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Q. To what extent can the USA be held responsible for the emergence of the Cold War 1945-49?
The USA undoubtedly shares at least some responsibility for the emergence of the Cold War. The conflict’s origins as a system of challenge and response necessitated complex interaction between both the Soviet Union and the USA. Each nation reacted to early episodes of the Cold War according to their own “perceptions of threat and opportunity”, which in turn were primarily governed by underlying factors of ideology and post war insecurity.
 The most credible assessments therefore identify that the overall escalation of tension came about because neither side was prepared to allow compromise to override their individual concerns. To this end, primary responsibility could be levelled at the Soviets, for the political influence they imposed on many of their neighbouring countries to secure their borders, which ignored American concerns for a stable Europe. However, in balance some criticism must equally be levelled at the USA for its own intrusive attempts at economic influence through the Marshall Plan. Thus, despite concurrent misdemeanours on the part of the Soviet’s, the USA’s record in the emergence of the Cold War is far from unblemished. 

Consequently, depending upon the emphasis they place upon the various causes of Cold War tension, historians have aligned with several differing schools of thought. The “traditionalist” interpretation attributes responsibility for the conflict almost solely to the Soviet Union. This is primarily because it was expressed by American politicians and scholars in the 1940s and 50s, who therefore focused on their understanding of Marxism-Leninism as an inherently expansionist influence which provoked the US into strategies of containment to protect its post-war security.
 This view forwards a slightly one-sided account as it tends originate from the western side of the Iron Curtain only, where documentary evidence of the policies of the Soviet Union was not available. It therefore exhibits an acute awareness of the USA’s security concerns, which is not tempered by any appreciation for similar worries on the part of the Soviets. At the alternative end of the spectrum, the “revisionist” interpretation assigns blame primarily to the US. They conclude that America was dictated by economic goals and that their initiatives like the Marshall Plan provoked the emergence of conflict. Joyce and Gabriel Kolko for instance, cite the resultant lack of flexibility of the US in negotiating international settlements as a crucial factor explaining the deterioration of diplomatic relations.
 This argument is perfectly valid; however it is misleading for revisionists to portray the behaviour of the Soviet Union as purely reactive when instances of unprovoked expansionism such as the Czech Coup of 1947 would indicate otherwise.

The most balanced view therefore tends to stem from the “post revisionist” assessment, which seeks to avoid the extremes of either of the preceding interpretations. Generally these historians offer a more reliable account, as in writing after the Soviet glasnost, they have been able to utilise a fuller range of government archives. Although it does not apply responsibility clearly to one side more than the other, post revisionism is nevertheless helpful in identifying certain common strands of culpability. It most often focuses on an assessment of Stalin as opportunist who took tactical openings, but without an overall plan for imperialism. However post revisionists also make a similarly measured acceptance that the US operated dollar diplomacy, but without a major self serving drive for capitalist advance.
 These conclusions seem to offer the strongest account of Cold War accountability as they fit with the evidence that both sides possessed a degree of responsibility for the conflict, without completely abandoning the arguments forwarded by the other two opposing sides.

