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Abstract 

In connection with the sixtieth anniversary of the 

foundation of NATO several remarkable articles and study 

papers have been published both by Hungarians and 

foreign experts. The objective of these works is to 

introduce the structure of the Alliance and its political and 

military activities in the past sixty years and the actions 

taken by NATO for strengthening European security. The 

present study paper is aimed at making an effort to present 

the political, economic, and military circumstances after 

the Second World War. 
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On 8
th

 May 1945 hundreds of thousands of 

people were marching in the streets to celebrate the 

victory over fascism and the thank God for their 

survival.  

 

The victorious powers of the Second World War 

– the United States, Great Britain, France, and the 

Soviet Union – discussed the military and political 

issues related to the settlement of problems at 

conferences held during the war (Tehran, Moscow, 

Yalta, and Potsdam). However, the previous 

harmony broke up at the Potsdam Conference and 

conflicting interests arouse between the negotiating 

parties, which was further increased by the 

announcement of the United States about the 

successful American nuclear test on the second day 

of the Conference.  

 

By the end of World War II the European 

economy had suffered tremendous losses. The 

productive capacities of the countries were 

destroyed by bombing raids and military operations 

and the losses suffered by the grownup population 

able to work were huge in nearly every country.  

 

The circumstances in Europe, particularly in 

Germany are clearly described by Willy Brandt, 

depicting destruction: “bomb craters, hills of debris 

and rubbles, fields of ruins everywhere. One can 

hardly imagine there used to be houses here. Yes, in 

this no-man’s land there were people living. Their 

life was a permanent struggle for a handful of 

potatoes, a piece of bread.
1
” In other words that time 

real threat for the future of the continent was posed 

by collapsed economies, poverty, and in some 

regions famine, further complicated by the problems 

of territories under military occupation and their 

unresolved political and legal status.  

 

As Winston Churchill puts it: “the terrible 

destruction of Europe with all its past glory and the 

destruction of the huge parts of Asia blind our 

eyes.
2
”  

 

After the Second World War the dream did not 

come true and the victory of the Allied Powers over 

fascism was not followed by an international system 

based on the cooperation and consensus between the 

Great Powers. Although in 1945 the United Nations 

Organisation (UN) was established with an objective 

to serve such an international system the ideas 

concerning different political, ideological and social 

structures laid the ground for the establishment of 

the bipolar world order. After the Second World 

War both the US and the Soviet Union intended to 

build some kind of a collective defence system on 

the basis of their own security ideas. According to 

analysts the main cause of Cold War confrontation 

was that western countries saw European security as 

a type of collective and cooperative structure, while 

the Soviet Union aimed at minimising potential 

threats of a war.  

 

The simplest way to do so in the opinion of 

Soviet political and military leaders was to expand 

the influence of the Soviet Union over Europe and if 

possible over the entire world. Military power and 

gaining control over occupied territories comprised a 

fundamental prerequisite in Soviet military thinking. 

Stalin was convinced that the Red Army would be 

welcomed in Eastern Europe, liberated by the Soviet 

Union. Formally he accepted the democratic world 

order proclaimed on 12
th

 August 1941, based on the 



Atlantic Charter, but in practice he did not abide by 

it. His relations towards western democracies 

remained suspicious and distrustful after the Second 

World War.
3
 This distrust and suspicion can be the 

cause why the Soviet Union did not fully demobilise 

the Red Army and convert war production after the 

end of the war. Gaddis writes that the West was 

ideologically as opposed to the Soviet Union as it 

was opposed to the West. In his opinion the victors 

only destroyed fascism but not tyranny at the end of 

the war as that time nearly all of Europe was scared 

of Stalin’s dictatorship. The image of capitalism did 

not change in the mind of the Soviet leader or of 

anyone in his environment as they declared war 

against the entire capitalist world and even 

negotiations with western powers were regarded as a 

type of struggling them. As soon as a few months 

after the war it was already clear that the western 

part of the continent would be based on the 

principles of voluntary principle and democracy 

while in the Soviet-occupied territories dictatorship 

and all its elements would be dominant. This 

ideological division determined the entire further 

development of Europe.  

