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Abstract. This article examines the nature of the Cold War period (late 1940s–1991) as a
global rivalry between two opposing political-military blocks led by the United States and the
Soviet Union. It analyzes the main characteristics of the Cold War, including ideological struggle,
geopolitical competition, arms race, nuclear balance, and proxy wars. In addition, it highlights
the early strategic doctrines of U.S. foreign policy such as the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall
Plan, the Berlin Blockade, the formation of military blocks like NATO and the Warsaw Pact, and
the emergence of a bipolar world system. The article further discusses key historical events such
as the Cuban Missile Crisis, the détente period, SALT agreements, the INF Treaty, the fall of the
Berlin Wall, and the collapse of the USSR, demonstrating the gradual development and ultimate
conclusion of the Cold War. Overall, the study provides a comprehensive analysis of the political,
military, and ideological processes of the Cold War, which fundamentally reshaped 20th-century
international relations.
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Introduction. The Cold War was a period of global confrontation that lasted from the late
1940s to 1991 between two political-military blocks led by the United States and the Soviet
Union. Its defining feature was that it was conducted without direct military confrontation, i.e.,
without a “hot war,” which is why it is referred to as “cold.” Instead, it manifested through
political and ideological struggle, economic competition, an arms race (particularly nuclear
weapons), and proxy wars (Korea, Vietnam, Afghanistan). The essence of the Cold War was a
global struggle between two opposing systems. In terms of ideological confrontation, the United
States represented capitalism and democracy, while the Soviet Union advocated for the spread
and establishment of socialism and communism. Both models sought global dominance. In
geopolitical competition and the struggle for spheres of influence, the formation of military
blocks such as NATO and the Warsaw Pact intensified rivalry for dominance in Europe, Asia,
and other regions. The nature of the Cold War has been interpreted through different theoretical
perspectives: realism views it as a struggle for balance of power, liberalism emphasizes the
conflict between systems and institutions, while Marxism interprets it as an ideological
confrontation between capitalism and socialism. Thus, the Cold War was not merely a conflict
between two states, but a global system of ideological, political, and military confrontation that
profoundly shaped 20th-century international relations.

After World War II, these two policies developed by the United States played a significant
role in the early stage of the Cold War. They were aimed at limiting the expansion of Soviet
influence in Europe. The Truman Doctrine, announced in 1947 by President Harry Truman,
defined a new direction in U.S. foreign policy. It was based on the principle of “protecting free
peoples from external pressure and internal threats,” with the main objective of containing the
spread of communism (the containment policy), strengthening U.S. influence in strategic regions,
and supporting democratic states. Financial and military assistance to Greece and economic aid
to Turkey are notable examples. Through these measures, the United States aimed to prevent the
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further expansion of Soviet influence. This marked the beginning of Cold War policies and the
emergence of the United States as a global leader, as well as the formation of the strategy of
containing communism. The Marshall Plan (1947–1952), proposed by George Marshall, was an
economic aid program officially known as the European Recovery Program (ERP). Its primary
objectives were to rebuild the war-torn European economy, prevent the spread of communism
through poverty and economic crisis, and strengthen economic cooperation with the United
States. Approximately sixteen European countries received substantial financial assistance,
industries and infrastructure were restored, and Western Europe experienced rapid economic
development.

The Soviet Union rejected this plan and prohibited Eastern European countries from
participating. As a result, Europe became divided into two opposing blocks.

The Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan defined the early strategic direction of the
United States during the initial stage of the Cold War. Together, they contributed to the
reconstruction of Western Europe and the containment of Soviet influence, thereby laying the
foundation for the emergence of a bipolar world divided into two opposing blocks.

The Berlin Blockade was one of the earliest and most intense crises of the Cold War, arising
from the confrontation between the Soviet Union and Western powers (the United States, the
United Kingdom, and France).

The end of World War II, Germany and its capital Berlin were placed under the control of
four Allied powers. Although Berlin was geographically located within the Soviet zone, its
western sectors were governed by the Western Allies. This situation intensified tensions between
the two sides. In 1948, the Western Allies introduced economic reforms in their zones and
implemented a new currency. The Soviet Union perceived these actions as a threat to its interests
and decided to exert pressure on West Berlin. Consequently, in June 1948, the Soviet Union
blocked all land and water routes connecting West Berlin to the outside world. This event
became known in history as the “Berlin Blockade.” As a result of the blockade, the population of
West Berlin faced the risk of shortages of food, fuel, and other essential supplies. In response,
the United States and its allies launched a large-scale operation known as the “Berlin Airlift.”
Aircraft continuously delivered food, coal, and other essential goods to the city. The operation
lasted for nearly one year and proved highly successful. In May 1949, the Soviet Union was
forced to lift the blockade. Thus, the Berlin Blockade ended due to the firm stance and
cooperation of the Western powers. Its significance was substantial: it marked the transition of
the Cold War into an open phase of confrontation, accelerated the division of Germany into West
Germany and East Germany, and contributed to the formation of NATO. This event is
considered a major historical turning point that further deepened distrust between the two blocks.

