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About Your Professor

David S. Painter

Professor Painter teaches international history in the Edmund A. Walsh
School of Foreign Service at Georgetown University. His publications include
Oil and the American Century: The Political Economy of US Foreign Oil
Policy, 1941–1954 (1986); Origins of the Cold War: An International History
(co-editor, 2nd ed., 2005); The Cold War: An International History (1999), and
articles on the Cold War, oil and world politics, and US policy toward the
Third World.

Professor Painter received his undergraduate education at King College. He
continued his studies at Oxford University, where he was a Rhodes Scholar,
and at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, where he received his
Ph.D. in United States history.

You will get the most out of this course if you read the following books:

David S. Painter’s The Cold War: An International History and Melvyn P.
Leffler and David S. Painter’s (eds.) Origins of the Cold War: An
International History.
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Introduction
The devastating US atomic bombing of the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki not only brought World War II to an end, but effectively gave birth to
the Cold War. The postwar world would thereafter be marked by the fragile rela-
tionship of two superpowers with opposing ideologies: the United States and the
Soviet Union.

For forty-five years, these two superpowers would vie for supremacy in world
politics. The Cold War, defined by events such as the Cuban Missile Crisis, tur-
moil in the Third World, and the arms race, held the potential for an apocalyptic
confrontation that could have spelled doom for the human race. Understanding
the Cold War, with all of its far-reaching, global implications, is absolutely essen-
tial to our understanding of the history of the second half of the twentieth century
and beyond.
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The US atomic bombings of the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki
in August 1945 were key events in the history of the post-World War II world.
The attacks, which took the lives of over 200,000 people, mostly civilians,
marked the end of World War II and the beginning of the Cold War. The con-
troversy aroused by a proposed exhibit at the Smithsonian Institution in 1995
marking the 50th anniversary of the attacks demonstrated that the bombings
of Hiroshima on August 6, 1945, and, three days later, of Nagasaki, continue
to raise important moral as well as diplomatic and strategic issues. The contro-
versy also revealed a wide divergence between popular perceptions of these
events and the views of most scholars.

The Decision to Use the Atomic Bomb

To understand the US decision to use atomic bombs against Japan and how
it affected the postwar world, one has to begin with Franklin D. Roosevelt.
President Roosevelt made a series of decisions that constituted a legacy that
significantly shaped and limited the options available to his successor, Harry
S. Truman. The US program to build atomic weapons, the Manhattan Project,
was driven initially by the fear that Nazi Germany was developing such
weapons. From the outset US policy makers viewed the atomic bomb as a
legitimate weapon of warfare that would be used when it was ready. Second,
well before the attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the distinction between
civilian and military targets had been effectively erased as the United States
and the other participants in the war had engaged in area bombing of urban
and industrial areas. Third, although US and British scientists worked closely
together to build atomic weapons, President Roosevelt decided not to share
information about the bomb with his other ally, the Soviet Union. Roosevelt
and British leader Winston Churchill believed that possession of atomic
weapons would enhance US and British strength and bargaining leverage in
the postwar world and offset to an extent such Soviet advantages as man-
power and location in the heart of Eurasia. Finally, Roosevelt and US military
leaders followed a strategy of minimizing US casualties throughout the war.

The context in which US discussions about using the atomic bomb against
Japan took place was also important. The spring of 1945 saw the end of the
war in Europe, the bloody climax of the war in the Pacific, the emergence of
problems between the Western allies and the Soviet Union, and the success-
ful completion of US efforts to build an atomic bomb. Thus, the US decision
to use atomic weapons against Japan took place at the intersection of World
War II and the Cold War.
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is J. Samuel Walker’s Prompt
and Utter Destruction: Truman and the Use of the Atomic Bombs
Against Japan.

Lecture 1:
Hiroshima and the Origins of the Cold War



A Continuing Controversy

Over the past forty years, scholars have increasingly challenged the wide-
spread belief, fostered by the writings of participants and their supporters,
that the decision to use atomic weapons against Japan was a military deci-
sion aimed at ending the war quickly and minimizing US casualties.
According to the traditional view, use of the atomic bomb was justified
because Japan was not prepared to surrender and the only alternative was a
potentially costly invasion of Japan. In addition to pointing out that Roosevelt
and Churchill believed that possession of atomic weapons gave the West
leverage over the Soviet Union and withheld information about the bomb from
their wartime ally, scholars have noted that Truman postponed the Potsdam
Conference until the first test of the bomb. During the conference, the United
States shifted from favoring Soviet entry into the war against Japan to a poli-
cy of trying to end the war before the Soviets could make gains in Asia. On
the basis of contemporary planning documents, scholars have also demon-
strated that the estimates of US casualties resulting from an invasion of
Japan cited in early accounts by participants were vastly inflated. Some have
suggested that the inflated figures were given to justify use of the bomb.
Scholars also point out that the United States used atomic weapons in early
August before Soviet entry into the war and well before the planned invasion
of Japan in November. Finally, scholars have noted that there were other
alternatives to an invasion, including continuing conventional bombing and
the blockade of Japan, waiting to see what impact Soviet entry into the war
would have on Japan’s leaders, modifying the demand for unconditional sur-
render, and a non-combat demonstration of the atomic bomb.

Recent scholarship has shown that Japanese leaders, including Emperor
Hirohito, were not prepared to surrender before Hiroshima even though they
clearly recognized that Japan had lost the war. Even after the attack on
Hiroshima, some Japanese military leaders wanted to continue the war. It
took the combined impact of Hiroshima and Soviet entry into the war to force
Japan to surrender.

A New Consensus

Although controversy still exists among scholars, a new consensus has
begun to emerge. First, scholars emphasize the momentum generated by the
assumption that the atomic bomb was a legitimate weapon of war that should
be used. Indeed, rather than a decision to use the bomb, there was no deci-
sion not to use it. Second, compared to the other alternatives to an invasion
of Japan, using the atomic bomb had the great advantage of ending the war
quickly with minimal US casualties. Every day the war continued, more US
service personnel died. Continuing the war was also very costly in monetary
terms, threatened to undermine public support for the war, and tied up US
military assets in Asia when they could be used elsewhere. Ending the war
quickly also had diplomatic advantages, as it promised to limit Soviet gains in
Asia. Some US policy makers also hoped it would put pressure on the
Soviets to limit their gains in Europe by bolstering Western strength. Many
people in the United States also saw use of the bomb against Japan as just
retribution for the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and Japanese treatment
of US and allied prisoners of war. Some policy makers were even concerned

7
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that unless the bomb was used there would be public criticism of the massive
amounts of resources poured into its development.

The costs of the atomic attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki were high. First,
there are the 200,000 lives lost in the attacks and their immediate aftermath.
Second, it is clear that US use of the bomb and US policy regarding atomic
weapons exacerbated tensions with the Soviet Union and fueled an arms
race. Possession of the bomb lessened the need for the Red Army to help
control Germany, and thus made the United States less willing to acquiesce
in a Soviet sphere of influence in Eastern Europe or to accept Soviet
advances in the Middle East or Asia. The bomb stiffened Soviet determina-
tion to control Eastern Europe and other border areas because of the need to
extend their defenses against an air attack. The US atomic monopoly also
made the Soviets less willing to compromise on key issues lest they appear
intimidated and thus invite further pressure. Finally, US possession and use
of atomic weapons increased Soviet determination to develop their own
atomic arsenal.

Although far fewer people died as a result of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki
attacks than would have died in the event of an allied invasion of the
Japanese islands, such an invasion was an unlikely possibility. Still, it is pos-
sible to argue that ending the war quickly with atomic weapons saved the
lives of thousands of soldiers and civilians, including Japanese soldiers and
civilians, and civilians in occupied areas who were dying every day the war
continued. Finally, after learning of the massive destruction and loss of life
caused by the attack on Hiroshima, President Truman ordered that no more
atomic attacks be launched without his express authorization. Japan surren-
dered on August 15, and atomic weapons have never again been used in
combat. That, perhaps, is the one great gain from their use in August 1945.



1. What factors lay behind the United States’s decision to use atomic
weapons in Japan?

2. What were the outcomes of the use of atomic weapons against Japan
in 1945?

Walker, J. Samuel. Prompt and Utter Destruction: Truman and the Use of
the Atomic Bombs Against Japan. Revised edition. Chapel Hill, NC:
University of North Carolina Press, 2005.

Hogan, Michael J., ed. Hiroshima in History and Memory. New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1996.

Sherwin, Martin J. A World Destroyed: Hiroshima and Its Legacies. Third
ed. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003.

Walker, J. Samuel. “Recent Literature on Truman’s Atomic Bomb Decision:
A Search for Middle Ground.” Diplomatic History 29 (April 2005): 311–34.

�
Questions

Suggested Reading

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING

Other Books of Interest
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The Cold War was at the center of world politics for forty-five years. It domi-
nated the foreign policies of the two superpowers—the United States and the
Soviet Union—and deeply affected their societies and their political, econom-
ic, and military institutions. The Cold War also shaped the foreign policy and
domestic politics of most other nations around the globe. Few countries, in
fact, escaped its influence. Because the distinctive characteristics of the Cold
War era took form in the years immediately following World War II, examining
its origins is central to understanding international history in the last half of
the twentieth century.

The Aftermath of World War II

First, it is important to understand how World War II accelerated fundamen-
tal changes in the global distribution of power, in weapons technology, in the
international economy, in the balance of political forces among and within
nations, and in relations between the industrial nations and the Third World.

World War II wrought profound changes in the international state system,
bringing about a massive redistribution of power, ending centuries of
European dominance, and facilitating the rise of two continent-size superpow-
ers, the United States and the Soviet Union. Before World War II, there were
six important powers; by the end of the conflict, the United States stood alone
as the strongest nation in the world, its power enhanced by its war effort, its
rivals defeated, and its allies exhausted. The Soviet Union experienced
almost incalculable human and material losses and was a distant second.
Great Britain, drained by six years of fighting (which cost it a quarter of its
wealth) and facing upheaval in its empire, was an even more distant third.
Humiliated by its collapse in 1940, deeply divided over the issue of collabora-
tion, severely damaged by the war, and beleaguered by rebellious colonies,
France slipped from the ranks of the great powers. Thwarted in its second bid
for European hegemony, Germany lay in ruins and was occupied by its ene-
mies. Japan, too, was devastated and demoralized. Shocked by the atomic
attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, shorn of their colonial empire, and occu-
pied by US forces, the Japanese appeared powerless.

The Technology of War

Changes in the technology of war reinforced the shifts in the global balance
of power. During World War II, conventional weapons reached new heights of
destructiveness, and power projection capabilities took a quantum leap for-
ward with the development of the aircraft carrier and long-range bombers.
World War II also demonstrated that control of oil had become an important
source of military power. All the key weapons systems of World War II were

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is David S. Painter’s The Cold
War: An International History, Chapter 1: “The Cold War Begins,
1945–50.”

Lecture 2:
The Superpowers and the World in 1945

10
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oil-powered: surface warships (including aircraft carriers), submarines, air-
planes (including long-range bombers), tanks, and a large portion of sea and
land transport.

The systematic application of science to warfare resulted in new technolo-
gies—radar, the jet engine, cruise and ballistic missiles, and the atomic
bomb—that opened new and terrifying prospects. The atomic bomb magni-
fied the scale of destruction and concentrated it in time. Fears of an “atomic
Pearl Harbor” placed a premium on preparedness and preemption. The
arms race that resulted contributed greatly to international tensions as Great
Britain, the Soviet Union, and other nations sought to develop their own
atomic weapons and the United States tried to maintain its lead.

Economics

International economic developments also shaped the Cold War. Economic
hardship threatened to spark conflict between nations as well as to rekindle
class conflict within nations. In the 1930s, the world had split into economic
blocs, and international trade and national production plummeted as attempts
to gain unilateral advantages elicited countermeasures that further restricted
production, entrenched mass unemployment, accentuated class conflict, and
exacerbated national rivalries. Subsequently, wartime mobilization intensified
the autarkic, insulated, nationalistic tendencies of the 1930s.

Although the Allies created new financial institutions (like the International
Monetary Fund and the World Bank) at the Bretton Woods Conference in
1944, the end of the war threatened to revive the policies of the 1930s rather
than create an open world economy. Faced with massive reconstruction
requirements and inadequate financial resources, many governments extend-
ed economic controls into the postwar period. These developments portend-
ed not reform and reconstruction, but a repeat of the experiences of the
1930s—economic stagnation, political extremism, and interstate conflict.

Political Forces

Changes in the balance of political forces both within and among nations dur-
ing and after World War II further complicated international relations. The
basic assumption was that a regime’s internal ideological orientation would
significantly influence, if not determine, its international alignment. In terms of
ideology, the outcome of World War II seemed to favor the left and the Soviet
Union, at least in the short run. Almost everywhere people yearned for signifi-
cant socioeconomic reforms, for structural changes in their economies and
political institutions, and for improvements in their living conditions. In most
countries, right-wing groups were discredited because of their association with
the defeated Axis powers. In contrast, Communist Party membership soared
because of the major role Communists played in anti-fascist resistance move-
ments. US policy makers worried, and Soviet leaders hoped, that wherever
and however Communist groups attained power, they would pursue policies
that served the interests of the Soviet Union.

Finally, World War II undermined colonialism, and independence move-
ments blossomed in the postwar period. Many Third World movements had
been radicalized by years of protracted struggle and repression.



Revolutionary nationalist leaders sought more than political sovereignty.
They wanted to free their economies from foreign control and to eradicate
vestiges of colonial society and culture. Because they were fighting against
Western control, many movements were led by parties and individuals hos-
tile to capitalism. In addition, Marxist-Leninist doctrine seemed to explain
their countries’ backwardness, and the Soviet pattern of development
appeared to provide a model for rapid industrialization. De-colonization, in
particular, challenged the continuation of Western hegemony over the Third
World. In terms of the international distribution of power, it disrupted the
economies of key American allies, fomented political strife, and weakened
the overall Western position vis-à-vis the Soviet Union. Although most Latin
American countries had won their independence in the nineteenth century,
revolutionary nationalism was also a force in Latin America as World War II
fueled hope for political and economic reforms.

US Security and Expansion

In the United States, the prevailing popular interpretation of the origins of the
Cold War blames an expansionist and ideologically motivated Soviet Union
for the conflict. According to this view, it took some time for US officials, who
wanted to get along with the Soviets, to realize that accommodation was
impossible because of the Kremlin’s drive for world domination. This view
received additional support in the 1990s as some scholars and journalists
seized on newly available Soviet and other Communist records to argue that
Soviet foreign policy was ideologically motivated, aggressively expansionist,
and morally repugnant.

The Vietnam War and the growing availability of US records led a more crit-
ical appraisal of US policies among scholars. Some point to the long history
of American economic expansionism and argue that ideological beliefs and
economic interests significantly shaped US policies. Others stress the impor-
tance of a global conception of US national security interests and require-
ments that emerged during World War II and dominated US policy through-
out the Cold War. Although a consensus on the roots of American Cold War
policies no longer exists, most scholars now recognize that US policies were
also expansionist and thus played an important role in starting and sustain-
ing the Cold War.

The United States entered the postwar era in a uniquely strong position.
Practically unscathed by the fighting, the United States almost doubled its
gross national product (GNP) during the conflict: by 1945, it accounted for
around half of the world’s manufacturing capacity, most of its food surpluses,
and almost all of its financial reserves. The United States held the lead in a
wide range of technologies essential to modern warfare as well as economic
prosperity. Possession of extensive domestic oil supplies and control over
access to foreign oil reserves provided an additional and essential element
in its power position. Although the United States demobilized its armed
forces from 12.1 million troops in 1945 to 1.7 million by mid-1947, the nation
still possessed the world’s mightiest military machine. The US navy con-
trolled the seas, its air forces dominated the skies, and it alone possessed
atomic weapons and the means to deliver them.

12
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Recent research on US foreign policy has demolished the myth of a naïve
and reactive United States. Contrary to the traditional view, American officials
entered the postwar era thinking more expansively than ever before about
their nation’s security requirements. Drawing on the experiences of the 1930s
and the war, US policy makers sought to create and maintain a favorable bal-
ance of power in Europe and Asia, to fashion an international economic order
open to US trade and investment, and to maintain the integration of the Third
World into the world economy. To achieve these goals, US leaders believed
that the United States would need an extensive overseas base system to pro-
vide defense in depth and to deter or defeat aggression by projecting power
into trouble spots. US leaders also wanted to maintain the American monop-
oly of atomic weapons. US security policies were designed not only to protect
the physical security of the United States and its allies but also to preserve a
broadly defined “American way of life” by constructing an international order
open to and compatible with US interests and ideals.

World War II brought about broad public acceptance of a global conception
of US national security interests, and President Roosevelt had hoped to
achieve US goals in cooperation with the Soviet Union, though with the
Soviets playing a subordinate, regional role. During the war, the United
States, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union had managed to work together
and to respect each other’s vital interests. The end of the war removed the
main incentive for cooperation—mutual need. In addition, the changed inter-
national environment after the war dashed hopes of cooperation.
Socioeconomic dislocation, revolutionary nationalism, and vacuums of power
in Europe and Asia seemed to offer the Soviet Union and its ideological allies
plentiful opportunities to expand their power and influence and thus to pre-
vent implementation of US plans for the postwar world.

Soviet Motives

The limited availability of archival records on Soviet foreign policy makes it
difficult to discern Soviet motives with certainty. Although early views that the
Soviet Union had a clear blueprint for world domination have been discredit-
ed, the influence of the Soviet system on the objectives, as distinct from the
means, of Soviet foreign policy remains a contested issue. Many scholars still
see Stalin and his successors as ideologues and expansionists. In contrast,
others have questioned the long-assumed links between the Soviet Union’s
repressive internal regime and Soviet foreign policy. Instead, they have high-
lighted Russian history and geography and the security requirements arising
from the Soviet Union’s unique geopolitical position.

