
The making of a superpower, 1945–90

Overview
The end of the Second World War brought peace; of a kind, and not for long. Another war —
the Cold War — gradually developed and became a reality from 1949 to 1990. This was not a
war fought with grand battles and mass armies and fleets. It was a war fought across the world
with a range of weapons — military, economic, cultural and political, including even space
satellites. World peace was expected in 1945. Nuclear annihilation seemed possible by 1949.
The tensions of trying to establish a peace became part of an ideological battle between the
two superpowers which had been created by the war. The USA waved the flag of democracy.
The USSR waved the flag of communism. By 1949 neither nation would compromise. 

After 1950, the Cold War became a worldwide conflict. The two superpowers challenged each
other across the world — most famously in Korea, Cuba and Vietnam. There were also
confrontations in the Middle East, in Africa and in Latin America, but at no time did the two
powers directly face each other. Nuclear weapons were never used, except as threats and for
negotiation.

For the USA, success in the Cold War meant the establishment of their political belief in
democracy, their economic belief in maintaining the production of wealth and their social
beliefs in the goodness of American culture. Achieving such success needed military backing
and the wholehearted support of the American people, so patterns of spending and national
expectations were established that lasted until the disaster of Vietnam forced a change in the
1970s.

The seventies finally ended the post-war economic boom. Economic problems in the USA were
worsened by events in other countries, particularly in the Arab world. This, together with a lack
of confidence in the American political system because of the Watergate scandal of Nixon’s
presidency, created a decade of uncertainty and stagnation. Neither Presidents Ford nor Carter
were able to inspire confidence or initiate policies that made Americans feel powerful again.
The decade ended with American diplomats held hostage in Iran and the mighty American
government and military unable to rescue them. When Ronald Reagan arrived as president in
1980, like a cowboy hero out of Hollywood, the country was ready for his simple message —
fight communism. Did this agenda win the Cold War?

Was this where the Cold War
started? Russian soldiers fly the
Soviet flag over a defeated
Berlin, May 1945. Stalin’s
determination to reach the
German capital first had
succeeded. Churchill feared the
consequences of this victory,
but had been unable to
persuade American military
leaders that if they failed to
reach Berlin first, their more
leisurely crossing of Germany
would have immeasurable
political results.

1



USA v. USSR

g American society was based on two key
ideas: democracy and CAPITALISM.

g Democracy meant that the President
and Congress were elected in free
elections. They could be voted out if
the people were unhappy with them.

g Capitalism meant that property and
businesses were owned by private
individuals and companies.

g The USA was mainly Christian and
scared of ‘godless Communism’.

g For Americans, an individual’s rights
and freedoms (for example, freedom of
speech and of movement) were more
important than everyone being equal.

g Most Americans believed passionately
in the American way of life. They also
believed that the USSR was trying to
make the whole world Communist.

g Soviet society was based on the idea of
COMMUNISM.

g It was a one-party state run solely by
the Communist Party. There were
elections, but the Soviet people could
only elect Communists.

g The Soviet government owned all
homes and businesses. Unemployment
and extreme poverty were very rare.

g The Soviet government was atheistic,
i.e. it did not believe in God.

g Communists believed that an
individual’s rights were less important
than the good of society as a whole. So,
there were many restrictions on travel
and on what could be said or written.

g The government and people of the
USSR believed that the USA wanted to
destroy Communism.

Why was there a Cold War by 1949?

Before the Second World War there were
several ‘Great Powers’ including the USA, the
Soviet Union, Britain, France, Germany and
Japan. The Second World War changed this
situation. Germany and Japan were both
defeated and seriously weakened. France,
having been defeated and occupied by
Germany during the war, had lost its status as
a great power. Britain was victorious, but
almost bankrupt. The USA and the Soviet
Union emerged from the war even stronger.
They were now the world’s SUPERPOWERS.

Before World War Two, the USA and the
USSR had been hostile towards each other.
Their governments’ and their people’s views of
the world were very different (see the box
below). During the war, however, they were united against a common enemy — Hitler. But,
when war ended their former hostility returned. Previously the two sides would have gone to
war to resolve their differences. The development of atomic weapons now meant that war
would lead to mass destruction. Instead, a ‘cold war’ took place between the USA and the
USSR. It was a ‘cold’ war in that it stopped short of actual fighting.

Key words 

Superpower — the USA and the USSR
after 1945; an extremely powerful nation.

Capitalism — economic system in which
companies and individuals trade freely.
While some are rich, others are poor.

Communism — economic and social
system in which there is no private
property and each person works for the
common good.

Cold War — the hostilities between the
USA and the USSR from 1945–90.
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So, if the Cold War did not involve any actual fighting between the USA and
the USSR, what did take place?

Armed forces on constant
alert

Spying and surveillance

Nuclear, chemical and
biological weapons

Conflicting political ideas:
capitalism v. communism

Trade restrictions between
the two opposing blocs

Active fighting in other parts
of the world

The USA became involved in the Cold War for several reasons.
• Fear of communism

The USA, who believed in capitalism, feared the spread of communism. This fear originated
with the Bolshevik (communist) takeover of Russia in 1917, especially as the Bolsheviks
believed in world revolution to spread communism.

• Soviet expansion in Eastern Europe
Having freed much of Eastern Europe from the Nazis, the Red Army remained in occupation
in this area and the Soviet Union established communist governments that were closely
controlled from Moscow. These became known as Soviet satellite states and included
Poland, Romania, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia and Hungary. Truman was convinced that Stalin
wanted to expand into Western Europe.

Attitude of Truman
In April 1945 Harry Truman became President of the USA. Truman distrusted Stalin and was
convinced that the Soviet Union intended to take over the whole of Europe. He was determined
to stand up to the Soviet leader. On 16 July 1945, the Americans successfully tested an atomic
bomb at a desert site in the USA. At the start of the Potsdam Conference, Truman informed
Stalin about this. The Soviet leader was furious that he had not been consulted beforehand.

