The reasons behind the Berlin Blockade of 1948, and the West’s response. What was the long-term political impact of this event on East-West relations?
The Berlin blockade was one of the seminal events of the Cold War, it triggered a precipitous series of events that outlined many of the ways the Cold War would be fought in the hearts and minds of the people of the divided Germany for decades to come, the way the contest would be fought in every way except armed contest to win over the minds of the people of Berlin. It is somewhat overshadowed by the events it caused to occur. The more famous Berlin Airlift is remembered and talked about in far greater detail than the blockade that caused it. Given how soon into the start of the conventionally acknowledged Cold War the Berlin Blockade started, despite evidence the Cold War predated the end of the Second World War[footnoteRef:2], it and the Allied response to the Blockade would come to be seen as a microcosm of the Cold War as a whole[footnoteRef:3]. An analysis of the reasons behind the blockade and the Allies' response would help shed light on its importance, and on how the event impacted the way the USSR and its associate countries related to the countries that would go on to form NATO, namely the USA, UK and France. [2:  Jeremy Smith, "Case Study 1 - From Cooperation to Conflict: The Cold War in Europe." Cold War, Hot Wars: Global Perspectives on Post-War History (HPHI5028) Lecture.]  [3:  Smith, “Case Study 1”] 

	An examination of the Berlin Blockade should begin with an examination of the circumstances that led to the way that the blockade was made possible. Following World War Two at the Potsdam Conference Germany was divided up into four military zones, and divided between the Americans, the UK, France and the Soviet Union.[footnoteRef:4] Berlin lay deep into the Soviet occupied zone, the City itself was also divided into sections ruled by 'The Four Powers'[footnoteRef:5]. This unique situation means that Berlin functioned like a miniaturised version of the whole of Germany, Berlin was divided in the same way all of Germany was and the significance of that wasn’t lost on the people of the time. It was the focal point of all of the tensions of the early Cold War and most of the Cold War to follow. The onset of the Berlin Blockade was incredibly important for Allied and Soviet relations for the majority of the Cold War and its origin is a debated topic. There are many factors that are to blame for the onset of the Blockade. On June the 24th 1948, the Soviet Union closed all the land routes to Berlin and served all the Allied routes to supply the population of western Berlin with the provisions they needed to survive.[footnoteRef:6] The reasons for this are attributed to many different factors. The start of the troubles with Berlin are intimately connected to the end of the Second World War, when the Allies and the Soviet Union worked out a treaty for how to work with Germany the seeds of the crisis were already present. In his book ‘Berlin on the Brink: The Blockade, The Airlift and the Early Cold War’  Daniel F. Harrington says that: [4:  Encyclopaedia Britannica. 2023. 'Berlin Blockade | Overview, Significance, History, & Facts | Britannica'. www.britannica.com. https://www.britannica.com/event/Berlin-blockade#:~:text=Coincident%20with%20the%20introduction%20of [accessed 11 November 2023].]  [5:  Encyclopaedia Britannica. 'Berlin Blockade.’]  [6:  Avi Shlaim,  The United States and the Berlin Blockade 1948-1949: A Study in Crisis Decision-Making. 1st edn. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2023. p.11] 

	No consensus exists about its [the Berlin blockade] causes, context, or consequences. No one has offered a convincing explanation of why planners created Western enclaves in Berlin, surrounded by the Soviet zone, without well-defined access rights to them. Nor have scholars looked at how these access arrangements, such as they were functioned between 1945 and 1948.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Daniel F. Harrington, Berlin on the Brink : The Blockade, the Airlift, and the Early Cold War. Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2012.] 



This demonstrates the topic as a highly complex issue with many facets that require careful examination to find reasons for how to understand the Blockade and its place in the history of the Cold War. A main contributing factor was that the West and East fundamentally disagreed with what should happen to Germany, due to the deep-seated ideological differences between the two sides,[footnoteRef:8] and a different vision for how to prevent a united Germany from starting another war.[footnoteRef:9] This is notably referred to by scholars as 'The German Problem'[footnoteRef:10] and it is a main factor in the decisions behind the Blockade. [8:  Encyclopaedia Britannica. 'Berlin Blockade.’]  [9:  Lester Mason. "The German Question." Cold War, Hot Wars: Global Perspectives on Post-War History (HPHI5028) Lecture.]  [10:   Mason, “The German Question”] 