Additional archival materials are not necessary to see that World War II dev-
astated the Soviet Union. Recent estimates of Soviet war dead range from 20
to 27 million, and damage to the Soviet economy left it one-quarter the size
of its American counterpart. Though impressive overall, Soviet military capa-
bilities could not match those of the United States. In addition to a greatly
inferior industrial base and meager air defenses, the Soviets had no long-
range strategic air force, no meaningful surface fleet, and no atomic
weapons. After the war, the Soviets demobilized rapidly, from approximately
11.3 million troops in 1945 to around 2.9 million in early 1948. But in compari-
son to those of its neighbors, the relative power position of the Soviet Union



L
E
C
T
U
R
E
T
W
O

14

had improved, primarily as a result of the defeat of Germany and Japan,
countries that historically had checked Russian power in central Europe and
northeastern Asia. On the other hand, the defeat of Germany and Japan and
the weakening of Britain and France raised the possibility that the capitalist
powers might unite under US leadership, thus depriving the Soviet Union of
the measure of security it had enjoyed before the war as a result of divisions
among its capitalist rivals.

Most scholars agree that Soviet foreign-policy objectives at the end of World
War II included creating strong safeguards against future German aggres-
sion, establishing secure borders and a buffer zone in Eastern Europe, recon-
structing the Soviet Union’s war-damaged military base, and maintaining a
strong military, including acquiring atomic weapons. The Soviets hoped, until
late 1947, that they could achieve their goals while maintaining good relations
with the United States and Great Britain, but their key objectives, especially
circumscribing German power and maintaining a secure sphere of influence
in Eastern Europe, clashed with Western ideals, economic objectives, and
security requirements.



1. How did World War II affect the international state system?

2. In what ways did US and Soviet security interests and objectives clash?

Painter, David S. The Cold War: An International History. New York:
Routledge, 1999.

Roberts, Geoffrey. The Soviet Union in World Politics: Coexistence,
Revolution, and Cold War, 1945–1991. New York: Routledge, 1999.
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Other Books of Interest
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The popular view of the origins of the Cold War in Europe sees the Soviet
takeover of Eastern Europe as the result of a conscious effort by the Soviet
Union to spread communism and as evidence of Soviet intentions for the rest
of the world. Soviet pressure on Iran and Turkey and efforts by Communist
guerrillas in Greece to seize power are viewed as further evidence of Soviet
aggressiveness, as are Soviet rejection of US plans to control atomic energy
and the Soviet blockade of Berlin. US policies and actions are viewed as
reactions to Soviet aggressiveness, and the Truman Doctrine, the Marshall
Plan, the Berlin Airlift, and the formation of NATO are seen as heroic, if belat-
ed, efforts to save a devastated Western Europe from communism.

Scholarly Views

The rendition of events has increasingly been challenged in recent years by
a wide range of scholars. First, the division of Europe was a result of wartime
decisions and military realities. In particular, the Western decision to post-
pone the invasion of northern Europe until June 1944 left Soviet forces in
control of Eastern Europe and the eastern third of Germany, and US and
British forces in control of Western Europe, the Mediterranean, and the west-
ern parts of Germany.

Recent scholarship sees Communist control of Eastern Europe as a gradual
process that resulted from the interaction of the Soviet Union desire to have
friendly governments in the region with traditional ethnic hostilities, regional
rivalries, the impact of World War II on social and economic relationships,
and Western policies. In addition, the Soviet desire for resources to rebuild
their economy affected their policy toward Eastern Europe.

The Soviets desperately desired reparations from Germany to rebuild their
economy and to reduce Germany’s military potential, but the bulk of
Germany’s industrial assets lay in the three Western occupation zones. The
Soviet desire for heavy reparations clashed with US plans to promote
German and European economic recovery, and the Western powers refused
to permit the Soviets to take extensive reparations from their occupation
zones. Without extensive reparations from Germany, the Soviets looked to
Eastern Europe. Eastern Europe was poorer than Germany and had suffered
extensive damage during the war. Extracting additional resources required
the imposition of harsh economic and political controls, and thus clashed with
the Soviet goal of establishing friendly regimes in the region. Between 1945
and 1955, the Soviets extracted an estimated $13 billion worth of resources
from Eastern Europe and their occupation zones in Germany and Austria.
Coupled with repressive political practices, the economic extractions deeply
damaged Soviet relations with Eastern Europe.L
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The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Melvyn P. Leffler and David S.
Painter’s Origins of the Cold War: An International History.

Lecture 3:
The Struggle for Europe
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Iran

Recent scholarship also provides a different perspective on the crises in
Iran, Turkey, and Greece in 1945 and early 1946, viewing them as arising
from declining British power, regional rivalries, and internal political polariza-
tion. In addition, World War II had demonstrated the importance of oil to mod-
ern warfare, and after the war, the United States looked to Middle East oil to
fuel European and Japanese economic recovery.

Iran was an important oil producer, and its rugged terrain provided a buffer
between the Soviet Union and the oil fields of the Persian Gulf. Britain held a
monopoly over Iranian oil and dominated Iranian politics, but the presence of
Soviet occupation forces in northern Iran and 30,000 US troops in southern
Iran and several US advisory missions working with the Iranian government
and military threatened to undermine Britain’s position. The United States and
Britain worked out their differences, and US troops, but not advisers, left
when the war ended, and the British pulled out their troops at the beginning
of 1946. Determined to maintain some influence in this important border
region, the Soviets supported separatist movements in Azerbaijan and
Kurdistan, delayed withdrawing their occupation forces from northern Iran,
and demanded oil rights in Iran’s northern provinces. After the Iranian govern-
ment promised to allow Soviet participation in oil development in northern
Iran and to seek a peaceful settlement with the separatists, the Soviets with-
drew their forces. Strongly supported by the United States, the Iranian gov-
ernment backed out of the agreement, crushed the separatist movements,
and rejected Soviet participation in oil development.

Turkey

While technically neutral during World War II, Turkey had carefully adjusted
its allegiance as the tides of wars shifted, moving from a pro-German position
to a pro-Allied stance. The Soviets viewed Turkish control of the straits
between the Mediterranean and the Black Sea as a strategic liability, and in
early 1946 they demanded that Turkey revise the terms of the agreement
governing access to the Black Sea, grant them base rights along the straits
between the Black Sea and the Mediterranean, and cede some long-disputed
territory in northeast Turkey. The United States and Britain viewed Turkey as
critical to the defense of the Middle East, and provided Turkey with economic
and military assistance to bolster its ability to resist Soviet pressure. The
United States also gained air bases in Turkey to support aerial assaults on
the Soviet Union in the event of war.

Greece

During World War II, Greece had suffered under brutal German occupation
that exacerbated already existing tensions within its society. Greek Commun-
ists played a leading role in the resistance against the Germans, and only
British military intervention prevented the Communists and their allies from
taking power in late 1944. After an uneasy truce, the civil war in Greece
resumed in 1946 when communist-led guerrillas took up arms against the cor-
rupt, repressive, and unrepresentative Greek government after disputed elec-
tions and the continuation of government-sponsored right-wing terrorism.
Viewing a communist-controlled Greece as an ideological and strategic threat,



L
E
C
T
U
R
E

18

L
E
C
T
U
R
E
T
H
R
E
E

the United States and Britain provided anticommunist Greeks extensive mili-
tary and economic assistance. This aid eliminated the Greek government’s
incentive to enact reforms to gain popular support, leaving it free to pursue a
military solution. In contrast, the Soviet Union provided little assistance to the
Greek communists, leaving them at a severe disadvantage in the civil war.
The communist government of Yugoslavia provided the Greek guerrillas some
aid, but after the rift between the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia in 1948, the
Yugoslavs halted their aid. By 1949, government forces had triumphed.

Western Response to the Expansion of Soviet Power

The expansion of Soviet power and influence into Eastern Europe and the
Near East alarmed US and Western leaders. Aware that the Soviet Union was
too weak to risk a war, US leaders did not fear a Soviet attack, but rather that
communists and their allies could exploit socioeconomic dislocation to take
power. US policy makers assumed that regardless of how communist parties
gained control, they would align themselves with the Soviet Union and deny
Western companies and countries access to important raw materials, markets,
and investment opportunities. They also feared that Western European coun-
tries might expand economic controls that limited trade and investment or be
tempted to make trade deals with the Soviet Union that would open them to
increased Soviet influence. The result in either case could turn the global bal-
ance of power against the United States and its allies and eventually jeopar-
dize political and economic freedom in the United States.

To avoid such an outcome, US leaders believed they had to rebuild the
world economy, beginning with Western Europe. Economic growth would pre-
vent another depression and weaken the appeal of leftist groups. Air power
and atomic weapons would provide the shield behind which these measures
could be implemented without worrying about a preemptive Soviet attack.

To maintain its monopoly over atomic weapons, the United States developed
a plan calling for international control of atomic energy. Presented to the
United Nations in the summer of 1946 by Bernard Baruch, the US plan
allowed the United States to retain its atomic arsenal until an international
control system was fully functioning, thus preserving the US atomic monopoly
while preventing other nations from developing atomic weapons. The Baruch
Plan also required that the permanent members of the UN Security Council
give up their right of veto in matters relating to atomic energy, leaving the
Soviets with no way to protect themselves from the pro-US majority.
Convinced that the Soviet Union would not be able to develop atomic
weapons for many years, US officials refused to consider changes to their
plan, and the Soviets rejected it in December 1946.

Economic Problems in Western Europe

In 1947, economic recovery in Western Europe faltered as a result of an
unusually harsh winter, social unrest, political instability, and declining foreign
exchange reserves. Although wartime destruction was extensive, Western
Europe’s economic problems were largely due to trade and payments prob-
lems and political instability. German production had collapsed due to dis-
agreements among the occupying powers, and without German coal and man-
ufactured exports, other European nations turned to the United States for their
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needs. In addition, widespread destruction in Eastern Europe and its growing
isolation from the West cut off an important non-dollar source of food and raw
materials and an important market for European exports. Forced to turn to the
United States for food, fuel, and manufactured goods, Western Europe coun-
tries faced a dollar shortage—they needed imports from the United States but
were unable to earn the dollars necessary to pay for their needs.

To mobilize public support for aid to Europe, President Truman went before
Congress on March 12, 1947, and called for the global containment of com-
munism. US leaders saw communism as a strategic threat because of its con-
nections to Soviet power, and as an ideological and economic threat because
of its hostility to private property and free markets, institutions many
Americans linked to political freedom. Containment became a guiding principle
of US foreign policy. It provided an explanation for what was wrong in the
world, a prescription for what to do about it, and an ideological justification for
US actions.

In June 1947, US Secretary of State George Marshall announced a massive
program of economic assistance to Europe. Unlike later US aid programs,
most of the assistance was in the form of grants, which helped Western
Europe avoid debts that could impede recovery. Marshall Plan aid provided
the dollars participating countries needed to obtain the raw materials, fuel,
foodstuffs, and manufactured goods they needed for economic recovery. In
the process, it preserved markets for US exports.

US assistance allowed European governments to devote massive amounts
to reconstruction and to build support for capitalism by expanding the welfare
state, rather than requiring them to impose politically unacceptable and
socially divisive austerity programs. The United States also supported
European economic integration, believing that the creation of wider markets
would encourage economies of scale, spark technical innovation, and
increase productivity. A more productive and prosperous Europe would erode
the appeal of communist parties and ensure that Western Europe remained
capitalist and aligned with the United States.

The United States also sought to rebuild German economic strength, mak-
ing Germany eligible for Marshall Plan aid and leading the way in uniting the
three western occupation zones and moving them toward self-government.
To relieve Western European anxieties about reviving German power and
the danger of pre-emptive moves by the Soviet Union, the United States,
Great Britain, and ten other nations signed the North Atlantic Treaty in April
1949, which pledged its members to the common defense of Western
Europe.

Although the US offer to provide aid to Europe publicly included Eastern
Europe and the Soviet Union, US officials did not expect or desire Soviet par-
ticipation. They also calculated that the offer of US aid would force the
Soviets to choose between opening Eastern Europe to US influence or pay-
ing the political and economic costs of preventing Eastern Europe from partic-
ipating. The Soviets set up a new international organization of communist
parties, the Comiform, concluded a series of trade agreements with Eastern
Europe, and supported takeovers by communist parties in Hungary and
Czechoslovakia. They also accelerated the Stalinization of Eastern Europe by
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forcing the collectivization of agriculture, adopting economic plans that
favored heavy industry over consumption, and brutally repressing dissent.
Finally, the Soviets urged Western European communist parties to oppose
the Marshall Plan.

Soviet efforts to force ideological and political uniformity on Eastern Europe
led to a split between the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia in 1948. The Yugoslav
communists had come to power without Soviet assistance, and they insisted
on the right to determine their own domestic and foreign policies. The Soviet-
Yugoslav split led to a series of purges throughout the region in 1948-52 that
removed independent leaders from positions of authority.

Efforts by West European communists to disrupt the Marshall Plan failed
miserably and undermined popular support for those parties. The Soviet
imposition of a blockade on all land and water routes to Berlin in June 1948
to protest Western plans to unify and rebuild the three western zones of
Germany also failed. Rather than forcing the West to take Soviet interests
into account, the Berlin Blockade led to a Western airlift that won over
German public opinion and helped smooth the way for the creation of the
Federal Republic of Germany in September 1949. The Soviets ended their
blockade of Berlin in May 1949, and in October established the German
Democratic Republic in their occupation zone.



1. How did the United States try to maintain its monopoly over atomic weapons?

2. What was the impact of the Marshall Plan?
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The Third World

Before the Cold War, large parts of the Third World were colonies, and US
leaders were generally critical of colonialism because colonial powers often
excluded US companies from their colonies and because they believed that
colonialism created instability and radicalized independence movements.
After World War II, US leaders began to fear that the Soviets might be able to
expand their influence through alliances with national liberation movements or
in the turmoil that would accompany the end of colonial rule. While still favor-
ing independence as an ultimate goal, the United States began working more
closely with colonial powers to ensure that successor governments were con-
trolled by pro-Western elements.

US leaders believed that controlling access to the resources, markets, and
labor of the Third World was crucial to containing the Soviet Union, to main-
taining US leadership of the Western alliance, and to the economic health of
the United States, Western Europe, and Japan. In particular, US leaders
believed that the Third World provided the key to overcoming Europe’s dollar
shortage and to rebuilding Japan. US investment and imports of raw materi-
als would increase the flow of dollars to the Third World. Western Europe and
Japan, in turn, could obtain the dollars they needed from the Third World
through trade, taxation, and other means. These dollars would allow Western
Europe and Japan to purchase needed US inputs, thus promoting their
reconstruction and supporting prosperity in the United States.

Latin America

The Cold War also reinforced the long-standing US determination to main-
tain a sphere of influence in Latin America. The democratic discourse and
ideological rhetoric that inspired the struggle against fascism had also
inspired large numbers of Latin Americans, especially among the lower and
middle classes, to seek reform of their societies, and factory workers, min-
ers, and some rural laborers had organized and became politically active.
Reformist parties won elections in several countries, and in Ecuador,
Guatemala, El Salvador, Brazil, and Venezuela military or military-backed
dictatorships fell to broadly based reformist movements. These develop-
ments deeply distressed the region’s traditional and military elites, and
raised concerns in the United States, which had significant economic inter-
ests in Latin America and a long-standing interest in political stability in the
region. Between 1945 and 1948, US anticommunism and concerns about
US holdings in Latin America combined with elite hostility to political and
economic reform to close the window of opportunity for reform created by
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World War II. In a pattern common through the region, conservative groups
and their military allies replaced reformist governments, banned communist
parties, and repressed labor unions and peasant organizations.

Latin America’s turn to the right was closely related to the development strat-
egy promoted by the United States. In contrast to Western Europe, where
Marshall Plan aid allowed reform and recovery to proceed in tandem, the
United States rejected Latin American requests for economic assistance and
looked to the military and traditional elites to maintain a favorable climate for
foreign investment. To secure its influence in Latin America, the United
States sponsored a regional security pact, the Rio Treaty, in 1947 and a
regional organization, the Organization of American States, in 1948. Latin
American countries emphasized the nonintervention principles enshrined in
both organizations’ charters. The United States, in contrast, argued that the
charters permitted collective intervention to protect the Americas from exter-
nal threats and internal subversion.

Africa

The outbreak of the Cold War also affected African developments. Although
the war against fascism undermined racist justifications for colonial rule,
nationalist movements were not yet strong enough to challenge colonial
authority successfully. Italy forfeited its colonies of Ethiopia, Somalialand,
and Eritrea, but the major colonial powers—Great Britain, France, Belgium,
and Portugal—retained their colonies. In southern Africa, the United States
supported the colonial powers and the white minority government of the
Union of South Africa. These governments were US allies in the struggle
against communism, and southern Africa was rich in strategic minerals,
including uranium, the key raw material needed to build atomic bombs.
Although the United States strongly criticized the policy of apartheid institut-
ed by the Nationalist Party that took control of South Africa in 1948, it soon
forged a close security relationship with the strongly anticommunist regime
in order to maintain access to South Africa’s resources.

Japan and Asia

Japan played a central role in postwar Asia. Japanese expansion had
altered the course of the Chinese revolution and undermined Western colo-
nial rule in Southeast Asia. Japan’s defeat led to the independence of Korea
and the return of Taiwan to China. US efforts to rebuild Japan further affected
the history of the region. US forces had played the main role in the war
against Japan, and the United States excluded its allies from the postwar
occupation of Japan. Initially, the United States planned to transform Japan
by purging those elements responsible for the war and promoting democrati-
zation, demilitarization, and deconcentration of economic power. Early US-
sponsored reforms include reducing the political role of the emperor, extend-
ing the franchise, reforming land tenure, breaking up the giant financial and
industrial conglomerates that dominated Japan’s economy, and abolishing
the military.