The Potsdam Conference, July 1945
The Potsdam Conference was the second peace conference of 1945, the first being Yalta in
January. Truman and Stalin had several disagreements. Twenty million Russians had died
during the war and Stalin wanted massive compensation that would have totally and
permanently crippled Germany. Truman refused. He saw a revived Germany as a possible
barrier to future Soviet expansion. Truman wanted free elections in the countries of Eastern
Europe occupied by Soviet troops. Stalin refused to submit to US pressure, believing it was
unwelcome interference. Truman was furious and began a ‘get tough’ policy against the Soviet
Union. At the Potsdam Conference, it was agreed:
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• to divide Germany and Berlin as previously agreed. Each of the four zones of Germany and
four sectors of Berlin was occupied and administered by one of the Allies

• to demilitarize Germany
• to re-establish democracy in Germany including free elections, a free press and freedom of

speech
• that Germany had to pay reparations to the Allies in equipment and materials. Most of this

would go to the Soviet Union, which had suffered most. The Soviet Union would be given a
quarter of the industrial goods made in the western zones in return for food and coal from
the Soviet zone

• to ban the Nazi Party. Nazis were removed from important positions and leading Nazis were
put on trial for war crimes at Nuremberg in 1946

• to participate fully in the United Nations organization
• that Poland’s frontier was to be moved westwards to the rivers Oder and Neisse.

What were the building blocks of American policy towards the Soviet
Union, 1946–9?

ì Containment
In March 1946 Winston Churchill made a speech at Fulton, Missouri, USA which showed how
divided Europe had become within less than a year of the end of the Second World War. In this
very famous speech he suggested that ‘From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an
iron curtain has descended across the continent of Europe’. 

í The Truman Doctrine
In 1947 Britain, who had been giving financial
aid to Greece and Turkey since 1944, told the
USA they could no longer afford to give this aid.
The USA stepped in with the necessary financial
aid fearing that these two countries would come
under Soviet influence. Truman announced US
support in an important speech in March 1947.
The speech marked a turning-point in US
foreign policy. He was committing the USA to a
policy of containment that became known as
the Truman Doctrine.

î The Marshall Plan
Truman backed up his policy of containment
with economic aid to Europe. This was known
as the Marshall Plan. He believed that communism generally won support in countries where
there were economic problems, unemployment and poverty. Many European countries had
suffered badly as a result of the Second World War and were struggling to deal with the
damage caused. There were shortages of nearly everything, which led countries to implement
rationing. If the USA could help these countries to recover economically and provide
employment and reasonable prosperity, then there would be no need to turn to communism.

The plan, officially called the European Recovery Plan but nicknamed the Marshall Plan, was
announced by the US Secretary of State, General George Marshall, in June 1947. This aid
would take the form of cash, machinery, food and technological assistance. In return, these
countries would agree to buy US goods and allow US companies to invest capital in their
industries.

 President Truman delivers his speech before
a joint session of Congress, 12 March 1947.
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US machinery helped European factories to recover from the effects of the Second World War.
US advisers helped to rebuild transport systems. Europe became more firmly divided between
East and West. Stalin was initially involved but withdrew the Soviet Union from discussions
because he did not trust the USA and did not want to show how weak the Soviet Union really
was economically. He prevented Eastern European countries, such as Czechoslovakia and
Poland, from being involved. By 1953 the USA had provided nearly $13 billion in Marshall Aid.

Containment was based on the Domino Theory, the belief that if one country fell to
communism this would trigger the fall of its neighbouring countries. The theory was later
applied to Asia.

ï Defending the division of Germany and Berlin
In 1948 Stalin blockaded all routes by land and rail into West Berlin. This sparked the first
major crisis of the Cold War and worsened relations between the superpowers even further.

During the peace conferences of 1945 at Yalta (February) and Potsdam (July), the Allies had
agreed to divide both Germany and Berlin into four zones of occupation. Berlin was in the heart
of Soviet-controlled East Germany and the western Allies were allowed access to their sectors
by road, rail, canal and air.

The western Allies forged ahead by encouraging the economic recovery of their zones,
especially in providing a much-needed currency. The western zones received large quantities of
Marshall Aid. In addition they set up free elections to establish democracy. This was in sharp
contrast with Soviet policies. Stalin feared a strong, democratic and reunited Germany on the
borders of the Soviet Union. He feared that a ‘western’ currency and democratic ideas would
spread to the Soviet zone and undermine control of East Berlin. When, in 1948, the Allies
announced plans to create a West German state and a new currency, Stalin accused the West
of interfering in the Soviet zone. On 24 June 1948, he cut off road, rail and canal traffic to
Berlin from the western zone of Germany in an attempt to starve the Allies out of West Berlin.

Truman was determined to stand up to the Soviet Union and show that he was serious about
containment. He saw Berlin as a test case. If the western Allies gave in to Stalin on this issue,
the western zones of Germany might be next. Truman wanted Berlin to be a symbol of freedom
behind the Iron Curtain. The only way into Berlin was by air. So the Allies decided to airlift
supplies from their bases in West Germany.  For eleven months the US and British air forces
flew in food and fuel, in the Berlin Airlift.

In May 1949 Stalin called off the blockade. He had failed to starve the Allies out of Berlin. That
evening Berliners put on evening dress and danced in the streets. The crisis greatly increased
East-West rivalry, confirmed the divisions of Germany and Berlin and led to the creation of the
North Atlantic Treaty Organisation or NATO. Truman saw the outcome of the crisis as a great
victory. West Berlin had survived and stood up to the Soviet Union. His policy of containment
had worked.

ð The creation of NATO
The Berlin crisis had confirmed Truman’s commitment to containment in Europe and
highlighted the Soviet threat to Western Europe. The Western European states were aware
that, even joined together, they were no match for the Soviet Union and needed the formal
support of the USA. In April 1949 the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) was signed.
Although a defensive alliance, its main purpose was to prevent Soviet expansion.
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The countries agreed that an armed attack against one or more of them in Europe or North
America would be considered an attack against them all. Stalin saw NATO as an ‘aggressive
alliance’ aimed against the Soviet Union. Within six years, in 1955, the Soviet Union had set up
its own rival organization known as the Warsaw Pact. It was a military alliance of eight nations
headed by the Soviet Union and was designed to counter the threat of NATO. Members were
to support each other if attacked. A joint command structure was set up under the Soviet
Supreme Commander. The creation of these two powerful and rival military power blocks
fuelled the tension of the Cold War. In early 1960 Berlin again became a major flashpoint in
Cold War relations.

ñ NSC-68
The Second World War had made military planners realise the need for a more integrated
military system. Such a system would need an institution to co-ordinate it with the nation’s
diplomatic strategy. In 1947 the National Security Act was passed. It established:
• the Department of Defense covering the army, navy and air force
• the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) to co-ordinate intelligence-gathering across the

government
• the National Security Council, headed by an advisor, who counselled the president on all

security matters.

