australia’s allegiances to Britain remained strong. Most Australians felt strong 

ties to the ‘mother country’ and this sense of connection endured into the Second World War. 

And with a population of fewer than &ve million, Australia relied on Britain for defence. The 

British had a strong presence in Singapore, and fears of attack by any of our Asian neighbours 

were eased by the knowledge that the British naval )eet based in Singapore would help to 

protect Australia. 

However, in February 1942 Japanese forces, which had invaded Malaya, captured Singapore, 

taking 60 000 British and Imperial prisoners, including 15 348 Australian troops, many raw, 

untrained men with scarcely two weeks’ training. The British Empire was brought to its knees 

in South-East Asia. Australia felt exposed, as the British were concentrating on winning the war 

against Hitler in Europe and were unable to commit large numbers of forces to the Paci&c theatre 

of war. Australia needed a strong ally and it had already turned towards the United States. Prime 

Minister John Curtin had made this sentiment clear soon after the Japanese attack on Pearl 

Harbor before the fall of Singapore. In December 1941 Curtin had stated:

The Australian Government regards the Paci�c struggle as primarily one in which 

the United States and Australia must have the fullest say in the direction of the 

�ghting plan … Without inhibitions of any kind, I make it quite clear that Australia 

looks to America, free of any pangs as to our traditional links or kinship with the 

United Kingdom.
John Curtin, ‘The Task Ahead’, The Herald, Melbourne, 27 December 1941.

This is not to say that Australia would abandon Great Britain. Australian air crews made a 

signi&cant contribution to the bombing campaign over Nazi-occupied Europe throughout the 

war. But Curtin intended that Australia would focus on the con)ict that most threatened it 

directly – the war with Japan.

Australia and the early Cold War
After 1945 Australia’s relations with other nations were very much shaped by the climate of the 

Cold War. Australia was active in the foundation of the UN (see page 102) as a ‘middle power’, 

but as the Cold War intensi&ed in Europe new and closer challenges, such as the establishment 

of the communist People’s Republic of China in 1949, arose. Cold War concerns increasingly 

affected not only Australia’s international relations but they also had a direct impact on domestic 

politics, particularly during the 1950s and 1960s.  
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AustrAliA’s Cold WAr: signifiCAnt  

events to 1975

1920  Communist Party of Australia formed

1945  Cold War begins around this time

1948  Herbert Vere Evatt elected president of the United Nations General Assembly  

1949  Robert Menzies won the federal election

1950  Korean War began

1951  ANZUS Treaty signed

1952  Britain’s �rst nuclear test was conducted on the Montebello Islands in Western 

Australia

1954  SEATO Treaty signed

  Petrov A3air

1955  Australian Atomic Energy Commission established

1956  Melbourne hosted the Olympic Games, which became known as  

the ‘Friendly Games’

1957   Anti-Communist Labor Party, later renamed the Democratic Labor Party, was 

formed after the Labor Party split

  South Vietnamese president, Ngo Dinh Diem, visited Australia

1962   Australian military advisers arrived in South Vietnam

1964  Conscription reintroduced in Australia

1965  Australia committed combat troops to South Vietnam

1966 18 august  Battle of Long Tan

 25 november Liberal Harold Holt won the federal election by a landslide

1970  Moratoriums held in Melbourne and Sydney to protest against the  

Vietnam War

1972  Gough Whitlam came to power

1975  Gough Whitlam dismissed and Malcom Fraser became prime minister

Australia and the United Nations

When the Second World War ended in 1945 Australia felt the need to be more secure 

in what had become a very different world from that of 1939. Australia was a large 

country with a small population, and during the war it had found its needs were often 

subordinate to those of its powerful allies. For instance, the British prime minister 

Churchill had demanded the Australian prime minister Curtin to send Australian 

soldiers directly from the Middle East to South-East Asia without re'tting in Australia. 

It was much to Churchill’s chagrin that Curtin de'ed his demand, realising that to send 

the troops straight into jungle warfare, ill-equipped and untested, would have resulted 
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in needless casualties. In 1945 Australian soldiers did 

suffer needlessly at the command of the American 

General MacArthur, in ‘mopping up’ operations 

against the Japanese when the war was effectively 

already won. After the war, it was time for Australia 

to take a more assertive role in world affairs.

Nuclear weapons were a new threat to world 

peace after the Second World War, and at the 

same time European colonial dominance was being 

challenged around the world. Australia also felt 

entitled to a voice in postwar reconstruction and in 

forming the international system that emerged after 

the war. This is particularly evident in the early days 

of the United Nations (UN). The leader of Australia’s 

delegation to the 1945 UN conference in San 

Francisco was Minister for External Affairs  

Dr Herbert Vere Evatt. He spoke passionately about 

the need for smaller and less populous nations to have 

a voice on the world stage, and he was concerned 

that much of the world’s postwar reconstruction had 

already been decided on by the United States, Great 

Britain and the Soviet Union at the Yalta Conference. 

Through the efforts of Evatt, Australia played a 

key role in the creation of the UN, and in particular 

lobbied for the UN to offer smaller nations, including Australia, opportunities to have their voices heard. In 

1948 Evatt was elected president of the General Assembly of the UN. He made his mark on the UN, with 

the New York Times observing the following of his role in the 1945 conference:

When Dr Evatt came here he was a virtually unknown second-string delegate ... He leaves, recognised as 

the most brilliant and e3ective voice of the Small Powers, a leading statesman for the world’s conscience.

New York Times, 27 June 1945.

sourCe 4.1 Herbert Vere Evatt, president of the United 

Nations General Assembly from 1948 to 1949, addresses the 

assembly.
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australIa and the Korean War

Contrary to its later reputation as the ‘Forgotten War’, the Korean War was an important event in 

Australia’s Cold War history. In 1950, after North Korea made a surprise attack on South Korea, 

the United Nations quickly passed a resolution that called for the defence of the South (see 

pages 69–71). Australia’s prime minister, Robert Menzies, elected at the end of 1949, committed 

Australian forces to the &ght in Korea, and all three services – navy, army and air force – saw 

action in Korea until the armistice in 1953.
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Australia’s most famous engagement 

of the war was at Kapyong in April 1951. 

Australia’s 3rd Battalion of the Royal 

Australian Regiment along with Canadian, 

New Zealand and British troops, held off 

a massive Chinese assault through the 

Kapyong Valley, blocking a major route 

south, towards the South Korean capital, 

Seoul.

By the end of the war some 17 000 

Australian personnel had served in 

Korea and 340 Australians had died. 

Australia had played its role in the 

&rst major challenge facing the United 

Nations.

the anZus and seato 

treatIes

The attack by North Korea on South 

Korea and the later entry of China into 

the Korean War concerned Australia’s government. Menzies had won the 1949 election with a 

strong anti-communist message, and soon after his victory he had sent Australian forces to help 

suppress a communist insurgency in Malaya, at that time a British colony (see pages 71–72). 

The 1950 outbreak of war in Korea was interpreted by the government as part of a pattern of 

communist aggression towards South-East Asia, and it was feared that Australia could eventually 

become one of the nations that fell to communism in accordance with the ‘domino theory’. 

Australia’s involvement in both the Malayan Emergency and the Korean War demonstrated 

the policy adopted by both Australia and the US of ‘forward defence’, which held that nations 

would need to &ght communism wherever it was found, rather than waiting for the threat to 

reach them directly. This policy would also be the basis of Australia’s involvement in Vietnam 

10 years later.

Prime Minister Menzies stated that, ‘with our vast territory and our small population we cannot 

survive a surging Communist challenge from abroad except by the cooperation of powerful 

friends’. Menzies wanted a NATO-style agreement for Australia, to ensure mutual assistance 

between sympathetic nations in the event of armed aggression against any one of them.

The US was the most powerful of Australia’s friends, and in 1951 the Australia, New Zealand, 

United States Security Treaty, known as the ANZUS Treaty, was signed between Australia,  

New Zealand and the US. Through the treaty, the three nations pledged support for one another 

in the event of an armed attack in the Paci&c region, and agreed to ‘act to meet the common 

danger’. To ‘act’ did not necessarily mean each nation had an automatic obligation to offer 

military support under ANZUS, but there was a guarantee that consultation would occur if any 

nation was under threat. Australia wanted an alliance; the US wanted cooperation; and neither 

got exactly what it wanted under ANZUS.

sourCe 4.2 Australian soldiers on watch in Korea. With bitterly 

cold winters and scorching summers, conditions were dif9cult for 

Australian forces during the Korean War.
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‘Nearer, clearer, deadlier’

sourCe 4.3 ‘Nearer, Clearer, Deadlier’, a cartoon by Norman 

Lindsay that appeared in The Bulletin in 1950. The hammer and 

sickle on the shield are the symbol of communism.C
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Questions

1  Why do you think the �gure in the cartoon is 

portrayed as a Roman soldier?

2  What is the signi�cance of the jungle 

background?

3  How does this cartoon echo the sentiments of 

Prime Minister Menzies?

4  What is the message of this cartoon?

By 1954 the situation in South-East Asia had become worse for Australia. The domino 

theory was widely seen as becoming a reality, with the end of French rule in Indochina and 

the continuing communist insurgency in Malaya. The South-East Asia Treaty Organization 

(SEATO), arranged by the US, was created to form a more binding agreement between signatories 

than the ANZUS Treaty. The SEATO Treaty was more clearly targeted as an anti-communist 

agreement and brought together not only countries in South-East Asia itself, but other nations 

with interests in the region, including Great Britain and France. There were limitations and 

amendments to the treaty. For example, the Americans made it clear that in the event of con)ict 

they would provide air and sea power, but not land-based troops, and that they would only 

act against communist threats, not engage in other con)icts between Asian countries. But by 

and large the SEATO alliance became stronger than the ANZUS pact. Both ANZUS and SEATO 

gave Australia some peace of mind during a period of the Cold War when fear of communist 

expansion was at its peak.
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Communism in Australia
Communism had been an issue in Australia even before the Cold War. Conservatives in Australia had 

been wary of the ‘Red threat’ ever since the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia in 1917, and especially 

since the subsequent formation of the Communist International, or Comintern, in 1919, which 

aimed to promote communism around the world. The Bolshevik withdrawal of Russia from the 

First World War had left many Australians with a sense that Russians simply could not be trusted.

The Communist Party of Australia (CPA) was formed in 1920. 

Throughout the 1920s and 1930s it had a signi&cant impact on 

the trade union movement. In 1924 it sought to af&liate itself with 

the Australian Labor Party but was rejected. As the effects of the 

Great Depression took hold, though, the CPA ’ s popularity among 

workers grew and it helped form the Unemployed Workers 

Movement (UWM). When the leaders of the UWM began 

organising demonstrations against government of&ces its leaders 

were arrested and gaoled. The CPA itself fell out of favour, broadly 

speaking, when it did not support Australia’s involvement in the 

Second World War, and it was declared illegal by the government 

in 1940. However, when the USSR joined the war in 1941 and it 

became clear that much of the suffering of the war was being borne 

by the Soviets, the CPA was permitted to resume its activities and 

membership grew to around 23 000 before declining again. 

menZIes and CommunIsm

Robert Menzies had always been anti-communist. He won the election for prime minister in 

1949 through a campaign that promised to make the Communist Party of Australia (CPA) illegal. 

The CPA had been implicated in a number of postwar industrial strikes, and although the extent 

of its actual involvement in the strikes is not accurately known, the implications at the time were 

enough to concern the broader population, who had come to fear and distrust communism after 

China’s recent communist victory and the Soviet Union’s detonation of an atomic weapon.

table 4.1 Estimated membership 

of the Communist Party of Australia 

Year Membership 

(fee-paying)

1922 128

1927 296

1930 486

1931 2093

1937 4421

1943 23 000 

(estimate)

1945 16 000

1946 13 000

Sir Robert Gordon Menzies (1894 –1978)

Robert Menzies is Australia’s longest serving prime minister. 

He led the country from 1939 to 1941, and again from 1949 to 

1966, by which time the Cold War was at its height. He was 

prime minister during the Korean War, and when the British 

were conducting their nuclear program in Australia. He was 

prime minister at the time of the Petrov Affair, when the Labor 

Party split and during the Vietnam War.

After the Second World War, fear of communism was 

growing in Australia and Menzies cleverly exploited this 

during his electoral campaign. He was determined to stamp 

out communism in Australia, and attempted to make the 

Communist Party of Australia (CPA) illegal. 
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Menzies is remembered for his intelligence, quick wit and staunchly monarchist attitudes. 

His leadership is associated with a period of growth at home and con!ict abroad. Australia 

experienced economic prosperity under Menzies, but on three occasions he committed 

Australian forces to international con!icts battling communism – the Korean War in 1950, 

Malaya in 1952, and the Vietnam War in 1965.

Menzies’ campaign speech, 10 november 1949

At the last election we had just emerged successfully from the greatest war in history. 

Our people were unwilling to displace from o:ce those who had conducted Government 

during the last three-and-a-half years of that struggle, and returned them with a substantial 

majority. The Government misinterpreted the vote as an instruction, not to preserve the 

liberties of the subject, but to curtail them; not to encourage the restoration of normal, 

competitive enterprise, but to set up the Socialist State. It will be for you to say whether you 

approve of this interpretation. 

When we speak of Socialism, we no longer speak of a theoretical or far distant goal. 

Our opponents mean business. To the limits that the Constitutional division of powers will 

permit, indeed without limit if their platform plank of giving all power to the Commonwealth 

Parliament obtains public approval, they have determined upon ‘Socialism in our time’. 

Questions

1  Of which war is Menzies speaking in the =rst sentence of the extract above?

2  How does Menzies claim the government ‘misinterpreted’ the vote?

3  How does Menzies describe the threat of socialism?

4  What are the values and limitations of this source for a historian or student?

True to his word, Menzies proceeded with steps to ban the CPA with the introduction of the 

Communist Party Dissolution Bill of 1950, which passed through parliament and became law 

on 20 October 1950. But the Bill was immediately appealed in the High Court by the CPA, the 

Labor Party and several trade unions. Dr Evatt, then deputy leader of the Labor Party, argued 

it was unconstitutional since it relied on the Commonwealth’s special defence powers enacted 

during the Second World War. Since the country was not at war, Evatt argued, the defence 

powers did not provide a legal basis for the Bill. The appeal was successful and the Bill was 

declared invalid by the High Court.

Menzies was persistent. To make the CPA illegal the government would have to change the 

Constitution. He took the issue to the Australian people by holding a referendum in 1951, 

seeking to change the Constitution so that the government would have more power to deal with 
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The 1951 referendum

the communist threat. The referendum was narrowly defeated, not necessarily in sympathy for 

or defence of communism, but because of broader public concerns about granting government 

greater powers.

Fear of communism persisted in Australia, as it would throughout much of the Cold War 

period. The threat of communism continued to be a key concern in Australian society and politics.

Questions

1  What were the main arguments of each side supporting and opposing the referendum, as expressed in the 

posters?

2  Which of the posters do you consider more e3ective?

3  What are the values and limitations of posters such as these for historians studying the 1951 referendum?

sourCe 4.4 Posters encouraging people to vote ‘yes’ and ‘no’ in the 1951 referendum, which sought to extend Commonwealth 

powers so the Communist Party of Australia could be made illegal 



The Changing World order

108108

9
7
8
0
17
0
2
4
4
15
2

the labor party splIt

Dr Evatt’s opposition to the Communist Party Dissolution Bill may have helped ensure the Bill 

never became law, but it also created a division within the Australian Labor Party (ALP) that 

would change it forever.

Anti-communists within the ALP were critical of Evatt’s opposition to the Dissolution Bill. The 

core opposition within the ALP came from members of the ‘Catholic Social Studies Movement’, 

or simply ‘the Movement’, led by BA Santamaria. Evatt accused the Movement of being at the 

core of a conspiracy against him, after his loss in the 1954 federal election – held at a time 

when allegations of espionage and the Petrov Affair implicated some members of the ALP as 

communists. The group loyal to the Movement subsequently broke away from the ALP to form 

the Anti-Communist Labor Party, called the Democratic Labor Party (DLP) from 1957.

‘The Split’ was devastating for the 

ALP. At a time of generally greater 

prosperity and af)uence, the traditional 

working-class support for the ALP was 

not as strong as it had been 20 years 

earlier, and the perception of ALP 

communist af&liations, whether true 

or not, severely damaged the party. In 

addition, the DLP prevented the ALP 

from winning national government 

throughout the 1950s and 1960s, 

because, in accordance with Australia’s 

preferential voting system, many 

votes were lost from the ALP when 

Santamaria directed DLP supporters 

to preference the Liberal Party above 

Labor. The conservative domination 

of Australia’s politics would last nearly 

20 years.

the petrov affaIr

Ironically, the furore surrounding the defeat of Menzies’ Communist Party Dissolution Bill meant 

there was still a continued fear of communism in Australia that Menzies could exploit politically. 

The Petrov Affair of 1954 gave him the opportunity to do just that.

Soon before the 1954 election Menzies announced the defection of Vladimir Petrov, a 

secretary in the Soviet embassy in Canberra. Petrov was granted asylum in Australia and 

dramatic attempts by the Soviets to get his wife Evdokia back to Moscow by plane were 

prevented when the aircraft she had boarded stopped in Darwin and she was intercepted by 

Australian of&cials who offered her asylum too. The Petrovs revealed that they had indeed 

been spying in Australia and implicated members of Dr Evatt’s staff. The government launched 

sourCe 4.5 A cartoon by John Firth, which appeared in The 

Herald in March 1955; it mocks the divisions within the Labor Party 

at the time of the Split.
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a royal commission to investigate, and while no evidence 

was found to justify any charges the damage was done 

and Menzies used the affair to further claim the ALP was 

riddled with communists.

The Cold War climate was a major factor in the 

perception of the Petrov Affair. It is true that communist 

agents such as Petrov did recruit local informants to pass 

on information to Moscow; indeed, American agents in 

Australia did the same thing, but no investigations were 

launched into their activities. In the Cold War climate 

Australia’s former Soviet allies were now adversaries, 

and the gathering of information by communist agents 

was regarded as treason, while the equivalent actions of 

Americans did not receive the same attention.

the 1956 melbourne olympICs: 

the ‘frIendly games’

In November 1956 Melbourne hosted the &rst Olympic 

Games to be held in the southern hemisphere, and the 

&rst outside Europe or North America. They became 

known as the ‘Friendly Games’ despite being held against 

the backdrop of heightened Cold War tensions. Egypt, 

Iraq and Lebanon boycotted the games in protest over 

the Suez Crisis that was unfolding in the Middle East, 

and China also boycotted them because the Republic 

of China (Taiwan) had been permitted to compete. 

China still to this day refuses to recognise Taiwan as 

a sovereign nation because the nationalists who were 

defeated by the communists in 1949 )ed there.

More notable than the boycotts was the water polo 

&nal that became known as the ‘blood in the water’ 

match. The competition for a gold medal was between 

Hungary and the Soviet Union. It occurred only weeks 

after the Hungarian Revolution had been crushed. The 

Hungarian players had been evacuated from Hungary 

and only learnt the full extent of the Soviet invasion 

when they were in Melbourne. The match was violent 

from the start with punching and kicking on both sides. 

The photo of Hungarian Ervin Zádor emerging from the pool with blood )owing from a cut 

above his eye has become the enduring image of the match. In the end Hungary won the 

match with a score of 4–0.

sourCe 4.6 Soviet of9cials escort Evdokia Petrova onto a plane 

bound for the Soviet Union. After the Petrovs were given asylum in 

Australia they took on a new name and settled in the Melbourne 

suburb of East Bentleigh.

N
a
ti
o
n
a
l 
A

rc
h
iv

e
s 

o
f 
A

u
st

ra
lia

 [
A

6
2
0
1
,6

2
]

 N
a
ti
o
n
a
l 
L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 
A

u
st

ra
lia

, 
re

p
ro

d
u
c
e
d
 w

it
h
 p

e
rm

is
si

o
n
 o

f 
 

N
e
w

s 
L
im

it
e
d

sourCe 4.7 Ervin Zádor is escorted from the water polo pool 

during the ‘blood in the water’ 9nal between Hungary and the  

Soviet Union.
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Australia and the arms race
On 3 October 1952 Great Britain joined the ‘nuclear club’ when it detonated its &rst nuclear 

device. The location of the test was the Montebello Islands, off the coast of Western Australia. 

Four years later another two tests were conducted in the same area. With the domino theory 

seemingly becoming a reality, the French on the back foot in Vietnam, and communism in danger 

of gaining a foothold in British Malaya, Australia supported Britain’s atomic program and offered 

territory to enable testing. The scienti&c adviser to Britain’s Prime Minister Winston Churchill 

had said, ‘If we are unable to make the bomb ourselves, and have to rely entirely on the United 

States for this vital weapon, we shall sink to the rank of a second class nation’.1 Australia was 

selected as a testing ground due to its remoteness and sparse population. In 1955 the Australian 

Atomic Energy Commission was established to administer the program of British tests and 

also to investigate the potential for the wider, non-military use of atomic energy. Subsequently, 

Australia’s &rst nuclear reactor was built at Lucas Heights in Sydney in 1958.

After the &rst detonation on the Montebello Islands, British testing moved primarily onto the 

Australian mainland in an area of South Australia called Maralinga. From 1956 to 1957, seven 

British nuclear devices were tested at Maralinga. Further ‘minor’ tests were then carried out until 

1963, as part of attempts to analyse the effects of radiation and fallout on civilian populations. 

Britain and the United States had had their cooperation over development of nuclear weapons 

limited by the McMahon Act of 1946, but by 1963 they were working together, and it was 

cheaper, and more diplomatically prudent, for the British to conduct their tests in the US. The 

program in Australia was quickly wound up, leaving Australia with little more than thousands 

of square kilometres of contaminated desert. In the 1950s arms race, Australia’s needs remained  

subordinate to those of Great Britain.

table 4.2 British atomic weapons tests in Australia

Operation name Test location Bomb name Date Yield (kilotonnes)

operation hurricane Montebello islands 3 october 1952 25 

operation Totem emu Field Totem 1 15 october 1953 9.1 

emu Field Totem 2 27 october 1953 7.1 

operation Mosaic Montebello islands 

(Trimouille island) 

g1 16 May 1956 15 

Montebello islands 

(alpha island) 

g2 19 June 1956 60 

operation Bu2alo Maralinga one Tree 27 September 1956 12.9 

Maralinga Marcoo 4 october 1956 1.4 

Maralinga Kite 11 october 1956 2.9 

Maralinga Breakaway 22 october 1956 10.8 

operation antler Maralinga Tadje 14 September 1957 0.9 

Maralinga Biak 25 September 1957 5.7 

Maralinga Taranaki 9 october 1957 26.6 
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Although Australia had discussed the idea of obtaining its own 

nuclear weapons after the Chinese detonation in 1963, this did not 

eventuate. The only nuclear detonations in Australia were those of 

the British tests. After China detonated a nuclear bomb in 1963 the 

Australian government decided it was important to pursue the goal 

of developing nuclear weapons independently of any other nation. 

Research continued throughout the 1960s, and ‘Operation Blowdown’ 

in 1963 involved the detonation of 50 tonnes of explosives in remote 

Queensland; the destructive power in this test was similar to that of a 

small nuclear device, although it was not actually a nuclear weapon. 

The aim was to simulate and investigate the impact a tactical nuclear 

device would have on a forest environment. In the end, though, 

nuclear weapons were never used. Pursuing  the goal of a nuclear 

Australia, Prime Minister John Gorton signed but refused to ratify 

the international Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty of 1968. As the 

Vietnam War wound down for the Australians and Americans, the 

policy of ‘forward defence’ changed to one that aimed for Australia to 

be able to protect itself on its own territory, potentially with nuclear 

weapons. However, Gorton’s successor, William McMahon, cancelled 

the nuclear program in 1971, and in 1973 Prime Minister Whitlam 

rati&ed the Non-Proliferation Treaty.

In 2001 the British government admitted that Australian armed forces personnel had been 

used as human guinea pigs in the Australian tests, to assess the effects of entering a nuclear blast 

zone soon after detonation. The tests also had serious long-term effects on the environment, and 

as late as 1995 compensation payments were made to the Indigenous people from the Maralinga 

area, the Tjarutja. Various clean-up operations were undertaken to remove and bury residual 

radioactive material. The 1782 square kilometres of Maralinga were handed back to the Tjarutja 

on 4 November 2014.

sourCe 4.9 A marker at a British test site at Maralinga in South Australia warns 

of high radiation levels at the site.
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sourCe 4.8 The detonation of a nuclear bomb, part 

of ‘Operation Buffalo’, a British nuclear test carried out 

at Maralinga in 1956

N
e
w

sp
ix

/N
e
w

s 
L
td



The Changing World order

112112

9
7
8
0
17
0
2
4
4
15
2

American bases in Australia

Throughout the Cold War, Australia relied closely on its alliance with the United States 

for defence. Just as Australian governments had offered Australian land for British 

nuclear tests in the 1950s, so too were they happy to accommodate American requests 

for surveillance and ‘listening posts’ in the 1970s and 1980s. Two such bases illustrate 

in particular the level of commitment by Australia to the US alliance. Joint Defense 

Facility Nurrungar, established in 1969, and Pine Gap, which became operational the 

following year, were both used for satellite tracking and surveillance.