In 1947, however, the United States reversed course and began emphasizing
economic reconstruction and political stability in Japan. The United States
wanted a regional ally in its struggle with the Soviet Union, and the civil war in
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China ruled out reliance on China to fill that role. The change in course halted
reform and led to the rehabilitation of old elites and institutions believed to be
necessary to re-establish political order and rebuild the economy. Most of the
earlier reforms stayed in place, including the ban on the military, which had
proved very popular with the Japanese people. As in the case of Germany,
US control of atomic weapons and over access to oil supplies allowed the
United States to foster the reconstruction of a former enemy without risking a
revival of Japanese aggression.

A rebuilt, industrial Japan would require access to food, raw materials, and
export markets. Japan had traditionally looked to East Asia for these things,
but postwar Asia was in turmoil. In Vietnam, the communists, led by Ho Chi
Minh, the best-known and most widely supported Vietnamese nationalist,
dominated the independence movement. Despite a strong communist pres-
ence, noncommunist nationalists were the leading forces in Indonesia’s strug-
gle for independence. Indonesia and Indochina, along with Malaya, were
important potential sources of dollar earnings for their colonial overlords, and
both were important sources of raw materials and markets for a rebuilding
Japan. Although Soviet involvement was minimal in both countries, Cold War
concerns deeply influenced the different outcomes. In Indonesia, the United
States pressured the Dutch to turn power over to the noncommunist national-
ists rather than risk radicalization of the independence movement. In Vietnam,
faced with the choice between an independence movement led by commu-
nists or the continuation of French colonial rule, the United States indirectly
supported the French war effort while urging the French to find and support
noncommunist Vietnamese nationalists.

Following the end of Japanese colonial rule, Korea had been rocked with
widespread violence. In the area north of the 38th parallel, Soviet occupation
forces had helped communist guerrilla leader Kim Il Sung to eliminate his
rivals and inaugurate a personal rule that lasted until his death in 1994.
Drawing on popular desires for change after thirty-five years of repressive
Japanese rule, Kim’s regime took control of industry and instituted a popular
land reform program. South of the dividing line, US occupation forces helped
conservative Koreans, led by Syngman Rhee, head off demands for reform
and crush their centrist and leftist opponents. The United States also helped
to set up, with UN approval, the Republic of Korea in September 1948 with
Rhee as president. The Soviets and Kim responded by announcing the for-
mation of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea with Kim in charge.
Soviet occupation forces withdrew from the north in December 1948, followed
by the exit of US occupation forces from the south six months later. Both
regimes claimed jurisdiction over all of Korea, and border skirmishes and
raids were common.

Revolutions in the Third World often combined a national struggle against
foreign domination with an internal struggle against repressive power struc-
tures put or kept in place by outside forces. In the Philippines, these two
aspects were separated when the United States granted the colony indepen-
dence in July 1946. Thus, when electoral fraud and the resistance of the
Filipino elite to land reform led to a rural rebellion led by elements of the
wartime resistance movement, the Philippine government, with US economic
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and military assistance, was able to defeat the insurgency. Similarly, the
British were able to defeat a communist-led insurgency supported by ethnic
Chinese in Malaya through a combination of military measures and promises
of independence. (In spite of US and British assistance, it took until the mid-
1950s to defeat the insurgents in both cases.)

Japanese expansion into China in the 1930s had interrupted the internal
struggle for power between the Nationalists, led by Chiang Kai-shek, and the
Communists, led by Mao Zedong. World War II cost around 12 million
Chinese their lives. After the defeat of Japan, the civil war resumed, with the
Communists, who had grown in strength because of their resistance to the
Japanese, gradually gaining the upper hand. The United States opposed a
communist victory, but the size of China, the corruption and incompetence of
the Nationalists, competing priorities in Europe, and the hope that once in
power Chinese communists would not be subservient to Soviet control,
argued against military intervention. Despite over $3 billion in US economic
and military assistance, the Communists triumphed and proclaimed the
establishment of the People’s Republic of China on October 1, 1949. Chiang
Kai-shek and what was left of his army and supporters retreated to the island
of Taiwan. Although the Soviets had given the Chinese communists little
assistance and a great deal of bad advice, Mao decided to lean to the left,
and in early 1950 signed a security and economic assistance agreement with
the Soviet Union.

The Communist victory in China came at a time when economic recovery
was faltering in Western Europe and Japan and when the US economy was
experiencing its first economic downturn. In addition, the Soviets successfully
tested an atomic bomb in August 1949. Faced with the end of their atomic
monopoly, economic problems at home and abroad, and instability in the
Third World, US leaders feared that the global distribution of power could turn
against the “free world.”

In early 1950, President Truman, having already ordered increased produc-
tion of atomic bombs, decided to accelerate development of thermonuclear
weapons, whose destructive potential was many times greater than existing
atomic weapons. Truman also ordered a study of overall US force require-
ments, which resulted in National Security Council document number 68
(NSC-68). NSC-68 painted the Soviet Union as a relentlessly aggressive
adversary that had only been prevented from expanding beyond the areas it
controlled as a result of World War II by US military superiority. With its atomic
monopoly gone, the United States and its allies faced the prospect of renewed
communist offensives. To prevent this from happening, NSC-68 called for a
rapid and expensive build-up of US military power.

Implementing NSC-68 would require tripling US military spending. Although
Truman and his advisers agreed with its recommendations, they worried
about the economic impact and were concerned that Congress might resist
such a huge increase. On June 25, 1950, however, the US political climate
changed when North Korean forces invaded South Korea.



1. How did the outbreak of the Cold War affect US policy toward decolonization?

2. How did the rise and fall of the Japanese Empire affect the Cold War
in Asia?
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Korea was already on the brink of civil war when the north attacked in June
1950. Recent research has revealed that in the spring of 1950, Stalin, after
rejecting previous pleas by Kim for Soviet approval and help in taking over
the south, agreed to supply the necessary military assistance, provided Kim
gained Chinese approval. The Chinese, who had earlier in the year allowed
several thousand Koreans who had served in the Red Army during China’s
civil war to return to Korea with their arms, agreed. A communist-controlled
Korea would help both the Soviets and the Chinese secure their borders in
northeast Asia and improve their strategic situation vis-à-vis the United
States and a rebuilding Japan.

Whether Stalin and Mao acted out of confidence that the global balance of
forces was moving in their favor or out of concern over a resurgent Japan and
a prospective US military build-up is not clear. US leaders assumed that the
North Korean attack was part of a Soviet plan to test Western resolve. Failure
to respond, they warned, would undermine the credibility of US commitments
and encourage neutralism. The Truman administration quickly sent forces to
aid the beleaguered South Koreans, who were unable to resist the northern
onslaught. The United States also secured a mandate from the United Nations
to aid South Korea because of the absence of the Soviet representative on the
Security Council, who was protesting the UN refusal to allow the People’s
Republic of China to hold China’s place on the Security Council.

Surprised by the US response, the Soviets, who had provided not only mili-
tary equipment but operational plans and some air support, carefully avoided
overt, large-scale involvement in the war. The Chinese, on the other hand,
decided to intervene in the fall of 1950 after UN forces, commanded by US
General Douglas MacArthur, invaded North Korea and ignored Chinese warn-
ings not to approach the PRC’s border with North Korea. After heavy fighting,
the battle lines stabilized in the spring of 1951. When an armistice was finally
arranged in July 1953, over 3 million people had lost their lives and much of
Korea lay in ruins. The dividing line between the two Koreas remained at the
38th parallel, but the Cold War had changed dramatically.

In addition to causing massive death and destruction, the war in Korea
heightened tensions between the Soviet Union and the United States,
increased military spending, exacerbated the nuclear arms race, solidified the
division of the world by creating military as well as political and economic
blocs, and increased Soviet-American competiton in the Third World.

In Europe, the United States sought to promote economic growth, political
reform, and alignment with the United States. These goals were interrelated:
economic growth helped to support democratic politics, and economic growth
and democratic reforms helped to build political support for international
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alignment with the United States. The links were especially apparent in West
Germany, where increased US military spending, in combination with existing
spare capacity and abundant labor, helped to launch the postwar German
economic miracle.

The Korean War led to the transformation of the North Atlantic Treaty from a
political alliance to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) with an
integrated military command. NATO not only allowed Western European
nations to work together in their common defense, but made it very difficult
for member states to engage in military conflict with each other. Although ini-
tial efforts to rearm West Germany in the wake of the Korean War failed,
West Germany became a member of NATO in 1955 after accepting limits on
its possession of atomic, biological, and chemical weapons. German integra-
tion into Western defense structures mirrored the increasing integration of
West Germany into a wider European economy through such mechanisms as
the European Coal and Steel Community in 1950 and the creation of the
European Economic Community, or Common Market, in 1957.

The reconstruction, reform, and integration of Western Europe into a US-led
alliance contrasted sharply with Soviet efforts to build a reliable sphere of
influence in Eastern Europe. After Stalin’s death in March 1953, his succes-
sors sought to relax economic and political controls and allow greater scope
to national Communists. In East Germany, anti-Soviet riots broke out in East
Berlin in the spring of 1953 and soon spread to the rest of the country, forcing
the Soviets to resort to military force to maintain control. In these circum-
stances, reform efforts in the rest of the region made limited progress.

In 1955, the Soviets reacted to West German entry into NATO by creating
the Warsaw Pact, thus formalizing their military ties with their Eastern
European allies. At the same time, the Soviets agreed to withdraw their occu-
pation forces from their zone in Austria in exchange for US, British, and
French withdrawal from their zones and neutralization of Austria. After Soviet
leader Nikita Khrushchev sought to initiate a process of de-Stalinization both
at home and in Eastern Europe in 1956, the result was unrest in Poland and
Hungary. Polish Communists headed off Soviet intervention through a combi-
nation of resistance and accommodation to the key Soviet demand that
Poland remain in the Warsaw Pact. The Hungarians almost negotiated a sim-
ilar arrangement, but fear that the reform Communists in power in Hungary
would be unable to control the situation and keep Hungary in the Warsaw
Pact led to Soviet military intervention in Hungary in early November 1956
and the crushing of the Hungarian resistance.

The Soviet intervention in Hungary dealt a severe blow to the prestige of the
Soviet Union and communism in general. In many countries, Communist
party membership shrank. In addition to military force, the Soviets began sub-
sidizing the economies of their East European allies in an attempt to strength-
en their sphere of influence in Eastern Europe. Soviet control remained
shaky, however, especially in East Germany, where the presence of the
divided city of Berlin provided an escape route for thousands of discontented
East Germans.

Fearing collapse of the Communist regime in East Germany, the Soviets
threatened to turn over control of their sector of Berlin and the access routes
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to the city to the East German government. The Western allies refused to
accept this change, and the Soviets backed down. In August 1961, however,
the Soviets sought to stop a growing exodus of East Germans by construct-
ing a wall between their sector in Berlin and the Western sector. Although the
Berlin Wall effectively ended mass emigration from East Germany, it was an
ideological defeat of massive proportions for the Soviet Union and world com-
munism, a symbol of the inability of the Soviet-supported regime to win the
loyalty of its citizens.

East Asia was also divided. In Japan, as in Germany, the United States
sought to promote economic growth, political reform, and alignment with the
United States. Japan also experienced rapid economic growth in the 1950s,
spurred, as in Germany, by US military spending, in particular the practice of
purchasing needed military equipment and supplies overseas. Japan’s poli-
tics had been liberalized by the US-imposed constitution in 1947, but in con-
trast to Germany, one party, the conservative Liberal-Democratic party, domi-
nated Japanese politics. Japan’s constitution forbid rearmament, but Japan
was integrated into the US defense system through a security treaty with the
United States, which gave US forces access to important military bases in
Japan and Okinawa.

The Korean War disrupted Chinese plans to invade Nationalist-controlled
Taiwan, but the Chinese Communist Party used the war to consolidate its con-
trol over mainland China by ruthlessly repressing dissent. The performance of
the Red Army in the war earned China respect, especially in the Third World,
where the Chinese model of revolutionary war based on the peasantry res-
onated in similar societies. Although Stalin failed to provide Chinese forces
with promised air support, the Soviets furnished the Chinese with extensive
military and economic assistance, which continued after the war. In 1954, the
Soviets backed the People’s Republic when the Red Army began shelling
Nationalist-controlled islands close to the mainland, and in 1955, Soviet leader
Khrushchev promised to help the Chinese develop atomic weapons.

During 1958, however, the Soviets began to reconsider their policy toward
China. The Great Leap Forward, an effort to accelerate industrialization and
self-reliance by militarizing the economy, backfired and resulted in a famine
and 20 to 30 million deaths. The Chinese, in part to mobilize support for the
Great Leap Forward, intentionally risked war with the United States by renew-
ing shelling of the Nationalist-controlled offshore islands in August 1958.
Stung by Chinese criticism of his efforts to improve relations with the United
States and concerned over the international impact of China’s brutal repres-
sion of Tibet and increasing tensions with India, Khrushchev halted nuclear
collaboration with the People’s Republic in August 1959. In July 1960, he
decided to withdraw all Soviet military and technical advisers from China.

The Sino-Soviet split eventually had a dramatic impact on the global balance
of power, but its initial impact was muted by US fears that it might be a sham
or, at best, only temporary. In addition, Chinese hostility to the West and
Chinese support for wars of national liberation precluded a Sino-American
alliance against the Soviets. Indeed, to many US policy makers, China
seemed a more dangerous foe than the Soviet Union.

Finally, the Korean War fueled the arms race between the United States and



L
E
C
T
U
R
E

30

the Soviet Union. In the United States, military spending tripled during the
war and remained at historically high levels throughout the 1950s. Only a
small part of this increase was directly related to the war in Korea. Most went
to counter Soviet forces in Europe. US leaders believed that a rough balance
of power in Europe, coupled with overall US strategic superiority would
extend deterrence and preserve US freedom of action all over the world. To
maintain its lead in nuclear weapons, the United States accelerated its efforts
to develop a hydrogen bomb. In October 1952, the United States tested a
powerful thermonuclear device, and the US atomic arsenal grew from around
1,000 warheads in 1953 to around 18,000 in 1960.

Until the deployment of the long-range B-52 bomber in the late 1950s and
land and submarine-based long-range missiles in late 1959, US forces could
not reach the Soviet Union from the mainland United States. Thus, overseas
bases were crucial to US strategy. In the wake of the Korean War, the United
States expanded its system of overseas bases, so that by the 1960s the
United States had over 375 major bases in foreign countries, enabling it to
project power deep inside Soviet and Chinese territory.

The Korean War also led to a build-up of Soviet conventional forces, though
Stalin’s successors began cutting conventional forces in 1955. The Soviets
continued to develop nuclear weapons and tested a small thermonuclear
bomb in August 1953 and a hydrogen bomb in November 1955. The Soviets
also developed long-range bombers, theoretically capable of reaching the
United States from Soviet territory on one-way missions. Despite US fears of
a “bomber gap,” the Soviets deployed relatively few long-range bombers,
concentrating instead on the development of ballistic missiles. These efforts
paid off when the Soviets successfully tested an intercontinental ballistic mis-
sile in August 1957 and launched an earth-orbiting satellite, Sputnik, in
October 1957.

The potential military implications were alarming. A missile powerful enough
and accurate enough to launch a satellite into orbit could also carry a nuclear
warhead from the Soviet Union to the United States. There was no known
means of defending against ballistic missiles, so the Soviet achievement
raised fears that the Soviets might be capable of launching a devastating sur-
prise attack on the United States that would eliminate its ability to strike back.
In addition, the Soviet ability to attack the United States directly raised con-
cerns that the United States might hesitate to respond to a Soviet convention-
al attack on Western Europe, because doing so would risk a Soviet attack on
the United States.

Despite public fears of a missile gap, the United States retained a formidable
nuclear arsenal with massive land and sea-based forces in the United States
and on bases near Soviet borders. Information provided by U-2 spy planes
and other sources revealed that the Soviets were not deploying large num-
bers of the new missiles. Finally, the United States was ahead in the develop-
ment of a new generation of solid-fueled, land, and sea-based intercontinen-
tal missiles that would maintain the US lead and deter any Soviet attack. The
new generation of weapons began to be deployed in late 1959. Shortly
before the Kennedy administration took office in January 1961, a new satel-
lite-based surveillance program removed any lingering doubts about US
strategic superiority.L
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1. What effect did the war in Korea have on relations between the United
States and the Soviet Union?

2. What is meant by the “missile gap”?
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Developments in the Third World were an important source of Cold War ten-
sions in the 1950s. Most of the crises in the Third World in this period grew
out of colonialism or other issues that predated the Cold War. Nevertheless,
the intrusion of the Cold War exacerbated local and regional struggles for
power as groups in the Third World sought external support and the super-
powers sought allies.

US leaders were well aware of the importance of the Third World, and
American officials deployed US power to ensure that the markets, raw materi-
als, and strategic locations of the Third World remained accessible to Western
Europe and Japan as well as to the United States. The Soviet Union, in con-
trast, was relatively slow in seizing the opportunities offered by the Third
World’s revolt against the West. Only after the Chinese Revolution did the
Soviets try to harness Third World nationalism for their global advantage.

The First Indochina Crisis

Although the Vietnamese independence movement, the Viet Minh, was com-
munist-led and supported by the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of
China, the war in Vietnam was at its heart a struggle against outside domina-
tion. The United States, though urging the French to grant independence to
Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, indirectly supported the French effort to
regain control of their colonies because of concerns about the stability of the
French government, and a desire to maintain access to Southeast Asian raw
materials and markets for European and Japanese reconstruction. Just
before the outbreak of the Korean War, the United States decided to extend
direct military assistance to France, and by 1954, the United States was pay-
ing for around 80 percent of the French war effort.