In 1949 Paul Nitze, the head of the Policy Planning Staff, wrote a statement of national defence
policy. Known as NSC-68 it advocated a massive expansion of US spending on military power
— from $13 billion to $45 billion per annum. Why? Because Nitze deemed that the Soviet
Union sought ‘to impose its absolute authority over the rest of the world’. Neither appeasement
nor isolation were regarded as possible policies. The document was accepted in 1950. It was
proof that the Americans were prepared to win the Cold War, regardless of the cost. It was also
accepted that it was to be a military, and not a diplomatic, confrontation.

ò The nuclear bomb
The USA was the only nation with the atom bomb. The Soviet Union had the knowledge to
build one, thanks to wartime spying, but did not do so until 1949. Two bombs had already
been dropped and although there was much protest about Hiroshima and Nagasaki, it was not
clear under what circumstances the USA would use them again. As a result of the Soviet
success in developing an atomic bomb, Truman approved the development of the much more
powerful hydrogen bomb.

Key points

ì The Cold War was a bi-polar confrontation between the USA and the USSR, which lasted
from 1949 to 1990.

í The Soviet Union feared the USA’s present power in 1945, and the USA feared the Soviet
Union’s future power.

î Ideological differences were thought to be irreconcilable by 1949.
ï The division of Germany and the sharing of the capital of Berlin caused continual friction. 
ð The USA used its economic strength through the Marshall Plan, and its military strength,

through NATO, to keep Western Europe allied to American interests.
ñ The American superiority of nuclear weapons was equalized by the Soviet Union’s ability to

build and test one successfully in 1949.
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Mao Zedong, the leader of the
communist revolution in China.

Was the Korean War a success in the ideological battle?

The Cold War comes to Asia
America’s concern about Korea began in China. In
1947 China was plunged into a civil war that had been
brewing for years. Mao Zedong (Mao Tse-Tung) led the
Communist Party against the ruling Nationalists, led by
Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kai-shek). The latter, though
corrupt and inefficient, had the support of the USA. By
1949, the communists, who had much peasant
support, were successful and the Nationalists fled to the
island of Taiwan (Formosa), where they remain in power
today.

The new Chinese government seized American property
in China and allied, unsurprisingly, with its communist
neighbour, the Soviet Union. As the USA felt that they
had ‘lost’ China and saw Mao as a puppet of Stalin,
China had to become part of the policy of containment.
The USA decided that the best way to ‘contain’ or
restrict Chinese expansion was to develop Japan as its
major Pacific ally. Japan was still occupied by the USA
in the post-war period, but industrial growth was
encouraged and military bases developed on its islands.
The Cold War had come to Asia and the next stop
would be Korea.

Why Korea?
In 1945 at Yalta, Korea had been divided at its 38th Parallel. The North was ruled by the
communist government of Kim Il-Sung, supported by the Soviets who trained the North
Korean army. In the South the USA supported Syngman Rhee and provided military
assistance. On 25 June 1950 the North Korean army suddenly invaded the South. Stalin had
approved the action, expecting little American reaction, but he had not promised Soviet military
help.
Truman reacted quickly, prompted by memories of Japanese and German aggression and
appeasement in the 1930s. They persuaded the United Nations to pass a resolution
condemning North Korea as an aggressor and calling for collective security action. The
resolution was passed as the Soviet Union was not there to exercise its Security Council veto.
The result was a three-year-long Korean war. Supposedly it was a war fought to restore South
Korean freedom, but in reality it was the first proxy war where other countries’ disputes were
used as a battleground for the Cold War. While it was theoretically a UN operation, the USA
provided 90 per cent of the soldiers.

The results of the Korean War
ì The 38th Parallel remained the border with a demilitarized zone between the two countries.

A communist government controlled the North and a democratic one controlled the South.
í Over 54,000 American soldiers died and 11,000 were held as POWs. Nearly 5 million

Koreans and Chinese died and 120,000 were held as POWs. 
î Much of North Korea suffered damage to crops, transport and factories.
ï Truman had defended South Korea from aggression and demonstrated more resolve than

the Chinese and North Koreans had expected, but the USA failed to unify Korea in spite of
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their military superiority.

When Truman gave up the attempt to unify Korea, General MacArthur demanded an attack on
China to smash communism. He suggested that Truman was being an appeaser. Truman’s
response was to fire him for insubordination, even though the General was a hero to many
Americans. Truman was clear about the reason for his decision, ‘I fired [MacArthur] because he
wouldn’t respect the authority of the President. I didn’t fire him because he was a dumb son of
a bitch, although he was, but that’s not against the law for generals. If it was, a half to
three-quarters of them would be in jail’.

Did the Korean War have any impact on American foreign policy?
ì It set the pattern for US foreign policy for the rest of the decade and made clear that the

Cold War was now a global fight against communism. It brought the Cold War to the Pacific
and to Asia.

í Truman could argue that the USA had won because they had stopped the aggressive
expansion of communist rule and had shown the value of the policy of containment.

î Executive power increased as troops were sent without Congress being asked to declare war.
Truman argued that as commander-in-chief he had sufficient authority. It was the beginning
of an ‘imperial’ style of presidency which was to last for twenty years. The president decided
on foreign policy without Congressional involvement.

ï The policy of NSC-68 was implemented with an expansion in troop numbers and overseas
military bases. Defence expenditure rose from $13 billion in 1950 to $50 billion by 1953.
Bases were established in Saudi Arabia, Spain and elsewhere, but with little regard for the
political beliefs of those countries (Spain had a fascist government, Saudi Arabia had an
autocratic monarchy, for example). It was sufficient that they were anti-communist.

ð It was the continuation of the wartime military-industrial complex which was to dominate
defence spending for decades.

ñ Truman’s apparent threat to use nuclear weapons in 1952 led to worldwide protest. It raised
the question of whether such weapons could ever be used.

The Korean War Memorial, Washington DC, with nineteen stainless steel statues of soldiers,
dressed for combat in the cold of Korea, representing all the military units and ethnic groups
involved. The war had initial public support in 1950, but support dwindled as the stalemate
continued. It was not until 1995 that this memorial to the war was erected.
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Dulles served as Secretary of State
under Eisenhower (1953–9)

Massive Retaliation
A nuclear doctrine enunciated by John Foster Dulles in January 1954 when he spoke of
retaliation ‘by any means’ against the Soviets if they threatened US vital interests. The exact
circumstances in which nuclear weapons would be used was left deliberately vague. The
doctrine worried world opinion and was criticized by defence experts as unrealistic, the US
president being unlikely to launch nuclear war except in a dire emergency. ‘Massive retaliation’
reflected US confidence about its nuclear superiority in the 1950s. Reliance on nuclear
weapons in military planning also allowed the new Eisenhower administration to pursue a
strong global containment policy while reducing the high spending on conventional arms by
Truman during the Korean War. A policy of reliance on nuclear weapons and reduced
conventional arms spending known in America as the ‘New Look’ was accepted by the National
Security Council in October 1953. A similar policy was adopted by the USSR in 1955 and
Britain in 1957. Under Kennedy a new doctrine, ‘flexible response’, superseded ‘massive
retaliation’.