Regardless of perspective, it is difficult to deny that one of the most important underlying factors of the Cold War was the divergent ideologies of the USA and the Soviet Union. John Lewis Gaddis, a foremost proponent of post revisionism, convincingly lays a heavy emphasis on the role of Soviet ideology in raising tension. He contends that Marxism-Leninism acted as a source of behaviour and a point of reference for actions by the Soviet Union and accuses the Kremlin of international revolutionist aspirations, influenced by the legacy of Czarist imperialism as well as the ideals of communism.
 This view is made more credible by the way in which it concords also with the traditionalist stance of historians such as George F Kennan, whose ‘Long Telegram’ echoed these sentiments in 1947.
 This typifies the consensus between traditionalists and post revisionists that communist ideology contributed to the Cold War, and furthermore is a strong indication that was indeed identified as a fundamental issue for political leaders at the time.
However the extent to which the Soviets should be held responsible for this is more questionable because it is not clear that in practice communism actively impacted on Soviet behaviour in the way that many American politicians postulated at the time. Vojtech Mastny for instance makes a convincing case that while the Bolshevik belief that “the outside world remained implacably hostile” was indeed a crucial factor in the Cold War, it in fact made the Soviet regime more cautious in its foreign policy.
 Thus it should be noted that it was as much the American’s interpretation of communism, as the ideology itself, which created tension. This is strongly corroborated by primary evidence of the time. For instance, in advice given by White House aide Clark Clifford, it is clear that in 1946 the US government thought that the Soviets’ aversion to capitalism had already led them to justify conflict in their own minds, when in fact this fear is likely to have been misplaced.
 Although the Soviets did reject many capitalist advances such as the European Recovery Program at the Bretton Woods Conference, there is evidence of equal weight to suggest that Stalin sought a “harmonious solution” to most post war problems.
 
Furthermore, revisionists make a convincing case that US ideology similarly contributed to tension and misunderstanding in 1945. It should be added in balance to criticism of Stalin’s ideals, that American leaders held their own “powerful beliefs about the superiority of their institutions, race and culture”.
 Joyce and Gabriel Kolko even translate this into a direct apportioning of blame for the Cold War to the US, on the grounds that these beliefs led them to elect themselves guardian for world capitalism in a way which did not allow for alternative economic methods.
 Though in reality this perhaps does not account for the full range of issues, given the overarching need for post-war reconstruction, this suspicion was certainly an overriding concern of the Soviets. For example, an account from the Soviet Ambassador in 1946 provides evidence that they greatly feared the “imperialist tendencies of American monopolistic capital”.
 Thus while ideology certainly played a significant role in the emergence of the Cold War, arguably rendering conflict inevitable, it is difficult to apply responsibility more to one side than the other on this issue. Instead, tension was probably generated by the overall contrast which resulted from two opposing belief structures and the popular misconceptions which both had about the other’s intentions. 

However an analysis of the leadership of the major powers between 1945 and 1949 offers a more clear-cut allocation of blame. On this issue there can be little deviation from the traditionalist view that Stalin exacerbated Cold War problems more than the US government did, through a profound paranoia and an “aversion to everything foreign”.
 His speech of the 9th February 1946, where he proposed a model of peaceful coexistence with the USA that he knew they would be unwilling to accept, is a demonstration of his clumsiness in diplomacy which justifies the assertion by Leffler that his actions “made no sense in traditional diplomatic or geopolitical terms”.
 It is also especially damning that despite reaching competing conclusions on the reasons for Cold War as a whole and possessing fundamentally different backgrounds, Zubok and Pleshakov, Gaddis and Mastny all agree that Stalin’s impact on the situation was a detrimental one. Furthermore, there is even evidence that in contrast to Stalin, Truman’s character at times helped prevent worsening of Cold War tension. For instance, he chose not to use the Clifford Report despite its availability, when it could otherwise have been used to justify increased militarization against the Soviets.

