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

This essay will combine a summary of the Yalta and Potsdam conferences and other supporting sources to give an overview of their effect on the balance of power in Europe. The politics and actions of the United States of America (USA) and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) will provide the main lens through which to view that change of balance. These conference were not the only factors in those changes but they offer scholars and general readers clear points of reference in understanding the Cold War and with it, changes in European & global politics. Post-WWII evolutions are still unfolding in the 21st century. Therefore the reader should be aware that the scope of this essay will offer select evidence of changes. 
Study of the Cold War can be divided into many themes. containment, expansion, economic ideologies and the threat of nuclear war are common references[footnoteRef:1]. This essay will not give exclusive focus on one particular theme, rather demonstrate general narratives between the Grand Alliance, particularly the distrust and unease of that relationship in the aftermath of WWII. To dicuss the change in power, it will first be neccesary to set the contexual scene of the Second World War, then extract important details of the two conferences in order to conclude on the shift in the balance of power. As will be demonstrated, the balance of power in Europe, under the spectre of established superpowers shifted due to the declarations presented in this essay. [1:  Rosenberg, N., & Rosenberg, E. S. (1994). Rethinking Themes for Teaching the Era of the Cold War. OAH Magazine of History, 8(2), pp. 5-9] 

[bookmark: _Hlk151039853]The emergence of an alliance between the Soviet and Anglo-American forces was forged in tandem with their different outlooks and approaches. ‘Every principle of the Anglo-Saxon democracies was contradcited by the soviet system’[footnoteRef:2]. Distrust and unease defined the alliance, but a common goal in sight allowed for joint and decisive action. By the february 1945, much damage had been inflicted on nations, peoples, economies and ideologies. The defeat of Hitler was in sight, brought forward by the collabarative efforts of Soviet, British and American military force. Norman Davies in Europe: A History describes the collaboration in effect: [2:  Davies, N. (1997). Europe: A History. Oxford: Oxford University Press. p.1028] 

“From mid-1943 the Grand Alliance held the upper hand in almost every sphere. The Reich, though fighting hard, was under siege. The soviets held the initiative on land. The Anglo-Americans held mastery of sea and air. The combined resources of American industrial strength, of Russian manpower, and of the British Empire could not be matched by Hitler’s shrinking realm.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Davies, N. (1997). Europe: A History. Oxford: Oxford University Press. p.1036] 

There remained however, differences in the vision for post-war Europe, and the challenges that would come with it. Those very differences are what brought these powers together in Yalta (Crimea) for a conference designed to iron out particular military and economic topics[footnoteRef:4][footnoteRef:5]. The conference was held on February 11, 1945, with President Franklin D. Roosevelt , Prime Minister Winston Churchill and General Secretary Joseph Stalin in discussion[footnoteRef:6]. Listed below are the subtitles that were discussed in the conference: [4:  Davis, L. E. (1974). The Cold War Begins. New Jersey: Princeton University Press. p.172]  [5:  Freedman, L. (1998). The Confrontation of the Superpowers, 1945-1990. In M. Howard, & R. Louis (Eds.), The Oxford History of the Twentieth Century (pp. 153-164). New York: Oxford University Press. p.153]  [6:  Wilson Centre Digital Archive, National Archives. (1945). Yalta Conference Agreement, Declaration of a Liberated Europe. Yalta (Crimea) Conference (pp. 1-10). Yalta, Crimea: Wilson Center. p.1] 