World War II profound transformations occurred in the global political map. The leading
European states became economically and militarily weakened as a result of the war. In this
context, global leadership shifted to two major powers — the United States and the Soviet Union.
Consequently, a new international order emerged: a bipolar system.

The United States emerged from the war economically strengthened. Its industrial base had
not been destroyed; on the contrary, it had expanded significantly due to military production.
The United States became the world’s leading economic center, and the U.S. dollar established
itself as the dominant currency in international trade. Furthermore, in 1945 the United States was
the only state possessing nuclear weapons. These factors further enhanced its military and
political dominance. The United States positioned itself as a defender of democratic values and a
market economy, gradually expanding its sphere of influence in Europe and other regions.

Despite suffering enormous losses during the war, the Soviet Union emerged as a powerful
military and political actor. It played a decisive role in the defeat of fascism and established its
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influence over Eastern Europe. Socialist regimes were established in Poland, Hungary, Bulgaria,
Romania, and several other countries. In 1949, the Soviet Union developed its own nuclear
weapon, achieving a military balance with the United States. Based on a centralized governance
system and a planned economy, it strengthened its internal structure and sought to spread
socialist ideology to other countries. Thus, a multidimensional confrontation emerged between
the two superpowers, encompassing not only military and economic competition but also
ideological rivalry. While the United States promoted capitalism and democracy, the Soviet
Union advocated socialism and communism. Both states formed their respective alliances,
dividing the world into two opposing blocks. As a result, the international system acquired a
bipolar character, and global politics began to develop under the rivalry between these two
centers of power — the United States and the Soviet Union. This rivalry became the foundation
for the formation of the Cold War, a prolonged global confrontation. Two opposing political-
military blocks emerged in the world. These blocks, led by the United States and the Soviet
Union, became the primary pillars of global confrontation during the Cold War period.

In 1949, Western states established NATO (the North Atlantic Treaty Organization). The
main purpose of this military-political alliance was to ensure security in Europe and counter
Soviet influence. NATO was founded on the principle of collective defense, meaning that an
attack against one member is considered an attack against all members. Initially, NATO included
the United States, the United Kingdom, France, Canada, and several other Western European
states. This alliance became the military backbone of the Western block.

In response, the Warsaw Pact was established in 1955 on the initiative of the Soviet Union.
This alliance united the socialist states of Eastern Europe and was created to balance NATO. Its
members included Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, Romania, and other countries.
Within the Warsaw Pact, military cooperation among member states was strengthened, with the
Soviet Union playing a leading role.

The formation of NATO and the Warsaw Pact further solidified the division of the world
into two opposing military-political blocks. This situation contributed to the intensification of the
arms race during the Cold War, increased mutual distrust, and sustained global tensions. At the
same time, the balance between these two blocks also served as a factor that partially restrained
the risk of nuclear war.

In 1953, following Stalin’s death, the era of Nikita Khrushchev began in the Soviet Union.
Although he attempted to pursue a comparatively more moderate foreign policy, rivalry with the
United States remained intact. During this period, a new stage of the Cold War emerged — the
policy of “peaceful coexistence and competition” — however, it did not lead to stable peace.

From the mid-1950s onward, the German question once again intensified. Berlin became the
principal point of confrontation between East and West. In 1961, with the support of the Soviet
Union, the East German government constructed the Berlin Wall, symbolically representing the
division of the world into two opposing blocks. During this period, military blocks were further
consolidated: in response to NATO, established in 1949, the Warsaw Pact Organization was
formed in 1955. As a result, Europe was divided into two military-political camps, and the arms
race intensified. The most dangerous escalation occurred in 1962. Following the Cuban
Revolution, the deployment of Soviet missiles on the island created the risk of direct
confrontation with the United States. This event became known as the Cuban Missile Crisis. It
represented one of the most dangerous moments of the Cold War, bringing the world to the brink
of nuclear war; however, the crisis was ultimately resolved through negotiations. Thus, the
period of 1953–1962 is characterized in international relations as a phase of intensified bloc
division, escalation of the arms race, and increasing proximity to a global confrontation. This
stage laid the foundation for the further complexity of Cold War strategies in subsequent years.
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After the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962, the need to reduce international tensions became
increasingly urgent. The risk of direct nuclear confrontation between the United States and the
Soviet Union compelled both sides to adopt policies of dialogue and control. Consequently, from
the mid-1960s, a period known as “détente” emerged.