John Foster Dulles (1888–1959)
An American international lawyer and Republican
supporter, John Foster Dulles gained his first-hand
experience of foreign policy at Versailles in 1919. Strongly
religious and obsessively anti-Communist, he was a keen
supporter of the UN, and helped to develop a bipartisan
American foreign policy under President Truman. He
concluded the 1951 Peace Treaty with Japan. Both his
grandfather and uncle had been Secretaries of State, and
he too gained this long-coveted position from 1953–9
under Eisenhower. Dulles was known for his tough
rhetoric, but was only able to pursue a strong
anti-Communist policy because this was to the President’s
liking. He saw the fight against Communism as a fight
between good and evil. He was against containment as it
abandoned people to ‘despotism and Godless terrorism’.

The Berlin crisis, 1961
In August 1961, Khrushchev, the leader of the USSR,
ordered the construction of a wall to separate East Berlin
from West Berlin. From January 1961 the number of
refugees leaving East Berlin had increased to 20,000 a
month. This had to be stopped. Moreover, Khrushchev
thought he could bully the new, inexperienced president of
the USA, John F. Kennedy. From 5 p.m. on 27 October to
11 a.m. on 28 October, US and Soviet tanks, fully armed,
faced each other in a tense stand-off. Then, after eighteen
hours, the US tanks pulled back. Kennedy had been forced
to back down but was furious with the USSR.

A German citizen of West Berlin looks over the newly built
wall diving the city, August 1961. 
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Photograph taken by a U-2 spy plane

What were the key features of the Cuban Missile Crisis?
The Cuban Missile Crisis, which took place over a few days in October 1962, brought the
superpowers to the brink of nuclear war. The crisis showed how the Cold War had spread
outside the confines of Europe into the wider world.

Causes
The USA had long played an important part in Cuban affairs, propping up the military
dictatorship of Batista since 1934. Cuba had become very much a playground for American
businessmen. However, Cuba became a thorn in the side of the USA in 1959, when a
revolution had brought Fidel Castro to power. Castro had ejected all US businesses and
investment. In retaliation, the USA refused to buy Cuba’s biggest export — sugar. The Soviet
Union offered to buy Cuban sugar. The Soviet leader Khrushchev was keen to extend Soviet
influence in the Caribbean and wanted to outmanoeuvre John F. Kennedy, the inexperienced
American president.

In April 1961 Kennedy sanctioned an invasion of Cuba by exiles who had left Cuba in 1959.
The Bay of Pigs invasion was a disastrous failure due to poor planning and lack of support in
Cuba, where Castro was popular. It was a humiliation for the USA; it further strengthened
Castro’s position in Cuba and drew Cuba even closer to the Soviet Union. At the end of 1961,
Castro announced his conversion to communism.

Khrushchev now saw the opportunity to further extend Soviet influence in Cuba. He was
concerned by US missile bases in Italy and Turkey and wanted to establish Soviet bases in
Cuba to redress the balance. In September 1962, Soviet technicians began to install ballistic
missiles on Cuba. On 14 October an American U-2 spy plane took photographs of Cuba which
showed that Soviet intermediate-range missile launch sites were being constructed. These
could hit almost all US cities and posed a serious threat to the country’s security.

Kennedy decided to impose a
naval blockade around Cuba to
prevent Soviet missiles
reaching Cuba. US forces
searched any ship suspected of
carrying arms or missiles.
Kennedy made a broadcast to
the American people, informing
them of the potential threat
and what he intended to do.
Eventually, Khrushchev wrote
to say that he would withdraw
the missiles if the USA
promised not to invade Cuba
and withdrew its missiles from
Turkey. Despite a US spy plane
being shot down over Cuba,
Robert Kennedy agreed a deal
with the Soviet Union. The USA
would withdraw missiles from
Turkey as long as the deal was
kept secret. Khrushchev
accepted the deal.
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Results
The Cuban crisis had several important results.
• Kennedy seemed to have won the war of words and the perception was that Khrushchev had

backed down, especially as the deal over Turkey was not disclosed at the time.
• The superpowers had played a game of brinkmanship. This was typical of the Cold War and

means pushing a situation to the verge of war, in order to encourage or threaten your
opponent to back down.

• The superpowers had almost gone to war — a war that would have destroyed much of the
world. There was a relief that the crisis was over and there was a great reduction in tension.
To ensure that the two leaders did not have to communicate by letter in the case of a crisis, a
hotline telephone link was established between the White House in Washington, DC and the
Kremlin in Moscow.

• Further improvements came when the Partial Test Ban Treaty was signed in August 1963
whereby both the USA and the USSR agreed to stop testing nuclear weapons in the
atmosphere.

• The case for intervention to turn back communism had been shown to be too dangerous.

What were the key features of US involvement in Vietnam?
Under President Johnson the USA became directly involved in the war in Vietnam. This
involvement was to have major effects on US foreign and domestic policy.

Reasons for US involvement
Vietnam had been a French colony but the defeat of the French in 1954 resulted in far greater
US involvement. This was part of their policy of containment in order to stop the spread of
communism. The fundamental reason was the Domino Theory. The USA was convinced that if
Vietnam fell to communism it would be followed by its neighbouring states, especially Laos and
Cambodia. US involvement increased in the years 1954–64.

Date Reason US policy

1954

1959

1963

The Geneva Agreement

Vietcong terror campaign

Overthrow of Diem

This followed the defeat of the French at Dien Bien Phu
by the Vietminh. Vietnam would be divided temporarily
along the 17th parallel into North and South Vietnam.
North Vietnam would be led by Ho Chi Minh
(communist) and the South would be led by Ngo Dinh
Diem (non-communist). The USA prevented early
elections for a new government in July 1956, realizing
that the communists would win.

Ho Chi Minh issued orders to the Vietminh (who
became known as the Vietcong) to begin a terror
campaign against the South.