Nevertheless, the US Administration should not be seen as wholly unblemished. For instance Bernstein accuses President Truman of having “lacked the will and the incentive” to question any of Roosevelt’s policies on the use of the atomic bomb.
 This flaw in his leadership should not be underestimated, as insensitivity over atomic diplomacy is a primary criticism of the USA’s wider treatment of the Soviet Union. In addition, this genuine cause for Soviet concern provides defence of Stalin’s paranoid character. Mastny and many other post revisionists fail to account for this in their assessments of Cold War leadership.
 It is a fundamental weakness that they should brand the Kremlin paranoid whilst evading the issue of whether this insecurity was justified. To a certain extent it is clear that it was, particularly given the Marshall Plan and US control of West Germany, which further constituted genuine intrusion on Soviet Power. Nevertheless the traditionalist interpretation remains more convincing and while the USA may have bred some of the Soviet leadership problems themselves, this does not go far enough in excusing the actions of Stalin. Consequently in this respect, the Soviets rather than the Americans are perhaps primarily responsible for the emergence Cold War conflict.
The breakdown of the wartime alliance between the USA and the Soviet Union offers a more tangible comparison of culpability. On this issue it is possible to defend both sides’ actions in cases where they ostensibly acted in ruthless, counterproductive and threatening ways, on the basis that they were following a genuine quest for security after the instability caused by the Second World War. Elena Zubkova for instance, asserts that World War Two “shaped all of post-war life”.
 As a social historian, her conclusions have merit in that they do not seek to defend any wider critique of Cold War culpability, or apportion blame toward the USA as her Russian nationality might otherwise suggest. Incontrovertible statistics also back up her view that the Soviets felt profoundly threatened by the legacy of the Second World War. For instance 1700 cities and towns were destroyed by Nazi armies in Russia and 27 million Russian deaths were attributable to the conflict. Such a large scale of suffering is impossible to ignore in explaining the Soviets’ push for control of governments on their border, most notably in Poland, which Germany had a history of exploiting as a springboard for attack. This forms the most glaring weakness in Gaddis’ work on the topic. While he correctly argues that Pearl Harbour had a lasting impact on US security policy, he singularly fails to apply the logic of his own argument to defend the actions of the Kremlin, who suffered far greater losses in World War Two having been occupied by opposing forces.
 
It is possible to be similarly critical of non-revisionist assessments of the Yalta Agreement. Gaddis for instance takes an increasingly unsupported traditionalist position over the actions of the two powers at Yalta in his essay “Soviet Unilateralism and the Origins of the Cold War”.
 His evaluation, that Stalin was insensitive to Western concerns, diverges from evidence documented by accounts of the time. This is because in a message to President Truman dated 24th April 1945, Stalin demonstrates significant concern for the misunderstandings over the type of government which should be formed in Poland and seems accommodating of Western views, considering that for them it was an area of foremost security concern.
 While Stalin’s attitudes as presented in a letter to the US should be carefully distinguished from the more realistic views he may have expressed in private, this does not fit with Gaddis’ assessment of a provocative Soviet Union at Yalta. Furthermore, the USA can be seen as the primarily guilty party on this issue, in that they were inconsistent with previous wartime agreements made in 1943-44 when they had condoned a Soviet sphere of influence in Europe in order to secure Russian support in the war effort.
 Thus the traditionalist and even post revisionist views seem to fail to take fair account of the pressures on Soviet security in the aftermath of World War Two and consequently attribute them with too much responsibility for the breakdown of the wartime alliance, when in fact the USA was arguably more culpable. 

The strongest accusations levelled against the foreign policy of the USA centre about the argument that they attempted to exert undue economic influence over Europe. Certainly this assessment is supported in the context of the USA’s actions over Lend-Lease. In abruptly cutting off economic shipments to the Soviet Union, the USA could be accused of callousness in refusing to extend a loan which the Soviets desperately needed. On one hand, in defence of the US, traditionalists make a valid case; that the Soviets were unreasonable in expecting continuation of a wartime assistance payment after 1945, that the US public would not countenance such expenditure and that regardless of other considerations US law dictated that it had to be withdrawn once conflict had ended.
 This would seem a reasonable position to hold, however the manner in which economic assistance was withdrawn suggests that the United States was unnecessarily offensive in its methods. A contemporary article written in 1945 corroborates this by recounting that ships carrying aid to the Soviet Union had been ordered to turn back, leading Stalin to feel the USA’s actions had been “brutal”.
 This would indicate that the USA’s operation of economic tools was clumsy and even confrontational in its dealings with the Soviets and was directly responsible for the rise in tension which followed.
Furthermore, there is some merit in the argument that this was not America’s only counterproductive economic initiative. For instance, their drive for rapid post-war recovery using the free market model has been seen by some historians as a destabilising influence in Europe. Along these lines, Carol Eisenberg holds them to be primarily responsible for the decision to divide Germany in February 1945.
 This is significant because her motives in reaching such a conclusion are lent credibility which cannot be afforded to most revisionists. Having published her work in 1996, it is not valid to accuse her of succumbing to the popular anti-American sentiment which dominated around the time of the Vietnam War; an argument which has been justly levelled at many of the revisionist historians of the 1960s and 1970s. She makes a plausible case against ‘dollar diplomacy’ in suggesting that a desire for control of the resources of the Ruhr by Western allies preordained that Western Germany would fall within the American sphere of influence. If this was the case, the USA must be held responsible for the fact that they consequently overrode the possibly of negotiating for the neutral, unified and perhaps more stable Germany with which the Kremlin would otherwise have settled. 

