
Crisis and Proxy Wars after World War-II 

East European Satellite State System and Iron Curtain 

Poland existed as an independent state till 1795. However, after 1795, the Polish territory 

was divided into parts by Russia & Austria. The Polish kept on fighting for independence till 

World War–I.  

After the WW–I, Poland managed to get West Prussia back from Germany, thereby 

enabling Poland to have access to the sea.  

After the 1921 war between Poland and Russia, Poland, through the Treaty of Riga (1921) 

got a huge territory in the East near the Russian border.  

As the World War–II progressed, and Germans attacked Poland in 1939, Britain and France 

helped Poland in its fight against Germany. At the end of WW–II, Germany was expelled out 

of Poland. During the WW–II period, there was a government in Poland which existed in 

exile in London.  

It certainly wanted to be back in Poland after WW–II. But before the commencement of 

WW–II, Stalin had also reached an understanding with Hitler about the fate of Poland. 

Stalin had concluded the Pact that assured Russia and Germany non-aggression from each 

other.  

However, Hitler violated the pact to use Poland as a base to attack Russia. As per the Non-

aggression Pact, Hitler had allowed Russia to exercise control over East Poland (the area 

Russia had prior to Treaty of Riga 1921).  

But after the WW–II, Russia was determined to ensure that Poland is not used by any 

European State against Russia. Stalin knew this was possible only if Poland becomes a part 

of the Russian sphere of influence.  

At the Yalta conference, Stalin was determined to ensure the above. After WW–II, even 

before the government of Poland in exile in London could establish its rule, Russia had 

already established a pro-Russia government in East Poland.  

Yalta was the second of three major wartime conferences among the Big Three. It was 

preceded by the Tehran Conference in November 1943 and was followed by the Potsdam 

Conference in July 1945. 

The Yalta Conference (codenamed Argonaut), also known as the Crimea Conference, held 

from 4–11 February 1945, was the World War II meeting of the heads of government of 

the United States, the United Kingdom, and the Soviet Union to discuss the postwar 

reorganization of Germany and Europe. The three states were represented 

by President Franklin D. Roosevelt, Prime Minister Winston Churchill, and General 

Secretary Joseph Stalin, respectively. The conference was held near Yalta in Crimea, Soviet 

Union. 



The British and the French urged Russia to create a provisional government for the time 

being with democratic elements from the Polish government in exile and later allow for 

fresh elections.  

Russians continued to strengthen their position and eventually recaptured territories they 

had lost, before Treaty of Riga in 1921. This aggressive tactic of USSR irked the USA as it 

became all the more suspicious with rising Communist influence in Europe.  

Russians used the same policy for installing Communist regimes in Hungary, Bulgaria, 

Romania and Albania, heightening the fears of the West and cementing the divisions in the 

East leading to Churchill announcing an ‘Iron Curtain’ in Europe separating the East 

(Communist) to that of West (Capitalist).  

The Russian attempt in establishing a sphere of influence in the Eastern European states 

happened after the Potsdam conference (July 1945) 

 

 

The Issue of Greece—Truman Doctrine and Marshall Plan 

Greece was under the control of Germany till 1944. The British, after the WW–II, began to 

assist Greece in setting up a monarchy. 

Some communists in Greece began to make attempts to overthrow the monarchy. 

Witnessing this development, the USA under President Harry Truman, began to assert that 

America would be a supporter of the free people who would resist any subjugation by 

outside powers.  

Called the Truman Doctrine, this came to be known as the principle that the US should give 

support to countries or peoples threatened by Soviet forces or Communist insurrection.  

First expressed in 1947 by US President Truman in a speech to US Parliament seeking aid for 

Greece and Turkey, the doctrine was seen by the Communists as an open declaration of the 

Cold War.  

The USA began to pump enormous amounts of money to assist Greece, which ended in the 

restoration of the monarchy and through this, a peaceful victory over USSR involving no 

violence, with the situation in Greece preventing an attempted overthrow by Communists.  

The US, after the issue in Greece, managed to successfully shed off its isolationist policy and 

now began to curtail the rise of Communism.  

In June 1947, the US announced the economic component of the Truman Doctrine called 

the Marshall Plan. The Marshall Plan was also called the European Recovery Plan and was 

aimed at providing economic aid and support to Western Europe to hasten their recovery 

from the devastating WW–II. 



The Crisis in the Korean Peninsula  

Korea was under Japanese control since 1910. As Japan lost WW–II, Russia and the US 

decided to divide Korea into two parts along the 38th Parallel. The northern part was to 

come under Russian influence while southern part under American influence.  