1. World Organisation
2. Declaration of Liberated Europe 
3. Dismemberment of Germany
4. Zone of Occupation for the French and Control Council for Germany
5. Reparation
6. Major War Criminals
7. Poland
8. Yugoslavia
9. Italo-Yugoslav Frontier --- Italo-Austrian Frontier
10. Yugoslav-Bulgarian Relations
11. Southeastern Europe
12. Iran
13. Meetings of the Three Foreign Secrataries
14. The Montreaux Convention and the Straits
15. Agreement Regarding Japan
Although this essay does not touch upon each individuaI topic, there is included all points of discussion in the Yalta Conference for a few reasons. Firstly, to give a clear overview of the issues that the Allied forces felt were most pressing at the time, requiring negotiation. The second reason is for those readers who are interested in any of these particular points, so that they can return to the relevant sections. As this essay is concerned with the changes in the balance of power, it is important to appreciate the geographical and ideological context of which this and other conferences were concerned. 
The Potsdam conference, July 17-August 2, 1945[footnoteRef:7], was similar in many respects. May 1945 saw the downfall of Nazi Germany[footnoteRef:8], allowing the Grand Alliance to develop their actions previously discussed in Tehran and Yalta. With the military combat at an end in Europe, focus on Japanese resistance was increased[footnoteRef:9]. ‘The postwar world was coming upon the victors before they were ready for it’[footnoteRef:10]. These developments brought along the need for further consolidation of security, with the military might of the Alliance turning towards the Pacific and East Asia. In practical and industrial terms, Japan had lost the capability to defend itself[footnoteRef:11]. [7:  Potsdam Agreement, Protocol of the Proceedings, August 1. (1945). A Decade of American Foreign Policy: 1941-49 (pp. 1-16). Washington, DC: Government Printing Office. p.1]  [8:  Halle, L. (1967). The Cold War As History. London: Chatto and Windus. p.89]  [9:  Halle, L. (1967). The Cold War As History. London: Chatto and Windus. p.89]  [10:  Halle, L. (1967). The Cold War As History. London: Chatto and Windus. p.89]  [11:  Halle, L. (1967). The Cold War As History. London: Chatto and Windus. p.90] 

The first point set out in the declaration is the establishment of a ‘Council of Foreign Ministers’[footnoteRef:12]. In addition to the representatives of USA, UK and USSR was to be added representatives of China and France. This council set out to meet again, at latest September 1, demonstrating the urgency and seriousness of the involved parties. One of these urgent tasks that the Potsdam conference declared, under the sub-heading ‘Establishment of a Council of Foreign Ministers’, is seen below: [12:  Potsdam Agreement, Protocol of the Proceedings, August 1. (1945). A Decade of American Foreign Policy: 1941-49 (pp. 1-16). Washington, DC: Government Printing Office. p.1] 

“(3) (i) As its immediate important task, the Council shall be authorized to draw up, with a view to their submission to the United Nations, treaties of peace with Italy, Rumania, Bulgaria, Hungary and Finland, and to propose settlements of territorial questions outstanding on the termination of war in Europe….”[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Potsdam Agreement, Protocol of the Proceedings, August 1. (1945). A Decade of American Foreign Policy: 1941-49 (pp. 1-16). Washington, DC: Government Printing Office. p.1] 

Illuminated by this point was an underlying desire for control, as well as consolidation of territorial gains made across the European continent. The demise of German hegemony created a vacuum of power, waiting for clear direction from the Grand Alliance on exactly what was to happen next. This conference in particular lays out clues to the unfolding conditions of the Cold War and how balance of power in Europe was starting to shift. In relation to our question then: ‘What was the impact of the Yalta and Potsdam conferences on the balance of power in Europe?’, It is reasonable to pay close attention to specifc points in the Yalta and Potsdam conferences, particularly the latter. Of these points of discussion, few could argue against the importance of ‘II. The Principles to Govern the Treatment of Germany in the Initial Control Period’[footnoteRef:14]. In these writings are the conditions that will be set upon the division, disarmament and governance of post-war Germany. This entire sub-heading is a strong reflection of Anglo-American interest in implementing principles from the Atlantic Charter[footnoteRef:15]. Alongside this was a common will to avoid some of the political condtions such as they were in the aftermath of the First World War[footnoteRef:16]. The grievances of reparations and responsibility were a driving force for the unified nature of Nazi Germany[footnoteRef:17]. A major task of the Potsdam Conference therefore was an attempt to secure peace on the continent, and a sustainable one at that. Listed below is a selected collection of the points set out: [14:  Potsdam Agreement, Protocol of the Proceedings, August 1. (1945). A Decade of American Foreign Policy: 1941-49 (pp. 1-16). Washington, DC: Government Printing Office. p.2
]  [15:  NATO. (1941, August 14). 'The Atlantic Charter'. Retrieved November 18, 2023, from https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_16912.htm]  [16:  Howard, M. (1998). The Confrontation of the Superpowers, 1945-1990. In M. Howard, & R. Louis (Eds.), The Oxford History of the Twentieth Century (pp. 103-116). New York: Oxford University Press. pp.108-109]  [17:  Howard, M. (1998). Europe In The Age Of Two World Wars. In M. Howard, & R. Louis (Eds.), The Oxford History Of The Twentieth Century (pp. 103-116). New York: Oxford University Press. p.109] 