Despite US aid, the French were unable to defeat the Viet Minh. After a dis-
astrous defeat at Dien Bien Phu in the spring of 1954, the French, tired of the
costly and unpopular struggle, negotiated a settlement at an international
conference held in Geneva from May to July. The Geneva settlement provid-
ed for the independence of Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam, with Vietnam
divided temporarily at the 17th parallel to facilitate the peaceful regrouping of
French and Viet Mihn forces to the south and north respectively. The
Democratic Republic of Vietnam, established by the Viet Minh in 1950, would
be in control in the north, while the pro-Western State of Vietnam would con-
trol the south. Internationally supervised elections to reunify the country were
scheduled to take place in two years.

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is David S. Painter’s The Cold
War: An International History, Chapter 3: “Competition and Coexist-
ence, 1950–62.”
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Although the Eisenhower administration had decided against using military
force to rescue the French forces trapped at Dien Bien Phu, it was not ready
to accept what it regarded as a communist victory in Southeast Asia. To draw
the line against further communist gains, the United States sponsored the for-
mation of the Southeast Asian Treaty Organization (SEATO), which pledged
its members—the United States, Great Britain, France, Australia, New
Zealand, Pakistan, Thailand, and the Philippines—to resist communist aggres-
sion in the region. Though not members, Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam south
of the 17th parallel were included in the area under SEATO’s protection.

Inside Vietnam, the United States sought to build up a noncommunist gov-
ernment under the leadership of Ngo Dinh Diem, a prominent noncommunist
nationalist. US aid, and the support of the nearly 900,000 anticommunist
Vietnamese who fled the North, enabled Diem to gain control of the south.
Convinced that Viet Minh leader Ho Chi Minh would easily win reunification
elections, the United States, which had refused to sign the Geneva agree-
ments, supported Diem’s decision not to participate in the planned elections.

Preoccupied with consolidating their control of the North, the Viet Minh
protested Diem’s decision but took no action. The Soviet Union and the PRC
were also not prepared to go beyond verbal protests. Diem’s persecution of
his opponents and his reversal of Viet Minh-implemented land reforms soon
led to the revival of armed resistance. In 1960, Viet Minh members who had
remained in the south, supported by their comrades in the North, organized a
broadly based National Liberation Front and embarked on a political and mili-
tary struggle to overthrow Diem and reunify Vietnam.

Iran

Although the Cold War heightened Western anxieties about political and
economic change in the Middle East, the crises in the region in the 1950s
grew out of Western attempts to maintain their position against indigenous
threats rather than from Soviet actions. The United States imported only
small amounts of oil from the Middle East, but its allies in Western Europe
and Japan increasingly looked to the region for the oil that was becoming
essential to their economies.

In the spring of 1951, Iran nationalized the British-owned Anglo-Iranian Oil
Company (AIOC). AIOC’s Iranian operations were Britain’s most valuable
overseas asset, and the British feared that if Iran succeeded in taking over
the company, all of Britain’s overseas investments would be jeopardized. US
policy makers shared British concerns about the impact of nationalization on
foreign investment, but they feared that British use of force to reverse nation-
alization could result in turmoil in Iran that could undercut the position of the
shah, boost the prospects of the pro-Soviet Tudeh party, and might even
result in intervention by the Soviets at Iranian invitation. In addition, the crisis
broke out in the midst of the Korean War, making US policy makers extreme-
ly reluctant to risk another confrontation. Therefore, the United States urged
the British to try to reach a negotiated settlement that preserved as much of
their position as possible. The British, however, preferred to stand on their
rights and force Iran to give in by organizing an international boycott of
Iranian oil and attempting to manipulate Iranian politics.
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US efforts to mediate a settlement failed, as did less public attempts to con-
vince the shah to remove nationalist prime minister Mohammad Mossadeq.
By 1953, the oil boycott had sharply reduced Iran’s export earnings and deci-
mated government revenues. In addition, British and US involvement in
Iranian internal affairs exacerbated the polarization of Iranian politics. Finally,
the end of the Korean War and the completion of the US military build-up
allowed a more aggressive posture toward Iran. Fearing that Mossadeq might
displace the shah and that Tudeh influence was increasing, the United States
and Britain organized, financed, and directed a coup that removed Mossadeq
and installed a government willing to reach an oil settlement on Western
terms. Following the coup, US economic and military assistance helped the
shah to establish a royal dictatorship, ending the progress Iran had been
making toward a more representative government. Iranian nationalism, in
turn, veered from liberalism and secularism, laying the groundwork for the
fundamental rupture in Iranian-American relations that followed the Iranian
revolution of 1978–1979.

The Suez Crisis and the Middle East

The Iranian crisis combined Cold War concerns with efforts by a Third World
country to gain greater control over its internal affairs and its economic life.
Similarly, the Suez crisis of 1956 grew out of Egyptian efforts to assert their
independence and to play a larger role in the Middle East. After Egypt turned
to the Soviet bloc for arms in 1955, the United States and Great Britain with-
drew their support from an Egyptian plan to construct
a massive dam on the Nile River at Aswan. Egyptian nationalist leader Gamal
Abdel Nasser responded by nationalizing the British- and French-owned Suez
Canal Company in July 1956. The Suez Canal was a major artery of interna-
tional trade, and the British viewed Nasser’s action as a challenge to their
weakening position in the Middle East and the world.

Together with the French, who resented Nasser’s support for Algerian rebels,
and the Israelis, who felt threatened by Egyptian support for guerrilla attacks
on their territory, the British developed a complex scheme to recapture control
of the canal through military action. Hoping to neutralize US opposition, they
attacked in late October on the eve of the US presidential election. Outraged
at not being consulted and deeply concerned about the negative impact on the
Western position in the Middle East, the United States opposed the Anglo-
French-Israeli action at the United Nations and used its economic power to
force them to withdraw their forces.

Although the Soviets, who were busy dealing with Poland and Hungary, did
little more than issue threats against the attackers, the United States feared
that anti-Western sentiment in the Middle East could lead to a dangerous
increase in Soviet influence in the region. In March 1957, Congress approved
a resolution pledging US economic and military assistance to friendly Middle
Eastern states and authorizing the use of US military forces to protect nations
against communist-supported aggression. Although the Eisenhower Doctrine
focused on Soviet expansion, the main thrust of US policy was to contain
Nasser and radical Arab nationalism by providing aid and guarantees of pro-
tection to conservative, pro-Western regimes. After a coup led by radical army
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officers overthrew the pro-Western monarchy in Iraq in July 1958, the United
States sent more than 14,000 troops to Lebanon to prevent the overthrow of
the pro-Western government there. At the same time, the British sent troops to
Jordan to bolster the pro-Western monarchy. Although Iraq’s new leader soon
turned to domestic communists for support and received aid from the Soviet
Union, the United States and Britain did not send troops to Iraq. Rivalry
between Egypt and Iraq for leadership of the Arab world lessened the threat
that Arab nationalism posed to Western interests.

Cuba and Latin America

The key issue in Latin America was what internal political and economic
arrangements and external ties would best ensure political stability and eco-
nomic development. These issues involved the United States, because US
leaders had long sought to control the pace and scope of political and eco-
nomic change in Latin America and to regulate the region’s relations with non-
hemispheric powers. During the 1950s, the United States sought to maintain
its influence in Latin America by strengthening its ties with the region’s military
establishments.

World War II had briefly opened a window of opportunity for political and eco-
nomic reform in Latin America. Most of the reform movements that came to
power in 1944 and 1945 had fallen within a few years. In Guatemala, howev-
er, the reformist government survived, despite the hostility of the upper class-
es, the United States, and the US-owned United Fruit Company, which domi-
nated Guatemala’s economy. In 1950, Jacobo Arbenz, a reform-minded mili-
tary officer, was elected president in free elections. Two years later, Arbenz’s
government enacted land-reform legislation that expropriated several thou-
sand acres of United Fruit property. Arbenz’s actions confirmed US suspicions
that Guatemala was in danger of slipping under communist control. In fact,
despite the presence of individual communists in Arbenz’s inner circle of
advisers and in some government agencies, there were only a handful of com-
munists in the legislature, and the army remained free from communist influ-
ence. Moreover, the Soviet Union took little interest in Guatemala.

Although the receipt of a shipment of arms from the Soviet Union in May
1954 provided the United States with the opportunity to condemn Guatemala
before the Organization of American States, the United States had already
undertaken measures to overthrow Arbenz. The CIA organized, financed, and
supported an attack on Guatemala by a small exile army as part of a larger
plan to intimidate the Guatemalan army into removing Arbenz. The plan suc-
ceeded, and the leader of the exile army was installed as the new president of
Guatemala. The new government reversed Arbenz’s reforms and inaugurated
forty years of repressive rule by a succession of military or military-dominated
governments that cost over 100,000 Guatemalans their lives.

The Cuban revolution, like the revolution in Guatemala, began as a broadly
based indigenous struggle against a corrupt, repressive, US-supported dicta-
tor. The revolution in Cuba came at a time when the United States was trying
to adjust to the overthrow of several Latin American military governments and
the rise of anti-American sentiment in Latin America, and US leaders were
concerned about how Latin Americans would react to open US support for
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Cuban dictator Fulgencio Batista. Although the collapse of Batista’s regime
caught the United States by surprise, US officials were confident that they
could control Cuban developments due to the dependence of the Cuban econ-
omy on the United States and the presence of a large, pro-US middle class.
Instead, the United States lost control of events in Cuba, and the intersection
of revolutionary nationalism in the Third World and the arms race produced
the most dangerous crisis of the Cold War era.



37

1. Why did Britain fear an Iranian takeover of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company?

2. What prompted the Suez crisis of 1956?
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Although the Cuban Missile Crisis has been the object of intense scholarly
attention for decades, a large amount of new information has become avail-
able in recent years. This new information has changed the way most schol-
ars understand the crisis, but these new views have not yet affected popular
perceptions of the crisis and its outcome. Rather than a simple case of Soviet
aggression, scholars now recognize that US hostility toward the Cuban
Revolution and the huge US lead in the arms race were key factors prompt-
ing Soviet leaders to deploy nuclear missiles to Cuba. Scholars also question
whether the conduct of the crisis should be seen as a successful case of cri-
sis management demonstrating the triumph of resolve and the importance of
strategic superiority. Instead of celebrating US pressure on the Soviet Union,
many scholars praise both Kennedy and Khrushchev for recognizing that
there would be no winners in a nuclear war and insisting on a peaceful solu-
tion. Recent scholarship has also emphasized the role of chance, pointing out
how close matters came to getting out of hand at various points in the crisis
because of lack of information and misunderstanding. Finally, while the crisis
led to reduced tensions and progress in arms control, it also contributed to
US overconfidence and increased involvement in the Third World, especially
Vietnam, and led the Soviets to increase their military spending so they would
never again be in such a position of strategic inferiority.

The Bay of Pigs

Although the United States had a long history of intervening in the internal
affairs of Cuba, the Eisenhower Administration, while concerned, did not inter-
vene directly when Cuban dictator Fulgencio Batista’s pro-US regime col-
lapsed in December 1958 and revolutionary forces led by Fidel Castro took
power. US policy makers believed that the Cuban military, Cuba’s large, pro-
American middle class, and US economic leverage would provide them ample
means to influence the new government.

The new Cuban government’s desire for land and other reforms quickly ran
up against the reality of US control of the Cuban economy. The new govern-
ment enacted a land reform program in May 1959, legalized the Communist
Party, and publicly executed many Batista supporters. As relations deteriorat-
ed, the United States found that its traditional means of influencing Cuba no
longer worked. Castro set up a new military under his control, large numbers
of middle-class Cubans fled to the United States, and Cuba turned to the
Soviet Union for economic assistance, signing a trade agreement in February
1960. The Eisenhower administration had already decided in November 1959
that Castro had to go. Planning for his ousting began in January 1960, and in
March 1960, President Eisenhower approved a CIA plan to remove Castro. In

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Sheldon M. Stern’s The Week
the World Stood Still: Inside the Secret Cuban Missile Crisis.
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June 1960, the United States suspended Cuba’s sugar quota, and in October
enacted a trade embargo. Meanwhile, the Soviets had begun arms shipments
to Cuba. In January 1961, the United States broke off relations with Cuba.

In an attempt to repeat its 1954 success in Guatemala, the CIA organized
an invasion force of Cuban exiles and landed them at the Bay of Pigs in
Cuba in April 1961, hoping that this would set off an uprising against the
Castro regime. The plan failed disastrously. The popularity of the revolution’s
reforms, Cuban nationalism, and Castro’s control of the army enabled Cuba
to rout the invaders. Determined not to reveal the US role in the invasion,
President Kennedy refused to send in US forces to save the exile force.

The Looming Crisis

Following the Bay of Pigs, Castro tightened his ties with the Soviet Union,
and in December 1961 announced that he was a Marxist-Leninist. The
United States continued its efforts to reverse the Cuban Revolution sponsor-
ing such actions as a covert sabotage program designed to cripple the
Cuban economy, assassination plots against Castro and other Cuban lead-
ers, diplomatic efforts to isolate Cuba, and military maneuvers that seemed
to point to a US invasion.

At the same time it was dealing with the Cuban Revolution, the United
States was building up its armed forces. After taking office, President
Kennedy, who had charged that the Eisenhower administration had allowed
the Soviets to gain a dangerous lead in the arms race, convinced Congress
to fund a sharp increase in defense spending, including a doubling of the
Polaris submarine missile program and the Minuteman solid-fueled missile
program. The result was a massive US lead in strategic forces. The US build-
up also included significant increases in US conventional forces, including the
deployment in Europe of several thousand nuclear weapons and the develop-
ment of counterinsurgency forces to deal with instability in the Third World.
The result was overwhelming US strategic superiority. In October 1961, a
senior US Department of Defense official pointed out that the arsenal the
United States would have left after a Soviet first strike greatly exceeded the
forces the Soviets would possess before such an attack. Indeed, it appeared
that the United States had developed sufficient forces for a successful first
strike against the Soviet Union.

Recent research has revealed that a key reason that Soviet leader Nikita
Khrushchev decided to deploy medium- and intermediate-range ballistic mis-
siles with nuclear warheads in Cuba in the spring of 1962 was to deter a US
attack on Cuba. Losing Cuba would highlight the political consequences of
strategic inferiority and could embolden elements in the United States that
advocated rolling back communism everywhere in the world. Putting missiles
in Cuba promised a quick and inexpensive fix to the problem of strategic infe-
riority. The Soviets worried that the US military build-up meant that the United
States was planning to attack them or at the least hoping to intimidate them
into inaction while it attacked their allies. Missiles in Cuba would make a suc-
cessful US first strike almost impossible and would help compensate for the
problems the Soviets were having developing reliable ICBMs. Soviet missiles
in Cuba would also be a psychological counter to US missiles in Turkey. In
addition, the deployment would allow Khrushchev to continue cutting Soviet
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military spending without sacrificing Soviet security. Finally, Khrushchev
believed that ending the sharp disparity in strategic weapons would force the
United States to treat the Soviet Union with respect and allow for negotiated
solutions to such dangerous problems as Berlin.

Khrushchev’s Gamble

Convinced that the United States would prevent an open deployment, the
Soviets tried to deceive the United States about the missiles until they were
installed. Although President Kennedy had warned the Soviets that the United
States would not tolerate nuclear weapons in Cuba, Khrushchev believed that
once the missiles were in place, the United States would accept the situation.

Khrushchev’s gamble almost led to disaster in October 1962 when the
United States discovered the deception. President Kennedy interpreted the
Soviet move as an intolerable challenge to the political, as well as the strate-
gic, status quo. Accepting Soviet missiles in Cuba after he had warned
repeatedly that he would not allow it would, in his opinion, be a blow to US
prestige and credibility and would undermine the faith of US allies in US com-
mitments. In particular, US officials linked the Soviet move in Cuba to the sit-
uation in Berlin, suspecting that the Soviets hoped to force the Western allies
out of West Berlin. Although not numerous or capable enough to upset the
overall strategic balance, much less give the Soviets a first-strike capability,
the forty-two missiles sent to Cuba significantly increased the Soviet Union’s
ability to strike targets in the United States.

Angry at the Soviets for deceiving him, convinced that he would be removed
from office if he failed to take action, and concerned that the Soviets would
drag out negotiations until the missiles were operational, Kennedy publicly
demanded that the Soviets remove the missiles. To force the Soviets to
meet his demand, he announced a blockade of Cuba, hoping to prevent
the arrival of nuclear warheads. Kennedy held in reserve the option of “taking
out” the missile sites through air strikes alone or in combination with an inva-
sion of Cuba. There was no guarantee that air strikes would eliminate all the
missiles before any could be launched, and both airstrikes and an invasion
risked escalation into full scale, and potentially devastating, warfare with the
Soviet Union. We now know that the Soviets had thousands of troops in Cuba
armed with tactical nuclear weapons, so a US attack would have led to signifi-
cant casualties and could easily have escalated into a global confrontation.

For several intense days, the world was poised on the brink of disaster as
lack of information and misunderstanding exacerbated the problem of mis-
trust. Recent research has revealed that the downing of a U-2 spy plane dur-
ing the crisis, which almost led to a US military response, was not a Soviet
signal to the United States, but rather the result of a decision by the local
Soviet commander. Similarly, some of the submarines that accompanied
Soviet ships stopped by the US blockade carried nuclear-tipped torpedos,
which they might have used when forced to surface by the US Navy. In addi-
tion, the KGB agent in Washington who conveyed ideas about a solution was
working on his own and not at the behest of his superiors in Moscow. Finally,
Kennedy and Khrushchev reached agreement on a settlement that led to the
removal of the missiles as well as several thousand Soviet combat troops



and Soviet-supplied tactical bombers in exchange for ending the blockade
and a US pledge not to invade Cuba. Secretly, the United States also agreed
to remove its missiles in Turkey, which were, in any event, obsolete.

The United States maintained its economic and political sanctions against
Cuba, but refrained from invading Cuba. The Soviets, for their part, kept their
pledge not to deploy nuclear weapons in Cuba, and Castro remained in power.
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1. What events led to the Bay of Pigs invasion?