Syngman Rhee (with support of US) became President of South Korea and Kim II got control 

over North. In June 1950, the Northern part, with backing of USSR and China, invaded the 

South.  

The US saw this as a deliberate attempt to spread communism and intervened and 

supported the southern part. In the meantime, through UN intervention, the crisis came to 

an end. The 38th Parallel was reasserted as a line of demarcation. By now, the US realized 

the need to contain communism. 

After the Korean crises, the US formed multiple alliances with states in South East and East 

Asia on one side and South Asia and Middle East on the other. The US also established 

SEATO (South East Asian Treaty Organization)  

In the meantime, in 1953, Joseph Stalin (Soviet Premier) died, leading to the rise of Nikita 

Khrushchev as the Soviet Head. On the other hand, in USA, Truman embarked upon a policy 

of de-Stalinization.  

The prime intention of Khrushchev was to relax the strained relationships between US and 

USSR and provide a conducive environment for talks. Khrushchev began to diplomatically 

assert a peaceful existence as, for Khrushchev, peaceful coexistence with the West seemed 

like a real possibility.  

The idea of peaceful coexistence was successful to the extent where Nikita Khrushchev paid 

a visit to the US in 1959 and even discussed disarmament at Camp David.  

But The US installed missiles (Jupiter and Thor series) in Turkey, which in turn aggravated 

Russia.  

The peaceful coexistence almost ended in 1960 when a United States U-2 spy plane was 

shot down by the Soviet while U-2 was conducting photographic aerial reconnaissance 

deep inside Soviet territory 

This was followed by US-Vietnam war (1961) and Cuban missile crisis that brought the Cold 

War back in full force.  

 

US and the Crisis in Indo–China and the US–Vietnam War 

The entire area region of Indo–China comprises of what is called as Cambodia, Laos and 

Vietnam. The Indo–China area was under French colonial control.  

Between 1946 to 1954, Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam defeated the French forces. 



A subsequent Geneva conference was organized which declared Laos and Cambodia to be 

independent of the French control while Vietnam was to be divided into two parts along 

the 17th Parallel. As per the Geneva conference, an election was planned in Vietnam.  

The elections were to be held in the year of 1956. In the North, a government was formed 

by Ho Chi Minh. But the US was not happy with this. Ho Chi Minh had had a Russian 

influence. He had established a state on Soviet lines.  

In South Vietnam, the US, through a referendum (not election as envisaged by Geneva 

conference) installed a Roman Catholic Ngo Dinh Diem. The ruler Ngo Dinh Diem became 

extremely brutal en route to asserting his supremacy.  

The population in south was majorly Buddhists. They wanted Soviet and Chinese style 

reforms. The ruler crushed all their demands. There was a situation of civil war in the South 

Vietnam. The US envisaged the civil war as being instigated by North Vietnam led by Ho Chi 

Minh. Also, in South, in the meanwhile, a National Liberation Front was formed which 

began to fight Ngo Dinh.  

Fearing that this dissenting Front is supported by Ho Chi Minh, the US increased its 

economic and military aid to Ngo Dinh. The people of South resorted to guerrilla tactics. 

The US retaliated militarily in the Northern territory. But nothing worked in US favour. 

Sensing a defeat, the US, in 1968, suspended all military operations and organized a peace 

conference in Paris.  

A diplomatic engagement began and finally, by January 1973, the US war engagement came 

to an end, paving the way for the creation of a united Vietnam. The US made a crucial 

mistake in confusing Vietnam’s nationalism with communism. 

 

Cuban Missile Crisis 

America and Spain fought a war in 1898. Since the war, Cuba had been under American 

control. At the onset of the Cold War, America had a proxy in Cuba called Fulgencio Batista, 

who was gradually growing unpopular.  

There were a lot of American businesses in Cuba that flourished. Taking advantage of the 

weakened rule of Batista, Fidel Castro, on 26 th July 1953, led an attack. He was imprisoned 

for this assault. By the time he was released, Batista’s rule dwindled as it faced financial 

bankruptcy.  

Thus, there was a vacuum to be filled. This was undertaken successfully by Castro. 

As Castro strengthened his rule, he initiated the programme of nationalisation of property 

owned by US business houses. Castro gave the logic of sovereignty and nationalism to 

justify his move.  



The US retaliated by closing down its markets for import of sugarcane from Cuba. A lot of 

Cubans were affected due to this.  Some even left Cuba for the US to settle in Florida.  