Nevertheless this damning assessment cannot be extended to the USA’s overall economic motives. For instance, in claiming that initiatives like the Marshall Plan were designed purely to expand American markets abroad, revisionists like Scott Parish fail to provide a sufficiently balanced interpretation.
 With a vast, growing and largely self sufficient domestic market, in which pressure to export never exceeded 6.5% of GDP, it is illogical to conclude that US pressure for business expansion into Europe would have been as great as he postulates.
 Consequently, the revisionist cynicism that the USA was solely self-serving in its contributions to post-war recovery fails to provide an account which acknowledges the multifaceted motives behind American foreign policy. On the other hand, the traditionalist idealism that the Marshall Plan was an altruistic attempt to help all nations in need of aid is similarly unrealistic. It is fairer to accept that the US used economic tools to achieve political goals, but also reject the idea that they were solely driven by capitalist advance.
 Once again, this assessment of the USA’s culpability aligns most closely with the post revisionist stance.
In conclusion, both the USA and the Soviet Union possess a degree of responsibility for the emergence of the Cold War. Tension did not mount simply because of tangible developments for which each side could otherwise more easily be held to account. Rather, their divergent ideologies left them both prone to misinterpret each other’s intentions, inevitably leading to escalation of the crisis as they responded overzealously to perceived threats in the climate of post-war insecurity. The Berlin Airlift provides a perfect case study of this, highlighting the manner in which both sides were driven by a need to preserve security. The USA sought to protect its interests in Eastern Europe and to this end the Soviets underestimated their resolve in doing so.
 The Soviets also sought to protect from the perceived threat that Western Germany may establish itself as an independent and aggressive nation.
 However on this is issue it is clear that the Soviet Union was the aggressive power. Despite responding in an ad hoc manner rather than as part of any more considered scheme of expansion against the USA, they possess sole responsibility for this key episode of the Cold War, which came closest to generating direct conflict. 

However in other respects the USA could be judged primarily responsible for the conflict as a whole. They must shoulder most blame for the breakdown of the Grand Alliance which began the downward spiral of diplomatic relations. Albeit unintentionally, their attempts at post-war reconstruction hastened escalation of tension as it threatened Soviet autonomy. On the other hand, in paying scant attention to the right of self determination for its neighbouring countries, the Soviet Union gave rise to genuine security concerns. Thus to a certain extent the creation of an unwilling Soviet sphere of influence dictated that the USA had no choice but to take action to provide a viable alternative to communist totalitarianism. Revisionists should accept that in the context of Stalin’s dubious electoral practices in Hungary in August 1947 and his communist coup in Czechoslovakia the following year, America’s economic expansion comparatively pails to insignificance. However equally, traditionalists should accept that the USA was not purely a reactive force in geopolitics and acted without sufficient appreciation for the Soviet’s justifiable sense of insecurity. To this extent they gave cause for the Cold War, but in line with the conclusions of most post revisionist historians, overall they share only partial responsibility. 
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