Today Pine Gap is understood to control US spy satellites when they are over 

parts of the globe that include China and South-East Asia. It played a key role in the 

gathering of information during the 1970s and 1980s.

Nurrungar was jointly operated by the Australian Defence Force and the US 

Air Force until 1999. It served as a listening post and was intended to detect the 

launch of any Soviet missiles, but it also helped pinpoint targets for the US bombing 

of Cambodia during the Vietnam War. Subsequently, many people believed that 

Nurrungar’s presence would make Australia a target of Soviet nuclear missiles in the 

event of an attack.

sourCe 4.11 The Pine Gap facility near Alice Springs, in the Northern Territory. During the Cold War, Pine 

Gap and Nurrungar in South Australia were key surveillance installations for the United States, illustrating its 

close alliance with Australia.
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Australia and the Vietnam War
Australia’s most well-known and controversial Cold War episode was involvement in the Vietnam 

War (see also pp. 84–9). For 10 years Australian forces were engaged in Vietnam, and, although 

the war was supported initially by the Australian public, as it went on their response to it grew 

more and more divisive. It was the &rst war to involve Australia but not Great Britain. In the 

end, 50 000 Australians served in Vietnam, 520 lost their lives and 2500 were wounded. Equally 

important, Australian society was challenged by the issue of conscription. It involved young 

men being entered into a ballot at the age of 20 and randomly selected for compulsory military 

service and deployment to Vietnam.

australIa gets Involved

After the French defeat at Dien Bien Phu in 1954, Vietnam had been divided into two countries. 

North Vietnam, led by Ho Chi Minh, was communist. South Vietnam, led by President Ngo 

Dinh Diem, was supported by the United States. From the late 1950s, when it became clear 

that communist insurgency could destabilise South Vietnam, Australia sent aid to reinforce the 

nation. In 1957 Ngo Dinh Diem visited the US and Australia to promote his presidency of South 

Vietnam and to garner support against communism. Diem was a fervent Roman Catholic and his 

visit was widely supported by Australia’s Catholic leadership, who described him as ‘his nation’s 

saviour from Red onslaught, an ardent patriot of great courage and moral integrity, and an able 

Catholic intellectual’ 2. Diem’s portrayal as a powerful anti-communist in South-East Asia was a 

major in)uence on support for Australia’s military commitment in the years to come.

Key to Australia’s deepening involvement in Vietnam was its close alliance with the US. The 

Australian experience in the Vietnam War tended to echo or re)ect the American involvement. 

As the US began to send military advisers, so too did Australia, with our &rst commitment  

of 30 soldiers, to act as advisers, arriving in 1962. Two years later, the Gulf of Tonkin incident of 

August 1964 led President Johnson of the US to commit combat forces to Vietnam, the &rst of 

which arrived in March 1965. Johnson called for America’s allies to actively help and ‘show their 

)ags’ in Vietnam. Australia happily responded in April 1965 when, rather than await a request 

from South Vietnam for military assistance, the Menzies government asked the Vietnamese 

themselves to request troops from Australia. The decision was announced by Menzies on  

29 April:

The Australian Government is now in receipt of a request from the Government 

of South Vietnam for further military assistance. We have decided … to send an 

infantry battalion for service in South Vietnam.
Robert Menzies, House of Representatives, Debates, 29 April 1965, volume HR45, p. 1060.

There were three main reasons for Australia’s commitment of combat forces in Vietnam:

1 Fear of communism and the impact of the domino theory: There is no doubt that the risks 

predicted by the domino theory were accepted as genuine by the Australian government 
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in the 1950s and 1960s. The domino theory (see page 85) holds that as one country ‘falls’ 

to communism the surrounding countries will become more vulnerable and eventually 

themselves also fall, like dominos. 

2 Alliances and treaty obligations: Australia’s commitment to the ANZUS and SEATO treaties 

were, as far as the government was concerned, reason enough for Australian commitment in 

Vietnam. As enthusiastic signatories to both treaties, in particular SEATO whose focus was 

directly against communism, Australia could not reasonably sit by and ignore an obvious 

communist threat in its region.

3 Credibility with the US: The US was Australia’s most powerful ally and the nation on 

which Australia had relied heavily during the Second World War. Consequently it 

was clear to the Australian government that it should support the American effort in 

Vietnam. Australia’s commitment to Vietnam was very small compared with that of the 

Americans, but it was seen as important, to ensure that the US would help us if we ever 

came under any similar threat. Alan Renouf, First Secretary at the Australian embassy 

in Washington, communicated the following soon after Menzies’ announcement of 

Australia’s commitment:

Our objective should be … to achieve such an habitual closeness of relations with 

the United States … that in our time of need … the United States would have little 

option but to respond as we would want. The problem of Vietnam is one, it seems, 

where we could without a disproportionate expenditure pick up a lot of credit with 

the United States.
Alan Renouf, Washington, communication to the Department of External Affairs,  

Canberra, 11 May 1964.

Broadly speaking, the decision to send combat troops to Vietnam was supported by the 

public and by the press. The Age newspaper (30 April 1965) recognised Australia’s ‘inescapable 

obligations’; The West Australian (1 May 1965) said ‘the government could not shirk its 

responsibilities [in Vietnam]’, and The Sydney Morning Herald (30 April 1965) noted ‘this is a 

right and indeed inevitable decision’. The Australian (30 April 1965) was in the minority as one 

of few newspapers to openly oppose the decision and called it ‘reckless’.

In parliament, opinions on Australian involvement split along party lines. The leader of the 

Australian Labor Party and then Opposition leader, Arthur Calwell, said of the decision, ‘We 

oppose it &rmly and completely’. He continued, ‘We do not think it will help the &ght against 

Communism. On the contrary, we believe it will harm that &ght in the long term’.3

Calwell believed that there was a basic misunderstanding in Australia about the nature of 

the war in Vietnam, and that the government had wrongly concluded that communism ‘can 

be defeated by military means alone’. Statistics show that Calwell’s opinion was shared by a 

minority. In 1965 nearly 60 per cent of the population wanted Australia to &ght on in Vietnam, 

and less than 30 per cent wanted Australian troops brought home. Support for the war in 1965 

was widespread.
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australIan troops In vIetnam

Australian troops in Vietnam fought mainly in the Ph c Tuy province in South Vietnam, 

largely independent from the American forces. Generally speaking, the Australian experience 

of the Vietnam War involved small units, sometimes consisting of only &ve or ten soldiers, 

spending a number of days in the jungle and on mountains, conducting ‘search and destroy’ 

missions to &nd and eliminate enemy encampments and caches (stores) of weapons. The 

Australian forces used tactics and &ghting styles similar to those employed by the guerrillas 

in the Viet Cong. As a result, Australian forces suffered, proportionally, far fewer casualties 

than the Americans. The Americans preferred to set up ambushes and wait for the enemy 

to come to them, but the Australians became known for their ability to seek out the enemy.

In August 1966 Australian forces fought in their most famous engagement, the Battle of Long 

Tan. In a rubber plantation close to the main base of the Australian forces, 120 soldiers fought 

off a much larger Viet Cong force. In the battle 18 Australians died, including 11 conscripts. The 

date of the battle, 18 August, is commemorated each year as Vietnam Veterans Day.

‘A murky shadow … ’ 

Questions

1  Was The Australian in support of or in 

opposition to Australia’s involvement 

in the Vietnam War? What then are 

your �rst impressions of the attitudes 

represented in the image?

2  In the cartoon, the man representing 

the communist threat appears relatively 

small and a long way o3, but his shadow 

is big. This conveys the message that 

the threat of communism is close to 

Australia. What is creating the shadow? 

What message does this convey?

3  What is the overall message of this 

cartoon?

sourCe 4.12 Cartoon from The Australian, 14 June 1965. Prime 

Minister Menzies stands on the northern shore of Australia, saying, ‘A 

murky shadow has fallen over this part of the world, reaching to our very 

shores’. In the distance a 9gure labelled ‘communist threat’ is being 

illuminated by ‘US bombing’.
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ConsCrIptIon

The conscription debate is often misunderstood. Conscription, or National Service, involves the 

compulsory call-up of a certain number of young men to undertake military training, but they 

do not necessarily engage in active combat. Among the enduring images of the Vietnam War 

are those of protests organised by anti-conscription movements, and it has often been claimed 

that conscription was deeply unpopular throughout the war. This is not necessarily an accurate 

statement. Generally, the idea of young men undertaking military service has been accepted and 

even supported by Australians so long as it has not involved actual &ghting overseas.

Conscription had been a part of Australia’s history before the Vietnam War. Its origins lay 

in Australia’s desire for security in the years following Federation in 1901. The Defence Act of 

1903 gave the government the power to conscript for home defence – but not the power to send 

conscripts overseas to &ght. Forced military service had been in place from 1911 to 1929 and 

from 1941 to 1950 but, as per the Defence Act, during these periods conscripts only served in 

Australian territory. Conscription was in place during the Vietnam War from 1965 to 1972 but 

conscripts made up only around one quarter of Australia’s military personnel in that con)ict. 

The remaining personnel were volunteers. 

The return of conscription was announced by Prime Minister Menzies in November 1964 –  

before Australia had committed troops to &ght in Vietnam. At that time the government’s 

sourCe 4.13 Australian troops in Vietnam awaiting helicopter transport. Helicopters played a vital logistical role 

throughout the Vietnam War.
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main concern was to ensure there was a large enough force to defend Australia if regular 

army forces were needed overseas, not necessarily in Vietnam but if the con)ict in Malaya 

widened. 

Conscription enjoyed broad support in Australia, even during the years of the Vietnam War. 

Throughout the 1960s, polls indicate that more than 60 per cent of the population supported 

compulsory military training, and even as Australian soldiers were returning from Vietnam 

in 1972 support for conscription was still more than 50 per cent. However, the possibility of 

conscripts being deployed to Vietnam was less popular. Less than 40 per cent of the population 

thought conscripts should be sent to Vietnam. Around 1 in 3 conscripts during the period of 

the Vietnam War served in Vietnam. 

This is not to say that conscription did not have its opponents. Protest groups including 

Save Our Sons (SOS) and the Youth Campaign Against Conscription (YCAC) grew into mass 

protest movements as the war continued. Conscription was ended after Gough Whitlam came 

to power in 1972. 

ChangIng attItudes

The widespread support for the war lasted a number of years as it was perceived that progress 

was being made in Vietnam. In 1966 President Johnson of the US visited Australia, and despite 

some protests he was warmly received. Prime Minister Harold Holt’s phrase ‘All the way with 

LBJ’ became the conservative catchcry of the day. Johnson’s visit helped to maintain popular 

support for the war. This slogan is also sometimes credited with helping Harold Holt win the 

1966 federal election, a landslide win for the Liberal Party, which felt that it had a mandate 

to continue Australia’s involvement in Vietnam. Support for the war continued to outweigh 

opposition to it, and it was not until late 1969 that more people wanted Australian soldiers 

brought home than wanted them to &ght on. The Liberal Party won the next election in 1969, 

although with a much smaller margin.

As the war continued, a number of factors began to erode public support for it:

1 The Tet Offensive of 1968, in which the Viet Cong launched a massive offensive against the 

cities of South Vietnam, revealed the communist enemy was far from being defeated.

2 Daily broadcasting of recent battle scenes direct to television sets in Australian homes 

increased the public’s war weariness. There was a growing perception that little progress was  

being made.

3 Deaths of conscripts in battle raised questions about how much power government should 

have over people’s lives.

4 Events such as the My Lai Massacre of 1968, made public in 1969, appalled the public. At  

the village of My Lai a platoon of US soldiers had killed hundreds of unarmed villagers.

By 1970 protest groups such as SOS, the YCAC and many others had joined together to form 

a broader anti-war protest movement. They staged moratoriums in Melbourne and Sydney in 

1970, which called for an end to the war.
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It is sometimes claimed that the Vietnam War era came to an end in Australia because 

protest movements forced the government to end involvement in the war. However, by the 

time of the &rst moratorium in May 1970, Prime Minister John Gorton had already announced 

that Australian troops would begin withdrawing from Vietnam. President Nixon had begun 

withdrawing US troops from 1969 and, further echoing American decisions on the war, Australia 

followed suit. By the time Labor’s Gough Whitlam had won the federal election in 1972 fewer 

than 100 Australian troops remained in Vietnam. Members of the Royal Australian Air Force 

remained after the last troops returned; they played a humanitarian role until 1975, leaving only 

days before the fall of Saigon.

sourCe 4.15 Protesters take to the streets of Sydney on 30 June 

1971, as part of the moratorium campaigns.
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sourCe 4.14 American troops 9re on Viet Cong positions in Saigon 

in 1968, during the Tet Offensive. The Tet Offensive was a key turning 

point in the Vietnam War.
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sourCe 4.16 Results of Roy Morgan Gallup Poll, showing support for conscription from June 1961 to October 1970
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sourCe 4.17 Results of Roy Morgan Gallup Poll, showing opinions on whether Australian forces in Vietnam should 9ght on or be 

brought back home, September 1965 to October 1970
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sourCe 4.18 Results of Roy Morgan Gallup Poll, showing opinions on whether or not Australian conscripts should be sent to Vietnam or 

kept in Australia, from December 1965 to August 1967

Questions

1  What words would you use to describe the level of support for conscription throughout the period 1961 to 1970?

2  a  In what year was opposition to conscription greatest? 

   b  Approximately what percentage of the population was opposed to conscription in that year?

3  In what year did the desire to ‘bring back’ forces become greater than a wish to ‘�ght on’ in Vietnam? Can 

you suggest any reasons why public opinion changed at this time?

4  Describe the public’s attitude towards sending conscripts to Vietnam, as suggested in these graphs.

5  How accurate is the statement ‘Conscription was unpopular during the period of the Vietnam War’, 

according to the information provided in these graphs? Explain your answer.

6  How can graphs be a valuable source of information when studying history?

7  What are the limitations of graphs when studying history?

8  Discuss, and then summarise, the value and limitations of these particular graphs for a historian or student 

studying Australia’s involvement in the Vietnam War.
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the legaCy of the vIetnam War

Vietnam is still recovering from the war, which ended in 1975. The widespread use of toxic 

defoliants such as Agent Orange has left large parts of South Vietnam still unable to be used 

for growing crops or rearing livestock. The active component of the defoliant, called dioxin, is 

highly toxic, and even decades after its use it remains in the food chain. It is a suspected cause of 

increased cases of cancer in Vietnamese people exposed to it, as well as in Australian and US service 

personnel exposed during the war; it is also a suspected cause of birth defects in their children.

Heavy bombing of North Vietnam destroyed hundreds of towns and villages and much 

infrastructure. Unexploded bombs and artillery shells remain a hazard in both the north and 

south of Vietnam today.

After the reuni&cation of the country under communist rule in 1975 there followed a period 

of political purges and oppression, directed towards anyone suspected of being anti-communist 

or having fought for the South during the war. Hundreds of thousands of people )ed Vietnam 

and became refugees. In the six years after the end of the war Australia accepted nearly 50 000 

Vietnamese refugees.

After Vietnam
After the end of the Vietnam War, the Cold War entered a phase of détente (see pages 127–8). 

This easing of tensions between the Soviet Union, China and the United States led to Australia 

refocusing its foreign policy. In 1976, during the era of détente, the Labor government established 

diplomatic relations with China, and Australia was also one of the &rst nations to engage 

diplomatically with Vietnam after the war. When the Liberal Party, with Malcolm Fraser as prime 

minister, came to power in 1975, Fraser maintained good relations with China. In part, this 

decision was a continuation of Cold War allegiances, because the strengthening of the relationship 

sourCe 4.19 Gough Whitlam’s visit to China in 1973 was the 9rst to that country by an Australian prime minister.
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Australia, peacekeeping and the United Nations

Since the early years of the United Nations (UN), member nations have been called 

upon not only to help counter direct threats such as that faced in Korea, but also to 

contribute to peacekeeping operations. These are different from traditional military 

operations in that they are guided by three principles, according to the UN – consent of 

the parties, impartiality and non-use of force (except in self-defence). Australia has been 

involved in many such peacekeeping operations around the world.

In 1947 Australian forces made up part of the force that helped Indonesia peacefully 

win independence from the Dutch, and since 1956 Australians have served with UN 

operations in the Middle East.

Towards the end of the Cold War, the UN operation that monitored the eventual 

cease're between Iran and Iraq after eight years of conBict included Australians. But 

it was in the decade immediately following the Cold War that the UN was at its busiest. 

In particular, Australians served in Cambodia to help settle disputes that had raged 

since Pol Pot’s regime of the 1970s had come to an end. In Africa, Australians provided 

humanitarian aid to Somalia in the wake of civil war in 1993, and in the following year 

Australian medical personnel made vital contributions helping Rwandans who were 

victims of civil unrest.

East Timor

The most signi'cant peacekeeping operation that Australia has been involved in took 

place in East Timor in 1999. This was not an of'cial UN peacekeeping operation, 

although it was acted on in accordance with UN resolutions. Its purpose was to 

support East Timor’s effort to secure independence from Indonesia. Invaded by 

Indonesia in 1975, East Timor was 'nally granted a referendum by Indonesia by which 

to determine its future – it could remain part of Indonesia or become independent. 

The overwhelming desire to be independent resulted in violence from pro-Indonesia 

militia forces, supported by some Indonesian security forces. Many East Timorese 

were killed, and as many as half a million were forced from their homes. Australia led a 

multinational peacekeeping force to stop the violence and ensure a peaceful transition to 

independence. More than 5000 personnel were sent to East Timor. 

with China was based on the belief that it was an ally against the Soviet Union; however, the turn 

towards China did signal a new phase in Australia’s international relations.

The in)uence of Cold War relations on the Fraser government also meant that Australia 

was highly critical of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 and the Soviet build-up of a 

naval )eet in the Paci&c. Détente came to an end, and Cold War tensions rose once again. After 

Ronald Reagan became US president in 1980, Fraser encouraged the expansion of American 

military communications bases in Australia, despite the broader move away from the in)uence 

of America’s foreign policy.

After the Vietnam War Australian forces did not play a direct role in any further Cold War 

con)icts. Australia’s role became one of supporting allies, while it guided its foreign policy 

increasingly towards Asia. At times Australia led the way in helping to resolve tensions in the 

Asian region – for example, in East Timor in 1999.
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Chapter summary
 + In the period after the Second World War Australian governments each had their own idea 

of the role Australia would play on the world stage. 

 + Australia was actively involved in the arms race and in the Vietnam War; these were both 

signi&cant developments of the Cold War and occurred during its most volatile stages.

 + Over the period of the Cold War Australia’s foreign policy developed from one that was 

closely linked to the desires of other nations to one in which a level of independence 

never before seen was achieved. However, the desire by Australia’s post–Second World War 

governments to play a leading role in world affairs was not entirely ful&lled, and Australia’s 

Cold War fortunes often remained intertwined with those of its allies. Australia’s leadership 

role in the 1999 peacekeeping mission in East Timor was perhaps the &rst evidence of a 

truly leading role in world affairs.

endnotes
1 Lord Cherwell to Winston Churchill, quoted in Margaret Gowing, Independence and Deterrence: Britain and 

Atomic Energy, 1945–1952, volume 1, Making Policy, St Martin’s Press, New York, 1974, p. 407.

2 Quoted in Paul Ham, Vietnam: the Australian War, Harper Collins, Pymble, New South Wales, 2007, p. 57.

3 Arthur Calwell, Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, House of Representatives, 4 May 1965, volume 46,  

pp. 1102–7.
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Australia’s Cold War

Chapter 4

Chapter review activities
1 Why was Prime Minister John Curtin’s speech of December 1941 so signi&cant for Australia’s 

foreign policy?

2 Summarise the key concerns facing the Australian government at the end of the Second 

World War.

3 What is your understanding of the term ‘domino theory’?

4 How did the ANZUS and SEATO treaties impact on Australia’s foreign policy?

5 Drawing on your own knowledge of the Cold War period, evaluate the extent to which 

Prime Minister Menzies achieved his aim of creating a NATO-style agreement in ANZUS.

6 How and why did Australia’s general attitude towards communism change in the period 

1919 to 1949?

7 Why was Menzies’ referendum of 1951 defeated?

8 What were the short- and long-term effects of the Labor Party Split?

9 Evaluate Australia’s role in the nuclear arms race during the Cold War.

10 Consider the three main reasons for Australia’s commitment of combat forces in the Vietnam 

War. Rank them in order of importance, explaining the reasoning for your order.

11 How did the détente era affect Australia?

essay questions

12 Why, and to what extent, did attitudes to Australia’s involvement in the Vietnam War 

change over time?

13 ‘Australia’s leading of the peacekeeping force in East Timor in 1999 established its role as a 

leader in world affairs.’ To what extent do you think this is an accurate statement?

14 What impact did the Cold War have on Australian society and politics?
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The Cold War ends, 1980–1991
Chapter 5

C h a p t e r  f i v e

In the first years of the 1980s there was compelling evidence that the world was 

headed for a renewal of the Cold War. The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan on 

Christmas Day 1979 marked the end of détente, and Ronald Reagan became president 

of the United States in 1981. Having been elected on a tough anti-communist 

platform, Reagan famously gave a speech about the Soviet Union as an ‘Evil Empire’. 

He also announced expensive and ambitious new initiatives that would launch the 

arms race into space. Yet, by 1985, the new, reform-minded Soviet leader Mikhail 

Gorbachev was able to build a more positive relationship with Reagan and with the 

British prime minister, Margaret Thatcher. 

Over the next decade, both sides attempted to deal with the threat of nuclear war 

through negotiations on arms reductions and by holding superpower summits. But it 

was events inside the Soviet Union that would eventually lead to the end of the Cold 

War and the collapse of Soviet communism. Gorbachev’s twin policies of glasnost and 

perestroika recognised the need for fundamental reforms 

of the Soviet system, by providing greater transparency in 

government and for economic restructuring. These reforms 

spread beyond the Soviet Union and led to pro-democracy 

demonstrations in eastern Europe and a re-examination of 

the Soviets’ role in the world. The %nal stage of the Cold War 

was as traumatic as it was swift. It took place over a period 

of two years, beginning in November 1989, when the Berlin 

Wall was torn down, and culminating on Christmas Day 1991, 

when the Soviet Union was dissolved with the stroke of a pen. 

The Cold  
War ends,  

1980–1991

❮  Crowds rush to the Berlin Wall on 10 November 1989 to welcome East German refugees to the West.

 + What were the main causes of 
the end of the Cold War? 

 + To what extent were Gorbachev’s 
policies of glasnost and perestroika  
responsible for ending the Cold 
War? 

inquiry questions
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Intensi�cation and resolution 
The 1980s was a period in which international relations were dominated by Cold War tensions 

and by the bipolarity of the world order that had emerged following the Second World War. 

Indeed, for much of the decade tensions seemed heightened compared with the relative calm 

of the détente that had characterised the 1970s. During the early 1980s, for example, new 

tensions emerged over the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan and over the United States’ 

intensi(cation of weapons programs. These suggested the Cold War was to be an enduring 

feature of the international order. Largely unexpectedly, however, the reforms of Mikhail 

Gorbachev, the Soviet leader from 1985, triggered a startling transformation that culminated 

in the breakdown of Soviet authority in eastern Europe from 1989 to 1990, and then, by 

December 1991, the dissolution of the Soviet Union itself. This rapid change in international 

relations, in part, had its origins in the period of détente. But a number of factors, operating 

over both the long and short term, was ultimately responsible for the end of the Cold War. 

The attempted reforms in the Soviet Union and the responses in its satellite states in Europe 

were signi(cant, as was the relationship between Gorbachev and Ronald Reagan, the president of 

the United States. And various economic crises also played a role.  

bipolarity

In geopolitics, an 

international system 

in which there are two 

dominant and competing 

major world powers 

(compare unipolarity and 

multipolarity)

détente

From French, meaning 

‘relaxation’; in relation to 

the Cold War, used to refer 

to the easing of tensions 

between the USSR and the 

US between 1968 and 1979

1979 4 november  Iranian protesters took over the American embassy in Tehran, keeping  

52 people as hostages for a total of 444 days

 25 DeCember Approximately 75 000 Soviet troops invaded Afghanistan

1981 January Ronald Reagan was sworn in as president of the United States

1982 november  Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev died; Yuri Andropov was appointed his 

successor

1984 february  Soviet leader Yuri Andropov died; Konstantin Chernenko was appointed his 

successor

1985 marCh  Soviet leader Konstantin Chernenko died; Mikhail Gorbachev was appointed 

his successor 

 november First superpower summit held in Geneva, Switzerland

1989 8–9 november The Berlin Wall was torn down  

 25 DeCember  After a brief trial, pro-democracy demonstrators had Romanian president 

Nicolae Ceaușescu and his wife Elena executed 

1990 oCtober Germany was reuni6ed

1991 august  In the USSR, Communist hardliners staged an attempted coup in protest 

against reforms in the Soviet Union. Although the coup was short and ended 

peacefully, it began the disintegration of the USSR

 25 DeCember The Soviet Union was e8ectively dissolved 

The Cold War, 1979–91
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Détente 

The period of the Cold War known as détente, between 1968 and 1979, was the result of 

both the United States and the Soviet Union attempting to relax political tensions after some 

of the 3ashpoints of the previous years. The most serious crisis of the Cold War, in Cuba in 

1962, almost led to a nuclear confrontation and, as a result, a direct phone link was established 

between the leaders of the USSR and the US.  