As the economy of Cuba got badly hit, Castro domestically fueled nationalism and 

internationally requested help from Russia. Perceiving this, the then-US President Kennedy 

gave the task of solving Cuban menace to CIA.  

The CIA drew up a plan of using Cuban exiles in Florida to be airdropped on Cuban beaches 

(Bay of Pigs). The idea was that exiles would be dropped on the beaches, and as per the 

plan they would intermingle with the Cuban population to create unrest for Castro. 

On April 17, 1961, around 1,200 exiles, armed with American weapons and using American 

landing craft, waded ashore at the Bay of Pigs in Cuba. The hope was that the exile force 

would serve as a rallying point for the Cuban citizenry, who would rise up and overthrow 

Castro's government. 

The basic assumption was that CIA thought that Castro did not enjoy popular support of the 

Cuban people. The plan was executed. The exiled Cubans were dropped in Bay of Pigs. 

Within a span of three days the local Cubans overpowered them. The exiled Cubans 

requested help from CIA. The US did not help them as they were not prepared for 

something like this.  

Observing the matter thus unfolding, Nikita Khrushchev decided to defend the small range 

missiles in Cuba, since this would not only defend Cuba, but also ensure his presence in 

Cuba, which would be at a proximate destination to launch attacks on the US on the East 

Coast.  

The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) got photographic evidence of sites of Russians 

creating missile launching sites in Cuba, after which the US ordered quarantine and a 

blockade for incoming Russian ships and began to scan for nukes. Russia, in the meanwhile, 

backed out. Diplomatically, a huge nuclear crisis was averted.  

The Russian aim seems to have been to teach the US how it feels to have missiles near 

them (recollect US had stationed Jupiter and Thors in Turkey).  

The issue concluded by the acceptance of the US not to militarily invade Cuba and the 

subsequent removal of its missiles from Turkey.  

Both US and USSR realized how quickly a small issue like Cuba could have escalated 

conflicts. They took a step towards disarmament namely, the 1963 Partial Test Ban Treaty. 

These two crises, Vietnam and Cuba, convinced the US to explore non-military solutions.  

Even Russia realised that the arms race was not leading them anywhere.  

But this period of short peace between US & USSR received a setback with the Soviet 

invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 and this led to the second Cold War again. 

 



Background of Soviet-Afghan War 

• The Saur Revolution also known as the April Revolution or the April Coup, was 

staged on 27–28 April 1978 by the People's Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) 

and overthrew Afghan president Mohammed Daoud Khan, who had himself taken 

power in the 1973 Afghan coup and established an autocratic one-party system in 

the country.  

• Daoud and most of his family were executed in the capital city of Kabul by PDPA-

affiliated military officers, after which his supporters were also killed. The successful 

PDPA uprising resulted in the creation of a socialist Afghan government that was 

closely aligned with the Soviet Union. 

• The Saur Revolution installed a communist party in power. Nur Muhammad Taraki 

became the head of the state replacing the previous president Daoud Khan. 

• Taraki’s government introduced many modernization reforms that were considered 

too radical and left them unpopular, especially in the rural areas and with the 

traditional power structures.  

• The communist government also had a policy of brutally suppressing all opposition. 

Even unarmed civilians opposing the government were not spared. 

• This led to the rise of various anti-government armed groups in the country. The 

government itself was divided and Taraki was killed by a rival, Hafizullah Amin, who 

became the president. The Soviet Union, which at that time, wanted a communist 

ally in the country, decided to intervene. 

• Soviet army was deployed on 24th December 1979 in Kabul. They staged a coup and 

killed Amin, installing Babrak Karmal as the president. Karmal was a Soviet ally. 

• This intervention was seen as an invasion by the USA and other western nations. 

• While the Soviet army had control of the cities and towns, the insurgency groups 

called the Mujahideen had the rural parts of Afghanistan under their control. A bitter 

war was fought between both groups. The Soviet Union, which had planned to stay 

for 6 months to a year in Afghanistan found themselves stuck in a war that was 

proving to be too costly. 

• The Mujahideen had the support of many countries like the USA, Pakistan, China, 

Iran, Egypt and Saudi Arabia. They were given assistance like arms and training 

needed to fight the soviets. 

• The soviets followed a policy of wiping out the rural regions in order to defeat the 

Mujahideen. Millions of land mines were planted and important irrigation systems 

were destroyed. As a result, millions of Afghan refugees took refuge in Pakistan and 

Iran. Some came to India as well. 



• It is estimated that in the Soviet-Afghan war, about 20 lakh Afghan civilians were 

killed. 