2. Why did Khrushchev deploy ballistic missiles in Cuba in the Spring
of 1962?
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During the 1960s, the United States intensified its support of anticommunist
governments and groups in the Third World, combining calls for economic
development and political reform with increased military assistance, extensive
covert activities, and, in the case of Vietnam and the Dominican Republic,
direct military intervention.

Upheaval in Latin America

The Cuban Revolution highlighted the potential for revolutionary upheaval
in Latin America. Although conditions varied widely in the region, Latin
America suffered from an extremely uneven distribution of wealth, glaring
inequality in land ownership, widespread poverty, unstable export prices,
and limited capital investment. To make matters worse, conservative elites
and their military backers opposed social, economic, and political reform.

US policy toward Latin America in the 1960s reflected two divergent views of
what had happened in Cuba. One view argued that poverty, repression, and
lack of reform had led to revolution. The other maintained that Castro had
come to power because the Cuban military had collapsed. According to the
first view, the way to prevent future revolutions was to promote economic
development and political reform. Adherents of the second view believed that
the way to prevent communists from taking power was to build up Latin
America’s armed forces.

Through the Alliance for Progress, the United States provided Latin America
with increased economic assistance, mostly loans rather than grants as
under the Marshall Plan, and called for economic and political reforms.
Although economic growth in per capita terms increased, and most countries
improved their infrastructure, the problems of inequality remained, and com-
mercialization of agriculture undercut land reform efforts. Rather than a con-
solidation of democracy, the 1960s witnessed a rash of military coups, in part
because increased US military assistance greatly enhanced the capabilities
of the region’s military establishments. Although the United States initially crit-
icized military takeovers, the US government increasingly began to view mili-
tary regimes as bulwarks against instability and revolution, and soon aban-
doned its emphasis on economic and political reform, instead focusing on
opposing communism, protecting US investment, and promoting economic
growth. By the end of the decade, most Latin Americans lived under right-
wing authoritarian governments.

The new policy was first evident in Brazil, where the United States encour-
aged and supported opponents of the center-left regime and welcomed its
overthrow by the military officers in the spring of 1964. The new regime
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crushed political parties, trade unions, and peasant groups, and sought to
promote economic development through a triple alliance of state, private, and
foreign investment.

In 1965, the United States sent over 28,000 troops to the Dominican
Republic when the Dominican military proved unable to defeat a popular
revolt aimed at reinstating the constitutionally elected president, whom the
military had ousted in 1963. President Johnson justified the intervention by
asserting that the United States would not permit any nation in the Western
Hemisphere to fall to communism.

The Middle East

Turmoil in the Middle East was largely due to such regional problems as the
Arab-Israeli dispute and inter-Arab rivalries, and internal problems like pover-
ty, ethnic and religious divisions, and repressive governments. The main
Soviet objective in the Middle East was to limit US military bases in the
region, given the region’s proximity to the Soviet Union’s southern borders.
The primary US interest in the Middle East was oil. Although the United
States imported only small amounts of oil from the region, Western Europe
and Japan had by the 1960s become heavily dependent on oil imports from
the Middle East. The United States was also deeply committed to the security
of Israel.

Their divergent interests led the United States and the Soviet Union to sup-
port and arm different sides in the regional disputes. The Soviets backed radi-
cal Arab regimes that were anti-Western as well as hostile to Israel. In addition
to supporting the conservative monarchical regimes of the region’s major oil-
producing countries, the United States increasingly began to view Israel as an
ally against the Soviet Union and its clients. After the Israeli victory in the 1967
war, the Soviets increased military and economic assistance to Egypt, Iraq,
and Syria, and the United States became the chief arms supplier to Israel.

Africa

The Cold War also continued to influence developments in Africa. After
Belgium abruptly granted the Congo independence in July 1960, civil war
broke out in the central African nation. Fearing the potential for Soviet
involvement, the United States worked with the United Nations to end the
fighting. The United States also intervened covertly, bribing legislators,
financing white mercenaries, and paving the way for Joseph Mobutu, a pro-
Western military officer to take power. After the end of the independence
wave of the early 1960s, the key issues were the future of Portugal’s colonies
and the white minority regimes in South Africa and Rhodesia. While aware
that white racism and repression radicalized black Africans, US officials
feared that turning power over to the black majority in the remaining strong-
holds of white supremacy risked opening the door to communist influence.
The United States also had important strategic and economic interests in
southern Africa, especially in strategic minerals, and US officials were reluc-
tant to oppose Portugal’s efforts to hold on to its colonies for fear of losing
access to vital airfields in the Portuguese Azores. Although the Soviets main-
tained ties to radical groups in Southern Africa, the Portuguese and the white
minority regimes in South Africa and Rhodesia were able to stay in power.
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Vietnam

US involvement in Vietnam began in the late 1940s as an attempt to shore
up a beleaguered France and to secure markets and raw materials for
European and Japanese reconstruction. In the 1950s, the United States com-
mitted itself to ensuring the survival of a noncommunist state in South
Vietnam. US leaders feared that loss of South Vietnam to communism could
initiate, in President Eisenhower’s memorable phrase, a “falling domino”
effect that could lead to communist control of all Southeast Asia. Viewing
efforts by Vietnamese communists to overthrow the government of South
Vietnam as a case of communist aggression rather than as the continuation
of Vietnam’s struggle for independence, US policy makers argued that what
was at stake was not merely Vietnam, but the credibility of US commitments
around the world.

By the early 1960s, the gov-ernment of South Vietnam was in trouble as
communist-led forces (organized as the National Liberation Front, but known
to American troops as Viet Cong) began to score military victories and control
more and more territory. The Kennedy administration responded by sending
more US troops to Vietnam. When Kennedy took office in 1961, there were
600 US military advisers in Vietnam; by the time of his death in November
1963, the US troop total in Vietnam exceeded 16,000.

The South Vietnamese government under Ngo Dinh Diem rested on a narrow
social base of wealthy landowners, French-educated civil servants, and
Catholics who made up less than 20 percent of the population. After Diem
brutally repressed Buddhist opposition to his rule, he was ousted and killed in
early November 1963 by military officers acting with the blessing of US officials.

Diem’s successors were no more representative and even less successful in
prosecuting the war than he had been. In March 1965, the United States
began sending combat troops to Vietnam in order to prevent a communist vic-
tory. US combat troops and US bombing of the North were unable to defeat
the NLF. Massive firepower and US pacification efforts destroyed local com-
munity structures and depopulated the countryside without winning the alle-
giance of the population. Despite the presence of 535,000 US troops by 1968,
the result was a costly and bloody stalemate.

Although the United States observed few limits in its conduct of the war, it
stopped short of invading the North due to concerns that the Chinese would
intervene as they had in Korea. Recent research has revealed that the
Chinese had around 50,000 troops in North Vietnam, and during the 1960s
they undertook an extensive and expensive civil defense program to prepare
for a possible war with the United States. The Soviets provided North
Vietnam with generous military aid, including training and equipment for the
North’s air defense system. Ironically, the Sino-Soviet split may have helped
North Vietnam to obtain more aid as the Soviets and the Chinese competed
to demonstrate their revolutionary credentials.

Leaving Vietnam

By the late 1960s, the strategic, economic, and political costs of the war in
Vietnam were beginning to outweigh any possible benefits. Many US defense
officials were alarmed at the war’s drain on US resources at a time when the
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Soviets were expanding their military power, and opposition to the war was
feeding opposition to military spending in general. The war had also begun to
damage the economy by feeding inflation and driving up budget deficits.
Unlike earlier wars, the Vietnam conflict occurred during a period of prosperi-
ty and robust economic activity. Rather than pulling the United States out of a
recession or depression, as had earlier twentieth-century wars, increased mil-
itary spending fueled inflation, and the war’s costs exacerbated US balance
of payments problems. In addition, none of the United States’s European
allies sent troops to fight alongside US forces in Vietnam, and rather than
reassuring US allies about the reliability of US commitments, the intervention
in Vietnam fed doubts about US priorities. Finally, the war’s growing unpopu-
larity had begun to undermine the consensus supporting US foreign policy
and to fuel the growth of an anti-war movement.

The Tet Offensive by communist forces in early 1968 brought these prob-
lems to a head. Although US forces repulsed the offensive and inflicted
heavy casualties on the attackers and their supporters, the very fact that the
communists could mount such a powerful challenge after three years of US
military intervention demonstrated that the war was far from being won. The
Tet Offensive coincided with a severe balance of payments crisis that under-
lined the economic costs of the war and contributed to President Johnson’s
decision to cap the US military commitment and try to negotiate an end to the
fighting. Similarly, the British decision to begin withdrawing military forces
from the Middle East highlighted the costs of tying down US forces in
Vietnam. Tet also forced Johnson to withdraw from the presidential elections
and helped propel Richard Nixon, who claimed to have a secret plan to end
US involvement in Vietnam “with honor,” into the White House.
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1. Why was there such a potential for revolutionary upheaval in
Latin America?

2. How did the Cold War affect developments in Africa?
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Nixon’s plan to get the United States out of Vietnam was part of an overall
revision of US grand strategy that also included arms control, relaxation of
tensions with the Soviet Union, improved relations with China, and reductions
in direct US military involvement in the Third World by devolving policing
functions onto regional powers armed and aided by the United States. As for
Vietnam, Nixon and his National Security Adviser Henry Kissinger hoped that
the lure of improved relations with the United States would dilute their support
for North Vietnam and force the Vietnamese communists to negotiate an end
to the war.

Unacceptable Damage

Nixon and Kissinger believed that a new grand strategy was necessary to
meet changed conditions. First, the Soviets had significantly increased their
military power. Following the 1962 missile crisis, the Soviets developed and
deployed a new generation of ICBMs, which gave them the ability to inflict
heavy damage on the United States in a retaliatory strike, thus effectively rul-
ing out a US first strike. Although the capacity for each side to inflict unaccept-
able damage on each other meant that nuclear war could be avoided, it did
not rule out the possibility of a conventional conflict. To avoid losing such a
conflict, Soviet strategists argued that Soviet conventional forces had to be
able to defeat NATO forces in Europe to deny the United States the bases
from which to launch a conventional attack on the Soviet Union. Therefore, the
Soviets also expanded and modernized their conventional forces and built up
their navy.

Western Europe

Erosion of US strategic superiority over the Soviet Union was accompanied
by challenges to US economic and political leadership of the Western alliance.
In Western Europe, the members of the European Economic Community, or
Common Market, experienced strong economic growth, in part because of US
investment. France under Charles de Gaulle challenged US leadership of the
Western Alliance by developing its own nuclear forces, vetoing British mem-
bership in the Common Market, signing a bilateral treaty with West Germany,
and recognizing the People’s Republic of China. In 1966, de Gaulle withdrew
French forces from NATO’s integrated military command and demanded that
all foreign troops be withdrawn from French territory. France did not leave
NATO, however, and NATO plans continued to assume that French forces
would be available in the event of a Soviet attack.
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Japan

Japan’s growth rate averaged around 10 percent during the 1960s. By the
end of the decade, Japan had replaced the United States as the leading eco-
nomic power in Southeast Asia, and Japanese exports were becoming a
major force in US markets. A key factor in Japan’s growth was the war in
Vietnam. As during the Korean War, Japan provided supplies and services to
the US military, and US spending in Southeast Asia, South Korea, and
Taiwan created additional markets for Japanese exports. Like Japan, South
Korea and Taiwan benefitted greatly from the Vietnam War, and both experi-
enced rapid economic growth in the 1960s.

Finally, the Vietnam War and the Sino-Soviet split had undermined the previ-
ously unchallenged verities of containment and severely strained public sup-
port for an interventionist foreign policy. Nixon and Kissinger believed that eco-
nomic incentives and the threat of a strategic partnership with the People’s
Republic of China would restrain the Soviet Union and that arms control
agreements could protect US security while reducing costs and the risk of war.
Trade with the Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, and the People’s Republic of
China could also help the US economy.

Soviet Interests

The Soviets were interested in improving relations with the United States.
Although Soviet leaders believed that the international correlation of forces
had turned in their favor because of their military build-up and US problems in
Vietnam, they wanted to stabilize the arms race at a rough parity before a new
US technological surge left them behind once more. The Soviets also faced
mounting economic problems and wanted to cut back military spending and
increase trade with the West, especially in grain and advanced technology.

The Soviets were especially interested in gaining international recognition of
the status quo in Eastern Europe. Despite the relaxation of political controls
and increasing trade subsidies, the communist regimes of Eastern Europe
were still fragile and the Soviets could not count on the loyalty of the region.
In August 1968, when efforts by a reformist communist government to build
socialism with a human face threatened to get out of control, the Soviets led
a Warsaw Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia, removed the reformers, and re-
installed leaders loyal to Moscow. Although the reformers had promised that
Czechoslovakia would remain in the Warsaw Pact and tried to control the
pace of reform, the Soviet leadership feared the reforms, which undermined
the communist party’s monopoly of power, could undermine regimes through-
out the region and threaten their East European security zone.

The Soviets sought to justify their action by asserting the right of the Soviet
Union to intervene in other communist countries to maintain their socialist ori-
entation both internally and internationally. Labeled the Brezhnev Doctrine by
the Western press, the Soviet statements underlined the conviction of Soviet
leaders that only communist regimes would respect Soviet security needs
and the lengths to which they would go to maintain a security zone in Eastern
Europe. Even more than their 1956 intervention in Hungary, Soviet interven-
tion severely damaged the international reputation of the Soviet Union. The
crushing of the Prague Spring was also a defeat for reformers in the Soviet
Union and Eastern Europe.
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Finally, Soviet leaders feared a US-Chinese alliance and hoped to neutralize
this threat by giving the United States a greater stake in good relations with
the Soviet Union. Already evident by the late 1950s, the Sino-Soviet split
opened to a chasm in the 1960s as the People’s Republic of China chal-
lenged Soviet leadership of international communism and made claims on
Soviet territory in Central Asia and the Far East. Chinese hostility greatly
complicated the Soviet strategic position, forcing the Soviets to increase their
forces along the long land border with the PRC. The PRC’s successful test of
an atomic bomb in 1964, a ballistic missile with a live warhead in 1966, and a
hydrogen bomb in 1967 meant that the Soviets had to devise defenses
against Chinese nuclear weapons as well as those of the West. There had
been armed clashes along the Sino-Soviet border in 1969, and relaxation of
tensions with the West reduced the threat of conflict on two fronts.

China

Despite dissent within the Chinese leadership, Mao had become convinced
that it was necessary to improve relations with the United States in order to
deter Soviet aggression. The Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia raised the
specter of a similar attack on the PRC, and the incidents along the Sino-
Soviet border in 1969 may have been initiated by the Chinese to demonstrate
that they would resist Soviet pressure.

Additional impetus for détente came from West Germany. As foreign minis-
ter and later as chancellor, Willy Brandt expanded trade with Eastern Europe
and signed treaties with the Soviet Union, Poland, and Czechoslovakia, pro-
viding for the mutual renunciation of forces and recognizing existing borders.
Following completion of an agreement between the United States, Britain,
France, and the Soviet Union regulating the status of Berlin, the two
Germanys signed a treaty recognizing each other’s legitimacy and borders,
renouncing the use of force, and providing for increased trade and travel
between the two states. After the fall of communism, some analysts argued
that Brandt’s policies, by accepting the status quo, bolstered communist con-
trol of Eastern Europe. Others note that Brandt was merely recognizing
geopolitical realities and point out that without the reduction in tensions that
Brandt’s policies fostered, the Soviets would not have accepted a peaceful
end to their sphere of influence in Eastern Europe in 1989.

Although Nixon and Kissinger recognized the benefits of better relations with
China, it was not easy for the United States to normalize relations with the
PRC. The United States had long been concerned about Chinese support of
revolutionary groups in the Third World. The 1965 military coup in Indonesia
eased US fears that Southeast Asia’s largest country might fall to commu-
nism. Although the United States was apparently not directly involved in the
coup and the bloodbath that followed, it had been urging the Indonesian mili-
tary for years to replace nationalist leader Achmed Sukarno and clamp down
on Indonesia’s powerful communist party. The United States welcomed the
coup and helped the Indonesian military track down suspected communists.
In addition, although the Cultural Revolution in China was accompanied by
militant anti-American as well as anti-Soviet rhetoric, its excesses diminished
the appeal of Chinese Communism as a development model. Chinese devel-
opment of nuclear weapons and hostility to the 1963 Limited Test Ban Treaty
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and the 1968 Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty also worried US leaders. Still,
the PRC’s military capacity had declined in relative terms since the 1950s,
and the United States no longer viewed China as a major military threat.
Finally, better relations with China would enable the United States to reduce
its commitment to Vietnam, because a key objective of US policy in
Southeast Asia had been to contain Chinese Communism.

Trying to link détente with progress toward a settlement in Vietnam delayed
both. It took Nixon and Kissinger four years to negotiate US withdrawal. The
United States also stepped up military and economic assistance to South
Vietnam to prepare it to take over the job of defending itself. Meanwhile, the
killing continued and the war spread to Cambodia and Laos. By the time the
last US combat forces left Vietnam in early 1973, almost 59,000 US service-
men and women had died. Estimates of Vietnamese deaths reached 3 million.

Meanwhile, in February 1972, Nixon made a dramatic visit to China, where
he and Chinese leaders signed a communique that proclaimed Chinese and
US opposition to Soviet hegemony in Asia. Although the communique noted
their differing views on the future of Taiwan, it pledged the United States to
work toward full normalization of relations with the PRC by 1976.

The US opening to China helped to bring Soviet-American arms control
negotiations, which had begun in late 1969 after West Germany signed the
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, to a conclusion. In May 1972, Nixon trav-
eled to Moscow and signed a series of agreements that curbed the destabi-
lizing development of anti-ballistic missile (ABM) systems, set an interim limit
on offensive strategic nuclear weapons systems, and outlined a set of guide-
lines for acceptable behavior in order to minimize the likelihood of superpow-
er confrontation.