At its heart, détente was an attempt to eliminate the threat of nuclear war. In 1968 a number 

of nuclear and non-nuclear powers signed the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty in an attempt 

to stop the spread and reduce the number of nuclear weapons. As we have seen, in 1969 the 

Strategic Arms Limitations Treaty (SALT) negotiations opened a dialogue between states about 

reducing arsenals. On 30 September 1971 the Soviets and Americans signed the Agreement on 

Measures to Reduce the Risk of Nuclear War; this laid out a detailed communication plan about 

missile tests, nuclear accidents and the event of nuclear weapons falling into unauthorised 

hands. When President Richard Nixon of the US met with Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev 

in Moscow in May 1972, it was the (rst time two superpower leaders had met face to face 

since the Vienna Summit in June 1961. Clearly, both sides had a deep understanding of the 

consequences of nuclear confrontation and a keen interest to avoid it at all costs.  

But it was not always easy to decipher what lay behind the politics of détente. The 

Soviets believed that they were entering détente from a position of strength. They had 

achieved arms equality with the US in Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles (ICBMs) and were 

winning the space race, and the West had found itself impotent against Soviet intervention 

in Prague in 1968. Meanwhile, the Americans were tied up pursuing their geopolitical goals 

in Asia. To the chagrin of the Soviets, they were seeking rapprochement with China, and 

Nixon made a historic visit there in 1972 to establish diplomatic relations with the Chinese 

Communists. More signi(cantly, the US was committed to (ghting an unpopular war in 

Vietnam. Respite from tensions in Europe was a welcome relief for all. 

The extent to which détente was an achievement 

is debatable. Critics within the US contended that the 

Soviet Union was using détente to lull the West into a 

false sense of security while building up arms. In his 

memoirs, President Reagan dismissed détente as another 

instrument of Russian aggression. In Europe, there was 

a greater turn towards cooperation when West German 

leader Willy Brandt pursued a policy of Ostpolitik. But this 

attempt to normalise relations between West Germany 

and its eastern neighbours that were under control of 

the Soviet bloc should also be seen in the context of the 

development of the European Economic Community, 

which was formalising economic ties between European 

countries as part of an effort to prevent future wars and 

to ensure the economic prosperity of all. 

rapprochement

From the French term 

rapprocher, meaning 

‘to bring together’; in 

international relations the 

word is used to describe 

the establishment of 

harmonious relations 

between two nations 

Ostpolitik 
From German, meaning 

‘eastern policy’; the 

West German attempt to 

normalise relations with 

East Germany and the 

states of eastern Europe

sourCe 5. 1 President Richard Nixon (left) and Soviet leader Leonid 

Brezhnev (right) shake hands after signing the SALT in May 1972; both 

welcomed and pursued a policy of détente for their own interests. 
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The Soviets had devoted a signi(cant proportion of their budget to military spending 

during the 1970s. Brezhnev battled the military in the Communist Party for a reduction in 

spending, but the generals held a great deal of factional power. This overspending would 

ultimately cripple the Soviet economy. By diverting all its economic strength into building 

up its nuclear capability the Soviet Union experienced a decade of economic stagnation, 

which left its people far behind in the stakes for higher standards of living. 

In addition to the Prague Spring of 1968 (see page 90), two further key events mark the 

end of détente. The Iranian Revolution in February 1979 and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan 

in December 1979 turned the tide of public opinion in the US against détente. In the lead-up to 

the election of November 1980, Republican candidate Ronald Reagan was able to make Jimmy 

Carter and the Democrats appear weak on their attitudes to the Soviets. For the Republicans, Soviet 

involvement in the Middle East, where the Americans had signi(cant oil interests, proved what they 

had been saying all along: the Soviets were using détente to pursue a strategic advantage over the US.  

The Soviets in the Middle East
the soviet invasion of afghanistan

When 75 000 Soviet troops marched into Kabul, the capital of Afghanistan, on Christmas Day 

1979, they did so in response to a 3edgling Marxist revolution that had attempted to cast aside 

a strong Muslim tradition in favour of communism. 

The People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) had been in power since 1978, when, 

during the ‘April Revolution’, it had overthrown the pro-American government in a violent coup. 

What was interesting about the revolution was the attempt of an atheistic Marxist government 

to lead citizens who held deeply conservative Islamic beliefs into a secular and communist state. 

stagnation

In economics, a long period 

of slow economic growth 

and high unemployment

Détente

ronald reagan’s de�nition

Détente is a French word the Russians had interpreted as a freedom to pursue whatever policies of 

subversion, aggression, and expansionism they wanted anywhere in the world.

Ronald Reagan, An American Life, Threshold Editions, New York, 1990, p. 265.

From an obituary of leonid Brezhnev

As the leader of the Soviet Union, Leonid Brezhnev was a canny and careful Communist Party functionary 

who sought to make his country the military equal of the United States and promote its political in;uence 

around the world through the policy of détente.

Obituary of Leonid Brezhnev, The New York Times, 11 November 1982. 

Questions 

1  What was the attitude of Reagan towards détente? Do you think his assessment is fair? 

2  Does the writer of the obituary from The New York Times share Reagan’s view? Give reasons for your answer. 
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It would have been no easy task. An example of the deep religious and political divide within 

the country was demonstrated in October 1978, when the new prime minister, Nur Mohammed 

Taraki, introduced a new Afghani 3ag. It featured the deep red of the Soviets in place of the 

traditional Islamic green, a design that was very controversial. It soon became clear that the new 

Afghani leaders would require the support of the Soviets if they were to survive. In December 

1978, the Soviets and Afghanis signed a ‘Treaty of Friendship’. 

The new Afghani leadership was zealous in pushing through socialist reforms in the country, 

but it met stiff resistance from tribal leaders, religious authorities and peasants. Violent resistance 

began to break out and the country was threatened with civil war. The Soviet Union, reluctant 

to intervene directly, sent military advisers to support the PDPA. They also encouraged the PDPA 

leadership to tone down its reform program in an effort to quell discontent.  

In particular, the Soviets targeted Ha(zullah Amin, one of the zealous factional leaders of the 

PDPA. This intervention back(red. Many PDPA supporters did not want to become puppets of a 

foreign government and turned their support to Amin, leading to further divisions. By September 

1979, internal (ghting within the PDPA had resulted in the death of Prime Minister Taraki, and 

Amin replaced him as leader. When the Soviets (nally ‘invaded’ on Christmas Day, one of their 

(rst acts was to kill Amin and install a new government that was more favourable to Moscow. 

The Soviets did not entertain the idea of entering Afghanistan lightly. Dubbed the ‘graveyard 

of empires’, Afghanistan had been an extraordinarily dif(cult area to conquer since antiquity. 

It is a country of mountains, deserts and freezing winters, and it is dif(cult to achieve a 

strategic military advantage. The Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev was convinced that the 

operation begun in December would be over within a month. But the Soviets would be in 

Afghanistan for nearly a decade. 

Meanwhile, opposition to communism grew in the Afghani countryside. The Soviet 

Union had to deal with a new guerrilla force, the mujahidin. It had the support of countries 

such as Pakistan, Iran and the US. One of the mujahidin leaders was Osama bin Laden, a 

Saudi who would later become infamous for his planning of the World Trade Center attack 

in New York City in September 2001 (see page 168). 

The Soviet invasion was the (nal nail in the cof(n of détente. One of the striking features 

of the invasion was that the Soviets underestimated the reaction of the Americans. In 

response to the invasion, the Carter administration:  

 + halted technology and grain shipments to the USSR

 + withdrew the American team from the 1980 Moscow  

Olympic Games 

 + refused to ratify the Strategic Arms Limitations Talks (SALT) II 

agreement reached earlier in 1979

 + signi(cantly increased its spending on defence. 

The Soviets in turn boycotted the 1984 Los Angeles Olympic 

Games, and organised an alternative, the Friendship Games. The 

eastern bloc countries, plus nations such as Cuba, Afghanistan and 

North Korea, competed apart from the rest of the sporting world.

The extent to which external players in3uenced events in 

Afghanistan can be seen in Gorbachev’s response to why he did not 

pull out of the country when he assumed power in 1985. In his 

mujahidin 

Arabic, plural (singular 

is mujahid), meaning 

‘those engaged in jihad 

(which is frequently and 

controversially translated 

as “holy war”)’; in this 

context it is applied to 

Muslim %ghters funded by 

the US and other states to 

resist the Soviet invasion of 

Afghanistan between 1979 

and 1989

sourCe 5.2 The Afghani mujahidin were funded by the 

American Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and helped to 

defeat the Soviet Union in a decade-long con<ict. 
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memoirs, Gorbachev argues that extracting the Soviet Union from Afghanistan was dif(cult 

because the con3ict had drawn in a range of regional players, including Pakistan and Iran, 

and the US, and many of these countries were funding and providing training and weapons 

for the mujahidin. By 1989, the war in Afghanistan had cost 1.5 million lives. 

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan reinvigorated the Cold War, which had ‘calmed’ 

during the era of détente.

theocratic state 

A state that is 

constitutionally ruled  

according to the dictates of 

a religious text, such as the 

Bible or Koran

The Iranian Revolution and capture of hostages at the US embassy 

Afghanistan was not the only problem 

facing the Americans in 1979. Islamic 

radical Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini made 

a triumphant return to Iran on 1 February 

1979 from his 14-year exile. Only two weeks 

earlier, on 16 January, the Iranian leader 

Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, who had 

ruled the country with an iron ,st since 1953, 

and who had been becoming increasingly 

unpopular, had left. He had gone to the 

United States to receive treatment for 

lymphoma, and this US connection had 

only increased his unpopularity among the 

Iranians. They had called for the Shah to be 

returned to Iran to face justice for the decades of repression they had suffered at the hands of his hated 

SAVAK secret police. 

The return of the Ayatollah led to an Islamic revolution resulting in the overthrow of the Shah – 

effectively now in exile in the US – on 11 February. Khomeini led Iranians back to a deeply conservative 

form of Islam that would transcend politics and transform Iran into a theocratic state. More than anything, 

Khomeini was a populist who could provide a religious explanation for the political situation.  

On 4 November 1979, Islamic students who were followers of Khomeini stormed the American embassy 

building in Tehran. They captured 52 Americans, whom they held hostage for over a year. The hostage-

taking was in response to a call from the Ayatollah to strike at the interests of the US, which he referred to 

as ‘the Great Satan’. President Carter responded by freezing US$8 billion worth of Iranian assets held in 

the US and putting a ban on Iranian oil imports. He also deported a number of Iranians. In return for the 

release of the hostages, Iran demanded the return of the Shah to face justice. 

The Shah’s death in July 1980 put an end to one of the Iranian demands. Then the commencement 

of the Iran–Iraq war in September added further pressure to solve the hostage crisis. The negotiations 

to end the crisis were highly political, taking place right in the middle of a US election campaign. 

Accusations have been levelled that Reagan’s negotiators wanted to delay the hostages’ release until 

after the election so as not to give Carter a boost in the polls and so they could claim credit if Reagan won 

the election, which he did. In the end the hostages were released at the moment of Reagan’s inauguration, 

so that the credit went to both Reagan and Carter. The latter ?ew to Germany to meet the released 

hostages on behalf of the new president. 

sourCe 5.3 Ayatollah Khomeini on his return to Iran in 1979 
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President Reagan and the United 
States in the 1980s 
At the turn of the decade Americans were reeling from events in Afghanistan and Iran. In November 

1980 they elected Ronald Reagan as president, a leader who had resolved to be tough on communism 

and promised a return of prosperity to the middle classes. Reagan’s inaugural speech covered these 

two central themes. First, he denounced potential adversaries as ‘enemies of freedom’ and warned 

that America would (ght for its brand of peace. This promise was an open threat to any government, 

particularly in Central America, that might be tempted away from the US sphere of in3uence 

by communism; it was also a sign of support for anti-communist forces everywhere. By 1985, it 

came to be known as the Reagan Doctrine. Second, Reagan signalled his intention for economic 

reform. He wanted to roll back the size of the federal government and implement a series of 

reforms that included tax cuts, reductions in public spending and less red tape for American 

business. Reagan’s America would be the beacon light of resurgent capitalism in the world. 

Reagan was a tough-talking, former Hollywood actor, who sought to reassert American 

dominance in the world. His foreign policy aimed to defeat the Soviets in a renewed 

arms race, through general rearmament and the Star Wars program. He also intended to 

halt the spread of communism in America’s ‘backyard’ through strong anti-communist 

rhetoric.

Ronald Reagan (1911–2004)

Ronald Reagan was president of the United States 

between 1981 and 1988. A former Hollywood actor, 

he was elected to the presidency on a strong anti-

communist platform and an economic plan to 

bring prosperity back to America through tax cuts 

for corporations and high-income earners, and by 

cutting government spending. Reagan initiated the 

‘Star Wars’ program, an ambitious plan to establish 

a missile defence shield in space, to protect America 

against the threat of nuclear war with the Soviets. 

The tide of tension with the Soviets turned in 1985 

when Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev came to power. 

Reagan and Gorbachev developed a great friendship 

and subsequently embarked on a round of nuclear 

disarmament talks. A
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Reagan Doctrine 

The commitment by the US 

to support anti-communist 

resistance groups, 

especially in Central 

America; formulated by 

President Reagan

Star Wars 

The nickname for Reagan’s 

Strategic Defence Initiative 

(SDI), a plan to launch a 

defensive missile shield 

into space
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star Wars 

The Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) was the cornerstone of Reagan’s new rearmament program. 

It was ambitious in scope, technologically advanced and enormously expensive. It was nicknamed 

‘Star Wars’ because its main feature was to deploy defensive weapons into space to intercept 

incoming ballistic missiles before they reached the US. Weapons analysts believed that the 

program would not work. They argued that there was very little that could be done to 

prevent a full-scale nuclear attack. They also suggested that the program could undermine 

the concept of mutual deterrence that might prevent an attack in the (rst place. 

Star Wars was a response to claims that the US had been duped into a false sense of security 

during the period of détente and to the fact that by the early 1980s the Soviet Union matched 

America in its nuclear capability. The invasion of Afghanistan had proven that the Soviets were 

inherently expansionist and aggressive. The SDI would restore American arms superiority. 

Another view of the Star Wars program was that the Americans were trying to bankrupt the Soviets 

by tempting them to engage in a massive arms build-up, which would put huge pressure on their 

economy. However, in 1985 Mikhail Gorbachev became the leader of the Communist Party in the 

USSR, and one of his key policy planks was disarmament. The US, on the other hand, got to the end 

of the Reagan presidency in 1988 with a US$2.5 trillion debt – up from US$1 trillion in 1980. 

The prominent historian of the Cold War, John Lewis Gaddis, has pointed out that Reagan believed 

Star Wars would ultimately advance weapons technology so far as to make nuclear weapons 

impotent and obsolete. Reagan’s logic was that a successful defence shield would render 

nuclear weapons harmless. The Soviets would thus be forced to concentrate on their own defence 

and they would have to develop their technology in this direction, rather than towards making more 

advanced weapons. In the end, SDI was derided by the media and by political commentators, and it 

was eventually shelved by the scienti(c community because it was too dif(cult to achieve.

mutual deterrence 

The idea that both the 

Soviets and Americans 

would refrain from using 

nuclear weapons because 

of the threat of massive 

retaliation

sourCe 5.4 Political cartoon from 1987, satirising the ‘Star Wars’ initiative 
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The Strategic Defense Initiative

John lewis Gaddis

Reagan was deeply committed to SDI: it was not a bargaining chip to give up in future negotiations. That did 

not preclude, though, using it as a blu8: the United States was years, even decades, away from developing 

a missile defense capability, but Reagan’s speech persuaded the increasingly frightened Soviet leaders that 

this was about to happen.

John Lewis Gaddis, The Cold War, Penguin, London, 2005, p. 227. 

ronald reagan

What made the idea promising was that, if it worked and we then entered an era when the nations of 

the world agreed to eliminate nuclear weapons, it could serve as a safety valve … the SDI held too much 

potential for the security of mankind to be traded away at the negotiating table.

Ronald Reagan, An American Life, Threshold Editions, New York, 1990, p. 608.

Mikhail Gorbachev

We are stealing everything from the people. And turning the country into a military camp. And the West 

clearly want to pull us into the second scenario of arms race. They are counting on our military exhaustion. 

And then they will portray us as militarists. And they are trying to pull us in on the SDI.

Mikhail Gorbachev, address to the Politburo on the role of the military, 8 May 1987. 

Questions

1  Why did Gaddis refer to the SDI as a ‘blu8’? 

2  What did Reagan believe to be a positive outcome of the SDI? 

3  What was Gorbachev’s view of the potential for a Soviet arms build-up? 

The ‘Evil Empire’ 

At a breakfast hosted by the National Association of Evangelicals on 8 March 1983, Reagan’s attitude 

to the Soviet Union was revealed in the so-called ‘Evil Empire’ speech. In this speech, Reagan criticised 

the Soviets for their dismissal of religion as a guiding moral force. The wider context was that Reagan 

was in the middle of the Geneva arms talks and he felt frustrated with the Soviets’ refusal to budge on 

removing key missile sites. He was of the belief that America was falling behind in the arms race. And 

he wanted to convince the rest of America and the Congress that this was the case. 

Reagan’s fondness for inappropriate comments was also displayed on 11 August 1984, when in a pre-

broadcast radio warm-up, he joked that he had ordered the bombing of the Soviet Union to begin in ,ve 

minutes. The tape was leaked in October to the American audience, and the Soviets mobilised forces in 

the initial confusion following the tape’s release. 

On 1 September 1983, the Soviet Union accidentally shot down Korean Air Flight 007 after it drifted 

into Russian airspace. Sixty-three Americans were killed among the total of 269 passengers and crew. 

Reagan, having referred to the Soviet Union as an ‘evil empire’ in March of the same year, and having 

announced an ambitious new arms program, was incensed at the Soviet actions. The Soviets in turn 

accused the Americans of trying to use the tragedy to provoke a war. 
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the reagan DoCtrine

Another central plank in President Reagan’s anti-communist platform was the so-called Reagan 

Doctrine. This foreign policy position sought to provide support to any developing country 

to resist Soviet aggression. Indeed, Reagan believed that the Soviets were actively promoting 

instability in developing countries in order to gain a strategic advantage. The Reagan Doctrine 

was reminiscent of Eisenhower’s rollback policy of the 1950s. According to it, as had been the 

case with rollback, the US would challenge communist-inspired takeovers with force if necessary, 

particularly in Central America. 

Reagan’s ‘State of the Union’ address, 1985

American presidents traditionally deliver an annual address to a joint sitting of Congress. These speeches usually 

address a range of issues, some domestic and some international. They are commonly referred to as the ‘State 

of the Union’ address. The Reagan Doctrine was best expressed in President Reagan’s 1985 State of the Union 

address: 

Our security assistance programs help friendly governments defend themselves and give them con6dence 

to work for peace. And I hope that you in the Congress will understand that, dollar for dollar, security 

assistance contributes as much to global security as our own defense budget.

We must stand by all our democratic allies. And we must not break faith with those who are risking their 

lives – on every continent, from Afghanistan to Nicaragua – to defy Soviet-supported aggression and 

secure rights which have been ours from birth.

The Sandinista dictatorship of Nicaragua, with full Cuban–Soviet bloc support, not only persecutes 

its people, the church, and denies a free press, but arms and provides bases for Communist terrorists 

attacking neighboring states. Support for freedom 6ghters is self-defense and totally consistent with the 

OAS [Organization of American States] and UN Charters. It is essential that the Congress continue all 

facets of our assistance to Central America. I want to work with you to support the democratic forces 

whose struggle is tied to our own security. 

Ronald Reagan, ‘State of the Union’ address, 6 February 1985.

Questions

1  What do you think that Reagan means by ‘security assistance’? 

2  Make a list of the activities of the Sandinistas, according to Reagan. 

3  What role does Reagan believe ‘freedom 6ghters’ have in resisting communism? 

One of the major features of the Reagan Doctrine was that it supported anti-communist 

groups, even though their activities were at odds with democratic values. This support often 

took the form of secret military assistance to guerrilla groups, via the CIA. It had the bene(t 

of keeping American troops out of foreign entanglements, but the US sometimes found itself 

supporting groups with questionable human rights records. Still, after Vietnam, the American 

public had little appetite for direct American involvement in lengthy wars and the Reagan 

Doctrine seemed at the time like a reasonable alternative. 
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The historian Henry Heller, in his book The Cold War, published in 2006, details key aspects 

of the Reagan Doctrine1:

 + It involved ‘low-intensity warfare’ – this did not involve direct (ghting by US troops, but 

rather the arming of nationalist or anti-communist forces. 

 + It used economic blockades to starve out supplies from communist groups.

 + It provided support for counter-revolutionary armies, which ranged from standard armies 

to guerrilla forces to death squads. 

 + It involved covert US military warfare, including psychological and technological warfare. 

 + It involved ‘lightning strikes’ by US troops – quick interventions, rather than lengthy 

con3icts. 

The Iran–Contra affair

By implementing its foreign policy through proxy and 

covert activity, the American government became 

involved in controversial episodes, most notably the Iran–

Contra affair. In 1985 Hezbollah terrorists in Lebanon 

were holding American hostages. In order to secure 

their release, and without the knowledge of the United 

States Congress, the Reagan administration agreed to 

sell weapons to Iran, which backed Hezbollah and could 

in?uence it to release the hostages, but which was a ,erce 

opponent of the US. The Iranians would use the weapons 

in their ,ght against Iraq. To hide the sale of the weapons, 

the money received as payment was secretly directed to 

the pro-American ‘Contra’ rebels ,ghting the communist 

regime in Nicaragua. This roundabout arms deal had the 

effect of resolving the hostage crisis and funding anti-

communist forces. Of course, the whole episode was illegal. 

Reagan testi,ed in November 1986 that he knew nothing of the arms sales to Iran. After a lengthy 

Congressional hearing in 1987 it was discovered that National Security Advisor John Poindexter and 

Lieutenant Colonel Oliver North had conducted the negotiations without Reagan’s knowledge. The affair 

was a major scandal in the US. 

sourCe 5.5 Lieutenant Colonel Oliver North was at 

the centre of the Iran–Contra affair. North claimed he 

was acting on orders from superiors when he secretly 

redirected funds from arms sales to Iran to the ‘Contra’ 

in Nicaragua. Such covert activities were part of the 

Reagan administration’s tactics to halt the spread of 

communism in Central America. 
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After the Reagan Doctrine, the second major policy plank of Reagan’s was his determination to 

return America to the prosperity that had evaded it in the deep recession of the 1970s. Reagan 

came to the presidency with strong views on the economy and how to (x it. For him, the 

problem began and ended with ‘big government’ – government that was too large, too expensive, 

too intrusive and taxed too highly. Reagan believed that cuts to tax and to the size of government 

would cure America’s ills. 
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Reagan thought that the burden of tax on Americans was too great. He believed that the 

tax system was the biggest roadblock to prosperity and argued that the best way to increase 

government revenue was by cutting taxes. His logic was that personal income taxes that increased 

in line with an individual’s income discouraged them to earn as much as they could. Lower taxes 

would therefore encourage people to work more. If people worked more, then tax revenues 

would be higher. There was a similar reason for reducing taxes for corporations. Reagan believed 

that if corporations were taxed less, there would be incentive for them to invest and create jobs. 

In the (rst August of his administration, Congress passed a plan for tax cuts of 25 per cent over 

three years. This thinking became the basis for the so-called ‘trickle down effect’. The idea was 

that tax cuts would stimulate activity by giving business incentives to create jobs. Eventually, the 

bene(ts would trickle down to all Americans. 

But at the same time as Reagan implemented tax cuts he was increasing spending on the 

military. To pay for this he was also forced to make deep cuts in social programs. 

The ‘Rust Belt’ – the end of the American Dream? 

The term ‘Rust Belt’ came to denote a region of America that suffered from the decline in the US 

manufacturing base in the 1980s. Manufacturing had formerly provided the American working 

class with stable incomes and pensions for life. If nothing else, the American worker had enjoyed 

a level of material comfort that far exceeded that of the Soviet worker. 

During the 1980s, external forces on the manufacturing sector put pressure on the American 

worker. For example, technology had changed the face of manufacturing, and computer-

driven systems could do the tasks of low-skilled workers for a fraction of the cost. In addition, 

in some industries low-skilled workers could be employed more cheaply in other countries, 

so American companies began to move their operations offshore. As a consequence, some 

American cities went into steep decline. The impact on working-class America at this time 

was documented in popular music and (lm. 

Bruce Springsteen’s classic song of 1985, ‘Born 

in the USA’, is an ironic re3ection on the lack of 

opportunity that met a Vietnam veteran on his 

return to America. 

For many Americans, the Reagan years 

represented the end of the American Dream. 