The main essence of détente was to limit the arms race, expand diplomatic relations, and
strengthen global security. In 1963, an agreement between Moscow and Washington was signed
to partially ban nuclear testing. This marked an important step toward reducing international
tensions.

By the 1970s, détente entered a more active phase. In 1972, the first Strategic Arms
Limitation Treaty (SALT I) was signed. In the same year, political dialogue aimed at improving
relations between the two superpowers intensified, and opportunities for economic cooperation
also expanded. In 1975, an important international conference on security and cooperation in
Europe was held. As a result, the Helsinki Final Act was adopted. This document strengthened
principles such as state sovereignty, inviolability of borders, and human rights. At the same time,
the détente period did not signify the complete disappearance of confrontation. Ideological
rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union continued, and indirect conflicts
persisted in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. For instance, the Vietnam War and Middle Eastern
conflicts demonstrated the continued existence of global tensions during this period.

From the late 1970s, détente policy gradually weakened. The increase in military
expenditures, the Afghan War, and a new stage of arms development led to a renewed escalation
of tensions in international relations. The period of 1962–1979 is regarded as a “softening” phase
in which attempts at dialogue and cooperation in international relations intensified; however,
Cold War contradictions were not fully eliminated and remained unresolved.

From 1979 onward, international relations entered a new phase of intensified Cold War
confrontation. This period was characterized by the weakening of détente and the renewed
escalation of rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union. The arms race, regional
conflicts, and ideological competition once again became central features of global politics. The
Soviet military intervention in Afghanistan in 1979 represented a major turning point. This event
was strongly condemned by Western states and initiated a new phase of international crisis. The
conflict became known as the Soviet–Afghan War. In response, the United States and its allies
imposed economic sanctions on the USSR and boycotted the 1980 Moscow Olympic Games.In
the same year, although the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT II) was signed, it was not
ratified by the United States Senate. This led to a breakdown in the arms control process. With
the arrival of U.S. President Ronald Reagan in the early 1980s, a more assertive policy toward
the Soviet Union was adopted. The Reagan administration labeled the USSR an “evil empire”
and significantly increased military expenditures. During this period, the Strategic Defense
Initiative (SDI), a plan to develop a space-based missile defense system, was introduced. The
Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) elevated technological and military competition with the
Soviet Union to a new level. In the USSR, leadership changed frequently between 1982 and
1985 (following Brezhnev with Andropov and Chernenko), which increased internal political
instability and reduced the effectiveness of foreign policy. Overall, the years 1979–1985 were
characterized by intensified confrontation, escalation of the arms race, and growing mistrust in
international relations. This stage later laid the groundwork for a renewed process of détente in
the mid-1980s.

From 1985 onward, the final stage of the Cold War began. This period was directly
associated with the rise of Mikhail Gorbachev in the Soviet Union and his new political and
economic reforms. His policies of “perestroika” (restructuring) and “glasnost” (openness) aimed
to reform the internal Soviet system and improve relations with the West. In foreign policy,
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Gorbachev pursued a reduction of tensions, intensified negotiations with the United States, and
sought to limit the arms race. As a result, in 1987, a major agreement was signed between the
United States and the Soviet Union—the Treaty on the Elimination of Intermediate-Range and
Shorter-Range Missiles (INF Treaty). This agreement significantly reduced Cold War tensions.
The INF Treaty represented a major turning point in the international security system. In 1989,
communist regimes across Eastern Europe began to collapse one after another. One of the most
significant events was the fall of the Berlin Wall. This event ended the division between East and
West Germany and symbolically marked the end of the Cold War. The fall of the Berlin Wall is
widely regarded as one of the most important turning points of the Cold War. During this period,
democratic reforms intensified in Eastern European countries (including Poland, Hungary, and
Czechoslovakia), and communist systems gradually disintegrated. This process significantly
weakened the Soviet sphere of influence.

In 1991, the Soviet Union itself collapsed as a result of deep political and economic crisis.
This event is widely accepted as the official end of the Cold War.

Conclusion. The Cold War was one of the most significant and complex phases of
twentieth-century international relations. It was shaped by ideological, political, economic, and
military confrontation between the United States and the Soviet Union. During this period, the
world was divided into a bipolar system, and global politics developed under the influence of
competition between these two superpowers. Although the Cold War did not involve direct
military confrontation, it maintained global tensions through the arms race, nuclear threat, bloc
division, and various regional conflicts. The Cold War fundamentally transformed the world
political map, the system of international relations, and the concept of global security, and its
conclusion paved the way for the emergence of a new international order.
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