The 1972 SALT I agreements marked the high point of a short-lived period
of relaxed tension between the United States and the Soviet Union. Although
détente signified the mutual recognition by the primary protagonists in the
Cold War that it was in their best interests to regulate their relationship, the
Soviet-American relationship remained essentially competitive. Détente in
Europe continued, culminating with the signing of the Helsinki Accords in
August 1975. The agreements were a compromise that balanced Soviet
desires to legitimate existing European boundaries with Western concerns to
promote economic and political liberalization in Eastern Europe and to pre-
serve the possibility of peaceful change. Despite its success in Europe,
renewed competition in the arms race interacted with Soviet-American rivalry
in the Third World to undermine détente.
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1. Why did Nixon and Kissinger believe that a new strategy was required to
battle communism?

2. Why was it difficult for the United States to normalize relations with China?
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Following its high point in the early 1970s, détente foundered as increased
instability in the Third World intensified Soviet-American distrust and undercut
political support for arms control. Ironically, the human rights focus of
President Jimmy Carter’s foreign policy provided a popular rationale for
renewed US involvement in the Third World and a more confrontational rela-
tionship with the Soviet Union. Soviet leaders believed that parity with the
United States entitled the Soviet Union to increased political influence and
ended the need to defer to the United States. Their determination to match
the US global role led to high levels of military spending and increased
involvement in the Third World, which harmed relations with the United States
and undermined the long-term well-being of the Soviet economy.

Stress on Détente

During the 1970s, US officials often charged that the Soviets took advantage
of détente to increase its influence in the Third World. The September 1973
military coup that overthrew the socialist government of President Salvador
Allende of Chile raised questions, however, about US adherence to the
pledge of mutual restraint made in the Basic Principles Agreement. Although
scholars have yet to find evidence of direct US participation in the coup, the
United States was deeply involved in efforts to undermine and overthrow
Allende. Viewing a democratically elected Marxist government as a threat to
US prestige and interests, the Nixon administration cut off economic assis-
tance, provided funds to Allende’s opponents, and urged the Chilean military
to take action. The Soviets, in contrast, provided Allende with only modest
amounts of economic assistance. Despite the brutality of the coup and its
aftermath, the United States welcomed the new government and quickly
resumed assistance.

US intervention in Chile contrasted sharply with its nonintervention in other
parts of Latin America, where it stood by silently as the military ousted elect-
ed governments, repressed labor and peasant groups, and committed horren-
dous human rights abuses. Such asymmetrical noninterventionism led many
people to question the US commitment to détente.

The October 1973 War in the Middle East subjected détente to further
stress. The war grew out of efforts by Egyptian leader Anwar Sadat to draw
the superpowers into a settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict, because Egypt
and its allies were not strong enough on their own to defeat Israel. The
Soviets had continued to supply arms to Egypt after Sadat had expelled
Soviet military advisers in 1972, and after the war began they increased arms
shipments to Egypt and Syria. Although the United States countered the
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Soviet resupply effort by airlifting tons of weapons to the Israelis, the two
superpowers also worked together to stop the fighting. US aid enabled Israel
to overcome early setbacks, and Israeli forces were soon on the verge of an
overwhelming victory. A potentially serious situation arose when the Soviets,
in response to an Egyptian proposal that the United States and the Soviet
Union send troops to the Middle East to enforce a cease-fire, warned that
they would intervene on their own if the United States refused to participate.
The United States responded by putting its nuclear forces on alert. According
to recent research, the Soviets had no intention of sending troops, and the
crisis ended when Israel halted its advance and began to observe a UN-
sponsored cease-fire.

Oil

Following the war, US diplomacy focused on excluding the Soviets from the
peace settlement and winning Egypt over to the Western side. These efforts
proved successful, and in 1978 President Carter mediated a peace settle-
ment between Egypt and Israel that provided for the return of the Sinai to
Egypt and massive US economic and military assistance to Egypt. The loss
of Egypt, the most populous and militarily most powerful Arab state, was a
serious blow to the Soviets in a region of great strategic significance. At the
time, however, this shift in the balance of power was masked by the oil crisis.

The 1973 war led to an oil crisis in the West when the Arab members of
OPEC (Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries) cut back produc-
tion and embargoed shipments to the United States and the Netherlands in
retaliation for their support of Israel. The oil shortage soon ended, but prices
quadrupled, contributing to inflation, economic stagnation, and high levels of
unemployment. Although not directly related to the Cold War, the oil crisis
evoked images of a weakened West. In contrast, the Soviet Union, as an oil
exporter, benefitted from higher prices. Although increased earnings from oil
exports enabled the Soviets to afford acting like a superpower and created an
aura of Soviet geopolitical momentum, they also masked increasingly severe
economic problems.

Images of Decline

The fall of South Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia to communist forces in the
spring and summer of 1975 evoked even more powerful images of American
decline. Following the withdrawal of US combat forces in early 1973, South
Vietnam had become dependent on US economic and military assistance.
Without US military power to protect it, this assistance was not enough to
ensure its survival. The government of South Vietnam collapsed in April
1975 following a brief offensive by communist forces. Cambodia fell the
same month to Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge, who were allied with the PRC. The
communist Pathet Lao, who were backed by North Vietnam, took power in
Laos in August.

The collapse of Portuguese colonialism in Africa further undermined détente.
In Angola, three rival factions, divided by regional and ethnic loyalties, looked
to different sources of external support, drawing in the United States, the
Soviet Union, Cuba, the PRC, Zaire, and South Africa. After South African
forces invaded southern Angola in October 1975, Cuba, at first on its own
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and then with Soviet assistance, dispatched around 12,000 combat troops to
Angola, enabling the Soviet-backed faction to emerge victorious. The United
States had been sending covert aid to the two other groups, but in December
1975, Congress terminated this support. Although fighting continued, the
Organization of African Unity and most African states recognized the new
government in February 1976.

US officials worried that the Cuban presence in Angola could provide the
Soviets with a base for the expansion of their influence in mineral-rich south-
ern Africa. Similarly, US officials warned that Soviet and Cuban involvement
in the Horn of Africa, an area in the northeast corner of the continent close to
the Middle East, could threaten Western access to Middle East oil.

Soviet and Cuban involvement in the Horn of Africa grew out of a dispute
between Ethiopia and Somalia over the Ogaden, a sparsely populated region
in Ethiopia largely inhabited by ethnic Somalis. The Soviets had been provid-
ing aid to Somalia since the 1960s in return for use of the port of Berbera.
After a revolution in 1974, Ethiopia, which had been a US ally, turned to the
Soviets for aid. Soviet aid to Ethiopia angered Somalia, which turned to the
United States for military assistance. In July 1977, Somali forces invaded the
Ogaden, and Ethiopia appealed to the Soviets for help. After failing to medi-
ate the dispute, the Soviets sent military equipment and advisers and airlifted
several thousand Cuban troops to Ethiopia. With this assistance, the
Ethiopians were able to regain control of the Ogaden. Although the Soviets
refused to support an invasion of Somalia, they helped the Ethiopian govern-
ment regain control of the northern province of Eritrea, where all of Ethiopia’s
ports were located. In 1980, Somalia, which had ejected the Soviets from
Berbera, granted the United States access to its ports in return for US military
assistance. Although the conflict in the Horn of Africa was deeply rooted in
regional rivalries, Soviet and Cuban involvement led many US officials to
view events there as part of a Soviet offensive challenging US interests in the
Persian Gulf and Indian Ocean.

The Fall of the Shah

In January 1979, the shah of Iran, an American ally since World War II, fled
his country in face of a massive popular uprising. The fall of the shah was a
serious setback to the US position in the Middle East. US leaders had long
viewed a pro-Western and stable Iran as essential to containing Soviet expan-
sion in the Middle East and maintaining Western access to the region’s oil. In
addition, the Iranian Revolution disrupted world oil markets, resulting in a dou-
bling of oil prices and increased inflation.

In February 1979, the leader of the Islamic opposition, Ayatollah Rouhallah
Khomeini, returned to Iran from exile and quickly emerged as the country’s
leader, though he held no formal government post. The United States was
already unpopular in Iran because of its long support for the shah, and its
efforts to salvage some influence in Iran by supporting pro-Western groups
increased suspicion of its motives. After the Carter administration allowed the
shah to enter the United States for medical treatment, a group of Khomeini
supporters seized the American embassy in Tehran in November 1979 and
held fifty-three Americans hostage for over a year. Although Iran was also
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strongly anti-Soviet, the Iranian revolution and the hostage crisis were widely
viewed as further evidence of the decline of American power.

In July 1979, another long-standing US ally, Anastasio Somoza of
Nicaragua, was overthrown in a violent popular revolution. Somoza’s repres-
sive rule had become an embarrassment for the Carter administration’s
human rights policies, and many US allies in the region supported his
removal. Although concerned about the Marxist-Leninist background of many
of the leaders of the main opposition group, the Sandinistas, the United
States was unable to find an alternative, and the Organization of American
States rejected a US plan to head off a Sandinista military victory by inserting
OAS peacekeeping forces.

The Soviet Union was not involved in the Nicaraguan Revolution, and Cuba
played only a limited role advising and supplying the Sandinistas. Still, con-
servative groups in the United States viewed the Sandinista seizure of power
as a communist victory and a threat to US security. The descent of El
Salvador into civil war in 1980 further underlined the fragility of pro-US
authoritarian regimes in Central America and further fueled conservative con-
cerns about communism in the region.

Afghanistan

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan at the end of December 1979 finished
détente and marked the beginning of a brief but intense period of Soviet-
American confrontation. The Soviets had long tolerated an independent and
nonaligned Afghanistan as a buffer on their southern border, and were proba-
bly not involved in a coup by Afghan communists in April 1978. The Soviets
provided the new government with economic and military assistance, and
when it ran into increasingly stiff resistance to its program of radical social
and economic reform, they sent military advisers and increasing amounts of
military aid. Divisions among Afghan communist factions hampered Soviet
efforts to convince the government to change its policies, and by late 1979,
the opposition, which was receiving aid from the PRC, Pakistan, and possibly
the United States, was in control of most of the countryside.

The Soviets feared that an opposition victory could result in a radical Islamic
regime taking power, increasing Iran’s influence in the region, and causing
unrest in the Soviet Union’s Central Asian republics. The Soviets also sus-
pected that the uncooperative Afghan leader, who they had unsuccessfully
tried to remove, was in contact with US intelligence and worried that he might
“pull a Sadat” and ally Afghanistan with the United States in order to preserve
his personal power. This would be a blow to Soviet prestige and could, in the
worst case, result in the deployment of US missiles in Afghanistan that could
reach targets in Central Asia and Siberia. With détente already in deep trou-
ble, Soviet leaders reluctantly decided that the least damaging course was to
send troops to Afghanistan, install a more cooperative government, and
defeat the resistance. On December 25, 1979, the Soviets invaded
Afghanistan. Although the Soviets were able to install a new government,
they were not able to defeat the opposition, which retreated to the country-
side and, aided by the United States, the PRC, Pakistan, Egypt, and Saudi
Arabia, began waging an effective guerrilla war.



The Soviets viewed their intervention in Afghanistan as a defensive move to
prevent the humiliating defeat of an ally and the emergence of a hostile
regime on their border. US leaders, in contrast, saw the Soviet action as the
culmination of a Soviet geopolitical offensive initiated under the cover of
détente. Specifically, the United States believed that the Soviet invasion was
part of an offensive plan to dominate the Persian Gulf region and deny its oil
to the West. In January 1980, President Carter declared any attempt by an
outside power to gain control of the Persian Gulf region would be regarded as
an assault on the vital interests of the United States and would be resisted by
any means necessary, including military force.

Although deeply rooted in indigenous developments and regional rivalries,
instability in the Third World created conditions that increased superpower
rivalry. Deteriorating relations in turn increased distrust and undermined
efforts to continue and extend arms control.
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1. How did US policy in Latin America cause many to question the US com-
mitment to détente?

2. Why was the fall of the shah of Iran such a serious setback to the US posi-
tion in the Middle East?
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The course of détente during the 1970s demonstrated the close and mutual-
ly reinforcing relationship between arms control and overall Soviet-American
relations. Improved relations in the early 1970s had provided an environment
in which arms control could proceed successfully, while arms control agree-
ments symbolized and strengthened improved relations. As Soviet-American
relations deteriorated because of instability in the Third World, arms control
also suffered. In addition, increased competition in the arms race contributed
to mutual distrust by raising concerns that the other side was taking advan-
tage of détente to gain unilateral advantage in the Cold War.

Strategic Arms Agreements

The first agreements of the Strategic Arms Limitations Talks (SALT I) held
out the promise of an end to the arms race. Ballistic missile defense systems
were destabilizing because they could reduce an adversary’s confidence in
its ability to retaliate if attacked and thus increase incentives to attack first in
a crisis. Anti-ballistic Missiles (ABMs) could also stimulate the arms race
since one way to overwhelm an adversary’s defenses was to deploy more
missiles. To preserve each side’s retaliatory capacity, the ABM treaty limited
each to no more than 200 anti-ballistic missiles at two sites (later reduced to
100 missiles at one site). It prohibited the development, testing, and deploy-
ment of ABM systems or components that were sea-based, air-based, space-
based, or mobile land-based, and put restrictions on the location of early
warning radars and on upgrading existing systems to give them ABM capabil-
ity. The treaty was of unlimited duration, though either side could withdraw on
six months’ notice.

An interim agreement of five years’ duration set limits on ICBMs and subma-
rine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs), essentially freezing the strategic
arsenals of both sides at existing levels. The agreement allowed the Soviets
more launchers than the United States, because it excluded several areas
where the United States had a large lead—strategic bombers, forward-based
systems (shorter range delivery systems in Europe and elsewhere that could
strike Soviet territory)—and the national nuclear forces of Great Britain,
France, and the People’s Republic of China. It also did not limit multiple inde-
pendently targetable re-entry vehicles (MIRVs), multiple warheads mounted
on a single missile capable of being aimed at separate targets. The United
States had begun deploying MIRVs in the early 1970s, but the Soviets had
not yet mastered the new technology. Thus while the interim agreement limit-
ed the United States to fewer ICBMs and SLBMs than the Soviets, US mis-
siles carried over twice as many warheads due to MIRV technology.

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is David S. Painter’s The Cold
War: An International History, Chapter 5: “From Détente to Confronta-
tion, 1973–80.”
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Problems with Arms Agreements

With the ABM Treaty sharply limiting defensive systems, and thus depriving
both sides of the ability to defend themselves, a fairly small number of offen-
sive weapons should have been sufficient to ensure mutual deterrence, thus
allowing reductions in the number of nuclear weapons. This opportunity was
lost for several reasons. First, technological change, especially improved
accuracy and the greater number of warheads due to MIRVs, vastly
increased both sides’ chances of being able to destroy the other’s strategic
forces, or at least its ICBMs, and hence its ability to retaliate after an attack.
This emerging counterforce capability held out the possibility and temptation
of a first strike.

Technological change also increased the problem of verification. Existing
satellite and electronic surveillance systems could verify quantitative issues
like the number of missile launchers or strategic bombers, but it was much
more difficult to assess such qualitative issues as the number and power of
warheads a missile could carry, the number of MIRVed warheads on any par-
ticular missile, or the effective range of bombers and cruise missiles.
Because of their small size, cruise missiles (highly accurate, low flying, sub-
sonic missiles that could evade an adversary’s radar) were easy to hide and
thus presented serious verification problems.

The different structures of US and Soviet nuclear forces made comparison
difficult and exacerbated the problems raised by technological changes. The
US force structure was composed of land-based ICBMs, submarine-launched
ballistic missiles, and manned strategic bombers. In contrast, the Soviets
lacked forward bases for bombers and submarines and their SLBMs were far
less capable than their US counterparts, so they relied much more heavily on
land-based ICBMs. In addition, Soviet missiles tended to be larger than com-
parable US missiles because the Soviets lagged behind in miniaturization
technology and their guidance systems were less accurate. Due to the differ-
ent force structures, each side sought different solutions to the problem of
how to deter a nuclear attack. The United States relied on the diversity of its
systems, and especially on the survivability of its SLBM force, to deter a
Soviet attack. The Soviets looked to large numbers of ICBMs to be sure of
their ability to retaliate against a US attack.

Another problem was that the United States continued to insist that the
SALT process applied only to the central strategic systems of the two super-
powers. This excluded US forward-based systems and the national nuclear
forces of Great Britain, France, and the PRC, even though all were capable
of hitting targets on Soviet soil. The Soviets, in contrast, lacked forward
bases and did not have any allies with nuclear forces targeted on the United
States. To deal with this imbalance, the Soviets began deploying SS-20 mis-
siles, advanced mobile intermediate-range missiles with multiple warheads in
1977. The Soviets regarded the SS-20s as a replacement for older, less
capable systems and a counter to US forward-based systems and the nation-
al nuclear forces of Britain and France. Western analysts, however, warned
that the new missiles could give the Soviets regional nuclear superiority,
allowing them to win a nuclear war in Europe while Soviet ICBMs deterred a
US strategic response. In response, NATO accelerated plans for the deploy-
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ment in Western Europe of advanced intermediate range ballistic missiles
and ground-launched cruise missiles. These highly accurate systems were
capable of reaching targets within Soviet territory, and the short amount of
time it would take for an intermediate range missile to reach targets in the
Soviet Union greatly reduced warning times. The Soviets complained that
deployment of these missiles would greatly increase tensions and the risks of
nuclear war.

Finally, the US strategy of extended deterrence was predicated on overall
US strategic superiority. According to this view, the function of US strategic
forces was not only to deter a Soviet attack on the United States, but also to
compensate for assumed Soviet conventional superiority in Europe and to
discourage Soviet “adventurism” in the Third World. Parity would not be suffi-
cient to maintain extended deterrence, because it would result in mutual
deterrence at the global level and thus greater freedom for the Soviets at the
regional level, especially in Europe. Soviet strategic superiority would not only
erode extended deterrence but also put the United States itself at risk of a
Soviet preemptive attack.