In November 1963 Diem, who was a corrupt and
unpopular ruler, was overthrown and replaced by a
series of short-lived and weak governments. The
Vietcong became more popular in the South.
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Date Reason US policy

1963

1964 

Failure of ‘Strategic
Hamlet Policy’

Gulf of Tonkin incident 

Under Kennedy, the USA tried to reduce communist
influence through this policy. It involved moving
peasants into fortified villages, guarded by troops. It did
not stop the communists and was very unpopular with
the peasants.

President Johnson wanted more direct military
involvement in Vietnam but needed an excuse. On 2
August 1964 the US destroyer Maddox was fired on by
North Vietnamese patrol boats in the Gulf of Tonkin.
Johnson was able to use these attacks to persuade
Congress to support greater US involvement.

US methods of warfare in Vietnam
The methods used by the USA changed during the course of the 1960s.

‘Operation Rolling Thunder’
This was the US bombing campaign of North Vietnam that lasted three and half years, from
1965–8, in the hope of destroying Vietcong supply routes to the South. It encouraged even
greater support for the war from North Vietnam and did not stop the supplies to the Vietcong
from the North.

Chemical warfare
Chemical weapons such as defoliants were used to destroy the jungle cover for the Vietcong.
• One such weapon was known as ‘Agent Orange’, a highly toxic weedkiller used to destroy the

jungle. The Americans used 82 million litres of Agent Orange to spray thousands of
kilometres of jungle.

• Napalm was another chemical weapon widely used by the USA. It was a type of bomb that
exploded and showered the surrounding victims with a burning petroleum jelly. Napalm
sticks to the skin and burns at 800 degrees Celsius. In other words, it burned through the
skin to the bone.

‘Search and destroy’
The US commander in Vietnam, Westmoreland, established secure and heavily defended US
bases in the south of the country near the coasts. From here, US and South Vietnamese
(ARVN) forces launched ‘search and destroy’ tactics using helicopters. They would descend on
a village suspected of assisting the Vietcong forces and destroy it. The troops called these
attacks ‘Zippo’ raids after the name of the lighters they used to set fire to the thatched houses
of the villages.
• These raids would usually kill a handful of Vietcong guerrilla fighters, but inexperienced US

troops often walked into traps.
• Inadequate information often meant that innocent villages were destroyed.
• Civilian casualties were often very high with most having little or no connection with the

Vietcong.
• This, in turn, made the USA and ARVN very unpopular with many South Vietnamese

peasants who were then more likely to support the Vietcong.
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Reasons for US defeat
The USA were eventually defeated in Vietnam due to the strengths of the communists and their
own weaknesses.

The strengths of the Communists The weaknesses of the USA

Fighting for a cause
• The North Vietnamese and Vietcong were

fighting for a cause — communism and
the reunification of Vietnam.

• They refused to surrender even after US
bomb attacks.

• They were prepared to accept heavy
casualties.

Effective guerrilla tactics
• The Vietcong fought a ‘low-tech’ war using

very successful guerrilla tactics which, for
the most part, avoided pitched battles and
reduced the effectiveness of the ‘high-tech’
methods and superior weaponry of the
USA.

• These methods were ideally suited to the
jungle terrain of South Vietnam.

Support from the Soviet Union and China
• Both of these countries supported the

reunification of Vietnam under the
communist North. They supplied the North
and Vietcong with rockets, tanks and
fighter planes.

Support from the South Vietnamese
Many in the South supported the North and
the Vietcong:
• Some believed in communism and

reunification
• Others were alienated by US tactics and

brutality. Their support, in turn, made the
Vietcong guerrilla tactics far more effective.

The tunnels
The communist forces dug deep tunnels and
used them as air-raid shelters. They were
also a safe haven for the guerrilla fighters.
They often acted as death traps for US and
ARVN forces.

The US troops
• Many were too young and inexperienced

and unable to cope with guerrilla warfare.
Most did not understand why they were
fighting in Vietnam.

• This, in turn, led to a fall in morale with
some resorting to drug-taking and brutal
behaviour such as that seen in the My Lai
massacre where, in March 1968, US troops
murdered 347 men, women and children.

Opposition at home
This undermined morale and was due to:
• a failure to achieve a quick victory
• many casualties, with a total of 58,000

deaths
• televised pictures showing the horrors of

war such as the use of napalm.

Failure of US tactics
• The US army failed to develop an effective

response to Vietcong guerrilla tactics.
• US tactics, especially 'search and destroy'

and chemical warfare, encouraged even
greater peasant support for the Vietcong in
the countryside.

The Tet Offensive
On 31 January 1968, the Vietcong launched
a massive attack on over 100 cities and
towns in South Vietnam during the New
Year, or Tet holiday. This proved an
important turning point in the conflict:
• It showed that the Vietcong could strike at

the heart of the American-held territory.
Even the US Embassy in Saigon was
captured.

• It brought a further loss of US military
morale.

• To the US public, the war seemed
unwinnable and it fuelled further criticism
of US involvement.
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The US withdrawal

By 1969, more than 36,000 members of the US military had been killed in the war. In May of
that year, President Nixon, who had been elected the previous year on a promise of
withdrawing US troops from Vietnam, unveiled his plan to end US involvement, known as
Vietnamisation. The idea was that the South Vietnamese soldiers would be trained and
equipped to take the place of US troops as they were gradually withdrawn. The strategy did not
work because the South Vietnamese troops were no match for the communist forces.

Peace talks to end the war had begun as early as 1968 but made no real progress until Nixon’s
visit to China in 1972 (see page ?) after which the Chinese encouraged more co-operation from
the government of North Vietnam. On 23 January 1973, a cease-fire was signed in Paris,
followed four days later by a formal peace treaty in which the USA promised to fully withdraw all
its troops and the Vietcong was allowed to hold on to all captured areas of South Vietnam.
Within two years, the communists had defeated the South Vietnamese armed forces and
reunited Vietnam. The US had failed in its attempts to stop the spread of communism in
South-East Asia. Cambodia and Laos had also both fallen to communism by 1975, proving the
Domino Theory partially true.

The effects of the war

• The USA spent around $30 billion each year on the war. This did much to undermine
Johnson’s spending on the Great Society which aimed to help poorer citizens.

• The war made President Johnson very unpopular and heavily influenced his decision not to
seek re-election as president in 1968.

• The American policy of containment had failed. The war had shown that even the USA’s vast
military strength could not stop the spread of communism. Not only did the USA fail to stop
Vietnam becoming communist, but the heavy bombing of Vietnam’s neighbours, Laos and
Cambodia, encouraged support for communism in both countries. Indeed, by 1975, Laos
and Cambodia had communist governments. Far from slowing down the domino effect, US
policies had advanced the process in South-East Asia.

