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What was the impact of the Yalta and Potsdam conferences on the balance of power in Europe?

The Yalta and Potsdam Conferences, held in the aftermath of World War II, were pivotal events in the history of foreign affairs. These conferences brought together the Allies' leaders, whose decisions not only marked the end of the war, but also laid the groundwork for the postwar world order. The Yalta Conference, held in February 1945, brought together President Franklin D. Roosevelt, Prime Minister Winston Churchill, and Premier Joseph Stalin to discuss the defeat of Nazi Germany and the restoration of Europe. The Yalta Conference laid the groundwork for the Cold War by defining the postwar world and determining Europe's divide into Western and Eastern spheres of influence. It was one of three major conferences organised to unite the United States, the United Kingdom, and the Soviet Union, contributing to the balance of power and the reconstruction of Europe after the war. The Potsdam Conference, held in July 1945, included a shifting cast of leaders, including President Harry S. Truman, Churchill's successor Clement Attlee, and Stalin. This essay would focus on the important participants, benefits, and implications of the Yalta and Potsdam conferences, with a special emphasis on the impact on Europe's power balance and their roles in moulding Europe and the cold war dynamics.
On February 4, 1945, the "big three" met for the first time in Yalta to "defeat Nazi Germany and ensure that it could never again threaten the peace of Europe." They recognised that Germany wanted to work with Belgium and France now that they had been liberated from the Nazis. One of the key agreements reached at Yalta was the decision to divide Germany into occupation zones ruled by the Allies, with the United States, the United Kingdom, the Soviet Union, and France each administering a separate sector. This division aimed to prevent the resurgence of German militarism, while simultaneously enabling the country's demilitarisation and denazification. As much as these leaders wanted to fight Germany, they were also mindful of the potential for future conflicts between them.[footnoteRef:2]  The leaders deliberated on military strategies to be implemented after the defeat. President Franklin D. Roosevelt utilised bombing raids against the Germans, causing them to be unable to fight the war as effectively as they would have liked. Prime Minister Winston Churchill made certain that British airspace was always secure to avoid German invasion, while Joseph Stalin made certain that the Red Army was ready to assist in any way imaginable. The leaders desired that Germany bear some responsibility for post-war reparations. The United republics, and the United Kingdom, mainly agreed that future administrations in Eastern European republics bordering the Soviet Union should be "friendly" to Soviet authority, while the Soviets pledged to allow democratic elections in all territories liberated from Nazi Germany.[footnoteRef:3]
The fate of Poland was also considered during the Yalta conference following the German invasion on the Polish people in 1939. The UK declared war on Germany and gave them an ultimatum to withdraw their forces from Poland. The British government intended to salvage whatever was salvageable from the catastrophe and lobbied for it at the conference.[footnoteRef:4] Stalin was obstinate, defending the Soviet Union, stating that reestablishing Poland was a "vital matter of security for the USSR." According to Geoffrey Roberts, Roosevelt was not pleased with Stalin's opinion and decided to write Stalin a note, informing him that voting procedures in the security council should be established to create a new government. It should be made up of Poles living in Poland, Poles living abroad, and members of the exile government. If this was not done, the US would not recognise the government in power in Lublin at the time. This proposal led to crucial discussions among the allied leaders, culminating in an agreement with Stalin’s viewpoint. The resulting decision established the new government known as the Polish Provisional Government. They saw this as a "broader democratic basis" that would be recognised. It would feature democratic leaders from Poland as well as Poles from other countries.[footnoteRef:5]  Furthermore, although the focus was on Europe, the leaders planned military strategies against the Japanese. They acknowledged the possibility of Japanese resistance and agreed that the Soviet Union would be compensated with a "sphere of influence in Manchuria" upon Japan’s surrendered. The Japanese considered this as a good thing because if they agreed to it, they would have a stake in the running of the railroads in Manchurian and the Kurile Islands. [2:  David Ghere ‘Simulating the Cold War: The Yalta Conference’, (Oxford: Magazine of History, 2010), 46–51
]  [3:  Robin Edmonds, Yalta, and Potsdam: Forty years afterwards, (USA: Royal Institute of International Affairs, 1986)
]  [4:  Robin Edmonds, Yalta, and Potsdam: Forty years afterwards, (USA: Royal Institute of International Affairs, 1986)
]  [5:  Geoffry Roberts, Stalin the thran, Yalta and Potsdam (United Kingdom: Harvard College: 2006)] 