These problems made it very difficult to move beyond the SALT I interim
agreement. Critics of arms control claimed that the SALT agreements and
subsequent attempts to extend the interim agreement put US security at risk.
As the Soviets mastered MIRV technology, the larger size of their ICBMs
allowed them to place greater numbers of warheads on each missile.
Coupled with improvements in the accuracy of their guidance systems, the
greater number of warheads, critics charged, would give the Soviets the abili-
ty to launch a preemptive strike against US land-based ICBMs and still have
plenty of warheads in reserve for another attack if the United States retaliat-
ed. Armed with this advantage, the Soviets might be tempted to launch an
attack on the assumption that US leaders, faced with the option of an attack
on US cities if they retaliated, would surrender. At the least, the growth and
development of the Soviet nuclear arsenal would greatly increase Soviet free-
dom of action by making the United States reluctant to risk countering Soviet
advances. In a circular argument, the critics charged that instability in the
Third World, which they blamed on the Soviets, confirmed their claim that the
Soviets were ahead in the arms race.

In addition to the belief that instability in the Third World was due to Soviet
“adventurism” rather than indigenous developments and regional rivalries,
this “nightmare” scenario made a number of other unproven assumptions.
First, it assumed that Soviet missiles would function with a high degree of
accuracy, although no one had tested ICBMs over the magnetic North Pole,
the route their missiles would have to take. Second, it ignored US SLBMs
and strategic bombers as well as US forward-based systems. It also over-
looked the fact that a Soviet attack on US ICBM sites would result in millions
of deaths and thus probably create irresistible pressure for retaliation. Finally,
it assumed that the Soviet leadership would risk nuclear destruction of their
homeland for political gains.

Due to these problems and the complexity of the issues, a new SALT agree-
ment was not completed until June 1979. Very detailed and highly technical,
the SALT II agreement sought to balance the Soviet advantage in heavy mis-



siles with numerous powerful warheads with US advantages in the total num-
ber of warheads, SLBMs, cruise missiles, and the forward-based systems
that lay outside the SALT process. Nevertheless, Congressional hearings
during the summer of 1979 revealed strong opposition to the treaty. Although
some of the opposition was based on the treaty’s provisions, the larger prob-
lem was instability and conflict in the Third World and the resulting damage to
US-Soviet relations. After Soviet troops invaded Afghanistan in late
December, the Carter administration withdrew the SALT II treaty from the
Senate. Carter also approved deployment of the mobile MX missile, aggres-
sive changes in US targeting doctrine, and a massive increase in military
spending. In addition, earlier in December, before the Soviet invasion, NATO
approved the deployment of highly accurate intermediate-range ballistic mis-
siles and cruise missiles in Western Europe, which greatly increased US abili-
ty to strike targets in the Soviet Union.
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1. How did technological change influence verification of compliance with
arms treaties?

2. What was the US strategy of extended deterrence?
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In the United States, the prevailing popular interpretation of the end of the
Cold War is the so-called “Reagan victory school.” Victory school advocates
argue that the Soviets shifted to less confrontational policies in the late 1980s
because the US military build-up and political offensive in the early 1980s
raised the costs of confrontation and forced the Soviets into a corner from
which there was no escape save for surrender. Some even claim that the
Reagan administration’s “tough” policies were a key factor in Mikhail
Gorbachev’s selection as Soviet leader in 1985. According to this view, the US
military build-up was a purposeful strategy designed to put unbearable strains
on an economically and technologically inferior foe. They place special
emphasis on the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), claiming that it convinced
the Soviets they could not hope to keep up with the United States in the next
phase of military-technological competition. Similarly, victory school advocates
argue that US covert action programs in Poland, Afghanistan, Angola, and
Nicaragua cost the Soviets billions of dollars a year and forced the Soviets to
accept regional settlements on US terms. They also claim that US export con-
trol programs designed to limit Soviet access to Western technology and US
efforts to drive down oil prices and hamper Soviet gas exports retarded Soviet
economic growth and also cost the Soviet Union billions of dollars.

Questioning the Reagan School Victory

Promoted primarily by former Reagan administration officials and conserva-
tive journalists, the Reagan victory school has little support among scholars.
Claims that Gorbachev’s selection was influenced by Reagan’s policies have
no basis in the evidence that has thus far come to light. The new generation
of Soviet leaders that emerged in the 1980s had already concluded that the
policies of their predecessors were counterproductive and that continued con-
flict threatened their goal of overcoming the disastrous legacy of Stalinism,
reforming their economy, democratizing their politics, and revitalizing their
society. Rather than causing the changes in Soviet foreign policy that led to
the end of the Cold War, US policies and actions delayed, and almost
derailed, them by providing opponents of reform with arguments against bet-
ter relations with the West and relaxation of internal controls.

There is also little contemporary evidence that US policy makers believed in
the early 1980s that the Soviet Union was on the verge of collapse. Even if
these claims were true, such a strategy was reckless, because it could have
resulted in desperate Soviet responses rather than a peaceful end to the
Cold War. Indeed, by the fall of 1983, Soviet leaders seem genuinely to have
believed that the United States was preparing a preemptive nuclear attack.
Had the Soviets taken measures to counter the expected US attack, it could
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have initiated a disastrous chain reaction that would have made August 1914
look like a minor mishap.

Scholars agree that Reagan’s rhetoric, although heartfelt, was also part of
an effort to revive public support for an aggressively anti-communist foreign
policy. Reagan denounced the Soviet Union as an evil empire and claimed
that it was the source of most of the world’s problems. Warning that the
Soviet Union had surpassed the United States in military strength, the
Reagan administration intensified the military build-up begun during the last
years of the Carter administration, and between 1981 and 1989 added more
than $2.1 trillion to the US defense budget.

The US military build-up was part of a strategy of increasing US strength
before engaging in arms control negotiations with the Soviets. On the issue of
intermediate-range nuclear forces in Europe, the Reagan administration
offered to cancel plans to deploy advanced IRBMs and cruise missiles in
Europe in exchange for the Soviets eliminating all their new intermediate-
range missiles in Europe and elsewhere. The Soviets rejected the US pro-
posal because it required them to eliminate already deployed missiles while
leaving in place air- and sea-based US forward-based systems and the
national nuclear forces of Great Britain and France.

Although opposed to the SALT II treaty, the Reagan administration decided
to observe its provisions as long as the Soviets did likewise. In new negotia-
tions, renamed Strategic Arms Reductions Talks (START), the Reagan
administration advanced proposals that called for deep cuts in land-based
missiles, the heart of the Soviet’s arsenal, while allowing the modernization of
all parts of the US strategic triad. The talks remained deadlocked until
November 1983, when, in response to the deployment of US intermediate-
range and cruise missiles in Europe, the Soviets broke off both the INF and
the START talks.

The Strategic Defense Initiative

In part, the vehemence of the Soviet response was due to Reagan’s
announcement, in March 1983, of the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), a
technologically ambitious and extremely expensive plan to develop a nation-
wide ballistic-missile defense system that would deploy weapons in outer
space to destroy enemy warheads in flight. Popularly known as “Star Wars,”
SDI threatened to violate several US-Soviet agreements, including the Anti-
Ballistic Missile Treaty of 1972, which specifically prohibited developing, test-
ing, and deploying ABM systems or components that were space-based.

SDI threatened mutual deterrence, which was based on each side’s ability to
retaliate against a nuclear attack. While it was highly unlikely that the United
States would be able to develop a system that would be effective against the
full force of a Soviet first strike, it might be possible to develop a system that
would be effective against the few missiles the Soviets would have left after a
US first strike. Thus, SDI had the potential to provide the United States with
the capacity and confidence to launch a preemptive nuclear strike. SDI also
threatened to accelerate the arms race, because the easiest way for the
Soviets to counter it would be to increase the number of their missiles in
order to overwhelm US defenses.
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Although the Soviets deeply opposed SDI, its main impact on Soviet policy
was to delay progress in arms control. The Soviets continued research on
space-based and other high-tech weapons, but they neither tried to develop
their own SDI-type weapons or devoted significant efforts to developing coun-
termeasures against SDI, in part because the United States never developed
a workable system. In any event, the Soviets could have countered SDI by
building more missiles, a response that would have cost far less than the req-
uisite US countervailing defensive measures.

The Reagan administration expanded covert US financial and other assis-
tance to the anticommunist Solidarity trade-union movement in Poland. It is
difficult, however, to assess the impact of covert aid to Solidarity with any
degree of certainty, because the Soviets and their local allies in Poland and
throughout Eastern Europe had for forty years been unable to extinguish
opposition to Soviet dominance. In addition, recent research shows that even
before Reagan took office the Soviets had concluded that they could no longer
maintain control of Poland by force, as evidenced by their decision to let
Polish communists deal with Solidarity rather than intervene themselves. It is
also difficult to assess, with any degree of accuracy, the impact of US eco-
nomic sanctions on the Soviet Union. While oil prices fell sharply between
1981 and 1986, this was due primarily to supply and demand conditions rather
than US pressure on Saudi Arabia and other producers.

Fundamental Misunderstanding

Numerous studies of the Cold War in the Third World demonstrate not only
that Reagan victory school adherents fundamentally misunderstand the
sources and nature of these conflicts, but also that their version of how and
why the conflicts ended is seriously flawed. The Reagan administration
expanded covert action and sharply increased military assistance to pro-US
governments and groups, including anticommunist insurgents in Afghanistan,
Nicaragua, and Angola. This policy of supporting anticommunist insurgents
fighting against Soviet-supported governments in the Third World became
known as the Reagan Doctrine. Building on the Carter administration’s
human rights policies, the Reagan Doctrine stressed US support for democ-
racy and human rights and opposition to terrorism. Although most of the
groups that received aid under the Reagan Doctrine were themselves antide-
mocratic and guilty of human rights abuses and terrorist activities, most of the
target governments were, to varying degrees, also guilty of similar offenses.

US Involvement in Central America

In Central America, the Reagan administration focused initially on El
Salvador, where government forces were facing a stiff challenge from leftist
guerrilla forces. Ignoring the internal causes of the conflict, the Reagan admin-
istration sharply increased US military and economic assistance to the
Salvadoran government. The United States also tried with limited success to
get the Salvadoran government and military to stop supporting death squads
and to implement a modest land reform program. In 1982 and 1984, the
United States organized and financed elections in order to win Congressional
support for continued aid to the Salvadoran military. Although US aid probably
prevented a rebel victory, the government was unable to defeat the guerrillas
and bring the civil war to an end.
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The United States also moved against the left-leaning government of
Grenada, charging that an airport, which was being built on the Caribbean
island with Cuban, as well as Venezuelan and European, assistance, was
intended for Soviet and Cuban military use. In October 1983, the popular
leader of the Grenadian government was murdered by rivals within the gov-
ernment. Citing concerns for the safety of US citizens in Grenada, Reagan
ordered the invasion of Grenada and the removal of its government.

Claiming that the Sandinistas were aiding the Salvadoran guerrillas, the
Reagan administration cut off aid to Nicaragua and organized and supported
a military force of Nicaraguan exiles, composed largely of former members of
Somoza’s National Guard. After the Reagan administration evaded a 1982
Congressional prohibition on the use of US aid to overthrow the Nicaraguan
government by claiming that the purpose of aiding the anticommunist forces,
known as contras, was to force the Sandinistas to stop aiding the Salvadoran
guerrillas and negotiate with their opponents, Congress prohibited all aid to
the contras. Determined to defeat the Sandinistas, the Reagan administration
turned to foreign governments and private sources for funds and diverted to
the contras profits derived from secret sales of arms to Iran, which were
intended to gain the freedom of Americans held hostage in Lebanon. The
arms sales to Iran violated the president’s pledge never to negotiate with ter-
rorists. The diversion of funds to the contras was clearly illegal, and when it
became public, led to a serious constitutional crisis and the resignation and
later conviction of several of Reagan’s top aides. Although Reagan himself
escaped indictment, the Iran-Contra affair led to a dramatic decline in public
and Congressional support for administration policies in Central America.

Continuing Conflict and Financial Burden

In Afghanistan, the Reagan administration continued the Carter administra-
tion's support of the anti-Soviet resistance forces. In 1985, it increased aid to
the Afghan resistance, and in late 1986 began supplying more sophisticated
weapons, including hand-held “Stinger” antiaircraft missiles. Many of the
groups receiving US aid were composed of militantly anti-Western, Muslim
fundamentalists, who later directed their anger at the United States. Recent
research has shown that the Soviets were already moving toward withdraw-
ing their forces from Afghanistan before the Reagan administration stepped
up military aid, and that the main impact of US actions was to prolong the
fighting and delay a settlement.

The Reagan administration also secured repeal of earlier legislation prohibit-
ing CIA involvement in Angola. This allowed the United States to provide mili-
tary and economic assistance to the forces fighting the leftist government of
Angola. Aid to this group, which was also receiving assistance from South
Africa, was part of the administration’s effort to reach an accommodation with
the white minority government of South Africa in order to protect US econom-
ic and security interests in the region. US aid to anticommunist forces in
Angola also prolonged the fighting and suffering.

Judged on its own terms, without the hindsight provided by the end of the
Cold War, Reagan’s foreign policy during his first five years in office might
well be assessed, on balance, as a failure. Reagan administration policies
and rhetoric exacerbated tensions within the Western alliance and contributed



to the strength of a powerful and at times explicitly anti-US peace movement
in Western Europe. Reagan’s policies in the Third World also evoked wide-
spread protest, never gaining majority support even in the United States.
Finally, the mushrooming budget deficits that resulted from increased military
spending, combined with tax cuts, swelled the national debt and led to an
inflow of foreign capital that drove up the value of the dollar and contributed
to a skyrocketing trade deficit.

During his second term, however, Reagan found a partner, in the person of
Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev, who could actually produce the movie
about the Cold War that Reagan had always wanted to star in.
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1. Why do many scholars give little credence to the Reagan victory school?

2. What was the main impact of increased US military aid in Afghanistan?
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In the mid-1980s, a new generation of Soviet leaders, led by Mikhail
Gorbachev, came to power determined to end the Cold War. They believed
that the policies of their predecessors had been counterproductive and that
continued conflict with the West threatened their goal of overcoming the dis-
astrous legacy of Stalinism, reforming their economy, democratizing their poli-
tics, and revitalizing their society.

Gorbachev Takes Charge

Gorbachev took charge of a Soviet Union beset by declining economic per-
formance, a widening technology gap, a demoralized set of elites and Party
cadres, an increasingly restive population, and a confrontational relationship
with the United States and its allies. To meet these challenges, Gorbachev
ordered more investment in the machine-building industries, expecting the
kinds of major productivity and output gains the Soviet Union had realized
from a similar strategy in the 1950s. He sought to keep his military happy
with increased spending on weapons procurement and a free hand, with a
one-year deadline, in Afghanistan. When these policies failed to produce
immediate improvements, Gorbachev moved to a more radical reform agen-
da: encouraging open debate on government policies (glasnost), economic
restructuring (perestroika), and improved relations with the West (new think-
ing). These policies were linked. Gorbachev hoped that political reform would
break bureaucratic opposition to his economic reforms. Similarly, he hoped
that a less competitive relationship with the West would open up space for
political liberalization as well as permit a drastic reduction in military spending
and allow the Soviet Union to devote greater resources to internal renewal.

Gorbachev focused first on arms control. In April 1985, he suspended the
countermeasures the Soviets had taken in response to the NATO INF
deployments and halted further deployment of SS-20 intermediate range
missiles. In August, he announced a unilateral moratorium on nuclear testing
and offered to extend it indefinitely if the United States would also stop test-
ing. He also agreed to on-site inspection of Soviet test facilities. The United
States failed to respond to these initiatives.

Reagan and Gorbachev

Gorbachev first met with Reagan in Geneva in November 1985. The two
leaders established a personal relationship, and Gorbachev gained Reagan’s
assent to a joint statement that nuclear war could never be won and must
never be fought. In October 1986 at the Reykjavik summit, Gorbachev offered
to remove all SS-20s from Europe and limit the number deployed in Asia to
100, and also proposed a plan to cut US and Soviet nuclear forces in half.
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Gorbachev and Reagan almost reached agreement on eliminating “offensive”
nuclear weapons entirely, but Reagan’s refusal to limit SDI to laboratory
research, and Gorbachev’s refusal to believe Reagan was sincere about
sharing SDI, prevented any agreement.

Following Reykjavik, Gorbachev dropped his previous insistence that agree-
ment on SDI was a prerequisite for progress on all arms control matters and
accepted the earlier US “zero option” offer that all US and Soviet intermediate
range forces in Europe and Asia be scrapped. In addition, Gorbachev pro-
posed eliminating shorter-range intermediate forces. These proposals
became the basis for the Intermediate Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty signed in
Washington in December 1987, the first arms reduction (as opposed to arms
control) agreement of the Cold War.

Turning his attention to conventional forces, Gorbachev, in a December
1988 address before the United Nations, announced a 12 percent unilateral
reduction in Soviet conventional forces, including a 20 percent reduction in
forces west of the Urals. A large part of these cuts would come from Soviet
forces in Eastern Europe, significantly reducing the Warsaw Pact’s offensive
capabilities. These cutbacks, as well as the proposals on nuclear weapons,
grew out of a drastic revision of Soviet military strategy that replaced the pre-
vious objective of not losing a war with the West with the objective of prevent-
ing such a war. The new strategy, in contrast to previous ones, did not
require maintaining a strategic sphere of influence in Eastern Europe.
Gorbachev’s speech also ruled out use of force as an instrument of policy
and pledged to respect freedom of choice for Eastern Europe.

The Cold War in the Third World

At the same time that he was moving to wind down the arms race and to
end the division of Europe, Gorbachev was also taking steps to end the Cold
War in the Third World. In February 1988, Gorbachev announced his inten-
tion to pull all Soviet troops out of Afghanistan. Negotiations under the aus-
pices of the United Nations led to a series of agreements in the spring of
1988 that called for the withdrawal of Soviet forces by 15 February 1989.
Reversing an earlier commitment to stop aiding the Afghan resistance once
Soviet forces left Afghanistan, the Reagan administration announced that the
United States would continue to provide aid to the resistance as long as the
Soviet Union provided aid to the Afghan government. Soviet forces left on
schedule in February 1989, but the war continued for three more years.