2. “So far as is practicable, there shall be uniformity of treatment of the German population throughout Germany”.
3. (i) “The complete disarmament and demilitarization of Germany and the elimination or control of all German industry that could be used for military production”.
(ii) “To convince the German people that they have suffered a total military defeat and that they cannot escape responsibility for what they have brought upon themselves, since their own ruthless warfare and the fanatical Nazi resistance have destroyed German economy and made chaos and suffering inevitable”.
(iv) “To prepare for the eventual reconstruction of German political life on a democratic basis and for eventual peaceful cooperation in international life by Germany”.
The Potsdam conference laid out a concise mandate for the victorious parties to act on the European continent. The strength of that mandate increased after a succseful testing of the atomic bomb on July 16[footnoteRef:18], one day prior to the Potsdam conference. The final declaration of the conference hinted at the new weapon of mass destruction in reference to the surrendering of Japan: [18:  Halle, L. (1967). The Cold War As History. London: Chatto and Windus. p.94] 

(13) “We call upon the government of Japan to proclaim now the unconditional surrender of all Japanese armed forces, and to provide proper and adeqaute assurances of their good faith in such action. The alternative for Japan is prompt and utter destruction”[footnoteRef:19].  [19:  Potsdam Agreement, Protocol of the Proceedings, August 1. (1945). A Decade of American Foreign Policy: 1941-49 (pp. 1-16). Washington, DC: Government Printing Office. p.16] 

Destruction of the Japanese cities Hiroshima (August 6 1945) and Nagasaki (August 9 1945) by means of nuclear destruction ‘…created the psychological atmosphere of the postwar world upon which the nations now looked out as the smoke cleared away from the ruins’[footnoteRef:20]. Although this essay is concerned with the changes of power in Europe, it is necessary to insist that this decisive end to axis resistance shaped those changes immensely. The Yalta and Potsdam conferences were foundational to the changes. The involvment of the United States acting in territories outside of Europe dampened tensions in bordering Soviet territories inside Europe. Any heat during the Cold War was most fierce in Vietnam, Korea, Cuba and the Middle East. With much of arms and space races taking place domestically, it allowed the balance of power in Europe to reach some stability. [20:  Halle, L. (1967). The Cold War As History. London: Chatto and Windus. p.96] 

The establishment of a new world order (or disorder) was the task of the victorious parties. However successful in their collaboration defeating the Axis and meeting to discuss post-war terms rather amicably; underlining the actions the Allies took was implicit mistrust and ideological incompatibility. The Allies of the west had to face the fact that as the USSR pushed back Axis resistance in eastern Europe, they had oppurtune time to seize control in Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria and the eastern part of Austria[footnoteRef:21]. The Red Army was also in Yugoslavia, but not in total occupation of it[footnoteRef:22][footnoteRef:23]. In order to avoid total warfare with eachother, there had to be some succes in compromise and coexistence. In spite of the fact that the two fought proxy wars in the second half of the century, Europe, as a union, built a solidarity to recover economically, and acted often as a place of order in the faces of chaos. The Yalta and Potsdam Conferences played a big part in neutralising hostile powers in Europe, at least in so far as there was no dominating hegemony by this essay’s estimations. It may be the case however, that this stability will not last as the challenges of the post-Cold War world dwells upon its populations. How the Yalta and Potsdam conferences affected the balance of power in Europe will no doubt have to be revisited. [21:  Halle, L. (1967). The Cold War As History. London: Chatto and Windus. p.1]  [22:  Halle, L. (1967). The Cold War As History. London: Chatto and Windus. P.1]  [23:  Halle, L. (1967). The Cold War As History. London: Chatto and Windus. P.78] 

In conclusion, the Yalta and Potsdam conferences are some of the key meetings and delcarations of the 20th century that shaped the balance of power in Europe. The splitting of Germany into East and West put side by side the two superpowers of the 20th century, the United States of America and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics in different spheres.  Though those superpowers competed elsewhere, the formulation and resepct of the two conferences allowed Europe to go from a polarised and conflicted continent, to a unified superpower in its own rights, albeit with its limitations and often times political unrest. As with many other considerations, facts and questions surrounding the Cold War, they will undoubtedly need revisiting. In short the shift in balance of power in Europe, following the Yalta and Potsdam conferences, has been a beneficial one for Europe, with many aspects to be celebrated. But power never remains static, there will likely be more chapters in those shifts.
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