• The Vietnam War was also a propaganda disaster for the USA which did much to lessen its
influence in world affairs. It was shown to be propping up a corrupt government in South
Vietnam. Moreover, the atrocities committed by American soldiers and the use of chemical
weapons damaged the reputation of the USA and its defence of capitalism.

• The inability to win the war pushed Nixon into considering different diplomatic strategies that
affected the Cold War. His decision to visit China to establish closer relations, and also to
develop détente with the Soviet Union, were attempts to drive a wedge between the two main
supporters of North Vietnam.

• From the war emerged the Nixon Doctrine which stated that the USA expected its allies to
take care of their own military defence. The Vietnam War was the first war that the USA had
lost and there was an unwillingness to become involved in future conflicts.

• Nixon used clandestine power to undermine left-wing governments in other parts of the
world, including South American countries such as Chile. His policy disregarded human
rights and involved covert use of the CIA in giving support to dictators (such as General
Pinochet in Chile) in return for their support of the USA.

14



How successful was the USA, 1950–68?

America came out of the Second World War as the richest and least damaged nation amongst
all the combatants. By 1968, it was still rich and internally undamaged, but it had lost the
optimism and confidence of 1945.

Why was the Vietnam War a turning-point for the USA?
• To the rest of the world it ended the USA’s unopposed power.
• Third World countries saw a way of challenging the USA.
• In America it ended the bipartisan foreign policy that had lasted since 1945.
• Ideological and economic competition continued to be seen as reasons for conflict.
• Fear and insecurity continued to affect decision-making.

The Cold War did not end until 1992, but by 1968 it had already changed the America of 1945.
The Cold War world was now a different place.

Key points

ì The Cold War was concerned with territorial and economic spheres of influence around the
world for the USA and the USSR.

í Its wars were fought around the world, but not in either the USA or the Soviet Union.
î The threat of nuclear annihilation, more than negotiation and compromise, initially

controlled aggression between the two nations.
ï The Korean War was the beginning of proxy wars fought by the superpowers without the risk

of direct confrontation.
ð The Cuban crisis proved that there were limits to Soviet challenges to the land mass of the

USA, and to the extremes of possible retaliation by the USA.
ñ The Third World provided a battleground for ideological, military and economic

confrontations.
ò It allowed American presidents to increase their executive powers at the expense of

Congress’ powers, and extended the influence of the military-industrial complex.
ó American global economic power continued to be strong.
ô The defeat in Vietnam proved that the USA was militarily vulnerable.

A photograph taken by
Larry Burrows of a
wounded Marine Gunnery
Sgt. Jeremiah Purdie
(center, with bandaged
head) reaches toward a
stricken comrade after a
fierce firefight south of the
DMZ, Vietnam, October
1966.
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Détente and the ending of the Cold War

During the 1970s the USA supported a policy of improved relations with the Soviet Union,
known as détente. The key features of this policy were the Helsinki Agreements and Nixon's
visit to China. This warming of friendship came to an abrupt end with the Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan in 1979 which plunged the world into a second phase of the Cold War. However,
during the late 1980s co-operation between the USA and USSR improved once again due to
the close working relationship of Reagan and Gorbachev and was followed by the end of the
Cold War.

Key questions
• What were the key features of détente?
• How did Nixon change relations with China?
• What was the significance of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan?
• How did the Cold War change under Reagan and Gorbachev?
• Why did the Cold War end?

What were the key features of détente?
Détente is a French word meaning relaxation. In this context, it refers to an easing of tension in
the Cold War. In particular, it relates to the USA’s relations with the USSR. It also refers to
relations with China. Détente began in 1971, but it ended abruptly in 1979 when the Soviet
Union invaded Afghanistan. Détente was restored in 1985 when Mikhail Gorbachev became
Soviet leader.

Reasons for detente

Why did the two superpowers want détente?

The USSR’s relations with China
The USSR and China fell out during the
1960s. Soviet leaders did
not want opposition with the
USA and China at the same
time.

To reduce the risk of nuclear war
The USA, the USSR and
China possessed thousands
of nuclear missiles. The
USA no longer led the arms
race.

The Vietnam War
The USA required the co-operation of the
USSR and China to end the war in
Vietnam as they both supplied the
Communist North and the
Vietcong with weapons.

To cut the cost of the arms race
The Vietnam War had cost the
USA huge sums of money.
Also, the USSR needed to
trade with the West to
boost its economy.

This relaxation in relations was due to several reasons.
• The threat of a nuclear war during the Cuban Missile Crisis had had a sobering effect on all

concerned. The hotline between the White House and the Kremlin improved the speed of
communications and the Test Ban Treaty showed a willingness to look at the issue of
developing nuclear missiles.

• Both the USA and the USSR were keen on arms limitation talks as a means of reducing their
ever-increasing defence spending.

16



• The USA involvement in Vietnam had not
gone well and, by 1968, the USA was seeking
to end the war. After Nixon became president
it was hoped that if the USA improved trade
and technology links and made an offer of
arms reduction, then Leonid Brezhnev, the
Soviet leader, might persuade his North
Vietnamese ally to negotiate an end to the war. The idea of offering concessions was called
‘linkage’ by Nixon’s advisers. Nixon visited Moscow in 1972 and made it clear that he did not
see Vietnam as an obstacle to détente.

• Nixon had visited China three months earlier and Brezhnev did not want to see a Chinese-US
alliance develop. The Soviet leader was keen to gain access to US technology and further
grain sales.

• The Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968 gave rise to the Brezhnev Doctrine. This
declared that all member countries had to remain part of the Warsaw Pact. In other words,
the USSR would put down any attempt to suppress communist control. This alarmed the
USA and showed the need for dialogue between the two superpowers.

Détente in action

The SALT agreements
SALT stands for Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty. There were two such treaties.

SALT I SALT II

Terms

Early in Nixon’s presidency, a
decision was made to talk about
nuclear weapons. Talks held in
Helsinki and Vienna over a period of
almost three years produced SALT I,
the first Strategic Arms Limitation
Treaty, which imposed limits on the
nuclear capability of the USSR and
the USA.
• The two superpowers agreed that

each nation would only build two
anti-ballistic missile sites each.

• Both powers agreed to a five-year
freeze on the number of ICBMs
each side could possess.