They were years in which not only the wages 

of the factory 3oor worker and the chief 

executive of(cer diverged massively, but job 

security and retirement bene(ts decreased. In 

America in the 1950s, the average earnings 

of a CEO were 20 times greater than the 

average wage of an employee; in 1980, 

they were 42 times greater, and in 2000,  

120 times greater. 
sourCe 5.6 An abandoned car manufacturing plant in Detroit, Michigan, a 

victim of the steep decline in American manufacturing
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The Soviet Union in the early 1980s  
When Leonid Brezhnev died, on 10 November 1982, the new leader of the 

Soviet Union, Yuri Andropov, inherited the entrenched stagnation of the Soviet 

economy that had been a feature of Brezhnev’s 22 years in power. Andropov 

attempted to reverse the most serious problems, particularly low worker 

productivity, declining living standards, long queues for consumer goods and 

alcoholism at work. If ef(ciency were to return to the Soviet economy, then self-

discipline would have to reign. This view re3ected a deeply held belief among 

the Soviet leadership that poor individual habits rather than the Soviet system 

were responsible for poor economic performance. Andropov attempted to 

provide greater autonomy to enterprise managers (those in charge of factories, 

mines and so on) so that they could have some control over their own budgets. 

Another of his goals was to halt corruption in the party, a move that was deeply 

unpopular among the old guard. When Andropov became ill, he charged a 

young technocrat and long-time party associate, Mikhail Gorbachev, to oversee 

many of the reforms. 

When General Secretary Andropov died, an old Brezhnev ally, Konstantin 

Chernenko, assumed leadership of the party, in February 1984. Too ill to govern effectively, 

Chernenko lasted a little over 12 months before Gorbachev was appointed to the position of 

General Secretary of the Communist Party. 

enter miKhaiL gorbaChev  

Mikhail Gorbachev became leader of the Soviet Union on 11 March 1985. Although he had a 

strong belief in the Soviet system, he was just as (rm in his view that the system was broken and 

needed reforming. The great question was, could Gorbachev borrow from capitalism in order to 

save socialism? 

On 27 January 1987 Gorbachev stood in front of the central Politburo and set a new 

direction for the Soviet Union. Many of the old guard were dead, and Gorbachev promoted 

young people with fresh ideas to key positions. He wanted to establish a decisive break from 

the stagnation of the Brezhnev era. 

Australian historian David Christian argues that the ‘Gorbachev generation’ of political leaders 

were natural reformers for the following reasons: 

 + They were highly educated and came of age politically at a time of de-Stalinisation. 

 + They came to power when the Soviet Union was already a superpower, and therefore lacked 

the vulnerability of earlier leaders.

 + The central problem of their careers was to reform an existing system. 

 + The Stalin generation blocked their rise to power so they had plenty of time to think about 

the issues facing the Soviet Union.2

One fundamental problem with the Soviet economy was that there was no incentive for workers 

to increase productivity. Quotas imposed by a central planning authority dictated the number of 

goods to be produced, and there were penalties for failure to meet the required targets. 

Politburo

The central  

decision-making 

committee of the USSR 

sourCe 5.7 Leonid Brezhnev (centre) and 

Yuri Andropov (right) share a moment.
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Perestroika anD glasnost

Gorbachev’s strongest policy positions were laid out at the 27th Party Congress in March 1986. In 

his book Perestroika, Gorbachev writes about the 1970s saying that it was an anomaly that great 

technological advances in this decade had the potential to deliver high living standards, but in the 

USSR, ‘The country began to lose momentum … A kind of “braking mechanism” affecting social 

and economic development formed’.3 One of the features of Gorbachev’s reforms was that he did 

not believe that productivity could be lifted through doing more of the same. For Gorbachev, things 

needed to change. To make them change, he would have to re-examine the nature of socialism and 

introduce limited market reforms in an effort to get the economy moving. 

Perestroika 

The policy of perestroika, or ‘restructuring’, was Gorbachev’s response to a number of 

key problems facing the Soviet economy. Low productivity, falling agricultural harvests, 

declining living standards and long queues to purchase scarce and expensive consumer 

goods of poor quality were typical of the problems facing the Soviets. 

These problems, Gorbachev believed, were an inheritance from the Brezhnev era, and they 

had become entrenched. Gorbachev believed that limited market reforms might provide the 

incentive for workers to lift their productivity. Restructuring involved less central planning, 

and handing over responsibility for decision-making to local operations. 

In other words, Gorbachev proposed a form of market socialism. His approach drew many 

comparisons with Lenin’s ‘New Economic Policy’, which suggested that the state could gradually 

retreat from some enterprises and allow the sale of surplus goods. This, it was believed, would 

provide workers with greater incentive to work harder. Gorbachev also allowed cooperatives and 

Mikhail Gorbachev (1931– )

Mikhail Gorbachev was the leader of the Soviet Union 

between March 1985 and December 1991. He was a 

committed communist whose domestic and international 

policies, ironically, had the unintended consequence of 

leading to the end of communism. Gorbachev’s domestic 

policies of glasnost (openness) and perestroika (economic 

restructuring) were designed to promote greater political 

freedom in the Soviet Union and to introduce minor 

market reforms to reinvigorate the economy. A part of 

Gorbachev’s plan to return the Soviet Union to prosperity 

was to minimise its %nancial and military commitments 

abroad. He repealed the Brezhnev Doctrine, which meant 

that he did not intervene in the affairs of eastern European states. This led to widespread 

democratic movements which, left unchecked, eventually resulted in the overthrow of 

communism in the Eastern bloc. 
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perestroika

Russian, meaning 

‘restructuring’; Gorbachev's 

policy of introducing 

limited market reforms 

into the Soviet economy 

after 1986
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small businesses to be established. Hairdressers, restaurants 

and other small businesses began to pop up all over Russia. 

But reforms did not bode so well in major industries, and 

worker dissatisfaction led to a general coalminer’s strike in 

1988, which nearly crippled the country.  

By and large, the perestroika reforms were a failure. 

Only 750 000 people out of 135 million workers were 

employed in privately run enterprises by 1988. The era 

of perestroika coincided with great political change that 

resulted in the collapse of the Soviet Union and the 

transition of Russia into a capitalist, free-market economy. 

Ironically, perestroika was meant to revive communism, 

not end it. Gorbachev was a (rm believer in Leninism 

right until the end of his time as leader.  

sourCe 5.8 Shoppers form a queue outside a liquor store in Moscow.
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Perspectives on perestroika 

Mikhail Gorbachev

Perestroika was a reform that aimed at gradual political change to create an infrastructure for market 

economics. We had several generations with no experiences of markets. You can’t just announce the 

markets and see them appear overnight. I was actually saying it will take a generation for it to start working.

Mikhail Gorbachev, in Commanding Heights: The Battle for the World Economy, Part 2, ‘The Agony of Reform’, PBS.  

What speci6cally did we accomplish as a result of the stormy years of perestroika? The foundations of the 

totalitarian system were eliminated. Profound democratic changes were begun. Free general elections 

were held for the 6rst time, allowing real choice. Freedom of the press and a multi-party system were 

guaranteed … Human rights now became an unassailable principle.

Mikhail Gorbachev, On My Country and the World, Columbia University Press, 2000, pp. 57–8.  

ronald reagan

I read Perestroika, the book by Mikhail Gorbachev that outlined his goals for restructuring the Soviet 

economy … Although he didn’t describe it as such, it was a bill of particulars condemning the workings 

of communism, and it was as damning as anything ever written about Communism in the West. It was an 

epitaph: Capitalism had triumphed over Communism.

Ronald Reagan, An American Life, Threshold Editions, New York, 1990, pp. 702–3. 

Questions 

1  Why did Gorbachev wish to introduce perestroika at a gradual pace? 

2  Make a list of what Gorbachev feels he achieved as a result of perestroika. Why do you think his list does not 

include economic success?

3  Describe Ronald Reagan’s attitude towards perestroika. 
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Glasnost

The second of Gorbachev’s major reform policies was glasnost, which translated into English 

means ‘openness’. The intention of glasnost was to establish genuine transparency in the 

Soviet government. It would be achieved by holding multi-candidate elections between 

members of the Communist Party (all other political parties were banned), encouraging 

political debate and giving the press greater freedom to comment on the actions of the 

government and the direction of policy. 

Gorbachev believed that the communist elites were the most signi(cant barrier to change 

in the USSR. Glasnost would help swing open the doors of democratic reform and this was what 

the old bureaucracy feared most. They were not used to having their decisions open to public 

scrutiny. 

It would take a while for glasnost to establish itself. After all, for many years in the Soviet 

Union there had been no tradition of open debate, no scrutiny of public of(cials and little 

discussion about the future direction of society. The new openness led to the proliferation of 

organisations that were not under the umbrella of the Communist Party. By 1987 there were 

some 30 000 organisations meeting to discuss topics as varied as liberalism, nationalism and the 

environment. Known as ‘informals’, these groups were not supposed to offer a political alternative 

to communism, but Gorbachev knew that they would inevitably allow alternative political ideas 

to 3ourish. 

Gorbachev wanted to go beyond using glasnost as a slogan, and he introduced a series of 

reforms that would encourage public debate. He knew full well that Russians were cynical 

of the old propaganda techniques, and he wanted his reforms to create genuine change. To 

ensure that glasnost would take root within the Soviet citizenship, 

Gorbachev: 

+   engaged the support of the USSR’s key intellectuals and writers to 

help him communicate the serious issues facing the Soviet Union; 

he wanted the workers to be aware of the state’s problems and be 

part of their solution 

+   was interested in hearing about the lives of everyday people in 

ways that were unmediated by the bureaucracy; for this, he needed 

a free and open press 

+   encouraged and allowed intellectual debate about policy within and 

outside government ranks, and encouraged robust disagreement 

between conservatives and radicals

+   enforced a more open government bureaucracy so that there would 

be no more secrecy; information would henceforth 3ow freely. 

The need for glasnost was tragically revealed on 26 April 1986, 

when the number 4 nuclear reactor at Chernobyl in the Ukraine 

exploded and leaked highly radioactive fallout into the atmosphere. 

Gorbachev later claimed he was not informed of the extent of the 

problem at Chernobyl and had dif(culty extracting the truth from 

of(cials. At any rate, the Soviet people were not informed of the 

disaster until Gorbachev relayed the details on television two days 

later, on 28 April. In those two days, Chernobyl, only 130 kilometres 

sourCe 5.9 Aerial view of the Chernobyl nuclear 

power plant, three days after the explosion on 29 

April 1986. In the foreground are the remains of the 

number 4 reactor, which exploded and collapsed, 

releasing radioactive material into the atmosphere. 
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glasnost

Russian, meaning ‘publicity, 

openness, transparency’; 

Gorbachev’s policy of 

glasnost proposed openness 

and the promotion of 

greater transparency in the 

Soviet government
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from the Ukrainian capital of Kiev, suffered from explosions ripping through the other 

reactors at the power plant and threatening water supplies. Eight thousand lives were lost as 

a result of the explosions, and radioactivity in the area was not contained because of the veil 

of secrecy that accompanied the clean-up in the initial stages of the disaster.

In 1988 Gorbachev announced the (rst democratic elections in Russia, in the hope that his 

reforms would provide him with broad public support. However, by 1988 many Soviets were 

struggling to see the advantages of Gorbachev’s perestroika. The promises Gorbachev had made 

had not all been ful(lled, and in3ation gripped the country. There were shortages of consumer 

products and still long queues for food.

The impact of glasnost was perhaps most signi(cant in the eastern European countries of the 

Soviet bloc. In countries such as Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania and East Germany, the 

hope of greater transparency and free speech gave weight to people’s desires for political freedom. 

It was glasnost that made possible the pro-democracy demonstrations that eventually led to the 

collapse of the Soviet-backed regimes. 

Gorbachev on glasnost 

Glasnost made its way with considerable diJculty. The nomenklatura opposed glasnost 

in every way they could, both openly and secretly … But it was precisely glasnost that 

awakened people from their social slumber, helped them overcome indi8erence and 

passivity and become aware of the stake they had in change … Glasnost helped us to 

explain, and promote awareness of the new realities … In short, without glasnost there 

would have been no perestroika.  

Mikhail Gorbachev, On My Country and the World, Columbia University Press, 2000, pp. 60–1. 

The closed nature and secrecy of the nuclear power industry, which was burdened by bureaucracy and 

monopolism in science, had an extremely bad e8ect. I spoke of this at a meeting of the Politburo on 3 July 

1986: ‘For thirty years you scientists, specialists and ministers have been telling us that everything was safe. 

And you think we look on you as gods. But now we have ended up with a 6asco … Chernobyl became a 

diJcult test for glasnost, openness and democracy … shed a light on many of the sicknesses of our system 

as a whole … the concealing or hushing up of accidents and other bad news, irresponsibility and carelessness, 

slipshod work, wholesale drunkenness. This was one more convincing argument in favour of radical reforms. 

Mikhail Gorbachev, Memoirs, Doubleday, New York, 1995, pp. 191–3.

Questions 

1  Which group of people had the most to lose from glasnost and why? 

2  How did glasnost bene6t the whole of the Soviet Union? 

3  Why did the Chernobyl nuclear incident reveal the need for glasnost? 

4  What might be the strengths and weaknesses of using Gorbachev’s re;ections on glasnost as a historical source?

nomenklatura

A Russian word, used to 

describe members of the 

Soviet bureaucracy who 

held great administrative 

power 
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soviet foreign poLiCy: toWarDs arms reDuCtion

Gorbachev observed the massive military build-up underway in the US, in particular Reagan’s 

Star Wars program, with concern. But he did not want to undermine reforms at home by 

becoming entangled in another arms race with the US. After all, the Soviet government was 

spending US$2 billion per year in a war it would eventually lose in Afghanistan. It was faced 

with a choice between participating in a new arms race or increasing living standards of its 

people. Gorbachev chose the path of domestic reform for the bene(t of Soviet citizens. 

In the process, Gorbachev would embark on a new course unthinkable to previous 

generations. To counter the growing arms rivalry, he would go down the path of disarmament. 

He spoke out against the arms race, arguing that the fortune spent on nuclear rivalry was 

robbing ordinary Soviet citizens of their claims for higher living standards. 

Signi(cantly, he implemented a unilateral ban on further deployment of Intercontinental 

Ballistic Missiles (ICBMs) in April 1985. In 1987, he also made unilateral cuts to the Soviet 

military budget. It was a brave move. On 7 December 1988 Gorbachev gave an address 

to the United Nations in which he announced that he would drastically cut the size of the 

Soviet ground force. In the speech he also denounced the use of force and the threat of force 

in foreign policy. 

unilateral

Affecting only one side, 

party or individual; 

in foreign policy and 

international relations a 

state that acts unilaterally 

acts on its own accord 

without consulting  

other nations 

Gorbachev’s speech to the United Nations, 1988 

It is evident … that force and the threat of force can no longer be, and should not be instruments of foreign 

policy … The compelling necessity of the principle of freedom of choice is also clear to us … Freedom of 

choice is a universal principle to which there should be no exceptions. 

In order to involve society in implementing the plans for restructuring it had to be made more truly 

democratic. Under the badge of democratization, restructuring has now encompassed politics, the 

economy, spiritual life, and ideology. We have unfolded a radical economic reform, we have accumulated 

experience, and from the new year we are transferring the entire national economy to new forms and work 

methods … 

The Soviet Union has made a decision on reducing its armed forces. In the next two years, their numerical 

strength will be reduced by 500 000 persons, and the volume of conventional arms will also be cut 

considerably. These reductions will be made on a unilateral basis.

Address by Mikhail Gorbachev, Forty-third session of the United Nations General Assembly, 7 December 1988.

Questions

1  What did Gorbachev argue could no longer be used as an instrument of foreign policy and why? 

2  What is signi6cant about the fact that Gorbachev made the speech above about domestic issues in the 

United Nations? 
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An unlikely friendship
In an effort to diminish tensions between the 

Soviet Union and the United States, Mikhail 

Gorbachev and his foreign minister, Eduard 

Shevardnadze, embarked on a so-called 

‘charm offensive’. Western leaders warmed to 

Gorbachev. The British prime minister, Margaret 

Thatcher, concluded that Gorbachev was a man 

she could do business with. President Reagan 

thought that building a personal relationship 

with the leader of the Soviet Union would 

be indispensable to ongoing peace between 

the two nations and they struck up the most 

unlikely of friendships. Americans were gripped 

with Gorbachev fever, or ‘Gorbymania’, and the 

Soviet leader was crowned by Time magazine 

as ‘Man of the Year’ for 1987. The friendship 

between Reagan and Gorbachev led to a series of 

superpower summits and arms reduction talks, and much progress was made in genuinely 

reducing tensions between their two nations, as is shown in Table 5.1.

sourCe 5.10 Reagan and Gorbachev, who 

shared an unlikely friendship, were both committed 

to the ideal of a safer world in the nuclear age. 
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tabLe 5.1 Major arms agreements between the United States and the Soviet Union during the Reagan–Gorbachev era

Meeting Achievements

geneva Summit, 

november 1985 

no major treaties were produced, but the groundwork was laid for future cooperation. 

Both sides agreed to work towards a Strategic arms reduction Treaty (STarT) to halve their 

nuclear arsenals. 

Work was begun on an intermediate-range nuclear Forces (inF) treaty, aimed to remove short- 

and medium-range nuclear missiles from europe. 

agreement could not be reached on the Sdi (Star Wars). 

reagan and gorbachev were able to speak privately for a few hours. 

reykjavik, (iceland), 

october 1986

gorbachev proposed that nuclear weapons be eliminated by the year 2000. 

Both sides committed to reduce the number of strategic nuclear weapons by half within 9ve years. 

The superpowers were limited to having 1600 missiles and 6000 warheads each. 

Both sides agreed that intermediate-range nuclear Forces be withdrawn from europe (but this was 

revoked after a failure to agree on the Sdi).

Washington,  

december 1987

The intermediate-range nuclear Forces (inF) treaty was 9nally signed on 8 december. 

Both sides agreed to further reductions of warheads, to 4900 each. 

Various political issues discussed, including Central america and human rights. 

Moscow,  

May–June 1988 

Both sides agreed to eliminate 3000 medium-range missile warheads.

Both sides came closer to signing the STarT treaty. 

Moscow, July 1991 The STarT treaty was signed between gorbachev and President george hW Bush. 

superpower  

summits 

During the Cold War, 

high-level diplomatic 

meetings between the 

leaders of the Soviet 

Union and the United 

States that attempted 

to solve fundamental 

differences between the 

two nations
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The end of Moscow-dominated 
communism 
The years 1989 to 1991 were a dramatic period in eastern Europe and in the Soviet Union, as 

45 years of Soviet-backed communism began to fall apart under the strain of pro-democracy 

movements and because of Gorbachev’s willingness to let events run their course. Several key 

factors led to the breakdown of Moscow-dominated communism in eastern Europe. Among 

the most signi(cant were Gorbachev’s policies of glasnost and perestroika, the Soviet Union’s 

recognition that it could no longer prop up unpopular communist regimes, and the tide of 

popular pro-democracy demonstrations that swept the Soviet bloc.

abanDoning the brezhnev DoCtrine 

Perhaps the most signi(cant foreign policy reform that contributed to the end of the Cold War was 

Gorbachev’s abandoning of the Brezhnev Doctrine (see page 90). The doctrine had been used to justify 

the use of the threat of force to maintain a Soviet sphere of in3uence in eastern Europe ever since the 

troubles in Czechoslovakia in 1968. Many Soviet-bloc despots relied on the doctrine as insurance to 

maintain control within their own borders, con(dent that any sign of trouble could be quashed with 

Soviet support, usually involving the arrival of tanks and ground troops. 

As early as March 1985, Gorbachev summoned leaders of the Warsaw Pact countries to 

inform them of his rejection of the Brezhnev Doctrine. He preferred nations in the Eastern bloc 

to stand on their own two feet as independent sovereign states, without having the Soviet Union 

interfere in their internal affairs. Many of the Eastern bloc leaders dismissed this as rhetoric. 

The rami(cations of Gorbachev’s new policy would not become clear until the threat of pro-

democracy movements undermined the leaders’ own authority.

popuLar revoLutions in eastern europe  

In 1989 Gorbachev made good on his promise of non-intervention. Popular revolutions swept 

through eastern European states, ironically many of them inspired by the reforms of Gorbachev 

himself. Although these revolutions had different features in each country, many would lead to 

elections and ultimately the overthrow of communism. The 

death of communism was largely a peaceful affair. Although 

Gorbachev was a staunch believer in the communist cause 

to the end, he allowed the forces of history to dictate events.   

Poland

The (rst of the eastern European revolutions was in Poland. 

The trade unions and Catholic Church had been a powerful 

in3uence in Poland since the Solidarity movement had begun 

in 1981, but they had struggled to achieve higher standards 

of living for workers. In 1989, after a series of rolling strikes 

by disgruntled workers, the (rst free elections were held in 

Poland. A non-communist government was voted in for the 
sourCe 5.11 A mass demonstration organised by the Solidarity 

movement in Poland, 1987
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(rst time since the Second World War. In 1990 Lech Walesa, founder of the Solidarity movement, 

was made president of a new democratic Poland.  

Hungary

Like Poland, Hungary also had a long history of popular opposition to Soviet control. The failed 

1956 uprising (see pages 62–3) is the most obvious example. During late 1988 reformists in 

the Communist Party and bureaucracy, and intellectuals, began to advocate change and formed 

political organisations. The appointment of a new party leader in 1989 prompted further 

changes. The new leadership introduced what can best be described as a democratisation 

package, which permitted the formation of independent trade unions, the right to assembly and 

association, and freedom of the press. This was followed by the introduction of new electoral 

laws, revision of the constitution, the formation of new political parties, and the calling of open 

and free elections. Such a rapid and peaceful transition would not have been possible without 

Gorbachev’s renouncement of the Brezhnev Doctrine. 

The Iron Curtain opens

The liberalisation of Hungary also tore apart Churchill’s metaphorical ‘iron curtain’, which 

had divided Europe since 1945. Movement between the Soviet bloc states and the West had 

been strictly curtailed in the Cold War era, as the Berlin Wall so dramatically illustrated. In 

a radical step, Hungary, as early as 1988, had begun to permit the free travel of its citizens. 

Unhindered by Moscow – in fact, Gorbachev is believed to have noted, ‘To be honest I don’t 

see a problem with it’ – the government began dismantling the 240 kilometres of electri(ed 

fence that served as the border between Hungary and Austria. As news of the removal of 

the fence spread, East Germans and Czechoslovakians, who were able to travel to Hungary, 

arrived to seek political asylum at the West German embassy in the Hungarian capital  

of Budapest. Within months the trickle of Czech and East German refugees became a 3ood of 

tens of thousands of people, crossing the border directly into Austria. The Iron Curtain had 

parted without intervention from the Soviet Union. 

sourCe 5.12 As a precursor to the fall of the Berlin Wall in November, 

Austrian Foreign Minister Alois Mock (left) and Hungarian Foreign Minister 

Gyula Horn cut the fence between their two countries on 27 June 1989. 

Border guards had already begun dismantling sections on 2 May 1989. 
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sourCe 5.13 East Germans crossing the border from Hungary  

into Austria in April 1989. 
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the faLL of the berLin WaLL 

Con3icts over the city of Berlin were fundamental to the development of the Cold War. Berlin was 

the focus of early Cold War crises, and the Berlin Wall, which divided the city in 1961, was of 

enormous symbolic signi(cance throughout the Cold War. In the summer of 1989, East Germans 

began to demand greater freedoms of movement. Their leader, Erich Honecker, was a staunch and 

in3exible communist. He resisted any hint of change and clung to power right to the end. But the 

fall of communism came swiftly and almost unexpectedly to Berlin. 

On 9 November 1989 the new spokesman for the East German Politburo, Günter Schabowski, 

was holding a press conference in front of international media. His answers to a series of questions 

about a new law promising greater ease of travel between East and West Germany provided the 

spark that eventually ended European communism. Schabowski had not read his brie(ng notes 

carefully enough, and under persistent questioning from an Italian journalist about when new 

travel regulations would come into effect, he muttered the words, ‘Immediately. Without delay’. 

The words were broadcast on Berlin television that evening. Hundreds and then thousands 

of Berliners streamed down to the wall at key points, including Checkpoint Charlie and the 

Brandenburg Gate. East German border guards, settling into another routine night of patrol, 

were unsure about the gathering throng. They were ordered not to (re on the crowd. 

Romania 

The revolution in Romania ran a much 

rockier course than the revolutions in Poland 

and Hungary. Nicolae Ceaus escu had ruled 

a corrupt regime from 1965 to 1989; he had a 

lavish lifestyle while Romanian citizens were 

mired in poverty. Ceaus escu presided over 

a cruel, Stalinist police state that ruthlessly 

suppressed opposition. 

While pro-democratic movements were 

peacefully sweeping across Europe, Ceaus escu 

ordered his security forces to ,re on demonstrators 

assembled at Timis oara on 17 December 1989. 

In the following days, violent clashes between 

government forces and protesters resulted in 

the deaths of more than one thousand people. 

Ceaus escu and his wife Elena, realising that the waves of demonstration would eventually drive them 

from power, attempted to escape Romania. But on Christmas Day 1989, they were hastily summoned, 

tried, found guilty and executed by a special court. Their ,nal humiliating hours brought to a conclusion the 

horrors they had visited on the Romanian people. Ceaus escu was de,ant to the end, telling his captors that 

he did not recognise their authority as a court. The deaths of the Ceaus escus were televised on Romanian 

television as proof that the dictator and his wife had fallen. 

sourCe 5.14 Newspaper headlines following the executions of 

Nicolae and Elena Ceaus escu
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From around 7 o’clock, East and West Berliners, 

separated for 28 years, began to climb on top of the 

wall and dismantled it with hammers, picks and other 

tools. All through the night the symbol of the Cold War 

was torn to the ground in jubilant celebration.  

