Issue 3.1
“Was President Truman Responsible for the Cold War?”



After World War II, Germany’s fate remained in the balance.  While Stalin, Churchill, and Truman had worked together to end Hitler’s reign of terror, at the end of World War II, the fact that the two most powerful countries in the world had opposite systems was finally unavoidable. Stalin gave a speech that spoke on how communism and capitalism were completely contradictory.  Stalin worked to influence neighboring countries and restore Eastern Europe governments under a communist system.  It is up for debate whether or not Stalin did this to protect Russia from another invasion or as an offensive tactic against capitalism as a system, but Truman saw it as something that needed to be stopped.  Truman decided that the United States would start “containment” of communism through the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan.  The responsibility of who started the Cold War is examined from two different perspectives in Issue 3.1, “Was President Truman Responsible for the Cold War?”.  John Gaddis and Walter La Feber have varying opinions on whether or not President Truman was responsible for the Cold War.  Gaddis argues that the primary responsibility of the Cold War fell on the shoulders of Stalin, whereas La Feber believes that Truman is responsible because he and his administration misinterpreted the intent behind Stalin’s actions.
La Feber analyzes the culmination of the Truman Doctrine, the Marshall Plan, and NSC-68, as demonstrations of American’s interest in economic and political needs that resulted in Truman starting the Cold War.  It is important to note that La Feber argues that one of the most impacting factors in how the Cold War started was Truman’s demeanor.  Truman was determined “to be as tough as the toughest” (La Feber, 210), a notion that kept Truman stuck to the idea of containment.  President Truman presented what would be known as the Truman Doctrine in March 1947.  The Truman Doctrine used the fear of communism to “convince Americans they must embark upon a Cold War in foreign policy” (La Feber, 213).  Congress approved of what Truman stated in the Truman Doctrine, which only gave him more power to navigate the Cold War as he saw fit.  Following the Truman Doctrine, the Marshall Plan expanded on the economic aid that the United States was going to provide to European countries while also including military provisions (La Feber, 213).  Additionally, the NSC-68 outlined the United States reason for participating in the Cold War and how America would navigate it.  Fear of communism was an overarching reason to get involved in the Cold War, but Truman also used it to advance the varying and political and economic needs of the United States according to La Feber.  While La Feber holds Truman responsible for the Cold War, Professor John Lewis Gaddis contends that Stalin is more partial to blame.
It is clear that after World War II, the United States and Soviet Union had quite contrasting ideas of how they were each going to navigate their recovery from the aftermath of the war.  In addition to stark differences in four domains, Gaddis argues that Stalin’s policies, which he put in place to protect the Soviet Union, ended up working against him.  The four areas that Gaddis states the United States and the Soviet Union had too different of perspectives, which drove them to the Cold War, are in their “Perceptions of history, ideology, technology, and personality” (Gaddis, 216).  The opposite stances that each country took in these would lay the foundation for the Cold War, which Gaddis claims was inevitable (Gaddis, 218).  La Feber notes Truman’s demeanors as one of the reasons he was responsible for the Cold War, but Gaddis examines both the personality of Stalin and Truman.  In doing this, he proposes that the incompatibility of their personalities hindered their ability to compromise, which would instigate the Cold War.  Both of these World leaders had learned from World War II that appeasement was not a solution, but with each being so obstinately fearful of the other, and their personalities being so distinct, negotiation and compromise would be the last thing they result to (Gaddis, 218).  In addition to examining the juxtaposition between the two systems and leaders of the Soviet Union and the United States, Gaddis offers insight into how Stalin’s actions only provoked America’s involvement in the Cold War. 
	Gaddis highlights three paths that Stalin took to increase protection of the Soviet Union from possible Western threats and neighboring Eastern European countries.  The three paths that he took involved controlling various spaces; within the Soviet Union, he wanted to eliminate Western influences, then he wanted to secure Russia’s satellites, and finally, he wanted to spread communism (Gaddis, 221).  The motivation behind Stalin’s action was to protect the Soviet Union. The combination of Stalin’s motives and fear of communism in the United States, instigated America to take action.  In response, Truman committed to the policy of containment.  Containing communism took the form of the United States providing aid to European countries, who Stalin was trying to influence.  Due to the systematic contradictions between the United States and the Soviet Union, combined with defensive actions on behalf of Stalin, which may have been overexaggerated by Truman, Gaddis find Stalin responsible for the Cold War.  
	Gaddis and La Feber both present compelling arguments concerning who is responsible for the Cold War.  Yet, Gaddis’s argument that Stalin’s policies and fears of being invaded again put more responsibility for the Cold War on him are more persuasive.  While Truman did implement George Kennan’s “containment policy” out of fear for the spread of communism, Stalin’s acts, such as engaging in espionage and influencing other European Governments to form communist governments, provoked Truman to protect the United States.  Additionally, beyond dividing blame between the actions and personalities of the two most powerful leaders in the world at that time, Gaddis assigns a large portion of responsibility for the Cold War to the stark differences between communism and capitalism and the two men’s personalities.  Gaddis finds that the combination of those incompatible factors against the tensions that resided after World War II were responsible for the Cold War.  His argument is effective because when looking at the actions that Truman and Stalin took in protecting their countries during the Cold War, they are mainly consequences of the disparate stances that each country functioned on. Therefore, since Gaddis puts responsibility for the Cold War on the contrasting systems and Stalin’s actions, his argument is more plausible.
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