After Roosevelt's death on April 12, 1945, the "big three" were revised at Potsdam, presenting the new leader of the United States, President Harry S. Truman, while Soviet leader Joseph Stalin remained the Soviet leader. The Potsdam conference was perceived as the leaders' concluding meeting after the defeat of Nazi Germany. Winston Churchill had been shortly replaced as Prime Minister by Clement Attlee shortly before. The three Allies convened in Potsdam to discuss the immediate issues of the conclusion of World War II, and these three leaders held additional sessions to finalise the pressing issues in Europe and put the decisions taken in Yalta into action. They also debated and reached an agreement on Germany's and Europe's postwar settlement. The deal with Germany was to give the required measures agreed upon in the Crimea declaration to ensure that Germany's threats to the rest of the globe were withdrawn.
The primary subject presented at this conference was Germany's demilitarisation, with the goal of removing Nazi ideology and preventing the country from constituting a military danger in the future or post-war era. Roosevelt's decision at the time and after the war was extremely delicate, especially from a political aspect, and it played a critical role. Stalin and Churchill each stated their own ideas on what they wanted to see happen with Germany's destiny. Stalin argued that Germany should entirely surrender all forces in Italy, whilst Churchill wanted Eisenhower to understand why Roosevelt had chosen to collaborate with the Russians. Although Churchill was perplexed by Stalin's decision, he was also sincerely worried about the matter. Stalin overplayed his hand and violently assaulted Roosevelt before his death over who would rule Berlin and Prague. Churchill went on to advise Truman that any western pullback of their forces to allow Germany to surrender within any parts of the Soviet Union should be rejected. Unfortunately, his request was denied, resulting in the commencement of the Cold War.[footnoteRef:6]  Despite Stalin's external tyranny, one may claim that Truman's actions led to it. Hugh Higgins stated in his book "The Cold War" that "Truman had deliberately concealed from Stalin the existence of the atomic bomb, fobbing him off with vague talk about a new weapon that had been developed." These actions led Stalin to wreak havoc in Germany, such as the Berlin Airlift. While some may argue that Truman had the right to conduct his activities in this manner because Stalin was power hungry.[footnoteRef:7]
Another point of contention at the conference was reparations, with Roosevelt agreeing that Germany would pay the allies. The Soviets began to destroy German industries, generating a tremor in Germany's economic and industrial recovery due to the magnitude of the damage done. Truman addressed the subject in his memoirs, stating that there was a massive breakdown of economic, social, and political issues in Europe and deciding to halt the transfer of reparations to the Soviet Union.[footnoteRef:8]
Russia was also supposed to be reimbursed for the harm done to their country. According to C J Bartlett in his book "The Global Conflict," economic concerns dominated the policy of the former allies soon after the war and warned the British government that granting the Russian demand for compensation at the time would slow Europe's economic recovery. Their priority at the time was to distribute food from Eastern Germany to the residents of the British occupation zone. He said that the people's lack of interest in economic matters is "evident," and that putting their trust in the Russians, or the Western world would have a "serious impact on the balance of power in Europe."[footnoteRef:9]
Poland's fate was carefully scrutinised because it was one of the most contentious issues. The Oder-Neisse line was defined as Poland's western frontier at the Potsdam Conference. "All elements of the new Polish Government, including Mikolajczyk, now argued for a boarder along the Oder and Western Niesse River," according to Richard F. Rosser in his book "An Introduction to Soviet Foreign Policy." This decision resulted in a significant territorial shift westward for Poland, as it included territory that had previously been part of Germany. Truman and Churchill were enraged because they appeared to be caught off guard by what was going on. Nonetheless, the purpose of this modification was to compensate Poland for territory lost to the Soviet Union in the east.  Poland was also promised free and fair elections in order to select a government that reflects the Polish people's interests. The hope was that these elections would be democratic, but due to the Soviet Union's influence, a Polish administration compatible with Soviet goals was installed.[footnoteRef:10] [6:  Robin Edmonds, Yalta, and Potsdam: Forty years afterwards, (USA: Royal Institute of International Affairs, 1986)
]  [7:  Higgins, Hugh., The Cold War, 2nd ed. (London: Heinemann Educational, 1984)
]  [8:  Janoson Col Uwe F., President Truman And (The Challenge Of) The Potsdam Conference 1945 (USA:  Lucknow Books, 2015)
]  [9:  Bartlett, C. J. (Christopher John), The Global Conflict: The International Rivalry of the Great Powers, 1880-1990, 2nd ed. (London ; Longman, 1994)

]  [10:  Rosser, Richard F., An Introduction to Soviet Foreign Policy (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1969)] 