 

While the Soviet Union forced the introduction 

of Soviet-type plan economy based on single-party 

system the USA made political self-determination 

and the significance of economic relations the 

centrepiece of its great-power ambitions. In the 

American strives to superpower status imperial 

traditions and objectives did not play any role, the 

author claims. Nevertheless, the USA also wished to 

increase its influence in the post-war world and it 

had all the necessary tools for implementing the 

Wilson principles of self-determination, free market, 

and collective security. It must be acknowledged to 

this fact that the western countries, including the 

USA, significantly reduced the strength of their 

armed forces. Moreover, the western countries 

hoped that the Soviet Union remained their ally 

similarly to its wartime status. However, in just a 

few months after the war they became adversaries 

both in the political and military senses of the word. 

In the occupied territories the Soviet Union used all 

its means and forces to bring communist players and 

their parties to power, cut its relations to western 

countries, and blocked the occupied territories from 

the western world.  

 

We wish to repeat: in spite of the complex 

political and military situation in Europe the real 

threat was posed by the damage, tremendous level of 

destruction, poverty, and the difficult economic 

situation of countries. At the same time the majority 

of European politicians recognised that there should 

be some deterring tool (organisation) in order to 

prevent another war in the continent. They also 

recognised that Stalin-led Soviet Union presented a 

threat to Western Europe both in political 

(ideological) and military sense.  

 

In the book of professor Valki there is a 

reference to the fact that the European countries 

were unable to independently resolve the listed 

problems and needed the assistance of the USA in 

the original sense of the word. After a two-year-long 

post-war uncertainty a turning point came both in 

the western and the eastern parts of the continent. In 

the east the Soviet Union solidified its influence in 

the occupied territories. As a response to that the 

USA proclaimed the Truman Doctrine, the Marshall 

Plan, and declared the principle of the containment 

of the Soviet Union.  

 

On the basis of the Truman Doctrine the USA 

intended to halt the further Soviet advance in the 

continent at any price.
4
 In March 1947 President 

Truman said in the Congress: “the United States of 

America must pursue a policy which helps the free 

nations in their fight to be able to defend themselves 

against an armed minority and foreign pressure 

wishing to subjugate their country.” – quoted by 

Professor Valki. On the basis of this doctrine the 

Soviet Union realised that the main objective of the 

USA is to prevent an expansion from the east and 

that America took over the historic role of Great 

Britain in the world.  

 

In order to recover the European economy and 

re-launch production the USA proclaimed the 

Mashall Plan.
5
 The plan is linked to American 

Secretary of State George C. Marshall and its 

official name was European Recovery Program. The 

Plan was proclaimed in June 1947 and it lasted until 



1952. The program was funded by the USA, 

however, the participating nations had to make a 

joint plan for their economic cooperation. In his 

latest book, NATO in 1948, Lawrence Kaplan 

writes: the key of the American attitude to Western 

Europe rooted in the logic of Marshall Plan, that is 

first time in human history Western Europe had to 

demonstrate its capability of jointly acting and 

responding in unity.
6
 In other words, cooperation 

and joint planning comprised the most significant 

element of the Marshall Plan apart from the 

assistance to European countries. The Soviet Union 

and the countries liberated by the Red Army were 

separately mentioned in the document, what is more, 

Hungary was not only invited to the preparation 

meeting but it was requested to participate in the 

elaboration of the Plan itself.
7
  

 

The principle of the containment of the Soviet 

Union, which comprised the basis of the Truman 

Doctrine, comes from George F. Kennan
8
, who was 

the head of American embassy in Moscow. In his 

analysis nicknamed “Long Telegram” he outlined 

the real motivations of the Soviet politics and the 

possible American approach, that is “the neurotic 

aspect of the Kremlin to the world issues is based on 

the traditional and instinctive uncertainty of the 

Russians”. Consequently, the Soviet Empire “is 

insensitive to the logic of reason and is very 

sensitive to the logic of force”
9
  

xxx 

The analysis by Kennan is nearly by word 

repered a previous opinion of Winston Churchill, 

related to the Soviet Union: the expansionism of the 

Soviet Union comprises a threat to the entire 

European continent and not just to its eastern part. 