	A primary factor of for the Blockade other than general ideological and postwar tensions was that of currency. This is often cited as the primary factor involved in the breakdown of the cooperation between Western Powers and the USSR, and it is the most evidently and direct way of explaining Soviet actions. This is because the Deutch Mark was introduced on the 20th of June 1948 and just four days later on the 24th of June the city was blockaded by the Soviet Union. This is usually cited as a reason for the blockade, however according to information the Allies had access to on the 18th of June, two days before the Deutch Mark was released through the Joint Intelligence Committee the Soviets were at a high state of mobilisation, and most likely preparing for some sort of action, however the Joint Intelligence Committee was not able to tell what it was.[footnoteRef:11] This indicates that the Soviets had been planning to blockade Berlin for some time prior to the release of the new Western currency and the new currency was merely the pretext the Soviet Union needed to justify its act of blockading Berlin. The reason that the Soviet Union was so staunchly opposed to the introduction of the new currency was that the USSR viewed it as a violation of the terms of the Potsdam Agreement.[footnoteRef:12] There was concern in the Kremlin about the possibility of a reunited Germany, given the devastation that has wrought on the USSR, its land, population and infrastructure.[footnoteRef:13] The blockade was an attempt to force the primary Allies, that is the USA, UK and France to abandon their occupation in Berlin. The Soviet Union feared a united and economically stable Western Germany and hadn't expected the West to unite all their economic zones as France was in favour of very harsh treatment of Germany during the Potsdam conference. [11: Richard J. Aldrich, Rory Cormac, and Michael S Goodman. 'The Berlin Blockade'. In Spying on the World. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2022. pp. 157.
]  [12:  Deutsche Bundesbank. 2002. 'Deutsche Bundesbank Monthly Report'. https://www.bundesbank.de/resource/blob/706190/ddf80f46a063f36065177cb012577e6e/mL/2002-03-circulation-mark-data.pdf ]  [13:  Shlaim, The United States and the Berlin Blockade, p. 19.] 

The French government was adamant in opposing the Potsdam agreement to treat Germany as a single economic unit. France wanted a Carthaginian peace with massive reparations, the annexation of the coal-rich Saar, and a permanently dismembered Germany. She constantly used her veto on the Allied Control Council to block any move to create a centralised administration for Germany.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Shlaim, The United States and the Berlin Blockade, p. 19] 

The West was pushing for a recovery for Germany and the creation of a second united currency was a perceived threat to the Soviet Union’s agenda of a weak and eastern focused united Germany, saddled with heavy reparations[footnoteRef:15] and locked to the low value Reichsmark[footnoteRef:16]. The blockade was as close to a military response as Stalin could use without an outright declaration of outright war.  [15:  Pennacchio, Charles F. 'The East German Communists and the Origins of the Berlin Blockade Crisis'. East European Quarterly, XXIX.3 (1995): p. 302
	]  [16:  Deutsche Bundesbank 'Deutsche Bundesbank Monthly Report'] 

	The Western response to the Blockade is in many ways more impressive and well known than the blockade. The immediate problem facing the Allies on the 24th of June 1948 was that West Berlin was under siege, and only had 36 days of supplies and food.[footnoteRef:17] The response had to be organised immediately in order to preserve morale and the image of a coordinated and decisive Western Bloc to counter the unified Eastern Bloc, although now released internal soviet documentation reveals a picture of a more internally fractured soviet system.[footnoteRef:18] Prior to the blockade, the Western Powers had entirely relied on the goodwill of the USSR to allow them into Berlin [17:  Encyclopaedia Britannica. 'Berlin Blockade.’]  [18:  Harrington, Berlin on the Brink, p.144] 

When Allied officials objected to this overt act of aggression, their Soviet counterparts said the Allies had no official occupation rights in the non-Soviet sectors of Berlin. Western leaders responded that the use of the supply routes during the previous three years had given Britain, France and the United States a legal claim to use of the highways, tunnels, railroads, and canals. In fact, as noted, the Western nations had never negotiated or signed any actual agreement that guaranteed land-based access rights. Instead, they had relied on post-war Soviet goodwill. This lack of a real policy now backfired.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  William P. Head, ‘The Berlin Airlift: First Test of the U.S. Air Force’, Air Power History, 68.3 (2021), p25 
] 