A section of the wall that is 1.3 kilometres long still 

stands, as part of the East Side Gallery. More than 100 

paintings mark this longest remaining fragment of the 

wall, as a tribute to freedom and uni(cation. Perhaps 

the most famous painting is My God, help me survive this 

deadly love by Dmitri Vrubel. It depicts Leonid Brezhnev 

and Erich Honecker locked in a kiss. sourCe 5.15 On the evening of 9 November 1980 and into the next 

day, hundreds of thousands of Berliners climbed on top of the Berlin 

Wall and tore it down. 
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sourCe 5.16 This famous painting, on the remaining section of the Berlin Wall at the East Side Gallery, is an artist’s interpretation of the fraternal 

kiss exchanged between Brezhnev and Honecker at the 30th anniversary of the creation of East Germany in 1979. The caption on the poster reads 

‘My God, help me to survive this deadly love’.
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german reunifiCation

The fall of the wall almost immediately raised the question of the reuni(cation of East and 

West Germany as a single nation. International responses were mixed, with leaders in Britain, 

France, Italy, Poland and Israel voicing concerns about the threat of a united Germany. Germans 

too were reticent. The prominent West German author Günter Grass, for example, objected to 

proposed uni(cation on historical, cultural, economic and political grounds. He wrote:
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I still believe, as I did in the past, that we shouldn’t have annexed East Germany in 
that over hasty way … Before long, the country and its industry were liquidated, while 
the Treuhand [the agency that privatised East Germany’s state-owned enterprises] 
sold o8 its assets for next to nothing. 

‘Interview with Günter Grass’, Spiegel Online, 20 August 2010, 

viewed 7 April 2015, www.spiegel.de.

In the Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany) the conservative chancellor Helmut Kohl, 

aware that a reuni(ed Germany would face a general election soon after any amalgamation, took 

immediate action when the Berlin Wall was opened. He drew up a ten-point plan for reuni(cation, 

phoning the East German communist leader Egon Krenz, who opposed reuni(cation, and he 

consulted with Gorbachev while attempting to bring some order into the unfolding confusion. 

Germany was formally reuni(ed in October 1990, less than a year after the fall of the wall.  

East Germany after reuni%cation

The political reuni6cation of the two Germanies was rapid – the process took less than a year. And the long-

term implications for East Germany were signi6cant. Before reuni6cation in 1990, East Germany (oJcially the 

German Democratic Republic) had a population of 16 million, compared with West Germany’s population of  

63 million; it was signi6cantly smaller, more agricultural and poorer than its Western counterpart. Per capita 

income in 1989 was US$10 400 in East Germany and US$24 400 in West Germany. In 2010, per capita 

income in a united Germany had risen to $US 38 200.

The following extracts, from the German weekly news magazine Der Spiegel, each re;ect on the impact of 

reuni6cation.

Fifteen years after reuni�cation 

The East’s cultural heritage has been rescued, Western environmental standards have been 

implemented in the East, police investigations in the eastern state of Mecklenburg are now not 

dissimilar to those in Bavaria, and the East has in many cases outpaced the West when it comes to the 

quality of higher education. But despite these advances, the East’s social framework lacks an adequate 

economic base. To this day, the East is still unable to survive without government subsidies amounting 

to some €70 to €80 billion a year.

Stefan Berg, Steffen Winter and Andreas Wassermann, ‘Germany’s Eastern burden: the price of a 

failed reuniJcation’, Spiegel Online, 5 September 2005, viewed 5 April 2015, www.spiegel.de.

Twenty years after reuni�cation 

Today, the eastern German economy is still in a sorry state, and there are no indications that the situation 

will change. An estimated €1.3 trillion ($1.6 trillion) have ;owed from the former West Germany to the 

former East Germany over the last 20 years. But what has that money achieved? Historic neighborhoods 

have been restored, new autobahns built and the telephone network brought up to date, but most of the 

money was spent on social bene6ts such as welfare payments. The anticipated economic upswing failed 

to materialize.

Alexander Neubacher and Michael Sauga, ‘Germany’s disappointing reuniJcation: how  

the East was lost’, Spiegel Online, 1 July 2010, viewed 7 April 2015, www.spiegel.de.
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Twenty-three years after reuni�cation 

It’s been almost 25 years since the Berlin Wall came down. At times, it feels as if East and West Germans 

are becoming more and more estranged. I recently sat at a table with a few representatives of the ‘third 

generation East’. They were at least 15 years younger than me, and they had the serious expressions of 

people who know that they still have a long way to go.

Alexander Osang, ‘The little Germans: alienation still divides East from West’,  

Spiegel Online, 21 August 2013, viewed 7 April 2015, www.spiegel.de.

Questions

1  What are some of the problems that Germans have faced over the past 25 years since reuni6cation? 

2  How useful are the sources from Der Spiegel for the historian studying the impact of German reuni6cation? 

From Soviet Union to Russia 
The transformation of the Union of 

Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) from a 

communist superpower to a number of 

independent states, including the 3edging 

capitalist, democratic Russian Republic, 

was, like the transition of the Eastern bloc 

nations, traumatic and dramatic. Again, 

the implications of Gorbachev’s reforms, 

particularly of perestroika, are a key to the 

breakdown of the Soviet Union, an entity 

that was composed of multiple republics, 

including the Baltic states of Latvia, 

Lithuania and Estonia, the Ukraine, and, 

by far the largest and most powerful 

republic, Russia. The reforms of perestroika 

created a political space in which voices 

of dissent could be more freely expressed. 

At the same time Gorbachev’s efforts to 

reframe the political structures of the Soviet Union were extensive. Between February and March 

1990 the Central Committee of the Soviet Union, on Gorbachev’s recommendations, gave up its 

monopoly on power, permitted multi-party elections and established a mechanism for states to 

withdraw from the USSR. These steps laid the foundation for the dissolution of the Soviet Union 

in 1991, as nationalism and liberalism emerged as alternative political ideologies to communism. 

sourCe 5.17 People from the town of Rapla in Estonia participate in a 600-kilometre 

human chain, passing through several Baltic republics, to mark the 50th anniversary of 

the non-aggression treaty between Germany and the USSR, August 1989.
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the breaKDoWn of the ussr 

The (rst cracks in the USSR appeared in 1986 and 1987 when the Baltic republics of Latvia, Estonia 

and Lithuania began to demand greater autonomy, and took steps towards gaining it. Gorbachev’s 

failure to respond encouraged nationalists in other republics to follow a similar path. In the wake of 

events in eastern Europe in late 1989, momentum for autonomy and democratic reform intensi(ed, 

even in Russia itself. During 1990, six of the Soviet republics – Lithuania, Moldova, Estonia, Latvia, 

Armenia and Georgia – each held elections in which the Communist Party lost power; the new 

governments increasingly pursued actions to consolidate their sovereignty at the expense of the 

central government. In Russia itself, Boris Yeltsin, a long-time party (gure, with the backing of 

democrats, declared the sovereignty of the Russian Federation, and a month later, in July 1990, he 

resigned from the Communist Party itself. Despite these developments, the Soviet Union remained a 

political entity and deployed military forces in a number of the rebellious republics, most notably in 

Lithuania and Azerbaijan, to stem what was becoming an increasingly fragile political environment.

Gorbachev and the end of communism  

sourCe 5.20 ‘The cracks begin’, by 

Jeff Hook, 10 November 1989

sourCe 5.18 ‘What do you say we bury him too?’, by 

Nicholas Garland, Daily Telegraph, 14 March 1985
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sourCe 5.19 ‘Opening the curtain’, by Jeff Hook, 14 November 1989
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Questions

1  Who are the two standing 6gures in Nicholas Garland’s cartoon and what are they deliberating over? 

2  Research the origins of the quote ‘We will bury you’. Why is it referred to in Source 5.18? 

3  Identify three key visual elements used in Je8 Hook’s ‘Opening the curtain’ and describe their historical 

signi6cance. 

4  Examine Je8 Hook’s ‘The cracks begin’. 

a What does the cracking stone refer to? 

b Does the speaker convey a positive or negative attitude to the reforms of Gorbachev (centre)? 

5  How is Gorbachev contrasted with the personalities to his left and to his right? 

6  How useful are these three sources for the historian studying Gorbachev’s role in bringing Soviet communism 

to an end? 

the Coup of august 1991

While events on the fringes of the Soviet Union were threatening the stability of the state, 

developments in Russia intensi(ed. The political complications of Yeltsin’s declaration of Russian 

sovereignty were setting in, and tensions had started to emerge between the government of Russia 

and that of the Soviet Union. In the atmosphere of change, it was not clear where the authority of 

Yeltsin (as Russian president) began and where that of Gorbachev (as Soviet leader) ended. This 

tension is most apparent in the introduction of economic reforms initiated by Yeltsin in August 

1991. These aimed to transform Russia’s economy from the command system of the communist 

era to one based on free-market principles. The initiatives were opposed by Gorbachev, who 

saw them as too radical, too ambitious and counter to the 

socialist principles he aimed to preserve.

Despite Gorbachev’s fears one thing was clear: the 

Soviet Union was slipping away. On 19 August 1991, 

Communist hardliners sought to reassert the authority of 

the Soviet Union by staging an unsuccessful coup while 

Gorbachev was on vacation in the Crimea. With the 

backing of the Committee for State Security (the KGB), 

tanks rolled into the square outside Moscow’s parliament 

house. The coup leaders declared a state of emergency 

and placed Gorbachev under arrest. 

Yeltsin was on hand in Moscow. Standing on one of 

the tanks, he addressed the crowd and called for a general 

strike until the attempted coup was over. He condemned 

the conspirators and demanded that Gorbachev be 

released from custody. Yeltsin came off looking as the 

champion of reform and a supporter of Gorbachev. 

sourCe 5.21 Russian president Boris Yeltsin stands on top of a tank 

in deJance of a communist-led coup in August 1991. Although the 

coup itself was short-lived and non-violent, it eventually hastened the 

collapse of the Soviet Union. 
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Although Yeltsin was not involved in the organisation of the coup, afterwards he took 

immediate steps to protect the interests of Russia so that it could effectively transform to an 

independent state. In the week that followed the coup, a number of large states, including the 

Ukraine and Belarus, declared their independence from the Soviet Union.

Christmas Day 1991 

Throughout 1991 the leading countries of the Soviet Union declared their independence from 

the Union. Then, at 7.30 a.m. on 25 December 1991, the Soviet 3ag was lowered above the 

Kremlin for the last time and Mikhail Gorbachev became a leader without a country. With the 

stroke of a pen, the Soviet Union was (nally dissolved as Gorbachev signed a paper relinquishing 

all of his duties as president of the USSR. 

It is ironic that in trying to save the Soviet system, Gorbachev was an inspiration for so many 

who wanted to destroy it. On Christmas Day 1991, the 74-year experiment with Lenin and Marx 

on the European continent came to an end, and the Cold War was over.

The coup of August 1991

Yeltsin addresses the crowd

Undoubtedly it is essential to give the country’s president, Gorbachev, an opportunity to address the 

people. Today he has been blockaded. I have been denied communications with him. We demand an 

immediate [meeting] of an extraordinary Congress of People’s Deputies of the Union. We are absolutely 

con6dent that our countrymen will not permit the sanctioning of the tyranny and lawlessness of the 

putschists, who have lost all shame and conscience.

Yeltsin’s address to the Russian people, delivered from a tank outside the parliament building, Moscow,  

19 August 1991, translated from Russian by the US State Department.

Gorbachev re0ects

Looking back now at everything that happened, it is evident to me that the main orientation of Yeltsin and 

his entourage was to pursue a course aimed at the dissolution of the Soviet Union, at taking control of 

Russia, so as to seize power for themselves ... The August coup caused a breakdown in the process of the 

formation [of the new Union], created complications and spurred on the process of disintegration.

Mikhail Gorbachev, On My Country and the World, Columbia University Press, 2000, pp. 110, 135.

Question

1  Compare and contrast the views of Yeltsin and Gorbachev on the signi6cance of the August coup. 
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after the CoLD War 
By the time the Soviet Union was dissolved on Christmas Day 1991, the Cold 
War had been the status quo in international relations for 45 years. Historians 
and observers began to consider the reasons for the end of the Cold War and 
speculate on what global order would replace it. Read the following sources and 
answer the questions below. 

John Lewis gaddis, 1997 

The ‘new’ Cold War history will be multi-archival, in that it will at least attempt 

to draw upon the record of all participants in that con;ict … Cold War history 

will take ideas seriously … For the events of 1989–91 make sense only in 

terms of ideas. There was no military defeat or economic crash, but there 

was a collapse of legitimacy. The people of one Cold War empire suddenly 

realised that its emperors had no clothes on. 

John Lewis Gaddis, We Now Know: Rethinking Cold War History,  

Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1997, pp. 282, 283.

eric hobsbawm, 1994 

The collapse of one part of the world revealed the malaise of the rest. As 

the 1980s passed into the 1990s it became evident that the world crisis 

was not only general in an economic sense, but equally general in politics. 

The collapse of communist regimes … produced an enormous zone of 

political uncertainty, instability, chaos and civil war, but also destroyed the 

international system that had stabilized international relations for some forty 

years … the tensions of troubled economies undermined the political systems 

of liberal democracy, parliamentary or presidential, which had functioned so 

well in the developed capitalist countries since the Second World War.

Eric Hobsbawm, Age of Extremes: The Short Twentieth  

Century, 1914–1991, Abacus, London, 1994, p. 10.

samuel p huntington, 1996 

The post–Cold War world is a world of seven or eight major civilizations. 

Cultural commonalities and di8erences shape the interests, antagonisms, 

and associations of states. The most important countries in the world come 

overwhelmingly from di8erent civilizations. The local con;icts most likely 

to escalate into broader wars are those between groups and states from 

di8erent civilizations … Power is shifting from the long predominant West to 

non-Western civilizations. Global politics has become multipolar and multi-

civilizational.

Samuel P Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking  

of the World Order, Simon and Schuster, London, 1996, p. 29. 

questions 

1  According to John Gaddis, 
how will historians of 
the future (after 1997) 
provide a more balanced 
interpretation of the Cold 
War? 

2  According to Gaddis, what 
was the primary reason for 
the end of the Cold War? 

3  Reread the extract from 
Eric Hobsbawm. How did 
the collapse of communism 
have a negative e8ect on 
both the sides that had 
engaged in the Cold War? 

4  Explain Samuel 
Huntington’s view of the 
source of con;ict in the 
post–Cold War period. 

5  Extension activity: Research 
one con;ict of the post–
Cold War world, in light 
of the view of a historian 
quoted here. Choose  
one of the following:

a The breakdown of 
the former Yugoslavia 
(Hobsbawm) 

b The ‘war on terror’ 
(Huntington) 
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Chapter summary
 + The 1980s began with renewed hostilities between the Americans and the Soviets. The 

Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 and the Iranian Revolution marked the end of the 

period of détente. 

 + The new US president, Ronald Reagan, came to power as a tough anti-communist and 

immediately implemented a large arms build-up. 

 + In 1985 the Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev came to power. He had a more conciliatory 

message to give the West. A committed Leninist, he wanted to reform the Soviet system in 

order to revive it. 

 + Gorbachev’s policies of glasnost and perestroika and his reversal of the Brezhnev Doctrine had 

the unintended consequence of weakening rather than strengthening Soviet communism, 

and eventually led to its collapse. 

 + Reagan and Gorbachev worked together to minimise the threat of nuclear con3ict, through 

superpower summits and arms reduction talks. 

 + Pro-democracy demonstrations across eastern Europe eventually led to the fall of communist 

regimes across the Soviet bloc. 

 + The ultimate symbol of the Cold War, the Berlin Wall, fell on 9 November 1989; one year 

later Germany was reuni(ed. 

 + The new Russian leader Boris Yeltsin led Russia into political and economic reforms that 

were characterised by turmoil, and on Christmas Day 1991 the Soviet Union was of(cially 

dissolved. 

endnotes
1 Henry Heller, The Cold War, Monthly Review Press, 2006, p. 65.

2 David Christian, Power and Privilege: The Russian Empire, the Soviet Union and the Challenge of Modernity,  

2nd edition, Longman, Melbourne, pp. 363–4.

3 Mikhail Gorbachev, Perestroika: New Thinking for Our Country and the World, 1987, p. 18.

Weblinks
Weblinks relevant to this chapter can be found at http://nmh.nelsonnet.com.au/changingworld

Further resources
David Christian, Power and Privilege: The Russian Empire, the Soviet Union and the Challenge of 

Modernity, 2nd edition, Longman, Melbourne, 1994. 

John Lewis Gaddis, The Cold War, Penguin, London, 2005. 

Henry Heller, The Cold War and the New Imperialism: A Global History, 1945–2005, Monthly 

Review Press, New York, 2006.
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The Cold War ends, 1980–1991
Chapter 5

Chapter review activities
1 Outline the key achievements of détente. 

2 Describe the main criticisms of détente. 

3 Use the following 10 words – in any order – to describe your understanding of the end of 

détente: 

Ostpolitik  SALT  Ayatollah anti-communist  Brezhnev 

 nuclear war  US embassy mujahidin  arms April Revolution 

4 Explain why Reagan referred to the Soviet Union as ‘evil’. 

5 What was the Reagan Doctrine and how might it have compromised American values? 

6 Outline the key facts of the Iran–Contra scandal. 

7 Did Reaganomics have an overall positive or negative impact on the American worker? 

8 Listen to the Bruce Springsteen song ‘Born in the USA’. Outline the key areas that Springsteen 

is protesting about. 

9 Why were Mikhail Gorbachev and the leaders of his generation well placed to achieve 

reform in the Soviet Union? 

10 Why did Gorbachev attempt to deal with the issue of alcoholism in Soviet society? 

11 Make a list of the key features of glasnost. 

12 Describe the key features of perestroika. 

13 Outline some key features of the revolutions that transformed Europe after 1989. 

14 Complete a research project on the Czechoslovakian ‘Velvet Revolution’. Discuss key 

personalities and events. 

15 Compare a map of Europe in the mid-1990s with the map showing Europe divided by the 

Iron Curtain (page 59). Identify any new countries or political entities in eastern Europe. 

How do the maps compare with a map of central and eastern Europe in the 1920s? Explain 

what consequences the changes on the maps might have for future international relations.

essay questions

16 To what extent was Gorbachev responsible for the failure of communism in eastern Europe? 

17 To what extent were Gorbachev’s policies of glasnost and perestroika responsible for ending 

the Cold War?
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A new world order

Chapter 6

C h a p t e r  s i x

The Cold War era was, rather surprisingly, a period of certainty. The world order 

established at the end of the Second World War created a peculiar system of 

international relations. Dominated by two superpowers, the Soviet Union and the 

United States, the system, for all its threats and potential problems, was relatively 

stable. There had, after all, been no open con�icts between the superpowers in the 46 

years since 1945. The end of the Cold War, with the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 

1991, seems to have recast the international order. Initially it appeared that the US 

would remain the dominant force in world affairs; however, as time progressed, it 

became clear that the global world order was no longer dominated by one or two 

nations but is now marked by multipolarity.

Since the early 1990s there has been a series of changes in the world order that 

would almost have been unimaginable in the Cold War era. The United Nations 

has been released in part from the tensions of the Cold War standoff that were 

played out in the Security Council in the past. It has emerged as a more in"uential, 

multilateral force in world affairs. The European Union has expanded to include 

former Soviet satellite states, creating an increasingly politically and economically 

integrated European super state. 

While these developments can be seen as stabilising the international order since 

the early years of the 21st century, there have also been fewer certainties than during 

the Cold War era. On 11 September 2001 the attacks by Al Qaeda on Washington 

and New York brought to the fore a global threat of Islamic fundamentalism, which 

continues, along with the rise of ISIS, to generate instability 

and uncertainty in the Middle East, Europe, Asia and Africa. 

New economic and political ‘great powers’, most notably 

China and India, have also emerged as important players on 

the world stage. And the balance of international relations 

has increasingly shifted from Europe and North America to 

the Asia–Paci1c region. What these developments mean for 

the world order of the future, remains unresolved.

A new  
world order 

❮  The 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center in New York have had a profound 

impact on the geopolitics of the world in the 21st century.

 + What was the impact of the end of 
the Cold War on the world order?

 + What is the future of the world order?

inquiry questions

multipolarity

In geopolitics, an 

arrangement in which there 

are many competing powers
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The global scene in the 1990s
The collapse of the USSR in 1991 led to a decade of chaos, known as the ‘Roaring Nineties’, in 

Russia, and a decade of rapid change in the former Soviet republics and for the USSR’s allies. 

In eastern Europe, the emergence of a post-Soviet democratic bloc had been making progress, 

despite hiccoughs such as the attempted coup in Russia in August 1991. The new Russian 

Federation already seemed to have been reduced from a global Cold War power to a mere 

regional power.

Elsewhere, by late 1991 a measure of stability had returned to some troubled parts of Africa 

and Latin America. In South Africa, President de Klerk’s apartheid government had entered 

negotiations to end racial segregation. In Latin America the totalitarian military juntas in Brazil 

(1969–85), Chile (1973–90) and Argentina (1976–83) had been replaced by viable democracies, 

but there were still problems in the Central American republics of Nicaragua and Guatemala. As 

for Asia, the USSR had pulled out of Afghanistan in 1988–89. In the Middle East, the Lebanese 

civil war (1975–90) had just petered out, although there were ominous stirrings in Iraq.

In the Balkans, from 1991 until 1999, the political and economic disintegration of Yugoslavia 

aroused ethnic and religious con=icts, leading to genocidal carnage (more than 100 000 dead) that 

echoed Nazi-era atrocities. The horrors included the mass murder of more than 8000 Bosnian 

men and youths at Srebrenica in 1995, an episode in which UN peacekeepers played an inglorious 

role. In the African country of Rwanda, ethnic rivalries, and a poorly managed intervention by the 

UN, resulted in the genocidal campaign of 1994 led by the majority Hutus; this left 800 000 dead, 

mainly Tutsi men, women and children (UN Agures).  

sourCe 6.1 The memorial that lists the 8372 Bosnian Muslim men and youths murdered by Bosnian Serb forces at 

Srebrenica in June 1995. This incident, and others that followed, led to UN-supported NATO bombings of Serb positions in 

August and September of 1995. Serbia agreed to end hostilities in November that year.
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The European Union 

The European Union (EU) arose from 

the 1993 Maastricht Treaty and what had 

originally been the six-nation European 

Common Market (of#cially known as 

the European Economic Community, or 

EEC). The EEC was an economic union of 

western European nations founded under 

the 1957 Treaty of Rome and dominated 

by West Germany and France, with the 

United Kingdom joining later (in 1973) 

and becoming a somewhat reluctant major 

partner. Part of the rationale for the 

formation of the EEC had been a post-1945 

1990 august Iraqi forces invaded Kuwait

 september  US President George HW Bush gave a speech about a new world order

1991  January  A US-led coalition evicted Iraqis from Kuwait (First Gulf War)

 July India’s Prime Minister Rao announced his new economic policy

 DeCember The USSR was dissolved

1992  april  After a year of sporadic con,ict, the Bosnian war intensi.ed in former Yugoslavia 

1993  February  A failed World Trade Center bombing marked an upsurge in Al Qaeda  

terrorist activity

1999  June  The last of the major con,icts in the Balkans (over Kosovo) ended

2001 11 september  Al Qaeda attacked New York and Washington

 oCtober  A US-led coalition invaded Afghanistan 

2003  marCh  A US-led coalition invaded Iraq (start of Second Gulf War)

2007  January President George W Bush announced the US military’s ‘surge’ in Iraq

2011  november  The US and allied forces withdrew from Iraq (end of Second Gulf War)

2012  July  The US and allied forces began withdrawing from Afghanistan

 april Chinese and Philippine navy vessels were in a stando5 over the Scarborough 

Shoal area; this marked the start of two years of intense territorial claims and 

maritime bickering between China and its neighbours

2014  June Islamic State took over much of Iraq and Syria and proclaimed a ‘caliphate’

 June–august  American advisers and special forces returned to Iraq

 august The US and other forces began air strikes in Iraq against Islamic State

A ChAnging world order, 1990–

sourCe 6.2 The /ag of the European Union. 

The 12 gold stars on a blue background 

symbolise the three underpinning aspirational 

philosophies of the European Union – unity, 

solidarity and harmony – they have nothing to do 

with the number of member nations.
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desire to replace former nationalist rivalries with a culture of pan-European economic 

and political cooperation. By the 1990s the EEC had a parliament located in Brussels, 

and comprised 12 western European nations, including a united Germany. 

The expected bene#ts of the new EU were to be mainly economic, diplomatic and 

legal, and to facilitate greater cross-border trade. By 2010, EU membership stood at 28. 

Features of the EU include:

 + a single currency, the euro (which is not used in the UK or Denmark)

 + a common foreign policy approach

 + a common approach to migration issues, human rights and legal matters

 + the EU parliament, based in Brussels, which makes the laws

 + the EU Council, which makes executive decisions

 + the EU Commission, which carries out decisions 

 + the EU Court, which deals with legal issues.