The USA and its allies must pursue a policy which 

contains this policy without inducing another war.  

 

A few months later on 5
th

 March 1946 Winston 

Churchill delivered his Fulton speech translated into 

nearly all languages since that time. The phrase 

“Iron Curtain” is mentioned in this speech first time. 

It is my duty, however, to place before you certain 

facts about the present position in Europe. I am 

convinced that you do not want me not to present 

these facts the way I see them. From Stettin in the 

Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic an iron curtain has 

descended across the Continent. Behind that line lie 

all the capitals of the ancient states of Central and 

Eastern Europe. Warsaw, Berlin, Prague, Vienna, 

Budapest, Belgrade, Bucharest and Sofia; all these 

famous cities and the populations around them lie in 

what I must call the Soviet sphere, and all are 

subject, in one form or another, not only to Soviet 

influence but to a very high and in some cases 

increasing measure of control from Moscow.
10

  

 

The statements in the Fulton Speech was also 

justified by the Berlin crisis in 1948 when the Soviet 

Union and the political leaders of the German 

territories under Soviet occupation proclaimed that 

they would not allow the representatives of the other 

three victorious powers to enter the city then took 

Berlin under blockade in order to force the western 

allies to withdraw from West Berlin thus allowing 

the entire city to be taken under communist 

influence.  

 

The western countries’ response to the Soviet 

proclamation was an air bridge and the successful 

supply of the city was organised through an airlift 

between June 1948 and May 1949. The population 

of West Berlin was provided with food, fuel, and 

other goods of primary importance through this air-

bridge. At the peak of the 324-day-long operation 

commanded by General Clay, some 13 thousand 

tons of goods were transported into the city daily 

involving the takeoff and landing of thousands of 

aircraft. The importance of the air-bridge and the 

supply of the city was articulated in the most precise 

way by General Clay, the commander of the 

American sector of Berlin: “If Berlin falls, Western 

Europe will be the next. If our intention is to defend 

Europe from communism we have to stay 

firm???.”
11

  

 

By the end of 1948 Eastern and Western Europe 

were divided by ideological and political front lines 

whose integrity was carefully guarded by both sides. 

Eastern Europe got under Soviet influence and was 

closed from the western half of the continent.  

 

The events of the Berlin crisis had a serious 

influence on both the American and Western 

European political leadership and public. Western 



Europe was forced to realise that from military 

aspect it was weaker than the sovun and it was less 

organised than the Eastern European region in the 

field of ideology. The solution was seen in the 

establishing of the Western Union – later renamed 

Western European Union – by signing the Brussels 

Agreement by Great Britain, France, and the 

Benelux States in 1948. This step played an 

important role in the establishment of common 

defence. The significance of the USA in the Euro-

Atlantic integration in shaping???became clear also 

due to the events in 1948. Facing the seriousness of 

the consequences of the Berlin crisis the majority of 

hard-line isolationist senators turned into supporters 

of the organisation of a north Atlantic alliance. At 

the same time the majority of Western European 

states, scared by the Berlin blockade, turned to the 

USA for security guarantees. So this is clear that 

from the end of World War 2 to the establishment of 

the North Atlantic Alliance the former allied powers, 

America and the Western World and the sovun 

became enemies.  

 

Both the March 1948 secret negotiations between 

the British and the Americans in the Pentagon and 

the direct???preparatory negotiations were 

conducted in complete secrecy???. However, it 

should be mentioned here that Donald Maclean was 

a member of the British delegation, who was one of 

the friends and a member of the intelligence network 

of famous Soviet spymaster Kim Philby, and he 

escaped to the sovun after his activities were 

disclosed in 1951. That is why it may not be an 

accident???that Polish daily paper Zycie Warszawy 

published an article on the North Atlantic Alliance 

and the related British-American plans as early as on 

4
th

 April 1948. All this indicates that the sovun 

received firsthand information and intelligence from 

the alliance in shaping???and the negotiations. 