Final agreements for SALT II were
reached in June 1979. The terms
were:
• a limit of 2,400 strategic nuclear

delivery vehicles for each side,
• a 1,320 limit on multiple

independently targetable re-entry
vehicle (MIRV systems for each
side),

• a ban on the construction of new
land-based intercontinental ballistic
missiles (ICBM) launchers,

• the agreement would last until
1985.

Significance

SALT I was significant because it was
the first agreement between the
superpowers that successfully limited
the number of nuclear weapons they
held. However, it did not control the
number of warheads per missile; an
area in which the USA was superior.

The US Senate refused to ratify the
SALT II agreements following the
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan,
December 1979.

Key words 

Linkage — the name given to Nixon’s
attempts to make links between various
foreign policies, especially in Vietnam.
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The Helsinki Agreements, 1975
In July 1974 Nixon visited Moscow. After the meeting the two leaders agreed to develop broad,
mutually beneficial co-operation in commercial, economic, scientific, technical and cultural
fields. The aim was to promote increased understanding and confidence between the peoples
of both countries. The Helsinki Agreements of 1975 were a product of this. The USA and the
USSR, along with 33 other nations, made declarations about three distinct international issues
(called ‘baskets’ by the signatories): security, human rights and co-operation.

The Apollo-Soyuz mission, 1975
This was a joint space mission in which an American Apollo spacecraft and a Soviet Soyuz
spacecraft docked high above Earth. This marked the beginning of superpower co-operation in
space.

How did Nixon change relations with China?
In October 1970, in an interview with Time magazine, Nixon said: ‘If there is anything I want to
do before I die, it is to go to China.’ In the early 1970s, he was to achieve this wish.

Reasons
There were several reasons for improved relations between the USA and China.
• Relations between China and the USSR had worsened in the later 1960s, especially after the

Chinese denounced the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968. Nixon saw an opportunity
to exploit this split between the two leading communist nations.

• Nixon also hoped that closer relations with China might help to end the war in Vietnam, as
the Chinese were close allies of the North Vietnamese. This was another example of his
policy of linkage.

• In April 1971, the USA lifted its 21-year-old trade embargo with China.

‘Ping-pong diplomacy’
‘Ping-pong diplomacy’ began at the World Table Tennis Championship held in Japan on 6
April 1971, when the Chinese ping-pong team formally invited the US team to play in their
country on an all-expenses paid trip. When an American player missed his team’s bus after
practice, he was offered a ride by a Chinese player. This friendly display of good will was well
publicised and later that day the American team was formally invited to China. They were
among the first group of US citizens permitted to visit China since 1949.

On 14 April 1971, the US government lifted a trade embargo with China that had lasted over
twenty years. Talks began to facilitate a meeting between top government officials and,
eventually, a meeting between China’s leader Mao Zedong and President Richard Nixon. In
February 1972, Nixon would become the first American president to visit China. The meeting
did help to normalize relations between the two countries and reduce tensions over Vietnam.
This ‘ping-pong diplomacy’ was important because it led to the restoration of Sino-US relations
which had been cut for more than two decades. This triggered off a series of other events,
including the restoration of China’s legitimate rights in the United Nations by an overwhelming
majority vote in October 1971 and the establishment of diplomatic relations between China
and other countries. Moreover, the lifting of the embargo with China meant that trade between
the two countries could be restored. However, the economic benefits of this were slow as it
would take decades for American products to penetrate the vast Chinese market.
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Map showing the geographical
importance of Afghanistan

What was the significance of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan?

Between 25 December 1979 and 1 January 1980, more than 50,000 Soviet troops were sent
to Afghanistan to restore order and protect the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan
(PDPA) from the Muslim guerrilla movement known as the mujahideen. The invasion was to
profoundly change the Cold War and relations between the superpowers.

The reaction of President Carter
President Carter adopted a firm approach with the Soviet Union over the invasion. This was
because he was already under pressure in November 1979 following the seizure of US embassy
staff as hostages in Iran. He had failed to solve that problem by the end of the year, and some
in the USA were accusing him of being a weak leader. In addition, he believed it would improve
relations with China, who also opposed the invasion. He therefore adopted a firm approach
with the Soviet Union over the invasion.

• The Carter Doctrine stated that the USA would use military
force if necessary to defend its national interests in the
Persian Gulf region. It also promised US military aid to all the
countries bordering Afghanistan.

• The tough line was continued when Carter asked the Senate
to delay passing the SALT II Treaty.

• The USA cancelled all shipments of grain to the Soviet Union
and US companies were forbidden to sell high-tech goods
there, such as computers and oil drilling equipment.

• Carter pressured the United States Olympic Committee to
boycott the 1980 Moscow Olympic Games. Sixty-one other
countries followed Carter’s example.

How did the Cold War change under Reagan and Gorbachev?

Reagan and the ‘Second Cold War’
Ronald Reagan, who defeated Carter in the 1980 presidential election, believed in taking a far
tougher line with the Soviet Union than Carter. He made it clear that he had no interest in
détente and was prepared to confront the USSR whenever possible. In a speech to the British
House of Commons on 8 June 1982, Reagan caIled the USSR ‘an evil empire’. He was
determined to win the Cold War and believed that the USSR could be forced to disarm by his
new initiative: SDI (Strategic Defence Initiative).

SDI
The Strategic Defence Initiative, which became known as ‘Star Wars’, took the nuclear arms
race to a new leve1. It proposed a ‘nuclear umbrella’, which would stop Soviet nuclear bombs
from reaching American soil. Reagan’s plan was to launch an army of satellites equipped with
powerful lasers, which would intercept Soviet missiles in space and destroy them before they
could do any harm to the USA. He believed that ‘Star Wars’ technology would make Soviet
nuclear missiles useless and force the USSR to disarm.

SDI proved to be a turning-point in the arms race. During détente, the superpowers had been
evenly matched and had worked together to limit the growth of nuclear stockpiles. SDI was a
complete break from this policy. Soviet leaders knew that they could not compete with
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Mikhail Gorbachev, President of
USSR 1988–91

Reagan’s ‘Star Wars’ plan. They were behind the USA in space and computer technology whilst
the Soviet economy was not producing enough wealth to fund even more defence spending.

By the early 1980s relations between the two superpowers had deteriorated to such an extent
that this period is often described as the beginning of the second Cold War. However, the
relationship between the USA and the USSR changed again in the mid-1980s because of
Gorbachev’s new policies and his relationship with Reagan.