On 13 December 2007 a reformist agreement, the Treaty of Lisbon, was signed 

by EU members. It became law in 2009, and tidied up administrative, legal and 

constitutional matters, but stopped short of creating a constitution. Not all EU 

members were in agreement with the Lisbon treaty, with the UK, Ireland, Poland, the 

Czech Republic and Denmark objecting mainly to the EU’s Charter of Fundamental 

Rights and questioning how it might affect detailed local matters of justice and home 

affairs. In 2015 Denmark, Ireland, Poland and the UK still had opt-out rights in 

different policy areas.

The EEC and its successor EU have been dogged by criticism over the past half-

century, coming from various member states, mainly from conservative and far right 

political parties who have a nationalistic tendency, strong anti-immigration policies and 

a dislike of what they see as bloated, expensive and restrictive EU parliamentary and 

bureaucratic activities. Anti-EU politicians have taken advantage of political apathy 

in some member states to achieve MEP (Member of the European Parliament) status, 

allowing them to criticise the EU from within. More recently (from about 2010 onwards) 

the entry of relatively impoverished eastern and central European states into the 

EU has placed a strain on its policy of open borders and transnational employment, 

increasing transnational support for far-right parties. 

On the diplomatic front, the EU has offered various nations the possibility of 

membership if they meet its economic and human rights stipulations. For example, 

Turkey, a major NATO power, has been keen to gain entry to the EU since the 1990s, 

but its ambitions have been blocked mainly by Germany and France, allegedly because 

of Turkey’s human rights record. The EU is effectively a German-led European power 

and economic bloc. It continues to work on developing this bloc so that member nations 

can deal on more equal terms with a geopolitically dominant US. 

Questions

1  How and why might the creation of the EEC and the EU have reduced the 

likelihood of conAict in Europe?

2  How might the establishment of the EU inAuence the global world order in future?
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The Gulf War, 1991
On 2 August 1990 the ominous rumblings that had been coming from Iraq turned into an 

unprovoked Iraqi invasion of neighbouring Kuwait. Only two years after the conclusion of a 

bitter and devastating Iraq–Iran war (1980–88) Saddam Hussein, president and brutal dictator 

of oil-rich Iraq since 1979, ordered just a fraction of his massive one-million-strong army south 

to invade the oil-rich but much smaller neighbouring country of Kuwait. The pretext for the 

invasion was a border dispute over oil rights. 

There were other reasons for the invasion, including Kuwait’s high levels of oil production, 

which lowered overall oil prices and undermined Iraq’s oil proAts; the Iraqi desire for access 

to Kuwait’s deep-water port of Shuwaikh; a large and unpayable war debt owed by Iraq 

to Kuwait; Saddam’s anxiety that Kuwait was part of a larger Arab plot to destabilise Iraq’s 

Shiah minority (most of whom lived in the south of Iraq); and the ofAcial Iraqi view that 

Kuwait should not have been separate from Iraq anyway as it had been part of Ottoman 

Mesopotamia in the past, which had included both Iraq and Kuwait.

It took Iraqi troops a mere six hours to arrive in the capital, Kuwait City. The country was 

then annexed by Iraq as its new 19th province. In Washington, the response was quick. Anxious 

about the effect of the invasion on world oil supplies and prices, the Americans labelled Saddam 

an aggressor. On 2 August the UN Security Council issued a resolution demanding Iraq 

withdraw from Kuwait, and the US began to assemble a military coalition. By late 1990 the 

coalition was ready for action.

Shiah

The second largest 

denomination of Islam

Saddam Hussein (1937–2006)

Saddam, as he was commonly called in the West, came 

from a peasant family and was born in a village near 

the northern Iraqi town of Tikrit. He joined the Ba’ath 

Party in 1957. This was an Arab socialist party, founded 

in 1943, to promote the establishment of a socialist 

Arab union. Saddam ruthlessly climbed his way to the 

top of the party organisation and into the leadership of 

Iraq in 1979. 

Saddam’s administration was marked by brutal 

forms of nepotism, a secularist modernisation of Iraqi 

society, the opening up of societal opportunities to 

Iraqi women, ruthless suppression of dissent, harsh management of ethnic and religious 

rivalries (mainly between Sunnis, Shiahs and Kurds), and the nationalisation of Iraq’s  

oil industry in the 1970s. During a long and costly war against revolutionary Islamist Iran 

(1980–88), Saddam’s forces used chemical weapons against Iranian forces and against Iraqi 

citizens who opposed his rule. Saddam was captured by US forces in December 2003. He was 

handed over to the CIA and then to the Iraqi authorities who accused him of the massacre 

of Shiah Iraqis in 1982. Saddam and seven others were tried and found guilty. Saddam was 

hanged in a US–Iraqi base in Baghdad on 30 December 2006. 
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the uniteD states responDs

On 17 January 1991 a huge, US-led military force attacked the positions of the Iraqi army 

bunkered down in Kuwait. This attack was the Arst real test of US diplomatic strategy and 

military action since the end of the Cold War. Within a few weeks this First Gulf War was over. 

The military coalition, authorised by the United Nations, began operations against Iraq and 

expelled Iraqi forces from Kuwait. The Emir was restored to power in Kuwait and the country’s 

oil wealth remained beyond Iraq’s reach. On 27 February 1991, in a national broadcast, US 

President George HW Bush announced a ceaseAre, saying, ‘Kuwait is liberated, Iraq’s army 

is defeated and our military objectives are met’. He went on to urge Saddam Hussein to 

observe a permanent ceaseAre.

Interestingly, in the context of later developments, the US-led coalition claimed that its 

forces had destroyed 11 Iraqi chemical and biological warfare facilities in Iraq itself – the 

kinds of facilities that were capable of providing Saddam’s regime with outlawed weapons 

of mass destruction (WMD), which he had used in the war against Iran and also against 

the Kurdish people in his own country in 1988.

The short, sharp triumph against Saddam led politicians and military leaders in America 

to form the view that a victorious overseas military campaign in a troublesome Middle East was 

a viable option. It pushed memories of the disastrous overseas campaign in Vietnam, fought 

during the Cold War era, into the background.

But by late 1991 the Saddamist government had cruelly subdued the internal rebellions that 

=ared up in Iraq in the postwar period, and it was back in full charge of the country. 

George HW Bush (1924– ) 

A Texan by adoption, George Herbert Walker 

Bush is often referred to as ‘George Bush 

senior’ because his son, George W Bush, was 

also president of the US. George Bush senior 

served as a pilot in the Paci1c theatre during 

the Second World War, before founding and 

establishing a successful family oil business. 

He entered politics in the 1950s. He served for 

two years as the US Ambassador to the United 

Nations and played a key role in America’s 

diplomatic recognition of China, after which 

he became head of the CIA. After campaigning unsuccessfully for the Republican Party 

presidential candidacy in 1979 he became Ronald Reagan’s vice president for two terms. Bush 

was then elected as Reagan’s successor in 1988. He served as president from 1989 to 1993.
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destruction

Armaments (usually 

nuclear, chemical or 

biological weapons) that 

can cause indiscriminate 

death and destruction on a 

massive scale
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A new world order

In the late 1980s the abandonment of Marxist ideology and the collapse of several Marxist states was greeted with 

delight by Western conservative governments, and with dismay by those few remaining communist states, such 

as Cuba and Vietnam, which still relied heavily on Russian support. George HW Bush, US Republican president 

at the time, expressed no doubts about what the various failures of communism meant to him and to the world. 

In a speech delivered to a joint session of Congress on 11 September 1990 he spoke of his idea of a new world 

order, and observed:

Out of these troubled times, our .fth objective – a new world order – can emerge: a new era, freer from 

the threat of terror, stronger in the pursuit of justice, and more secure in the quest for peace. 

Fukuyama’s ‘end of history’

The Western response too was re,ected in the success of an essay written in 1989 by the Reaganite political 

scientist Francis Fukuyama, just before the fall of the Berlin Wall. Fukuyama’s ‘The end of history’ was .rst 

published in the National Interest, an American foreign policy journal, and then expanded on in his book The End of 

History and the Last Man, published in 1992. Fukuyama argued that superior, free-market, liberal democracies had 

triumphed, and would continue to triumph, in the struggle against anti-democratic ideologies such as Marxism.

What we may be witnessing is … the end of history as such: that is, the end point of mankind’s ideological 

evolution and the universalization of Western liberal democracy as the .nal form of human government.  

Francis Fukuyama, ‘The end of history’, The National Interest, Summer 1989, p. 4.

Questions

1  Why, in 1990, might President Bush have declared that a new world order was among his objectives?

2  Why, in late 1989, did Francis Fukuyama argue that ‘history’ was over?

President george hw Bush’s world view, 1991

On 29 January 1991 President Bush delivered his State of the Union address to the US Congress. His speech 

re,ected on the military situation in Iraq and in the wider world as well as on domestic American policy. Some key 

extracts are given below.

I come to this House of the people to speak to you and all Americans, certain that we stand at a de.ning 

hour. Halfway around the world, we are engaged in a great struggle in the skies and on the seas and sands. 

We know why we’re there: We are Americans, part of something larger than ourselves. For two centuries, 

we’ve done the hard work of freedom. And tonight, we lead the world in facing down a threat to decency 

and humanity. 

What is at stake is more than one small country; it is a big idea: a new world order, where diverse nations 

are drawn together in common cause to achieve the universal aspirations of mankind – peace and security, 

freedom, and the rule of law. Such is a world worthy of our struggle and worthy of our children’s future.

The community of nations has resolutely gathered to condemn and repel lawless aggression. Saddam 
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Hussein’s unprovoked invasion – his ruthless, systematic rape of a peaceful neighbor – violated everything 

the community of nations holds dear. The world has said this aggression would not stand, and it will not 

stand. Together, we have resisted the trap of appeasement, cynicism, and isolation that gives temptation 

to tyrants. The world has answered Saddam’s invasion with 12 United Nations resolutions, starting with a 

demand for Iraq’s immediate and unconditional withdrawal, and backed up by forces from 28 countries of 

6 continents. With few exceptions, the world now stands as one. 

The end of the cold war has been a victory for all humanity. A year and a half ago, in Germany, I said that 

our goal was a Europe whole and free. Tonight, Germany is united. Europe has become whole and free, and 

America’s leadership was instrumental in making it possible … 

The war in the Gulf is not a war we wanted. We worked hard to avoid war. For more than .ve months we –  

along with the Arab League, the European Community, the United Nations – tried every diplomatic 

avenue. UN Secretary-General Perez de Cuellar; Presidents Gorbachev, Mitterrand, Ozal, Mubarak, and 

Bendjedid; Kings Fahd and Hassan; Prime Ministers Major and Andreotti – just to name a few – all worked 

for a solution. But time and again, Saddam Hussein ,atly rejected the path of diplomacy and peace. 

George HW Bush, address before a joint session of the Congress, 29 January 1991, online by Gerhard Peters and  

John T Woolley, The American Presidency Project, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=19253.

 table 6.1 Countries engaged in the US-led military force in the Gulf War

argentina Kuwait Senegal

australia Morocco Sierra leone

Bahrain netherlands Singapore

Bangladesh new Zealand South Korea

Belgium niger Spain

Canada norway Syria

denmark oman United arab emirates

egypt Pakistan United Kingdom 

France Portugal United States

greece Qatar

italy Saudi arabia

Questions

1  What does President Bush argue is the consequence of the end of the Cold War?

2  What values does President Bush identify as positive and negative in this address to Congress?

3  Using evidence from both sources and your wider knowledge, evaluate President Bush’s contention that 

‘With few exceptions, the world now stands as one’. Consider which nations, institutions and individuals are 

represented in both the table and speech. Which are absent?

4  In what ways might the new relationships represented in the table and speech be seen as forming a ‘new 

world order’? 
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The Middle East, Al Qaeda  
and Osama bin Laden
In 1991 the military coalition led by the United States used Saudi Arabia as a Middle Eastern 

base for operations against Iraq, another Arab nation. This had unintended consequences 

in the long term. For Islamic militants it was a betrayal of the Islamic values of the Saudis 

and of the other Arab states allied with the US. In addition the militants believed the US was 

instigating an attack on Islam itself, even though Iraq was nominally a secular society. This, 

in their minds, demanded revenge. Osama bin Laden, a Saudi-born jihadist, who was then 

little known, began to formulate Islamist payback.

In 1993 Bin Laden established Al Qaeda (Arabic, meaning ‘the Base’). The group’s aims were 

shaped by a desire to establish Islamic states in which Sharia law was practised; they re=ected 

great hostility towards the US and Judaism. Under Bin Laden’s leadership, Al Qaeda fostered –  

initially from Sudan and from 1996 from Afghanistan – a network of like-minded Islamic 

militants who launched terrorist attacks against US targets in the Middle East and in Africa.

Islamist

A term generally used 

in the West to describe 

Islamic militants

Sharia law

The system of Islamic 

law based on the Qur’an 

and the teachings of the 

prophet Muhammad; 

Sharia law guides Muslims 

in such areas as marriage, 

property, business and 

government

Osama bin Laden (1957–2011)

Born in Saudi Arabia to a wealthy family that ran a large 

construction business, Bin Laden was raised as a devout 

Sunni Muslim. From 1979 he became increasingly drawn 

to the con"ict in Afghanistan and began encouraging 

other Arabs to support the Afghan resistance to the Soviet 

Union. By the mid-1980s he had established a number of 

bases and camps in Afghanistan at which he trained and 

recruited mujahidin (see page 129) to 1ght against Soviet 

troops. In this he had the backing of the American Central 

Intelligence Agency (CIA) and the support of the Pakistani 

military; he also drew on his own personal wealth to 

support his campaign. Returning to Saudi Arabia, following 

the withdrawal of Soviet forces from Afghanistan in 1989, 

he was initially regarded as a hero.

From the time of the Gulf War he became increasingly critical of his homeland and 

angered by the fact that it permitted the US-led coalition to launch its attacks on Iraq from 

Saudi Arabian territory. Such was his anger at the US that he declared a holy war, or ‘jihad’, 

against them. This attitude led to him being exiled from Saudi Arabia.

After the 11 September Al Qaeda attacks on New York and Washington in 2001, Bin Laden 

went into hiding on the Afghan–Pakistan border. He was eventually found and shot in a raid 

on his compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan, on 2 May 2011. His body was buried at sea.
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The shift from political to militant Islam: a very concise guide

Islam is practised in long-established centres 

across Europe, Africa, the Middle East and the 

Indian subcontinent, and in China as well as in 

Central and South-East Asia. It also thrives 

in regions converted to Islam more recently, 

generally by force or through trade. At the same 

time, due to the 20th- and 21st-century increase 

in economic migration, refugee resettlement and 

asylum-seeking, Islam has spread to nations that 

previously had a negligible Islamic presence. 

Like Christianity, Islam is not a homogenised 

religion. It has many sects, several of which are 

rivals for authenticity (mainly Sunni and Shiah). 

Some of these sects persecute one another in the name of religion, behaving much as Christian sects did 

in the 16th and 17th centuries.

In the 20th century, as the Ottoman Empire declined and European imperialist powers moved into 

regions previously controlled by the Ottomans, some Islamic scholars called for a reactive revival of Islamic 

purity and the extension of Islam into political activity. One key political group that came out of this revival 

movement was the pan-Islamic Muslim Brotherhood, active today and established in Egypt in 1928. The 

Muslim Brotherhood favoured Islamic purity using whatever means, including the use of violence. The 

radical organisation has always had a fraught relationship with more conservative (and often repressive 

and corrupt) Arab authorities. It was, for example, proscribed by the military government in Egypt in 2013, 

after an election triumph in 2012. It is a highly visible element within an Islamic reform movement that also 

includes other radical organisations as well as more moderate ‘Islamists’. 

Until the growth of the Arab oil industry in the post-colonial 1960s and beyond, pan-Islamic movements 

may have had popular backing on the streets but they had little global inAuence. Things changed in 1973, 

however, when Arab states began an effective oil embargo. They did so in response to Israeli victories in 

the Yom Kippur War and as protest against US-led support for Israel in the war, which was fought against 

a coalition of Arab states led by Egypt and Syria. Developed nations then looked at the world anew. The 

embargo led to a massive rise in oil prices, rifts between developed nations and the worst global recession 

since the stock market crash of 1929. After 1973, the Arab oil-producing nations began to exercise increasing 

global political inAuence based on oil revenues and their capacity to harm the world’s economy with further 

oil embargoes. The inAuence of the Arab oil-producers gained strength in 1979 when oil-rich Iran joined 

global oil politics on the Arab side, after its pro-Western Shah was deposed and replaced by a #ercely anti-

Western Shiah religious leader, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. (Iran is a Persian nation that sees itself as 

different from the Arab states because of its distinct cultural heritage and history.)

Of the Arab nations, it was Saudi Arabia, a medieval-style Sunni monarchy that took the geopolitical 

lead, maintaining close relations with the US and other Western nations, while paradoxically advocating and 

supporting a global evangelical program based on an especially pure, even puritanical, minority version of 

Islamic revivalism known as Wahhabism. Saudi Arabia dominates the group of Arab nations – which also 

includes the Emirates and Egypt – that is engaged with the West and prepared to modernise but ostensibly 

rejects Western values.

sourCe 6.3 The writing on the black /ag of jihad is called the 

shahada. It is the Muslim expression of faith: ‘There is no god but 

Allah; Mohammed is the Messenger of Allah’. The text is used on 

the /ags of Al Qaeda, Al Shabaab and the Islamic State of Iraq 

and Syria (ISIS), among others.
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But for some Islamists, political engagement with the West has never been an option. The creation by the 

UN of Israel in 1948, and the US-led support for Israel against Palestine, makes engagement with the West 

insupportable for these groups. In general, in the Middle East (and in other Muslim-dominated nations) 

there is widespread support for both secular and religious organisations that are pro-Palestinian. Oil riches 

reaped by the Arab nations and by Iran, the existence of the Jewish state of Israel, the continuing support of 

a US-led coalition against pro-Palestinian interests, an increase in radical Islamist consciousness, a growing 

self-con#dence among Islamic communities worldwide, the success of the mujahidin against the USSR 

in Afghanistan – all these factors merged in the 1990s and led to the geopolitical development of militant 

Islam as a potent global force, within which Islamist terrorism has played an increasingly active part. This 

is yet another development in the changing world order, in which Islamist militants use unstable or rogue 

states as training grounds for seemingly indiscriminate but carefully chosen operations normally involving 

mass murder.

By 2000 Islam had all but replaced the declining ideology of Marxism as the major force for radical 

thought and action in the subaltern nations of the 21st century. For many 21st-century Westerners, the 

Islamist terrorist has become the new bogeyman, replacing the 20th-century’s anarchist and Marxist 

revolutionary. At the same time, a recent development in Islamic militancy is the tendency for the two major 

sects – Sunni and Shiah – to turn on each other. 

Apart from the Al Qaeda franchise begun by Osama bin Laden, several other militant Islamist 

groups are active today. They include Lashkar-i-Taiba (Army of the Righteous; Pakistan; Sunni), 

Hamas (Gaza; Sunni), Hezbollah (Lebanon; Shiah), Armed Islamic Group (Algeria; Sunni) and ISIS or 

the Islamic State (Syria and Iraq; Sunni). As well, there are various splinter groups and offshoots of 

the better-known organisations – all now looking to develop a world order of their own based on radical Islam.

terrorism

The use of extreme violence 

by groups or individuals, or 

the threat of such violence, 

in an attempt to gain a 

particular goal, such as 

the destabilisation and 

destruction of a ruling 

authority

subaltern

Lower in rank; in this 

context the word describes 

groups without power

Al Qaeda’s assault on the  
United States
By the late 1990s, Bin Laden was regarded as a key pro-Taliban (see ‘Key organisations’, 

page 6) Agure in Afghan politics. He was the mentor to thousands of what were referred 

to as ‘Afghan Arab’ activists. These activists were responsible for deadly anti-US bombings, 

including the bombing of a hotel in Aden, Yemen, in 1992; the failed truck bombing of the 

New York World Trade Center in 1993; the bombing in Riyadh, the Saudi capital, in 1995; 

and the bombing of a US military residence in Khobar, Saudi, in 1996. 

Forced out of his haven in Sudan in 1996, mainly through US diplomatic pressure and 

pressure exerted by Saudi Arabia and Egypt, Bin Laden retreated to the Tora Bora caves of 

Afghanistan. It was here that he teamed up with his Taliban allies and issued a ‘Declaration of 

War against the Americans who Occupy the Land of the Two Holy Mosques (Saudi Arabia)’. Al 

Qaeda was subsequently implicated in the mid-1998 bombings of American embassies in Kenya 

and Tanzania, which resulted in many civilian casualties.
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Bin Laden and his organisation were Armly on the radars of Western, Middle Eastern and 

Pakistani intelligence agencies by the late 1990s, and they were increasingly spotlighted in US 

and Arab media. Bin Laden was still seen as more of a facilitator of jihadist activity rather than 

as an active terrorist leader. This was to change on 12 October 2000 when Islamic militants 

planned and carried out a deadly attack on the American guided-missile destroyer USS Cole, 

while the ship was refuelling in harbour, in Aden. Al Qaeda claimed responsibility.

At the same time, during the 1990s, other Al Qaeda operatives, including Khalid Sheikh 

Mohammed, had been working on schemes involving bombing, and the hijacking and crashing 

of planes or multiple planes. One of these schemes was the failed Bojinka plot of January 1995, 

which was to involve the simultaneous assassination of Pope John Paul II in the Philippines, 

the mid-air destruction of 12 airliners and an attack on the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) 

headquarters in Langley, Virginia, using a bomb-laden Cessna. The CIA leadership was aware of 

such plots, but unwilling to share information with their rival Federal Bureau of Investigation 

(FBI), an intelligence failure that was to have dire consequences for the inhabitants of New York 

and Washington in September 2001.

the events oF 9/11

The events of 9/11 are well known. On the morning of  

11 September 2001 four teams of Saudi-born hijackers, 

some trained as pilots, took over four US domestic 

passenger planes using easily concealed but lethal box 

cutters (Stanley knives) and other small knives as weapons. 

The Arst plane, Flight 11, was a Boeing 767 carrying 

approximately 75 000 litres of jet fuel. At 8.46 a.m., it 

crashed into the top of the World Trade Center’s north 

tower. At 9.03 a.m., the second plane, Flight 174, also 

a Boeing 767, crashed into the mid-section of the south 

tower. At 9.59 a.m., the south tower started to collapse. 

Each tower subsided in an almost vertical collapse. 

Between 13 000 and 15 000 men and women were 

successfully evacuated from the building complex 

encompassing the towers. A total of 6294 ofAce workers, rescue staff and residents were treated 

for injuries, and 2606 people died as a result of the attacks, most of them New Yorkers. 

Meanwhile, at 9.37 a.m., the third plane, Flight 77, a Boeing 757, had crashed into the 

Pentagon, the headquarters of the US Department of Defense, killing all 59 passengers aboard, as 

well as 125 Pentagon employees. The fourth plane, Flight 93, also a Boeing 757, was on its way 

to Washington. Passengers on this plane were apparently forced to the rear of the aircraft by the 

hijackers but they heard about the other attacks on their mobile phones and a desperate decision 

was made to attack the hijackers. What happened next is unclear but the plane dived into the 

ground in Somerset County, Pennsylvania, at 10.03 a.m. All 40 passengers and crew were killed. All  

19 hijackers involved in the four attacks were killed.

The events of 9/11 only lasted 1 hour and 18 minutes but they changed the way the US 

viewed and dealt with the world; they changed the way Islam was regarded by the West, and 

they changed the way Islamist militants regarded themselves.

sourCe 6.4 The second plane, Flight 174, approaching the World 

Trade Center on the morning of 11 September 2001. Within an hour,  

the south tower would collapse.
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the international reaCtion to 9/11

Interestingly, there was almost unanimous condemnation of the 9/11 attacks from the international 

community, including from the majority of Islamic states and from many notable Islamic Agures. 

Even nations who considered themselves hostile to the US, such as China, Russia, North Korea 

and Cuba, voiced their condemnation. The PLO leader Yasser Arafat, probably horriAed at the 

damage this event could do to the Palestinian cause, also condemned the 9/11 attack. However, 

almost immediately, radical elements within the Arab world and beyond moved into conspiracy 

theory mode; they blamed 9/11 on Israel, Jews generally, the US government and the CIA.

the reaCtion to 9/11 in the uniteD states

As might be expected, the initial reactions to the attacks among American citizens were shock, 

humiliation, anger and devastation, partly because of the loss of life, partly because of the shame 

caused by such a large-scale terrorist incursion onto US territory at a time when the US was the 

world’s sole superpower, and partly because of the visual impact of the live, televised collapse of 

the towers. Almost immediately, comparisons were made to the devastating surprise attack by 

the Japanese on Pearl Harbor in December 1941. 

al qaeDa’s reaCtion to 9/11

After the September 11 attacks, carefully worded statements from Osama bin Laden and 

other Al Qaeda leaders to Arab and Pakistani media seemed to indicate that Al Qaeda was 

not involved – although the organisation supported the cause of the hijackers. In private, the  

Al Qaeda leaders were much less guarded. For example, Bin Laden’s son-in-law, a high-ranking 

Kuwaiti leader, Sulaiman Abu Gaith, was Almed almost a month after 9/11, on 10 September 

2001, saying to Bin Laden that ‘The Americans must know that the storm of airplanes will not 

stop, God willing, and there are thousands of young people who are as keen about death as 

Americans are about life’.1

Much later, in a US court case in 2014, Abu Gaith testiAed that, on the night of 11 September 

2001, he had been summoned to Bin Laden’s cave in Afghanistan to hear his father-in-law say, 

‘Did you learn what happened? We are the ones who did it’.

the us on the trail oF al qaeDa anD the taliban

The US government’s Arst response was to send forces to a Taliban-controlled Afghanistan, the 

known refuge for Al Qaeda terrorists. A second reaction was to set up a US$40 billion disaster relief 

fund. The third major reaction was to push through the hastily drafted Patriot Act, by 26 October 

2001. The Patriot Act was intended to deal in part with the intelligence system =aws that had 

allowed 9/11 to happen, and to help in the detection and obstruction of further terrorist activities. 