However, Moscow was unable to halt the process or 

have any influence on the events.
12

 It was the 

Vandenberg Resolution No. 239 approved on 11
th

 

June 1948 that lifted???the last obstacle to the 

establishment of NATO, stating that the direct 

participation of the USA in the military and political 

bloc is acceptable moreover it is necessary.
13

  

 

Thus in 1949 the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organisation
14

 could be established with the 

involvement of 12 countries on both sides of the 

Atlantic Ocean. Its primary objective was to prevent 

the expansion of Soviet influence to further 

countries in Europe similar to that in the Eastern 

European region;
15

 to keep at bay the sovun 

aiming???at world hegemony; and also to prevent 

the breaking???out of a terrible third World War. It 

was also to ensure a future commitment of the USA 

towards the European security, to keep Germany on 

a leash???in military aspects???that is as the first 

Secretary General of NATO Lord Ismay said: to 

keep the Russians out, the Americans in, and the 

Germans down.  

 

In other words the events of the Berlin crisis 

managed to convince the politicians of western 

countries about the necessity to have an alliance as 

the crisis was still on when the signing ceremony 

was conducted. After the treaty became legally 

binding???it became clear that the alliance was 

established to provide defence against the Soviet 

threat perceived as a direct and imminent danger, 

and to prevent a potential aggression. The signatory 

parties were aware of the fact that the public a few 

years after the sufferings caused by the war would 

not have tolerated any offensive agreement???in any 

of the signatory states.  

 

The close military and political cooperation 

between NATO partners was also of fundamental 

significance because it established equilibrium 

among western states moreover it served to 

territorial defence and through this national interests 

as it is doubtless that no Western European country 

would have been able to defend itself against the 

sovun and its Eastern European allies. After the 

establishment of the Alliance in 1949 NATO worked 

out its first strategic concept which can be regarded 

as the second most important document as it has the 

fundamental principles of further strategies. The 

1950s were dominated by the strategic concept of 

“massive retaliation” emphasising a defence based 

on deterrence: in the case of an attack NATO would 

have been ready to deploy nuclear weapons. The 

development of the doctrine was based on the 

worries that the European powers would not have 



been able to prevent a Soviet aggression with the use 

of their conventional weapon systems therefore 

conventional weapons would not have been 

sufficient for defending the West. Therefore the 

potential deployment of nuclear forces was seen as 

the remedy for the imbalance between the two blocs. 

Fortunately no nuclear forces have been deployed 

ever since.  

 

In conclusion one of the authors who will turn 

sixty this year seems reasonable to make two 

remarks having reread the original text of the treaty 

at the sixtieth anniversary.  

 

Firstly, Article 2 of the Treaty reformulates and 

confirms the Marshall Plan: “The Parties will 

contribute toward the further development of 

peaceful and friendly international relations by 

strengthening their free institutions, by bringing 

about a better understanding of the principles upon 

which these institutions are founded, and by 

promoting conditions of stability and well-being. 

They will seek to eliminate conflict in their 

international economic policies and will encourage 

economic collaboration between any or all of them.” 

This Article was a very important factor in the 

economically collapsed Europe because it provided 

the population of the signatory states: the 

opportunity of an economic development.  

 

Secondly, Article 10 of the Treaty proves that the 

Alliance did not intend to exclude any of the 

countries of the continent: “The Parties may, by 

unanimous agreement, invite any other European 

State in a position to further the principles of this 

Treaty and to contribute to the security of the North 

Atlantic area to accede to this Treaty. Any State so 

invited may become a Party to the Treaty by 

depositing its instrument of accession with the 

Government of the United States of America. The 

Government of the United States of America will 

inform each of the Parties of the deposit of each 

such instrument of accession.” This basic principle 

has applied for sixty years because as many as 

sixteen states have already joined the founding 

member states. However, the question put???by Rob 

de Wijk is still current???: “can an alliance be 

efficient in the field of deterrence and defence with 

member states neglecting each others’ interests, 

having political or economic conflicts, or being 

suspicious to each other”
16

 This is a crucial question 

NATO has to answer even after sixty years from its 

foundation.  
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