Yalta and Potsdam decisions had a tremendous impact on Europe's power balance. By splitting Germany and Berlin into zones of influence, the Allied powers established spheres of control. The Western Allies wanted to reconstruct Germany as a democratic and financially functional state, while the Soviet Union wanted to protect its western holdings and gain influence over Eastern European countries in order to create a buffer zone against potential future attacks. The division of Berlin into East and West became a symbol of the greater East-West conflict. The Berlin Airlift in 1948-1949 underlined the Western Allies' willingness to combat Soviet aggression in response to the Soviet siege of West Berlin. The establishment of the Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany) and the German Democratic Republic (East Germany) in 1949 cemented Germany's partition into two distinct political entities, each linked with its own bloc.
The Soviet Union's dominance over Eastern Europe was bolstered by the development of the Eastern bloc, which included countries under Soviet influence. The Potsdam Agreement paved the way for the Sovietization of countries like Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary, resulting in the installation of pro-Soviet administrations and the suppression of political dissent. This shift in power dynamics has long-term repercussions for the political landscape of Eastern Europe as these countries became satellite states of the Soviet Union.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Robin Edmonds, Yalta, and Potsdam: Forty years afterwards, (USA: Royal Institute of International Affairs, 1986)
] 

The cold war primarily involved the United States and the Soviet Union fighting each other. They both felt as if they were out for the world, and if not, they would launch World War III. Despite their opposition, they never "exchanged fire," but did everything possible to avoid disagreeing to each other. The Soviet Union had most of the blame because of Stalin's "growing appetite for territory and power." Stalin desired to govern the Western bloc of Germany, asking for the security demands that they desired. To Stalin, dominating the Western Block posed no challenge because the Western Block was ready to assist them. Historians claim that Stalin distrusted the Western bloc because he encountered numerous challenges from their power and supporters during World War II.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Rosser, Richard F., An Introduction to Soviet Foreign Policy (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1969)] 

The Marshall Plan and the Berlin airlift were significant events that increased tensions between the Allies. These tensions had been escalating since their second conference in Yalta. Tensions over European concerns began to develop in the United States, the United Kingdom, and the Soviet Union. It began when the American public scolded Roosevelt for failing to fulfil Stalin's promises of political independence for Poland. It sowed discord between the United States and the Soviet Union, marking the end of the grand alliance. Winston Churchill remarked that "an iron curtain has descended across the continent," which was enough for the public to know that the Cold War between the Soviet Union and the Western allies was over. The Soviet Union and the United States. The attack on Pearl Harbour by Germany and Japan prompted the United States and the Soviet Union to declare war on one other, resulting in increased competition.
The Marshall Plan, initially known as the European Recovery Programme when it was presented in 1947, was a crucial post-World War II programme aimed at economic revitalization of war-torn Western European governments. However, because of the ideological split between the United States and the Soviet Union, this purportedly charitable initiative heightened tensions between the Allies. According to Christopher Bartlett's book "The Global Conflict," the plan, which the Soviet Union viewed sceptically as a capitalist tool, deepened the divide between East and West. As ardent communists, the Soviets saw the Marshall Plan as a means of spreading American influence and capitalism, and hence rejected it. The Marshall Plan's importance in Germany's fragmentation and the subsequent formation of NATO showed the intricate interplay between economic aid, political ideology, and developing Cold War dynamics, which contributed to increased tensions among the Allies.  This ideological schism manifested itself in concrete actions, such as the blockade of West Berlin in 1948, which resulted in the Berlin Airlift.[footnoteRef:13]
The Berlin Airlift, a large humanitarian effort that took place from 1948 to 1949, had an important role in raising tensions between the Allies during the early stages of the Cold War. The airlift became a symbol of the ideological and geopolitical struggle between the democratic West and the communist East, sparked by the Soviet siege of West Berlin to force the Allies out. Christopher Bartlett also highlighted that in response to the embargo, the US and its Western allies launched a massive airlift to send food, fuel, and other supplies to West Berlin's isolated inhabitants. The Allies’ resistance to Soviet intimidation underlined their readiness to counter communist expansion and defeat democratic principles. The Berlin Airlift demonstrated not just the West's resilience, but also the widening ideological divide between the two blocs. It led to the formation of NATO and laid the groundwork for the Cold War's protracted ideological conflict.[footnoteRef:14]	 [13:  Christopher John Bartlett, The Global Conflict: The International Rivalry of the Great Powers, 1880-1990, 2nd ed. (London: Longman, 1994)
]  [14:  Christopher John Bartlett, The Global Conflict: The International Rivalry of the Great Powers, 1880-1990, 2nd ed. (London: Longman, 1994)
] 

Finally, the Yalta and Potsdam Conferences influenced Europe's power balance by establishing the postwar order and laying the groundwork for the Cold War. The division of Germany and the development of spheres of influence generated a decades-long geopolitical divide, with Eastern and Western Europe identifying with the Soviet Union and the United States, respectively. The consequences of these discussions reverberated throughout Europe's political, economic, and social institutions, helping to form NATO, the Warsaw Pact, and the greater Cold War dynamics. The decisions at Yalta and Potsdam shaped the destiny of postwar Europe and influenced world relations throughout the twentieth century.
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