Gorbachev’s new policies
Mikhail Gorbachev was the last leader of the USSR, serving
as General Secretary from 1985 until its collapse in 1991. He
oversaw the end of the Cold War, the fall of the Berlin Wall
and the end of communism in the USSR. Gorbachev
recognized that communism in the USSR faced many
problems. For example, the economy was not nearly as
efficient as the American economy. While most Americans in
the 1980s enjoyed a high standard of living, everyday life in
the Soviet Union was dominated by shortages. This, in turn,
meant that many Soviet people had lost faith in communism.

Gorbachev introduced three important strategies which
greatly changed relationships with the West, and more
especially the USA.

• He initiated sweeping reforms in the Communist Party and Soviet system in the USSR. These
included perestroika (restructuring) which meant economic reforms designed to make the
Soviet economy more efficient, and glasnost (openness) in which censorship of the press
was relaxed.

• He ended the arms race with the USA and signed various arms reduction agreements.
• He stopped Soviet interference in eastern European satellite states such as Poland and

Czechoslovakia.

At first Reagan reacted in a negative way towards Gorbachev’s reforms. He actually made
Gorbachev’s reforms much more difficult by doing things like giving speeches demanding the
General Secretary ‘tear down this wall’. However, eventually Reagan supported the reforms but
refused to ‘reward’ Gorbachev with economic concessions, believing these might encourage
the Soviet Union to revive.

Gorbachev wanted to maintain the Soviet Union’s role of superpower. He knew that he had to
win over the Soviet people and show the world that he would not threaten world peace. He had
to be all things to all people. He assumed that perestroika and glasnost would strengthen the
power of the Soviet Communist Party. However, glasnost was a two-edged sword for
Gorbachev. The more freedom that people gained, the more they wanted and the more they
began to criticize Gorbachev — making it more difficult to maintain the Communist Party in
power.

The economy had been damaged by the arms race, the space race, the war in Afghanistan
and, above all else, by a system that did not encourage incentive. Perestroika did bring some
considerable changes and certain aspects of a free economy were introduced. However, these
were not fast enough to satisfy many Soviet people or make much difference to their standard
of living.
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Gorbachev and Reagan sign the Intermediate Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty, 1987

The end of the arms race
Arms limitation talks were renewed after it was clear that Gorbachev was keen to change
relations with the West. A summit meeting between Gorbachev and Reagan was held in
Geneva over two days in November 1985. Though nothing was decided, the Geneva Accord
was set out which committed the two countries to speed up arms talks. Both leaders promised
to meet in the near future and it was clear to many observers that the two men had got on well.

Although a second summit meeting at Reykjavik in 1986 failed to reach agreement on arms
limitation, a third summit in Washington in December 1987 was more successful with the
signing of the Intermediate Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF). This treaty eliminated nuclear and
conventional ground-launched ballistic and cruise missiles with ranges of 500–5,500
kilometres (300–3,400 miles). By the treaty’s deadline, 1 June 1991, a total of 2,692 of such
weapons had been destroyed; 846 by the USA and 1,846 by the Soviet Union. Also, under the
treaty, both nations were allowed to inspect each other’s military installations.

The INF Treaty was important because it was the first treaty to reduce the number of nuclear
missiles that the superpowers possessed. It therefore went much further than SALT I, which
simply limited the growth of Soviet and American stockpiles.

After the signing of the INF Treaty, the final summit meeting was held in Moscow in May 1988.
Much of the West seemed to be overtaken by what became known as ‘Gorbymania’. It was as if
Gorbachev had become a pop star. Furthermore, it was evident that the wives of Gorbachev
and Reagan had played a part in pushing the two leaders together. At the Moscow summit
there were more arms control talks. The summit led to the Conventional Forces in Europe
Treaty (CFE) which was signed by NATO and Warsaw Pact representatives in November 1990.
The agreement reduced the number of tanks, missiles and aircraft held by the signatory states.
The USA and the Soviet Union continued to enjoy good relations. The new US President,
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George Bush Sr, and Gorbachev were able to announce that the Cold War was over in a
summit in Malta in 1989. So, when Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait in 1990, the two
Superpowers acted closely and followed the directives of the United Nations. However,
Gorbachev did not commit any troops to the Coalition Forces that invaded Iraq.

At the Washington summit of 31 May – 3 June 1990, Bush and Gorbachev discussed Strategic
Arms Limitation (START) and finally signed the Treaty for the Reduction and Limitation of
Strategic Arms (START I), on 31 July 1991. It called for both sides to reduce their strategic
nuclear arms over the next seven years. This meant reducing 25 to 35 per cent of all their
strategic warheads. Bush and Gorbachev signed the treaty with pens made of scrapped
missiles.

Why did the Cold War end?

At the Malta Conference in 1989, US President George Bush Snr declared that the Cold War
was over. However, it was not until 1991, with the end of communist control of Eastern Europe
and the fall of the Soviet Union, that the rivalry between the superpowers really ended.

Changes in Eastern Europe
In December 1988, Gorbachev withdrew Soviet troops from Eastern European bases to save
money. In the following year he announced what became known as the Sinatra Doctrine —
that members of the Warsaw Pact could make changes to their countries without
expecting outside interference. He hoped to strengthen communism in Eastern Europe but all
he did was weaken it. Once reform had started in these countries, he was unable to contain it.

The fall of the Berlin Wall
This event has come to symbolize the end of the Cold War. However, it would be wrong to
confuse the fall of the wall with the end of the war. On 9 November 1989, the East German
government announced the opening of the border crossings into West Germany. The people
began to dismantle the Berlin Wall. Within a few days, over one million people had seized the
chance to see relatives and experience life in West Germany. West and East Germany were
formally reunited in October 1990.

Tension in the world seemed to ease by the day while the power of the Soviet Union seemed to
be dwindling so quickly. The new Germany joined NATO and, in 1991, the Warsaw Pact was
dissolved.

The collapse of the Soviet Union
Events in Eastern Europe had a catastrophic impact on the Soviet Union. The many
nationalities and ethnic groups saw how the satellite states had been able to break away from
Moscow. In 1990, the Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania declared themselves
independent, which was accepted by Moscow in 1991. This led to other demands for
independence within the Soviet Union.

Gorbachev found that he was opposed by most sections of Soviet society. In August 1991,
there was an attempted coup d’état which was defeated by Boris Yeltsin who was President of
the Russian Socialist Republic. Gorbachev was restored as General Secretary but he had lost
his authority. Gorbachev resigned in December 1991 and the Soviet Union split into several
independent states (see map below). Now there was only one superpower left — the USA. 
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