The Act itself remains controversial because it appears to contain provisions that can be applied 

to non-terrorist, criminal matters. Its opponents suggest that its over-zealous implementation 

in=amed tensions between law-abiding Islamic citizens of the US and non-Islamic citizens.

As for the US campaign in Afghanistan, President George W Bush issued an ultimatum to the 

Taliban to hand over Bin Laden (who, at that time, denied responsibility for 9/11), other leaders 
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of Al Qaeda and all other terrorists. He also demanded the release of all imprisoned foreign 

nationals and the shutdown of terrorist training camps. The Taliban refused to comply. President 

Bush and Prime Minister Tony Blair of the UK then combined to send a task force to Afghanistan 

in an operation code-named ‘Operation Enduring Freedom’. For the next ten years, US-led 

forces in the difAcult terrain of Afghanistan were to struggle against Islamist forces.

On 7 October 2001 a joint US–UK aerial bombardment of Taliban positions in Afghanistan 

began. American forces then combined with a group of northern warlords known as the 

Northern Alliance to drive the Taliban into neighbouring Pakistan and the Tora Bora mountains. 

A combined NATO-led campaign under the UN =ag of the International Security Assistance 

Force (ISAF) then attempted to clear the Taliban and Al Qaeda out of the Tora Bora ranges. By 

2002, with the Taliban largely subdued or driven out of Afghanistan and dispersing to other 

locations, it looked as if Operation Enduring Freedom and the ISAF campaign had succeeded. 

George W Bush (1946– ) 

George Walker Bush is the son of George HW Bush, and 

to avoid confusion is often referred to as George Bush 

Junior, or by his nickname Dubya (an approximation 

of the Texas pronunciation of the letter ‘W’). He was 

president of the United States from 2001 to 2009. 

Before that he was Governor of Texas. Prior to entering 

politics he worked in the oil industry and co-owned a 

baseball team. His terms as president were dominated 

by foreign affairs, following the September 11 attacks 

on New York and Washington. In domestic issues he 

pursued a politically conservative agenda. A
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Ominously for the NATO-led coalition, however, in the summer of 2002, the Taliban began 

to regroup. Meanwhile Al Qaeda left Afghanistan, scattered and extended its franchise to 

operations in Africa, Europe and the Middle East. Bin Laden took refuge in Pakistan, a nation 

whose intelligence organisation, Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI), was notorious for double-

dealing and ambivalence in its dealings with the Taliban and Al Qaeda.

saDDam hussein’s reaCtion to 9/11

Of all the international responses to 9/11, the response of Saddam Hussein was the most 

unsympathetic. Speaking on Baghdad TV on 12 September, Saddam is quoted as saying: 

The United States reaps the thorns that its leaders have planted in the world. These 

thorns have not only caused the feet and hearts of certain people to bleed, but also 

caused the eyes of the people to bleed – those people who wept a lot over their dead. 
Saddam Hussein, quoted in Efraim Karsh and Inari Rautsi,  

Saddam Hussein: a political biography, Grove Press, New York, 2002.
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The War in Iraq, 2003 to 2011
In March 2003 a coalition force led by the United States invaded Iraq in a resumption of hostilities 

against the Saddam regime. To George W Bush’s administration (2001–09), the events of 9/11 marked 

a turning point in the US’s relations with its allies and with its perceived enemies. One active enemy 

was Saddam. The US government claimed that the Iraqi dictator was a supporter of international 

terrorism and a mass murderer of his own people. The terrorism allegation was wildly off the mark, but 

Saddam’s regime had used weapons of mass destruction against the Iraqi people and against Iranian 

forces. These weapons, it was alleged by the US, were still in Iraq and were still available for further 

mass killings; therefore, Saddam needed to be removed by invasion. What ensued after 2003 was an 

eight-year campaign in which Iraqi civilians and insurgents, and forces of the US coalition, suffered 

horriAc casualties. By the end of the decade, it was generally agreed that the US’s attempt at ‘regime 

change’ had failed, and that the US had attacked the wrong target. In 2014 the US found itself back in 

Iraq, by then an almost failed state besieged by militant Sunni group, Islamic State.

Why DiD the us anD its allies invaDe iraq? 

An article written in 2013 by the conservative commentator Victor Daniel Hanson provides some 

insight into why the Bush administration was so keen to take on Saddam. It appeared in the right-

wing National Review on the occasion of the 10th anniversary of the start of what would be called 

the Second Gulf War. Hanson’s views are based on his interpretation of the Bush administration’s 

attitude at the time of the war. The accuracy or otherwise of his views is open to debate. The 

reasons he gives for the US entering the war include:

 + The First Gulf War of 1991 was unAnished business for President Bush and the US 

government because Saddam was still in charge of Iraq, he had continued to sponsor 

terrorism and he had continued to massacre his own people. 

 + The apparently rapid success of US-led forces in 2001–02 in the tricky Aghting terrain 

of Afghanistan and the success of the 100-hour campaign in Iraq in 1991 boded well for 

this latest military intervention. The American Defense Secretary, Donald Rumsfeld, was 

so conAdent of quick victories in Afghanistan and Iraq that he argued for, and succeeded 

in getting a small number of ground troops, in this case 148 000 US troops, supported by 

high-technology air cover and advanced, computer-based combat systems, in accordance 

with a strategy that came to be called the Rumsfeld Doctrine, or ‘War Lite’. 

 + After 9/11, American public and political opinion was generally in favour of removing 

a villainous Saddam. In 2003 a Gallup poll found that 79 per cent of those surveyed 

supported the invasion of Iraq. 

 + Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction.

 + It was believed that a grateful, post-Saddam Iraq would be a friend of the US. 

 + Saddam’s regime owned rich oil resources. These propped up the Iraqi tyrant, who had a 

tendency to meddle in international affairs. The US believed it should deal with Saddam 

before his attempts to manipulate oil revenue got out of hand.
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The Australian response to 9/11

In March 2003 the prime minister of Australia, John Howard, addressed the National Press Club in Canberra. In 

his address he outlined why the Australian government supported the US campaign in Iraq:

We believe that it is very much in the national interest of Australia that Iraq have taken from her chemical 

and biological weapons and [be] denied the possibility of ever having nuclear weapons. Not only is it 

inherently dangerous for a country such as Iraq with its appalling track record to have these weapons but if 

Iraq is allowed to get away with it other rogue States will believe they can do the same because they will have 

seen a world e5ectively stand by and allow it to happen. And as these dangerous weapons spread, so the risk 

that they may fall into the hands of terrorists will multiply. And if terrorists ever get their hands on weapons 

of mass destruction that will, in my very passionate belief and argument, constitute a direct, undeniable and 

lethal threat to Australia and its people, and that would be the ultimate nightmare not only for us but for 

other peoples in other nations. That, more than anything else, is the reason why we have taken the stance 

we have and it’s the reason why we believe that Iraq should be e5ectively and comprehensively disarmed.

Of course our reliance with the United States is also a factor, unapologetically so. America has given very 

strong leadership to the world on the issue of Iraq. Let us be honest, this issue would not be back before 

the Security Council now were it not for the United States. The Security Council would not have become 

re-energised at the task of disarming Iraq had it not been for the United States. Alliances are two-way 

processes and our alliance with the United States is no exception and Australians should always remember 

that no nation is more important to our long-term security than that of the United States.

John Howard’s address on Iraq to the National Press Club, Canberra, 13 March 2003.

sourCe 6.5 The Australian Prime Minister John Howard 

and President George W Bush shared a close personal 

relationship. 
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sourCe 6.6 A cartoon by the Australian artist Peter Nicholson from 

September 2002; it portrays the relationship between Australia and 

the United States. The two enthusiastic dogs represent Australia’s 

Prime Minister John Howard and Foreign Minister Alexander Downer.
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Questions

1  What were John Howard’s arguments for Australia’s intervention in Iraq?

2  Given what Howard knew at the time, were these arguments sound?

3  How justi.able did these arguments prove to be?

4  What message does Source 6.6 convey? Why might the artist have chosen the idea of ‘walkies’ to convey it? 

How accurate is this view of relations between the US and Australia?
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the Campaign against saDDam

Some words and phrases took on special signiAcance in relation to the US invasion of Iraq in 

2003. They concerned the Bush administration’s thinking on the war and its military strategy, its 

public relations campaign, the actual events of the con=ict, and its consequences. The words and 

phrases, discussed below, are regime change, war on terror, weapons of mass destruction, coalition of 

the willing, shock and awe, mission accomplished, insurgency, the surge, withdrawal and resurgence.

‘Regime change’

There was no evidence that Saddam intended to repeat the kind of aggressive conduct he had 

directed at Kuwait against other nations. But despite this, in late 2002 and early 2003, the Bush 

administration was convinced of the need for ‘regime change’ in Iraq. In Bush’s own words 

Saddam’s Iraq was, ‘a grave threat to peace’. Bush stated:

The Iraqi regime has violated all of [its 1991] obligations. It possesses and produces 

chemical and biological weapons. It is seeking nuclear weapons. It has given shelter 

and support to terrorism, and practices terror against its own people. 
Speech given at Cincinnati Museum Center, Ohio, 8 October 2002.

‘War on terror’

There is now a general consensus that, during the prewar period, the White House public relations 

machine, as well as the UK government, created a rumour-based climate of opinion in both nations 

that encouraged the public to believe that Saddam had somehow been involved in the events of 

9/11, even though Osama bin Laden was actually hostile to Saddam’s regime because of its quasi-

socialist, non-Islamicist, Baathist nature. And according to an article published in The Washington 

Post in 2006, based on a Senate intelligence report, in late September 2002 the CIA discovered 

from one of Saddam’s elite conAdants that Saddam had never had contact with Bin Laden. Indeed, 

Saddam viewed Bin Laden as an enemy of his regime. This high-level intelligence contradicted the 

White House’s view of Saddam and was not passed on by the CIA to Bush and his circle. 

De�ning terror and terrorism

Terror as a political concept is de#ned as a sensation created through the use of violence and intimidation 

and aimed at achieving a particular goal. Terror can be practised by governments and other authorities to 

remove, subdue or intimidate internal and external enemies. Since the 1960s this kind of terror has generally 

been known as state-sponsored terror. Terror is also sometimes used to refer to periods during which 

governments or ruling authorities create terror to achieve their aims.

Terrorism, on the other hand, is the use of violence by groups or individuals rather than by ruling 

authorities or governments. It is directed at particular goals, such as the destabilisation and destruction 

of a ruling authority. In some cases, it is deliberately and ruthlessly employed as a way of increasing state-

initiated repression against the masses, which, it is hoped, will eventually lead to a general anti-government 

uprising. This latter form of terrorism is known as revolutionary terrorism. In the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries, anarchists and Marxists took part in revolutionary terrorism. 
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Terrorism and the use of terror to achieve 

political, social, economic or religious aims has 

a very long recorded history. It goes back to 

the Roman tactic of terrorising any potential 

opponents by ruthlessly obliterating actual 

enemies, as occurred with the Carthaginians 

in 146 bce. Since the 1960s pro-Palestinian 

militants have taken part in a more widely 

understood practice of terrorism, in this case 

as an attempt to get Israel to withdraw from 

the territories of Palestine it has occupied 

since 1967. The use of the term terrorist is 

contentious. There is an argument that one 

person’s terrorist can be another person’s 

freedom �ghter. This was the case with Nelson 

Mandela, who was imprisoned as a terrorist 

in 1962 by a South African government that itself practised state-sponsored terror. The words terror and 

terrorism present complex semantic, moral and ethical issues.

sourCe 6.7 The image of a masked Middle Eastern fanatic with an 

AK47 at the ready is how many envisage a terrorist in action, but over 

the past half century, terrorists have come from all continents and have 

used an assortment of weapons, including chemical weapons and car 

and truck bombs – the 9/11 hijackers used box cutters.
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‘Weapons of mass destruction’

Iraq’s track record when it came to nuclear, chemical (gas) and biological WMDs was not good. 

Saddam had used chemical weapons against Iran and against Iraq’s own Kurds between 1983 

and 1988, killing 33 000 combatants and non-combatants, according to a CIA estimate (Iraq’s 

Chemical Warfare Program, 2004 report). There is evidence that Iraq stockpiled biological weapons 

ready for use in 1991 during the Gulf War but they were never deployed. Evidence gathered 

after Saddam’s defeat in 2003 showed that, after his unsuccessful invasion of Kuwait, the dictator 

was pressuring his scientists to create at least one nuclear bomb, which he would probably have 

used against Israel, although what the means of delivery might have been remains unclear. This 

project was abandoned in 1991 when UN weapons inspectors were allowed into Iraq and all its 

WMD programs were wound down. Even so, Iraqi scientists were under instructions to block 

UN monitoring. This gave rise to continuing suspicions in the US and the UK, in 2002–03, that 

Iraq was still capable of having WMDs.

‘Coalition of the willing’

To carry out the invasion of Iraq, the Bush administration formed a ‘coalition of the willing’. The 

group initially consisted of the US, the UK, Australia and Poland. (Prime Minister John Howard 

agreed to Australia joining. Poland had entered NATO in 1999, and in 2003 was negotiating 

entry into the EU.) By March 2003 the White House had claimed 30 members for its Coalition, 

although only the US, the UK and Australia were prepared to provide substantial numbers of 

combat troops. By April 2003 the number of nations in the Coalition had risen to 49. They were 

a motley crew, ranging from Afghanistan to Uzbekistan. Noticeable by their absence, for various 

reasons, were Russia, China, France, Germany, Canada and New Zealand.
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‘Shock and awe’

‘Shock and awe’ was a military technique used by Coalition forces to overwhelm Iraqi troops. 

The technique aimed at swift supremacy through relentless assaults from the air and from the 

sea (where appropriate), and through frontal and rear assaults by land on enemy positions, 

lines of communication, command and control centres, and reserve positions. The aim of 

‘shock and awe’ was to make Iraqi forces feel helpless and ready to surrender. It worked.

‘Mission accomplished’

When George Bush spoke to the crew of the USS Abraham Lincoln on 1 May 2003, he stood in 

front of a ‘Mission Accomplished’ sign. This seemingly triumphalist public relations exercise, 

organised by White House staffer Dan Bartlett, gave the distinct impression to television audiences 

and newspaper readers around the world that the Iraq War was all but over. But the sign actually 

referred to the completion of the Abraham Lincoln’s own mission, and Bush did point this out 

to his audience. He said, ‘We have difAcult work to do in Iraq. We are bringing order to parts 

of that country that remain dangerous. Our mission continues’. In the light of what followed in 

Iraq, this visually powerful moment has generally been regarded as a public relations disaster for 

Bush, who in 2008 admitted that it had conveyed the wrong message. 

‘Insurgency’

A second, much more disastrous period of the Iraq War began 

in May 2003 and continued to July 2011, by which time the 

Coalition’s core plans to And and destroy WMDs, ‘drive out’ 

terrorists and begin Iraqi nation-building had resulted in a 

Pyrrhic victory – the costs of the war outweighed any apparent 

beneAts of having won it. No WMDs were discovered and the 

invasion of Iraq by Coalition troops had provoked widespread 

and savage Sunni and Shiah insurgency campaigns against 

the foreign invaders, their agents and innocent civilians. As for 

nation-building, while Saddam was captured by US forces, tried 

by an Iraqi court and executed in 2006 by (mainly Shiah) Iraqi 

authorities, the failure of the US-led occupation forces to use existing Baathist networks to 

prop up the new regime gave space for the insurgency campaigns to gather strength. 

‘The surge’

In 2007 American strategy in the war changed, and ‘the surge’ began. An additional 20 000 

troops were sent to Iraq in an effort to suppress the insurgency with overwhelming force. 

Tactics changed too, with US troops adopting a more subtle, counter-insurgency approach. 

At the same time, Sunni leaders in northern Iraq, who opposed the in=ux of foreign Al 

Qaeda Aghters, began to align themselves with US and Iraqi government forces. Meanwhile,  

Muqtadā al-Sadr and his rebellious Shiah militia proclaimed a mid-year ceaseAre. 

‘Withdrawal’

American casualties in Iraq reached their highest point in 2007. In 2008, there was a 

reduction in US casualties, as a consequence of the surge and the political changes that reduced 

insurgency activity. The US was in a position to start handing over more of its military tasks 

‘Shock and awe’

A military technique that 

involved applying maximum 

force at the opening of 

a campaign, in order to 

overpower the enemy and 

gain a quick victory

sourCe 6.8 President George W Bush speaks in front of 

a large sign on USS Abraham Lincoln on 1 May 2003. This 

image was to haunt him for the rest of his political life.
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‘the surge’

During the Iraq War, a 

US military strategy that 

involved saturating key areas 

with large deployments of 

troops, in order to make non-

insurgent Iraqis feel secure 

enough to play a part in  

an embryonic Iraqi 

democratic process

insurgency 

A violent uprising against 

a government or other 

authority
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to Iraqi defence and security forces. In late 2008 an agreement was signed between the Iraqi 

government and the Bush administration, which allocated responsibilities between them and 

outlined a timetable for US withdrawal by the end of 2011. The withdrawal was overseen by the 

Obama administration after Bush retired from the presidency.

‘Resurgence’ 

In 2013, continuing pro-Shiah bias in a corrupt US-supported Iraqi government, combined with the 

inadequacy of Iraqi defence and security services, led to the ‘resurgence’ of Sunni militants who were 

hostile to the Shiah authorities. Sunni insurgent activities included the capture of the cities of Fallujah 

and Ramadi, and the formation of a radical Islamic caliphate, the so-called Islamic State, in parts of 

Iraq and Syria. In September 2014, 23 years after the start of the First Gulf War, US President Obama 

announced the formation of yet another military coalition to deal with problems in Syria and Iraq.

historians anD the iraq War

A re,ective historical debate about the Iraq War is yet to be had. There are several 

reasons why this is the case. 

Contemporary history in general poses problems for historians because the 

events they are studying are too recent. Their opinions are yet to be validated and 

contextualised by examination of a wide range of sources. There may, for example, be 

relevant printed and electronic documents that will not become available for 20 or  

30 years at the earliest after events have taken place, whatever the activities of 

Wikileaks or its successors. Many oJcial documents and other archival records 

are only published after a lapse of 25 to 30 years. And there will be countless as 

yet undisclosed and unveri.ed personal emails, texts and smartphone images that 

historians will need to consider in order to form a complete picture of the past. 

Related to this is the problem of evaluating trends over time. For example, a historian 

writing about the war in Iraq in mid-2002 or in 2006 (after ‘the surge’) would have a 

di5erent interpretation of events compared with one writing nine or ten years later. The 

historian writing earlier would probably conclude that US foreign policy in Iraq had been 

.rm and successful, an opinion that the later historian would have to severely revise. 

A further problem is related to the writing of what well-known British military 

historian Antony Beevor calls ‘instant history’. According to Beevor, the writing 

of instant history by investigative journalists and media commentators causes 

problems for scholarly historians, because it sometimes results in situations whereby 

participants in events have destroyed evidence of the events soon after they 

occurred, in order to avoid being subject to journalistic scrutiny. 

Finally, so-called activist historians may promulgate biased views of the past, and 

this needs to be accounted for in any evaluation of sources. During the Iraq War, for 

example, US historians belonging to the American Historical Association formed an 

1800-strong protest organisation named ‘Historians against the War’ (HAW). The 

organisation was supported by highly regarded .gurehead historians such as Howard 

Zinn (a Marxist) and Andrea Smith (a feminist and anti-war activist). The scale of 

this activist movement in a single scholarly profession is unprecedented.

questions 

1  What assessment does 

Robert Kagan make of 

the Iraq War?

2  In two sentences 

summarise Thomas E 

Ricks’s re,ection on 

the Iraq War.

3  What value do these 

accounts of the 

Iraq War have for 

historians?

4  Why is it sometimes 

suggested that 

journalists write the .rst 

draft of history? 

5  Why is it diJcult for 

historians to assess the 

causes and course of 

recent events?
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The di5ering views of three contemporary historians help to illustrate the diJculties historians face when studying 

the Iraq War. Historian Robert Kagan from the Brookings Institution is a .rm neo-conservative Republican. This 

extract is from a New York Times article Kagan co-wrote with the founder of neo-conservatism, William Kristoll, in 

1998, titled ‘Bombing Iraq isn’t enough’:

We can do this job. Mr. Hussein’s army is much weaker than before the Persian Gulf war. He has no political support beyond 

his own bodyguards and generals. An e5ective military campaign combined with a political strategy to support the broad 

opposition forces in Iraq could well bring his regime down faster than many imagine . 

William Kristoll and Robert Kagan, ‘Bombing Iraq isn’t enough’,  

The New York Times, 30 January 1998.

In 2012 Kagan wrote an article for the New Republic titled ‘Not fade away: against the myth of American decline’, 

in which he argued that ‘For all the controversy, the United States has been more successful in Iraq than it was in 

Vietnam’.2 Although Kagan has moderated his position slightly since writing this, his views still represent a zealous, 

neo-conservative view in favour of an active US foreign policy strategy.

Historians who are critical of the war tend to fall into two camps. First, there are historians aligned with the HAW 

group, who, from their di5erent academic backgrounds, write disapproving accounts of aspects of the war. Second, 

there is a category not of professional historians but of journalists or policy analysts who use their professional training 

to write signi.cant historical accounts of the war. This category includes investigative journalist Seymour Hersh, who 

broke the story about torture at the Abu Ghraib prison in 2004, having already become famous in 1969 for breaking 

the story of the massacre at My Lai during the Vietnam War. It also includes the American investigative journalist 

American Thomas E Ricks, who wrote the following in his in,uential book Fiasco, published in 2006:

President George W Bush’s decision to invade Iraq in 2003 ultimately may come to be seen as one of the most 

pro,igate actions in the history of American foreign policy. The consequences of his choice won’t be clear for 

decades, but it already is abundantly apparent in mid-2006 that the U.S. government went to war in Iraq with scant 

solid international support and on the basis of incorrect information – about weapons of mass destruction and a 

supposed nexus between Saddam Hussein and Al Qaeda’s terrorism – and then occupied the country negligently. 

Thousands of U.S. troops and an untold number of Iraqis have died. Hundreds of billions of dollars have been spent, 

many of them squandered. Democracy may yet come to Iraq and the region, but so too may civil war or a regional 

con,agration, which in turn could lead to spiraling oil prices and a global economic shock.

Thomas E Ricks, Fiasco: The American Military Adventure in Iraq, Penguin, New York, 2006. 

a reFleCtion on the iraq War

By 2009 the Pentagon estimated that 4487 US troops had been killed in the Iraq campaign 

of 2003–11 and 32 226 had been wounded in action. It is further estimated that 118 000 US 

personnel deployed between 2001 and 2014 have suffered post-traumatic stress disorder (US 

Congress Research Service report, February 2014). Estimates of Iraqi casualties vary but the 

ofAcial Iraqi government Agures are 85 000 deaths, including military and civilian. Reliable 

Agures for wounded and injured are not available. British military casualties were 179 dead. 

Australian casualties were two dead. 

When it ended, the Iraq War of 2003–11 had been the longest war fought in US history. At the 

beginning, there was strong popular support in the US for the con=ict. But it quickly became clear 

that the Bush administration had acted recklessly, on poor intelligence, and that the US forces had 

begun their 2003 campaign with poor tactical intelligence and had formed ill-advised, inadequate 

and unrealistic plans for the occupation period. For example, British Major-General Tim Cross 
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arrived in Washington just before the invasion to And that the American OfAce of Post-War Planning 

had done almost no planning for Iraq after the con=ict. He later commented in an interview with 

the British documentary Almmaker Richard Sanders, ‘The major plan for post-war Iraq was that we 

do not need a plan, that Iraq would resolve itself in effect’. 

Critics of the Bush strategy pointed out that the US-led coalition had fought the wrong war. 

Their argument was that the US should have been campaigning in Afghanistan, not in Iraq. As 

early as 2004, distinguished historian Arthur Schlesinger commented that the war:

 … has got us into a ghastly mess in Iraq; and it has diverted attention, resources 

and military might away from the war that should have commanded the Bush 

administration’s highest priority – the Afghan war against al-Qa’ida and international 

terrorism. Meanwhile Afghanistan is a mess too. Mr Bush chose the wrong war in 

the wrong place at the wrong time.

Arthur Schlesinger, ‘This is Bush’s Vietnam – the wrong war, at the wrong time,  

in the wrong place’, The Independent, 15 April 2004.

As US casualties in Iraq mounted and as evidence of US atrocities 

in Iraq was revealed, the Bush administration began to lose support 

for the war in the US. This was damaging to the administration’s 

moral position and to its international and domestic credibility. 