• In 1987, after the reformist Mikhail Gorbachev came to power in the Soviet Union, he 

announced that his government would start withdrawing troops. The final soviet 

troops were withdrawn on 15 February 1989. 

• Now, the government of Afghanistan was left alone to fight the Mujahideen. Finally, 

they succeeded in taking control of Kabul in 1992. 

• Again, the Mujahideen had different factions within and they could not agree on 

power-sharing. The country collapsed into a bloody civil war. 

• In 1994, a group of fundamentalist students, wrought control of the city of Kandahar 

and started a campaign to seize power in the country. They were called the Taliban. 

Many of them were trained in Pakistan when they were in refugee camps. By 1998, 

almost entire Afghanistan was under the control of the Taliban. 

• Many of the Mujahideen warlords fled to the north of the country and joined the 

Northern Alliance who were fighting the Taliban. This time, Russia lent support to the 

Northern Alliance, though they were fighting against them earlier. 

• The Taliban ruled the country under a strict interpretation of the Sharia law and 

many of the progress with regard to women and education which the country had 

seen earlier, was reversed. Girls were forbidden from attending schools and women 

banned from working. 

• The Taliban-ruled country also became a safe haven for international terrorists. Only 

Pakistan, the UAE and Saudi Arabia recognized the Taliban government. 

• In 2001, The Taliban were removed from power by a coalition of forces led by the 

USA and several other countries (including NATO nations). 

• In December 2001, a new interim government was placed in Afghanistan headed by 

Hamid Karzai. 

• The country gradually started reconstruction work after long years of bitter battles 

and underdevelopment.  

• However, the Taliban was reorganized by its leader Mullah Omar after its defeat, 

who launched an insurgency against the Afghan government. 

• The Taliban have been fighting against the U.S.-backed government in Kabul for 

around 20 years.  

• The US had reached the conclusion long ago that the war was unwinnable and 

approached for peace talks. 

 



Murree Talks: 

In 2015 the US had sent a representative to the first-ever meeting between the Taliban and 

the Afghan government that was hosted by Pakistan in Murree in 2015. 

Doha Talks: 

In 2020, before the Doha (Qatar) Talks started, the Taliban had maintained that they 

would hold direct talks only with the US, and not with the Kabul government, which they 

did not recognise. 

In the agreement, the US administration promised that it would withdraw all American 

troops from Afghanistan. 

US Exit: 

By July 2021, the US claimed that it had withdrawn 90% of the troops and Taliban claimed 

that it had controlled over 85% of the Afghan Territory. 

Taliban Takeover: 

Taliban took control of the regime in Afghanistan in August 2021. 

 

COLLAPSE OF USSR AND THE END OF THE COLD WAR 

In 1991, Soviet Union collapsed due to multiple factors which marked the end of the Cold 

War, as one of the superpowers was weakened. 

Reasons of the collapse of the Soviet Union- 

1.Military reasons 

The space race and the arms race drained a considerable proportion of Soviet Union's 

resources for military needs. 

2.Afghanistan War 

The Soviet-Afghan (1979–89) was another key factor in the breakup of the Soviet Union, as 

it drained the economic and military resources of Soviet Union. 

 

3.Policies of Mikhail Gorbachev 

In 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev became head of Soviet Union. He belonged to the group of 

reformists. He understood that while it remained a continuous closed economy of a 

suppressive regime over satellite states, USSR would always be a state with restricted 

growth.  



It is not that he wanted to do away with communism, but he wanted a communist state 

with a more democratic and human face. Therefore, he initiated the policies of glasnost 

(“openness”) and perestroika (“restructuring”). 

He initiated the Glasnost— allowing the press the rights to criticize government actions, 

which, since the era of Stalin, had been prohibited.  

He allowed citizens a voice through press and encouraged an open society. For economic 

reforms, he initiated Perestroika.  

The Glasnost he initiated received tremendous response from the satellite states since it 

gave the satellite states the much-needed vent to speak out.  

But as the reforms he initiated badly affected the economy, disenchantment against the 

government grew due to falling economy, poverty, unemployment, etc. This made the 

people of the Soviet Union attracted to western ideology and way of life. 

The satellite states saw a weak central control and began to assert independence (glasnost 

was one of the mediums). The communist model began to collapse and eventually political 

power was handed over by Gorbachev to Boris Yelstin (former President of Russia) in 1991.  

This marked an end to communism in Russia. The satellites asserted independence.  

The end of the Cold War marked the victory of the US and the bipolar world order turned 

into a unipolar. 


