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The Cold War:
Origins

The Cold War: Origins

• Basics:
• Did not begin on a precise date

• Has always been open to debate

• Was not a “shooting” war

• The term “Cold War” comes from the 
title of a 1947 Walter Lippmann book
• Had heard a presidential advisor use the 

term during congressional hearings 



8/28/2018

2

The Cold War: Origins

• Early Origins
• Many historians look back to 1917 as the 

real beginning of the Cold War conflict

• Quick Review:

• Bolshevik Revolution

• Woodrow Wilson & Communism

• Isolationism of the 1920’s and 1930’s

• Hitler’s Rise & WWII

• FDR & Stalin’s Relationship

• The “Big Three”

• FDR’s Death

The Cold War: Origins

• The Potsdam Conference
• Following Hitler’s defeat, relations 

between the US and the Soviet Union 
were somewhat repaired

• July 1945

• U.S., British, and Soviet leaders meet in 
Potsdam, Germany

• Truman informs Stalin of the successful test 
of the atomic bomb in New Mexico

• Stalin accepted the news calmly and with 
little reaction

• Soviet spies had already informed Stalin of 
U.S. atomic bomb tests

• Stalin immediately sent orders to increase 
Soviet atomic bomb efforts
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The Cold War: Origins

• The Potsdam Conference
• Tensions Increase

• Stalin and the Soviets wanted a weak Germany 
based on their experiences during the war

• The U.S. wanted a strong, united Germany

• Western allies wanted:

• Rid Germany of Nazism

• Break apart the German military

• Control German industrial production

• Set up a democratic government

The Cold War: Origins

• The Potsdam Conference
• German Reparations

• Stalin insisted on punishing Germany through 
harsh reparation payments

• Was particularly interested in German 
industrial equipment and raw materials

• Original Demand: $20 Billion

• Half would go to the Soviets

• Half would go to Western Allies, including 
United States
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• The Potsdam Conference
• German Reparations

• Truman was concerned such a large amount 
would cripple the German economy 

• Offered a compromise: No reparations for the 
United States 

• Still supported the Soviet demands for $10 billion

• U.S. Secretary of State James Byrnes constructed 
a plan that restricted the Soviets from receiving 
reparations from its own occupation zone

• This irritated Stalin, but he agreed

• The plan inadvertently partitioned Germany 
more, giving the Soviets more freedom within 
their zone

• Led to growing concerns that the Soviets were 
keeping East Germany economically repressed

The Cold War: Origins

• End of WWII
• Potsdam Declaration

• Truman called for the unconditional surrender 

• Japanese government refused

• Atomic Bombs

• Dropped on Hiroshima (August 6) and Nagasaki 
(August 9) 

• Used to force a quick surrender 

• Approximately 150,000 were killed 

• Japan formally surrendered on August 14

• With the war over, the United States and the 
Soviet Union had no reason to cooperate as 
an alliance
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• September 1945
• Meeting of the Council of Foreign Ministers

• Held to determine terms of peace treaties and 
other end-of-the-war matters

• U.S. and Soviets continued to disagree on 
numerous items

• Many diplomats left the meeting with the 
belief that the two nations were on an 
unavoidable collision course

The Cold War: Origins

• 1946: A Fateful Year
• Multiple events throughout the year led to a 

clearly established rivalry between the U.S. and 
the Soviets

• January 

• At a UN Meeting, western leaders call for a united 
opposition against the Soviets 

• February

• US newspapers report a Soviet spy ring had been 
sending US atomic bomb secrets to Moscow

• Stalin gives his “Two Camps” speech

• Many considered the speech a declaration of war 
on capitalism 

• George Kennan’s “Long Telegram”

• Warned that the Soviets could not be trusted and 
recommended that the US take a larger leadership 
role in international politics
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• 1946: A Fateful Year
• Iran

• Since 1941, both British and Soviet forces had 
occupied Iran

• Both agreed to withdraw by March 1946

• Soviet troops refused to withdraw

• Soviet government had an interest in Iran’s oil

• U.S. sent the USS Missouri to Turkey as a 
warning to the Soviets

• On March 5, 1946, Secretary Byrnes sent a 
note to Moscow demanding withdrawal from 
Iran

• A month later, the Soviets agreed to withdraw 
troops in exchange for access to Iranian oil

• This promise was never kept by the U.S. or 
Iran

The Cold War: Origins

• 1946: A Fateful Year
• The “Iron Curtain”

• European leaders felt increasingly threatened 
by the growing Soviet presence in Eastern 
Europe

• March 5, 1946

• Winston Churchill delivers his famous “Iron 
Curtain” speech at Westminster College in 
Fulton, Missouri

• Warned the Americans of a descending Soviet 
“Iron Curtain” where the communist party 
controls industry, the media, and political 
influence

• The aggressive tone of the speech alarmed 
Stalin
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The Cold War: Origins

• 1946: A Fateful Year
• During the summer of 1946, the Soviets 

began to pull back significantly on 
interacting with the West

• Declined membership in the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund

• Removed all government officials that were 
Western sympathizers

• Rejected the UN Atomic Energy Commission’s 
plan for international control of atomic energy

• Laid the foundation for an atomic arms race

• Truman’s aides were convinced that Stalin 
would take any U.S. compromise or 
concession as weakness

• Urged a continued show of strength against Stalin

The Cold War: Origins

• The Truman Doctrine
• A clear announcement of the new U.S. 

policy against the Soviets

• Triggered by events in the Mediterranean

• Greek civil war

• Soviets were pushing the Turkish government to 
gain control of the Turkish Straits

• Greece and Turkey had been under British control 
since the war but the British announced they could 
no longer provide aid to either country
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• The Truman Doctrine
• February 27, 1947

• Truman addresses the nation

• Strongly emphasizes the perceived Communist 
threat

• March 12, 1947

• Truman addresses Congress

• Stresses growing Cold War tensions and the 
political differences between the East and the 
West

• Asks Congress for $400 Million of aid to the 
Mediterranean region 

• Very surprising because the U.S. typically showed 
little interest in the region

• These actions prompted the Soviets to pull back 
from both Greece and Turkey

The Cold War: Origins

• The Truman Doctrine
• The U.S. would provide aid to any nation in 

the world where free peoples were being 
threatened by Communism 

• This speech set U.S. foreign policy for the 
next three decades

• As a result, the U.S. would become 
increasingly involved in the politics of other 
nations
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