Gorbachev also pressured Vietnam to remove its forces from Cambodia,
where they remained after removing Pol Pot’s murderous regime in 1978. By
the fall of 1989, Vietnamese forces had left Cambodia, and in October 1990,
the various Cambodian forces reached a peace agreement under UN aus-
pices. The Soviets also phased out their military assistance to Vietnam and
withdrew their forces from bases in Vietnam.

In Africa, Soviet and US negotiators helped to mediate a settlement linking
withdrawal of Cuban and South African forces from Angola with Namibian
independence. The December 1988 agreements provided for the withdrawal
of all foreign forces from Angola by mid-1991, and South African acceptance
of a UN-sponsored plan for Namibian independence, which occurred in March



1990. South African forces had already left Angola by the time the agreement
was signed, and all Cuban troops left by June 1991. As in Afghanistan, fight-
ing continued as the United States continued to send arms to anticommunist
insurgents and the Soviet Union continued to aid the Angolan government. In
1990, the Soviets cut back their assistance and withdrew their advisers from
Ethiopia, and the Cubans withdrew their combat forces and advisers.

Although aided by the changes in Soviet policies, the end of the Cold War
in Central America was primarily the result of a regional peace process led
by Costa Rican president Oscar Arias. The Arias plan called for a cease-fire
in each of the war-torn nations of the region, free elections, and the end of
all aid to irregular forces or insurrectionary movements. Helped by millions
of dollars in US aid, opposition forces in Nicaragua won free elections in
February 1990, which were followed by a peaceful transfer of power.
Although fighting dragged on until the early 1990s in both El Salvador
and Guatemala, the end of the Cold War helped to facilitate cease-fires
and elections in both nations.

Eastern Europe

Reagan was able to deal successfully with Gorbachev because he believed
that the changes in Soviet foreign policy were the result of his policies.
Reagan’s successor, George H. W. Bush, was skeptical about Soviet inten-
tions, however, and he decided to put relations with the Soviet Union on hold
for almost six months as his administration conducted a detailed strategic
review of US foreign policy. President Bush and his advisers also decided to
test Soviet sincerity by focusing on the future of Eastern Europe.

Eastern Europe’s communist regimes lacked legitimacy and depended on
Soviet support to stay in power. As Gorbachev and his supporters struggled
to restructure the Soviet economy and open up the Soviet political system,
they recognized that using coercion to maintain control of Eastern Europe
could undermine their efforts at reform. Moreover, Gorbachev, his Foreign
Minister Eduard Shevardnadze, and most of their advisers regarded earlier
Soviet uses of force in Eastern Europe as major mistakes. Economic factors
also played a role. Subsidies to Eastern Europe continued to be a chronic
drain on Soviet resources.

Beginning with elections in Poland in June 1989, the region’s communist
regimes collapsed over the next six months. With the exception of Romania,
the revolutions of 1989 came about peacefully. Instead of using force to block
the democratic revolutions in Eastern Europe and to thwart German unifica-
tion, Gorbachev grudgingly acknowledged that coercive control over East
European peoples and East Germans was incompatible with democratic and
economic reform in the Soviet Union. West Germany’s peaceful behavior for
almost two generations and its integration into a web of military (NATO) and
economic institutions (the European Community) that circumscribed its auton-
omy allowed Gorbachev and his reformist colleagues to take risks that their
predecessors never would have taken.

Germany had been at the center of the Cold War from its outset, and the
division of Germany and especially Berlin had served as potent symbols of
the East-West divide. The Berlin Wall came down on November 9, 1989, and
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three weeks later, West German Chancellor Helmut Kohl announced a ten-
point plan for the rapid reunification of Germany. Elections in the German
Democratic Republic (GDR) in March 1990 revealed overwhelming support
for its absorption into an expanded Federal Republic. After extensive negotia-
tions, Gorbachev, in September 1990, agreed to German reunification and
membership of a unified Germany in NATO.

Gorbachev had hoped to preserve the Warsaw Pact as the institutional basis
for a negotiated new European security order in which the Soviet Union
would play a major role. The collapse of communism in much of Eastern
Europe and German reunification within NATO, however, meant that the
post-Cold War order in Europe would be on US terms and would exclude the
Soviet Union. In October 1990, NATO and the Warsaw Pact signed a treaty
drastically reducing the size and armament of their conventional forces in
Europe, with the Soviet Union accepting deeper cuts in its forces than those
required of NATO and the United States. By the time the United States rati-
fied the treaty in November 1991, the Warsaw Pact had ceased to exist, hav-
ing disbanded in July 1991.

The reunification of Germany marked the end of the Cold War. Even before
that occurred, the Soviet non-response to the end of communist rule in
Eastern Europe had convinced President Bush and his advisers that the
Soviet Union was no longer an adversary. By December 1989, the United
States was willing to support Soviet intervention in Romania to prevent
Romanian dictator Nicolae Ceausescu from crushing reform forces.

Conventional wisdom in the United States conflates the breakup of the
Soviet Union, the collapse of communism, and the end of the Cold War, but
these processes, while closely related, were not the same. Communism col-
lapsed in the Soviet Union for many reasons. In the short-term, the disas-
trous and unintended consequences of the economic policies initiated by
Gorbachev were an important factor. In addition, many scholars point to the
defection of a significant portion of the Soviet elite, whose continued privi-
leges were threatened by Gorbachev’s reforms. The break-up of the Soviet
Union can be seen as the long-delayed result of a process of disintegration
of multinational empires that was one of the key legacies of World War I.
While that war destroyed other empires, the Russian Empire continued
“under new management” as the Soviet Union. In the end, however, nation-
alism and democratization proved incompatible with empire, dooming the
Soviet Union.



1. What challenges did Gorbachev face upon taking charge of the
Soviet Union?

2. Who was primarily responsible for the end of the Cold War in
Central America?
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The Cold War dominated international relations for forty-five years, and its
sudden and surprising end in 1990 closed an epoch in modern history. The
Cold War shaped the foreign policies of the United States and the Soviet
Union and deeply affected their societies and their political, economic, and mil-
itary institutions. By justifying the projection of U.S. power and influence all
over the world, the Cold War facilitated the assertion of global leadership by
the United States. By providing Soviet leaders with an external enemy to justi-
fy their repressive internal regime and external empire, it helped perpetuate
the grip of the Communist Party on power. In both countries, the Cold War
compelled ongoing mobilization for war, locking the Soviet Union even tighter
into the command economy that led to its downfall, while pushing the United
States toward a stronger central state and hybrid economic management that
produced progress by reducing social inequalities and creating a “social bar-
gain” within reformed capitalism.

A Fuller Understanding of the Cold War

In addition to its impact on the superpowers, the Cold War caused and sus-
tained the division of Europe, and within Europe, Germany. It also facilitated
the reconstruction and reintegration of Germany, Italy, and Japan into the
international system following their defeat in World War II. The impact of the
Cold War was especially great in the Third World, where it overlapped and
interacted with longer-term trends like decolonization and sweeping social and
economic changes. The Cold War led to the division of Vietnam and Korea
and to costly wars in both nations, and it exacerbated conflicts throughout the
Third World. During crises, the Cold War’s nuclear arsenals threatened the
end of human civilization. In short, understanding the Cold War is central to
understanding the history of the second half of the twentieth century.

By focusing on the international system and on events in all parts of the
globe, these lectures have sought to offer a fuller understanding of the ori-
gins, course, and end of the Cold War. Rather than reviewing the evolution of
events from 1945 to 1990, this final lecture will explore how the global distrib-
ution of power intersected with military technologies and strategies, ideologi-
cal crosscurrents, the ongoing restructuring of economies and societies, and
political, economic, and social change in the Third World to produce, prolong,
and, eventually, to end the Cold War.

An Imbalance of Power

Despite an upsurge of Soviet military power in the 1970s and a relative
decline in US economic strength, the global distribution of power remained
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tilted against the Soviet Union throughout the Cold War. If one defines power
not merely in terms of weapons, but also in terms of industrial infrastructure,
raw materials, skilled manpower, and technological prowess, the postwar era
was bipolar only in a narrow military sense. By any broad definition of power,
the United States was always far ahead of the Soviet Union. This imbalance
was even starker when one measures the strength of the Western alliance
against that of the Soviet bloc. Although the wartime defeat of Germany and
Japan and the decline of Britain and France initially improved the Soviet
Union’s relative strategic position, this advantage proved transitory.
Subsequently, the successful reconstruction of Western Germany and Japan,
the economic recovery of Western Europe, and the incorporation of all these
countries into a US-led alliance meant that four of the world’s five centers of
industrial might stayed outside Soviet control. While the United States prac-
ticed double containment, coopting German and Japanese power while limit-
ing Soviet expansion, the Sino-Soviet split greatly complicated Soviet strate-
gic dilemmas.

Even in narrow military terms the Soviet position had as many elements of
weakness as strength. The Soviet Union and its Warsaw Pact allies pos-
sessed numerical superiority in ground forces along the central front in the
heart of Europe, and Soviet and Chinese communist troops outnumbered any
possible opponent in northeast Asia in the 1950s. In the 1970s, the Soviet
Union also achieved rough parity with the United States in strategic nuclear
weapons. But the loyalty of Moscow’s Warsaw Pact allies always remained in
doubt, and after the Sino-Soviet split in the late 1950s and early 1960s, the
Soviets had to deploy almost a third of their ground forces along their exten-
sive border with the People’s Republic of China (PRC). In assessing the
nuclear balance, the Soviets had to weigh the arsenals of the other nuclear
powers—the United Kingdom, France, and the PRC—as well as that of the
United States. Although the Soviets were able to gain rough military equiva-
lency, this success came at tremendous cost. Compared to the United
States, the Soviet Union devoted a much larger share of its much smaller
gross national product to defense. Diverting investment from more productive
sectors and from consumer goods ultimately undermined the regime’s capaci-
ty to satisfy its own people and to maintain its empire.

The Arms Race

The arms race was one of the most dynamic aspects of the Cold War. The
systematic application of science to warfare produced weapons that reached
new heights of destructiveness and dramatically expanded power projection
capabilities. At various times, technological advances threatened to give one
superpower or the other a dangerous edge over its rival, thereby triggering
vigorous countermeasures and increasing the risk of nuclear disaster. This
pattern of action and reaction continued throughout the Cold War, resulting in
ever higher levels of military spending, destabilizing technological competi-
tion, and expanding nuclear arsenals.

Although some analysts have argued that nuclear weapons and the near
certainty of retaliation may have helped to prevent a war between the super-
powers, they did not prevent dangerous crises, like the one over Cuba in
1962, or numerous non-nuclear conflicts in the Third World. In addition, there
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were deep flaws in the command and control systems of both superpowers.
Safety procedures were inherently subject to error, and the necessity of main-
taining active readiness and the capacity to respond to a nuclear attack
pushed safety to the limit.

The superpowers made attempts to control nuclear weapons, but the arms
race continued until the mid-1980s, when a new generation of Soviet leaders,
led by Mikhail Gorbachev, came to power. Gorbachev and his allies recog-
nized that military expenditures were crippling their nation’s economy and
thwarting their desire to improve the standard of living of Soviet citizens.
Among other things, they concluded that fewer nuclear weapons could deter a
prospective attack from the United States or any other potential enemy. They
also recognized that maintaining coercive control of Eastern Europe, an imper-
ative of a competitive security strategy, was incompatible with democratic and
economic reform in the Soviet Union. Acting on these beliefs, the Soviets
made a number of concessions that led to important arms control agreements
that reduced tensions with the West and helped to end the Cold War.

The Failure of Communism

The demise of Communism as an appealing ideology was critical to the end-
ing of the Cold War. At the conclusion of World War II, the future of capitalism
as an organizing principle for society was anything but secure. The Soviet
Union enjoyed enormous prestige as a result of its leading role in defeating
Nazi Germany. Socialist parties came to power in Great Britain and
Scandinavia, and Communist parties were strong in France and Italy. There
was a widespread belief in many European countries that economic planning
was necessary to ensure economic growth and social equality. For many peo-
ple in the Third World, the managed economy of the Soviet Union seemed to
provide a model for rapid modernization and industrial transformation.

Over the years, the prestige of the Soviet Union and the appeal of commu-
nism and the Soviet model of development faded. Continued repression at
home and oppression abroad tarnished communism’s image. The faltering
Soviet economy further lessened communism’s appeal, as did growing inter-
national awareness of human rights and environmental abuses in the com-
munist world.

The reconstruction, reform, and relative resiliency of the world capitalist sys-
tem contrasted sharply with the failure of communism. The United States and
its allies experienced unprecedented economic growth in the 1950s and
1960s. The United States aided the reconstruction of Western Europe and
Japan, promoted economic integration, supported a stable financial order,
and encouraged international trade and investment. These changes, and high
levels of military spending, helped to fuel an extended period of economic
growth. Although the Third World did not share equally in the resulting pros-
perity, the United States, Western Europe, and Japan flourished.

Prosperity undercut the appeal of leftist and communist parties, and perpetu-
ated the ascendancy of centrist elites who associated their well-being with
that of the United States, and sustained the cohesion of the Western alliance.
Moreover, Western successes in reforming capitalism, ending colonialism,
combating racism, and avoiding another depression and further fratricidal
wars won and maintained popular support for the United States and its allies.



Even though US technological and financial dominance and share of world
production decreased over time, the vitality of the West German and
Japanese economies and the emergence of such Western-oriented “newly
industrializing countries” as Taiwan and South Korea ensured the West’s
economic supremacy. While the oil crises of the 1970s caused immense eco-
nomic difficulties and financial disorder in the West, the Soviets gained no
lasting advantages. As an oil exporter, the Soviet Union benefitted briefly
from higher oil prices, but the windfall distracted attention from the need for
structural reforms.

The Third World

The Cold War overlapped the era of decolonization and national liberation in
the Third World. The Cold War made decolonization more difficult and more
violent, and in Latin America and other already independent societies, the
Cold War polarized efforts at social, economic, and political change. Many
Third World nationalists wanted to expropriate foreign-owned properties,
overthrow traditional power structures, and challenge the West’s cultural
hegemony. Although most Third World conflicts were indigenous in origin,
and their eventual outcome determined more by their internal histories and
characteristics than US and Soviet policies, there seemed to be at least a
symbiotic relationship between social transformation in the Third World and
the interests of the Soviet state.

The United States was acutely aware of the importance of the Third World
from the outset of the Cold War. US officials deployed their superior
resources to ensure that the markets and raw materials of the Third World
remained accessible to Western Europe and Japan as well as to the United
States. In addition, Soviet involvement in the Third World often galvanized
Western counteractions, including economic and military assistance for pro-
Western groups, covert action, and, in Vietnam, massive military intervention.

Although radical movements eventually came to power in some Third World
countries, these gains proved to be ephemeral, as most national liberation
movements resisted outside control. As the Soviet economy declined and
experiments with Soviet-style development often failed miserably, less devel-
oped countries were left with little choice but to look to the United States and
its allies for capital, technology, and markets.

While the Reagan victory school has been largely discredited, at least
among scholars, the view that “containment worked” and led to US victory in
the Cold War is widely held. Advocates of this view claim that US policies
and actions, in particular the related policies of containment and nuclear
deterrence, finally convinced Soviet leaders that their goal of world domina-
tion was unobtainable and that trying to achieve it was not only dangerous
but also incompatible with the economic health of the Soviet Union. In this
interpretation, the policies of containment and deterrence prevented war, held
the line against the expansion of Soviet power and influence, raised the costs
of competing with the West, and eventually convinced Soviet leaders that
communism was not the wave of the future, but rather a dead end.

These lectures have suggested that this view is also flawed. The view
that the Soviet Union had a clear blueprint for world domination has been
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discredited. In addition, many scholars now view the US policies of contain-
ment and nuclear deterrence as counterproductive and dangerous. They
argue that US policies and actions often made the Soviets less secure and
thus led to countermeasures by the Soviets that made matters worse for
both sides. The history of the arms race provides ample evidence for this
view, as does the history of the Cuban Missile Crisis. An even greater num-
ber of scholars argue that whether or not containment worked in Europe,
both containment and confrontation seriously misunderstood developments
in the Third World. US policies in Vietnam, Central America. and Africa, for
example, led to increased suffering and did not expand freedom. Finally, the
recognition that Western policies and actions contributed to Cold War ten-
sions leads to very different explanations for the end of the Cold War.
Indeed, many scholars now argue that the Western policies that contributed
the most to the end of the Cold War were those such as Ostpolitik,
European détente, and the actions of Western peace activists that reduced
Soviet anxieties. In addition, Western successes in reforming capitalism,
ending colonialism, combating racism, and avoiding another depression and
further fratricidal wars were far more important factors in “winning” the Cold
War than policies that built up Western military power in order to contain
Soviet power and influence. Ironically, these are the very kinds of policies
that Ronald Reagan and other Cold Warriors often opposed.

The Cold War was not the source of all the world’s ills, but its impact was
far-reaching and long-lasting. With its insatiable demand on resources, its
magnification of ideological and political intolerance, its emphasis on external
threats, and its consequent neglect of internal problems, the Cold War
deformed and damaged societies around the world. The Cold War also
degraded the environment, complicated religious, racial, and ethnic conflict,
and accelerated the spread of weapons around the world. There are many
lessons to be learned from the Cold War. Unfortunately, a decade and a half
after its end, the question of whether the peoples of the world have the imagi-
nation, the determination, and the resources to forge a more peaceful, more
prosperous, and more just world order remains unanswered.
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1. In what ways was the power balance tilted toward the United States during
the Cold War?

2. How did the Cold War interact with changes in the Third World?
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