At the same time, Iraq acted as a high-proAle focal point, and a 

training ground for anti-US insurgents, many of them drawn from 

neighbouring Arab countries. 

In 2011, US forces left Iraq, despite continuing sectarian 

violence. The 2003–07 insurgency was all but over, and by 2011 

Al Qaeda operations in Iraq had been crushed. The nation at least 

had a democratic constitution, and a coalition government that 

was functioning, after a manner, even though it was Shiah-dominated. But The New York Times 

carried a story that commented: 

As the United States prepares to withdraw its troops from Iraq by year’s end, senior 

American and Iraqi oJcials are expressing growing concern that Al Qaeda’s o5shoot 

here, which just a few years ago waged a debilitating insurgency that plunged the 

country into a civil war, is poised for a deadly resurgence. 
‘Leaving Iraq, US fears new surge of Qaeda terror’, The New York Times, 5 November 2011.

In 2011 alone, an estimated 4149 Iraqis were killed (UK-based Iraqi Body Count organisation) 

in mutually destructive con=icts. And in 2014, US forces were back in the region, this time in 

Iraq and Syria providing air support and training in the continuing campaign against the Islamic 

State movement.

New superpowers on the block?
In 1991 President George HW Bush proclaimed a new world order. But as the 1990s 

progressed it became increasingly apparent that the idea that Bush and others, such as Francis 

Fukuyama, had of the new world order was not necessarily shared by all nations or, indeed, 

all peoples. The rise of militant Islam certainly conArmed the fact there were competing 

models for how society should be organised.

sourCe 6.9 American troops leave Joint Base Balad 

in Iraq, 1 November 2011. 
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Nor was it clear, by the early years of the 21st century that the new world order would be based 

on American hegemony. In 2004, for example, the Fortune journalist Jeffrey Sachs declared the  

21st century to be the ‘Asian century’. More recently an Australian government White Paper, 

published in 2012, was titled ‘Australia in the Asian century’. This document suggests that the 

rise of Asia in the coming years is not a threat to Australia; instead, the economic prosperity and 

growth of India and China are positive opportunities for the nation. American foreign policy during 

the presidency of Barack Obama has also pivoted towards the Asia–PaciAc region, a recognition of  

the fact that the region is of economic and strategic signiAcance. Interestingly, however, the term 

‘Asian century’ was not Arst used by Westerners. In 1988 Deng Xiaoping, the Chinese leader, and 

Rajiv Gandhi, the Indian prime minister, met in Beijing for a series of discussions that culminated in 

a joint statement that also mentioned an ‘Asian century’. 

World orders are not Axed. India and China are rapidly undergoing economic and social 

transformation, and they are increasingly in=uencing regional and global affairs. Given this, it is 

appropriate to consider if the renewal of the world’s two most populous nations is creating two 

new superpowers.

moDern inDia

Probably the best starting point for an examination 

of India’s rise in global status in the latter half of the  

20th century is 18 May 1974. This was the day India 

conducted its Arst test of a nuclear bomb, exploding 

an 8-kilotonne device known as ‘Smiling Buddha’. 

Provocatively, the test site was in Rajasthan state, next 

door to Pakistan, but there was also a challenge in this 

test to India’s other neighbour, China. India was the Arst 

nation outside the UN Security Council to detonate a 

nuclear device, but having undertaken the successful 

test India did not renew its nuclear testing program 

until 1998, after neighbouring Pakistan conducted 

successful tests. The acquisition of nuclear weapons 

does not make a superpower, but it certainly signals a 

nation’s intention to exert in=uence on other powers.

The Rao economic reforms

The next key event in India’s rise to global signiAcance was Prime Minister PV Narasimha Rao’s 

economic reform program, begun in 1991. Rao was the leader of the Congress Party of India, 

and he was called back to politics after the assassination of the previous Congress Party leader, 

Rajiv Gandhi. As prime minister, he initiated a series of economic and foreign policy shifts that 

broke away from post-independence traditions. 

Rao’s economic plan, which he implemented with the assistance of the Anance minister Manhoman 

Singh, was to open up India to the global market economy, through deregulation of its economy and 

Anance system, reduction of subsidies to farmers, tax concessions to private companies, restrictions 

on trade union activity and removal of barriers to foreign investment. After a short, sharp reformist 

sourCe 6.10 A massive crater marks the site of the first Indian 

underground nuclear test conducted on 18 May 1974 at Pokhran, 

Rajasthan. 

G
e
tt
y 

Im
a
g
e
s/

P
U

N
JA

B
 P

H
O

T
O

/A
F
P



The Changing World order

180180

9
7
8
0
17
0
2
4
4
15
2

term in ofAce, Rao’s downfall came in 1996, when the Congress Party suffered its greatest defeat 

in Indian history, a result that was interpreted as a rejection of his tough policies. Nevertheless, 

succeeding governments continued to implement his deregulation approach. 

The consequences of the Rao–Singh economic reforms were immense for India. Most 

obviously, India has opened up its economy. Growth over the last decades has been considerable 

and most notable in the area of information technology. The increasing gross domestic product 

(GDP) of India over the recent period is indicative of its economic success. In 1990, before 

the Rao government’s reforms, India’s GDP was US$326 billion. By 2010, the GDP had risen 

to US$1.7 trillion. The beneAt of this rapid growth, however, has not trickled down to the 

poor. Poverty, particularly in the countryside and in large urban centres, still persists today, 

with India accounting for one third of all the world’s poor. According to the World Bank, in 

2014, 68 per cent of India’s population was living on the equivalent of less than US$2 a day.

Foreign and military policy

In terms of foreign policy, India has changed its strategic direction with the ‘Look East Policy’ 

(LEP), initiated by Rao in 1991 and pursued by subsequent governments. By developing stronger 

relations with South-East Asia, India has hoped to offset Chinese in=uence in the region. Again, 

the initiatives of the Rao government have largely been followed into the early 21st century. 

In earlier periods Indian foreign policy had largely been regional in focus – concerned with 

India’s relationship with neighbouring Pakistan and China. In recent years, because of India’s 

expanding economic interests and trade connections, military planners have broadened their 

notion of India’s sphere of in=uence beyond the subcontinent, to include regions surrounding 

the Indian Ocean and into the Asia–PaciAc. These planners now aim to be able to protect India’s 

interests in these areas by 2022.3 India is currently ranked the fourth largest military force in the 

world, after the United States, Russia and China.

sourCe 6.11 The Indian Navy’s $2.3 billion Vikramaditya is an 

ex-Russian, limited capability, ski-jump aircraft carrier. The navy is 

planning to use bigger /at-deck carriers in its next building phase, 

suggesting something about India’s naval ambitions. 
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sourCe 6.12 The Tejas Fghter, developed by Hindustan Aeronautics 

Limited (HAL), is a light, delta-winged supersonic Fghter, which has been 

built to replace the Indian Air Force’s ageing Russian-built MiG 21s. There 

have been serious teething problems with the prototype for these planes.
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moDern China: emerging superpoWer?

China’s rise to the status of modern great power started with the death of the political 

leader Mao Zedong in 1976. To Communist Party of China (CPC) reformists Mao was an 

integral part of what they believed was an outdated ideological worldview. Mao represented 

the old ways, which had deAned the revolutionary beginnings of the People’s Republic of 

China in 1949 and the post-revolutionary development of the country from then on. After 

Mao’s death and the power struggle that followed, Deng Xiaoping became the paramount 

leader of China. Deng knew something had to be done about China’s economy. After almost  

40 years of socialist reform, per capita annual income was less than US$100. 

Economic transformation

With the support of his Eight Elders, Deng opened China up to the global market economy. 

In 1978 he launched the ‘Four Modernisations’ policy for agriculture, industry, science/

technology and national defence. And in 1979 he published his four ‘Cardinal Principles’; 

they involved keeping to the socialist road, upholding the dictatorship of the proletariat, 

upholding the leadership of the Communist Party, and upholding Marxism–Leninism. These 

initiatives started a process of reform and opening up of China to the world. 

Gradual economic and social reforms, plus the growing demand for democratic rights, 

led to Aerce debates in the 1980s within the party hierarchy about China’s future direction 

and ideology. The question at the time was, did China’s future lie in a more tightly controlled, 

planned economy or had these controls led to social unrest? Deng, who supported the army’s 

role in suppressing dissent at Tiananmen Square, retired in 1989, but came out of retirement in 

1992 to maintain an unofAcial guiding role in Chinese affairs.

China’s new economic policies have transformed it as an economic power. By 2010 per capita 

income in China had risen to US$6091, almost a 70-fold jump from the equivalent 1978 Agure. In 

comparison, Australia’s Agures for per capita growth from 1978 (US$8240) to 2010 (US$67 442) 

represent only an eight-fold increase. There are still issues with poverty in China, even though, 

according to the World Bank, China cut the poverty rate from 84 per cent to 12 per cent between 

1981 and 2008. In 2012, 7 per cent of the population were living in poverty, with an estimated 

98.99 million (mainly rural) citizens earning less than 6.3 yuan, or US$1.25, a day. 

sourCe 6.13 Shanghai in the late 1980s (left) and in 2010 (right). Deng’s reforms were to give China a 10 per cent average annual economic 

growth, from 1978. An example of the kinds of changes that took place after the death of Mao, the port city of Shanghai, historically a great 

trading centre, became the model city of the new economy. These two images re/ect the changes that have taken place in Shanghai since Deng’s 

reforms began.
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A CPC of1cial who is 

recognised as the most 
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Chinese political system,  

without holding any major 
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Eight Elders

A kind of CPC kitchen 

cabinet, consisting of Deng 

and seven of his close 

associates, all of whom 

were about his age. The 

Eight Elders ruled China in 
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Tiananmen Square

Tiananmen Square is the main square in Beijing. Following the April 1989 death of the popular reformist 

Hu Yaobang, student-led demonstrators took over the square, creating a massive, rolling, pro-democracy 

demonstration, which ended in a bloody crackdown by the People’s Liberation Army (the Chinese 

military) on 4 June. Uncon#rmed estimates of casualties vary from hundreds to thousands. After the 

demonstration was broken up the government began a massive repression of protesters, making an 

estimated 10 000 arrests.

sourCe 6.14 An unidentiFed man, known only as ‘Tank Man’, halts a column of tanks as the Chinese military moves in to clear 

demonstrators from Tiananmen Square in June 1989.
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China and the world

China’s economic growth over the last decades has substantially increased its global in=uence. 

Now the world’s second largest economy, China’s foreign policy has increasingly been directed at 

exerting in=uence elsewhere in the world. This has been accompanied by efforts to consolidate 

and settle its relationships within the Asia–PaciAc region and beyond, and to expand its military 

capacity to protect its economic interests.
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table 6.3 Top 10 military powers, 2014

1 United States

2 russia

3 China

4 india

5 United Kingdom

6 France

7 South Korea

8 germany

9 Japan

10 Turkey

http://www.globalFrepower.com/countries-listing.asp

table 6.2 Gross domestic product, 2013

Ranking 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2013 2019 

(International 

Monetary 

Fund forecast) 

1 United States United 

States

United 

States

United 

States

United 

States

United 

States

United States

2 Soviet Union Soviet Union Soviet Union Japan Japan China China

3 West germany Japan Japan Soviet Union germany Japan Japan

4 United 

Kingdom

West 

germany

West 

germany

West 

germany

United 

Kingdom

germany germany

5 France France France France France France United Kingdom

6 China United 

Kingdom

United 

Kingdom

italy China United 

Kingdom

France

7 Japan italy italy United 

Kingdom

italy Brazil india

8 Canada China Canada Canada Canada italy Brazil

9 italy Canada China Spain Mexico russia russia

10 india india Mexico Brazil Brazil india italy

The new and the old

india: the next superpower?

In stark contrast to Asia’s other billion–person emerging 

power, India has simultaneously cultivated an attractive 

global image of social and cultural dynamism … India’s rise in 

geostrategic terms is rendered all the more significant since 

its power resides at the confluence of the United States’ two 

great hegemonic challenges: counter-terrorism operations 

in Afghanistan and Pakistan, and the management of China’s 

growing regional assertiveness. If India’s proud non-alignment 

during the Cold War had given it a leadership role in the 

developing world, its 21st century position places it at the 

heart of superpower geopolitics. Barack Obama’s enthusiastic 

endorsement of a permanent UN Security Council seat for 

India, as part of making the US–India relationship ‘a defining 

partnership of the century ahead’, speaks volumes for the global importance of how India defines 

its foreign policy.

Still, for all India’s success, its undoubted importance, and despite its undisputed potential, there is 

cause for caution in assessing India’s claim to superpower status. India still faces major developmental 
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challenges. The still-entrenched divisions of caste structure are being compounded by the emergence 

of new inequalities of wealth stemming from India’s economic success. India’s democracy may have 

thrived in a manner that few ever expected, but its institutions face profound challenges from embedded 

nepotism and corruption. India’s economic success continues to come with an environmental cost that is 

unsustainable.

Moreover, India has pressing security preoccupations. Domestically, insurgent violence a5ects large 

parts of India, creating risks and imposing additional costs on investment and economic development. 

Longstanding disputes necessitate that India focus its security concerns on its immediate borders and 

near-abroad, stymying e5orts to de.ne its strategic interests in a broader regional or global context.

India: The Next Superpower, report by the London School of Economics, executive summary, March 2012.

China’s rise to global economic superpower?

This is an excerpt from an article published on 2 February 2015 in The World Post, an associate publication of 

the well-regarded Hu"ngton Post. The article’s authors are Professor Nake M Kamrany, from the school of 

Economics at the University of Southern California, and researcher Frank Jiang, also from USC:

The political system is not monolithic … Political leadership is elected every .ve years. Last year [2014] 

10 000 small protests were tolerated. Currently over half of China’s GDP is produced by private 

enterprises. China’s government has not been shut down due to internal political dissent or multi-party 

feuds. More than 250 million people have been lifted out of poverty, this is approximately 20% of the 

total population.

The foregoing are indicative that China is embarking on a distinctly alternative approach of inter-

governmental collaboration and connectivity to promote economic catch-up of low and middle income 

countries that are located in the path of the silk road.

Nake M Kamran and Frank Jiang, ‘China’s rise to global economic superpower’, The World Post,  

viewed 29 March 2015, http://www.hufFngtonpost.com/nake-m-kamrany/chinas-rise-to-global-eco_b_6544924.html.

Questions

1  What do you think might be the more positive signs of India’s rise towards superpower status?

2  The extract from the London School of Economics report states that President Obama has endorsed 

India becoming a permanent member of the UN Security Council. What are the factors that have led 

to Obama’s endorsement? What are his motivations for the endorsement? What is the geopolitical 

signi.cance of the endorsement?

3  What does the report suggest are obstacles in the way of India’s rise to superpower status?

4  Given what you know about the history of relations between India and China, how is Beijing dealing with 

the competition with India for geopolitical status and economic hegemony? 

5   According to these extracts, what di5erences can you see between India and China’s superpower 

potential?
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Conclusion
The end of the Cold War in the early 1990s was the end of a long period of relative peace and 

predictability in the international order. At Arst it seemed that the outcome of the Cold War might 

be a new world order with the United States as the dominant global power, but the events of the 

early 21st century meant that this vision was short lived. The end of the Cold War was not, as 

Francis Fukuyama had imagined, the ‘end of history’ but the start of a new phase. 

This new world order held, and indeed still holds, great uncertainty. First, the emergence of 

Islamic militancy has changed the dynamic of international relations. As a movement Islamism 

deAes our established understanding of geopolitics, in which a great power emerges from a 

nation state. Second, this movement’s use of terror as a tactic has also altered the experience 

of war, by shifting battle zones to the homefront. Finally, while the US remains the world’s 

greatest economic power and military force, new contenders for the position of great power have 

emerged and these nations too are in=uential global forces. 

unipolarity

In geopolitics, an 

arrangement in which there 

is only one dominant power

Chapter summary
 + What had at Arst seemed a victory for the West in a two-sided Cold War soon turned 

into a confused and confusing, patchy ‘world order’ in which the US had to deal with a 

continuation of even more fragmented and troublesome political and military con=icts in 

the Middle East.

 + The ill-conceived US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 exacerbated what were at best suspicious 

and at worst hostile perceptions of Western intentions among Islamic peoples. It handed 

over hegemony in the Middle East region to Islamic militants and to Iran.

 + The American vision of a world order marked by unipolarity, which arose in the 

1990s, has not been fulAlled, due to the rise of India and of an increasingly conAdent 

and confrontational China. The global growth of Islamic militancy has endangered 

the notion of any kind of Western or Asian bipolar world order, replacing it with a 

multipolar arrangement.
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Chapter review activities
1 Did George HW Bush and Francis Fukuyama have a sound basis for the assessment of 

global politics they made in 1989? Explain your reasoning.

2 Investigate the effect of the collapse of the USSR on Balkan politics.

3 Research the Balkans Wars of the 1990s. What made these such vicious con=icts?

4 Find out what arguments there were opposing the Gulf War in the period immediately 

before it, in 2002–03.

5 Research the signiAcance of the oil question in the diplomatic and military calculations that 

were made in relation to the Gulf War.

6 What evidence is there that the Bush administration’s desire for war in Iraq was a symptom 

of some unAnished business for Bush’s family?
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7 Examine the full transcript of George W Bush’s ‘Cincinnati speech’, available on the website 

of the US Department of State. Remembering that these kinds of speeches are carefully 

crafted for effect, pick out the key words and phrases that might have convinced the 

audience that war against Iraq was necessary. Then pick out any weak parts in Bush’s 

argument.

8 Using books and reputable online resources, And evidence from the 1990s that shows how 

Osama bin Laden and Saddam Hussein were regarded in:

a the West 

b the Arab states.

c Use your answers to the questions above to rank the Bush administration’s reasons for 

going to war against Iraq in 2003 in order of validity. Give evidence-based arguments 

to support your ranking.

9 Examine the list of Coalition members on page 174. 

a  Choose Ave and explain their possible reasons for involvement in the Coalition. 

b Which were the few signiAcant nations that refused to join the Coalition, and what 

might their reasons have been? Bear in mind that they might each have had different 

reasons.

10 What does the ‘Mission accomplished’ incident suggest about the role of imagery in modern 

politics and in modern warfare? 

11 Find out why Donald Rumsfeld was a controversial Agure during the Gulf War period. 

Draw up a list of three of his best-known quotes, ranked to show how controversial they 

were. Explain the context of each quote and its meaning.

12 During the insurgency period of the Iraq con=ict, both sides committed atrocities. There 

were many civilian murders and killings of unarmed soldiers. What do you think are the 

military, legal, moral and public relations issues involved in these kinds of activities?

13 Was the 2003 intervention in Iraq by the US’s ‘coalition of the willing’ justiAed?

14 Who won the Iraq War?

15 What obstacles are there to India gaining superpower status?

16 How does China see itself as a 21st-century power? Is this vision an alarming one for  

the West?

17 During the period 1990 to 2015 what role has the UN played in world affairs in terms of 

fulAlling its charter?

essay question

18 What was the impact of the end of the Cold War on the world order?
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The year 2014 marked the beginning of four years of commemoration of the centenary of the 

First World War (1914–18). Politicians from across the globe converged on the sites where 

the battles of the Western Front were fought, in Belgium and France. They lamented the loss 

of life during this terrible war and paid tribute to the courage of the young and the fallen. 

As it turned out, the First World War was not ‘the war to end all wars’, as it had been hoped, 

and the 20th century was marked by a colossal loss of life in the succeeding wars. But the 

young men who fought in the First World War could not have imagined the new horrors that 

technology would make possible in wars over the next one hundred years.

A new cold wAr?

As world leaders gathered at Liège in Belgium in 2014 to remember the First World War, the 

rift was widening between the United States and Russia over the con#ict in Ukraine. A vicious 

civil war had broken out between the government of Kiev, which wanted greater unity with the 

rest of Europe, and the Russian-backed militia in the east of the country. Only weeks earlier 

Malaysian Airline Flight MH17 had been shot from the sky over eastern Ukraine, killing all  

298 people on board. The con#ict had reopened the wounds of old Cold War rivalries. 

islAmic stAte And the middle eAst

In the Middle East, a group calling itself Islamic State (IS) had declared large areas of Iraq and 

Syria under its control and had taken over major cities such as Mosul and Raqqa. Islamic State 

has been characterised by extraordinary acts of violence against Westerners and other Muslims, 

with recorded beheadings of American, English and Japanese nationals being broadcast weekly 

by the group, along with threats of further atrocities. Disaffected young men from Australia, 

Britain and Europe have begun to join the ranks of IS.

While the origins of the con#ict in the Middle East are complex, it is worth re#ecting that the 

maps drawn as part of the peace settlement after the First World War continue to be a source of 

great tension among various ethnic and religious tribal groups in the Middle East. The ‘war on 

terror’ has removed longstanding regimes, and old religious and ethnic rivalries have asserted 

themselves in new and destabilising ways. More hopefully, the so-called ‘Arab Spring’, a series of 

popular revolutions that began in Tunisia in 2010 and spread to Egypt, has led to some dictators 

being thrown out of of=ce, leading to the possibility of new democracies. 

the GlobAl FinAnciAl crisis And  

Austerity in europe 

In 2015, 70 years of Western European unity is under threat as national disagreements arise from 

worsening economic conditions in countries such as Greece, Spain and Ireland. Germany is once 

again the economic strength of Europe and in dispute with other nations over the size of their 

debts to the European Union (EU). Greek elections in early 2015 brought the extreme left-wing 

Syriza Party to power, and the neo-Nazi party, Golden Dawn, became the third largest party in the 

❮ The sculpture Non Violence, also known as ‘The Knotted Gun’, by Swedish artist Carl Fredrik Reutersward sits outside the 

United Nations headquarters in New York City. The sculpture was a gift from Luxembourg to the UN in 1988. 
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Greek parliament. Syriza became involved in =nancial and economic arguments with the EU and 

International Monetary Fund, a move that has increased hostility among member states of the EU. 

One hundred years after the First World War, social inequality within previously prosperous 

Western countries has become a source of concern. The global =nancial crisis (GFC) of 2007–08 

has led to a staggering concentration of wealth among the few, and governments across the 

world have pursued austerity policies, which have cut social welfare programs in order to 

reduce debts accrued during the GFC. In early 2015, citizens in Greece and Spain staged huge 

protests against austerity measures. 

the ‘wAr on terror’ And internAtionAl  

relAtions

In 2015, it seems that the realists among the foreign policy makers are in the ascendency in 

international relations. This dominance is a surprise, given the spirit of cooperation throughout 

the immediate post–Cold War period of the 1990s, when the United Nations intervened in 

con#icts in Yugoslavia and Rwanda, to make peace, and it worked hard to reduce inequality and 

poverty. The United Nations’ programs were an expression of the idealism envisioned by former 

US presidents Wilson and Roosevelt.   

But the reality of con#ict in the world reasserted itself on the morning of 11 September 2001. 

After the attacks on the World Trade Center in New York, it appeared that idealist conceptions 

of a world order gave way to realist conceptions. The neo-conservative think tanks, such as the 

Project for the New American Century, initiated by William Kristol and Robert Kagan, argued 

that the US would have to assert its authority in the world in a manner similar to that of the old 

empires. As a result, after 9/11, the neo-conservatives in the Bush administration engaged in a 

series of pre-emptive wars against Afghanistan and Iraq, under the guise of ‘war on terror’. In the 

process, they undermined their own moral authority, especially when they effectively suspended 

the rule of law by submitting terrorists they had captured to military commissions and to torture, 

at the Guantanamo Bay military prison in Cuba. 

The mastermind of the 9/11 attacks, Osama bin Laden, had repeatedly warned the US to 

remove its military bases from Saudi Arabia after the First Gulf War of 1990. As a result of the 

US’s failure to remove the bases, the precursors to the Twin Tower attacks included attacks on 

the US embassies in Nairobi and Tanzania, and the bombing of the USS Cole in Yemen. The 

war on terror became the new status quo in international relations. It began to inform not only 

the military actions of Western nations, but brought into focus questions of cyber security and 

privacy, immigration and national security. 

To achieve world order on a global scale, it is important to develop a shared vision of that order. 

The experiences of the last 70 years have demonstrated the deep divide in competing visions. 

From the liberalism of Roosevelt to the realism of the Project for the New American Century; 

from the implementation of theocratic law in some Middle Eastern states to the communism 

of nations in Eastern Europe and Asia – it has become increasingly dif=cult to reconcile the 

fundamental worldviews of different groups and nations. Furthermore, some attempts to force 

democratic values on traditional societies have failed. In the 21st century, we have been left with 

a more uncertain and unpredictable world. 
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1 Discuss one example of an idealist vision of world order. 

2 To what extent was the ‘war on terror’ underpinned by a realist conception of international 

relations? 

3 Research one of the following works and comment on its signi=cance in terms of the world 

order after 2015: 

a The End of History by Francis Fukuyama

b The Clash of Civilisations by Samuel P Huntington

c Orientalism by Edward Said.

4 Is the world becoming more or less chaotic? Give reasons for your answer. 

5 Make a list of the main factors that have shaped the contemporary world. 

After you have =nished your list, rank the factors from most to least important. Justify 

your top ranking. 

6 Personality study: Choose one leader you have studied during the course. Write an obituary 

that focuses on his or her contribution to the world order. 

7 Essay: Compare and contrast the various forms of world order that have in#uenced 

international affairs between 1945 and today.
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