In response to a soviet unwillingness to cooperate another plan was needed. That plan materialised in the form of the Berlin Airlift which was a coordinated British and American effort to keep Berlin stocked with food, fuel, medicine and all the other necessities of life all through aircraft only. Due to the Soviet blockade of the city that prevented land, canal and rail travel for supplies into the western controlled sections of Berlin. The challenge was to coordinate such a massive and complex endeavour as the Airlift, the allies calculated the resources needed to supply Berlin, the numbers were staggering and made clear how committed the Allies were to not allowing Soviet aggression and posturing to change the future countries of NATO’s plan for a unified democratic Germany. The Allies had calculated early in 1948 that they would have to supply a huge amount of supplies to Berlin.
Air Commodore Reginald Waite had calculated they would need to supply 1,700 calories per person per day. This meant they needed 646 tons of flour and wheat, 125 tons of cereal, 64 tons of fat, 109 tons of meat and fish, 180 tons of dehydrated potatoes, 180 tons of sugar, 11 tons of coffee, 19 tons of powdered milk, 5 tons of whole milk for children, 3 tons of fresh yeast for baking, 144 tons of dehydrated vegetables, 38 tons of salt, and 10 tons of cheese. Altogether, the Western Partners would require 1,534 tons of supplies every day to sustain nearly 3,000,000 people. They needed electrical power and with winter only a few months away, they also needed heating supplied by another 3,475 tons of coal and gasoline.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Head, ‘The Berlin Airlift: First Test of the U.S. Air Force’, p.26] 


On the 26th of June 1948, the United States launched "Operation Vittles" and the next few days the United Kingdom followed suit with “Operation Plainfare”[footnoteRef:21] the initial effort was fraught with troubles the initial airlift started off slowly, there were issues with the aircraft, pilot fatigue and the coordination of so many Aircraft, in the initial stages of the airlift for the first week the Allies only ferried ninety tons of supplies.[footnoteRef:22] They developed a whole new system of aircraft landing, and approach to try and minimise accidents. By the end of the airlift, the Allies were able to provide more supplies to Berlin than they would need with over five thousand tons a day.[footnoteRef:23] [21:  Head, ‘The Berlin Airlift: First Test of the U.S. Air Force’, p.26]  [22:  Daniel L. Haulman, 'Operation Vittles: The Berlin Airlift'. Air Power History, 64.3 (2017): p.50]  [23:  Head, ‘The Berlin Airlift: First Test of the U.S. Air Force’, p.27] 

	The Western response was not at all what the Soviet Union had expected. The whole event turned out badly for the Soviet Union, their intent had been to force the Allies nations to abandon their occupation of West Berlin. However, the reaction of the Western Powers particularly Britain and the US was not something the Kremlin had counted on. The ability of the Western Powers to deliver more cargo by Air than had ever arrived by rail apparently without end was a large factor in forcing the Soviet Union to abandon their blockade by the twelfth of May 1948 the ability of the Allies to provide for West Berlin demonstrated to the Soviet Union that they wouldn’t stand for Soviet expansionism in the European theatre. Of particular note was the propaganda victory presented through the lens of “Uncle Wiggly Wings” The Allies used the fact they were able not only to supply Berlin with the necessities and supplies for life but also with the luxury of candy and chocolate to demonstrate its logistical and political might.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Encyclopaedia Britannica. 'Berlin Blockade.’] 

	The Berlin Blockade and the following Airlift were incredibly important for east-west relations in the Cold War, following it the USSR never tried to blockade Berlin again. It was a primary catalyst for the creation of NATO, the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation an organisation specifically founded to counter Soviet aggression and expansionism. It caused the creation of the most important treaty of the Cold War because as a result of the creation of NATO, the USSR founded and signed into existence the Warsaw Pact It provided a stop to Soviet aggression that kept the Soviet Union from attempting to expand into Europe for years and turned Berlin into an icon of democracy and the fight for freedom.[footnoteRef:25] It also highlighted the fact the Cold War was inevitable to the general public, the West-East cooperation of the Second World War was over in the face of the massive difference in ideology of the leaders of the two sides. Without the existence of a common enemy, the then assumed goodwill and cooperation were over, and the cold was as it is known now started. It was in many ways an indication of how the Cold War as a whole would go. It was the seminal event of the early Cold War that in many ways is overshadowed by the sensational, and very impressive, Berlin Airlift. This proved to be one of the primary factors that helped to knit the separate sections of Berlin under allied control together.[footnoteRef:26] It was crucial in the creation of the West German State, as it was a key in Allied cooperation, and helped provide a united front to the Soviets. It was a key demonstrator of the enormous commitment to oppose Soviet expansionism in Europe and is remembered as one of the key moments of the Cold War to this day.[footnoteRef:27] [25:  Harrington, Berlin on the Brink : The Blockade, the Airlift, and the Early Cold War.]  [26:  Office of The Historian. 2019. 'The Berlin Airlift, 1948–1949'. State.gov. https://history.state.gov/milestones/1945-1952/berlin-airlift ]  [27:  Office of The Historian. 2019. 'The Berlin Airlift] 
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