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Discuss 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 building of walls. The erection of barbed wire and barriers. These can never, for long, divide peoples. Never create a permanent prison for the human spirit. For the strength of a wall is measured only by the fear of those who built it.’ (NATO, n.d.) The Berlin Blockade of 1948 stands as a watershed moment in Cold War history, exemplifying the significant ideological, economic, and political disparities that dominated post-World War II East-West relations. The crisis, characterised by the Soviet Union's audacious attempt to isolate and suffocate West Berlin, set in motion a chain of events with profound ramifications. The Berlin Blockade had its beginnings in post-World War II geopolitics, when the victorious Allies, especially the United States, the United Kingdom, France, and the Soviet Union, grappled with the ruins of Nazi Germany and the destiny of its capital, Berlin. In a city located in the heart of Germany's Soviet-controlled zone, the war between East and West played out in microcosm, ending in a confrontation that echoed across the world. (Miller, 2002, pp.1–4) The Berlin Blockade was more than just a single event; it served as a lens through which to examine the wider dynamics of the early Cold War period. This essay investigates the roots of the Berlin Blockade, concentrating on the intricate interplay of ideological contention, economic rivalry, and political manoeuvring. Additionally, it delves into the Western response, exemplified by the daring Berlin Airlift, and analyses the long-term political consequences that reverberated throughout the Cold War era. It resulted in Germany's fragmentation, setting the framework for the Iron Curtain and the development of military alliances like NATO and the Warsaw Pact. The Berlin Blockade would foreshadow the intricacies of the Cold War, ushering the globe into an age marked by ideological entrenchment, political brinkmanship, and the ever-present threat of nuclear catastrophe.
The Berlin Blockade of 1948 crystallized the stark ideological differences that characterized the early Cold War period. On one side, the Western Allies, notably the United States, advocated democratic principles and a market-driven capitalist system as the pathway to individual freedom and economic prosperity. (Gaddis, 2005, pp. 7–25) Personal initiative, free markets, and individual rights, in their opinion, were the pillars of a just society, and they were devoted to preserving these ideals. Conversely, the Soviet Union, led by Joseph Stalin, adhered steadfastly to communist doctrine, emphasising central planning, community ownership, and the supremacy of the state in economic and political matters (Parrish, 1996). Their worldview was rooted on the conviction that collective ownership of the means of production, centralised economic planning, and a significant role for the state in political and economic affairs were necessary for achieving social justice and eliminating the exploitation inherent in capitalism. The Soviet leadership saw the state's authority and central planning as a tool to build a classless society that transcended the disparities associated with the capitalist world. These incompatible worldviews not only formed their separate blocs' political and economic frameworks, but also fuelled mutual hostility and antagonism. The ideological difference between the West and the Soviet Union was a driving force behind the Berlin Blockade and the long-term political implications that echoed throughout the Cold War. It set the ground for an ongoing struggle for ideological and strategic dominance, which manifested itself in the split of Germany, the development of military alliances, the weapons race, and proxy conflicts throughout the world, sustaining the East-West divide. (Britannica, 2018) The seeds of the Berlin Blockade were sowed at the post-World War II discussions at Yalta and Potsdam, where the victorious Allies discussed the postwar European destiny. Yalta, held in February 1945, focused on Nazi Germany's military defeat, whereas Potsdam, held in July and August 1945, focused on Europe's political and economic restoration. (Moser, n.d.) The emergence of ideological divides at these conferences laid the groundwork for the geopolitical struggles that would define the Cold War. The capitalist United States aspired to safeguard the security of Western Europe, whilst the communist Soviet Union sought to strengthen its influence in Eastern Europe. Germany was seen as an important trade partner by France, the United Kingdom, and the United States, for example. They attempted to assist Germany in reviving its economy and infrastructure, but Stalin's focus was to restore the Soviet Union, not Germany. To do this, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) diverted funds and resources from its zone in Germany. (Hello Vaia, n.d.) According to Rosser, 'Russian greediness had given the spark--an attempt to drain the Eastern zone, and, if feasible, the Western zones, of ten billion dollars in reparations' (Rosser, 1969, p.258). Given all that has been said so far, one may conclude that Rosser's remark suggests that the Soviet Union demanded hefty reparations from Germany, contributing to the economic incentives driving the embargo. Indeed, post-World conflict II reparations were a sensitive subject, with the Soviet Union seeking recompense to rebuild its economy after suffering massive devastation during the conflict. The term "greediness" implies an unfavourable assessment of Soviet motivations, since they thought that Germany should be unified under their leadership.
Economic tensions at the core of the Berlin Blockade were not isolated concerns, but rather integral components of larger ideological and geopolitical confrontations. The introduction of the Deutsche Mark (D-Mark) in Germany's Western zones on June 20, 1948, was the spark for these disputes. The Western Allies started this currency reform to stabilise the war-ravaged German economy and combat inflation. (Rosser, 1969b, pp.258–259) This monetary reform allowed retailers to resupply with supplies that were previously only available in the underground economy. (Cvce.eu, 2013) The Soviet Union saw the adoption of the D-Mark as a direct challenge to their power and responded with the establishment of their own currency Ostmark on June 24, 1948. Later, the Soviets cut off all main road, rail, and canal connections to West Berlin, depriving the city of energy as well as a regular supply of crucial food and coal. They were deeply apprehensive that a rebuilt West German economy, with its capitalist base, would function as a potent magnet for war-torn Eastern European states. (Higgins, 1984, pp. 66–68) The allure of a prosperous West Germany may erode the allure of the Soviet economic model, and so the intellectual allure of communism (Parrish, 1996). Even though the Potsdam Conference resolved that Germany should be regarded as a unified economic entity, the Russians fought any economic unity or reform measures. The Soviets looked intended to keep Western Germany economically unstable while extending the Eastern zone. (Rosser, 1969, p. 259) The economic rivalry between the capitalist West and the communist East was more than simply a fiscal rivalry; it was a real-time ideological contest. The Soviet reaction, a daring attempt to cut off West Berlin from Western supplies, might be interpreted as an economic manoeuvre to assert control as well as a direct challenge to the Western Allies' efforts to revitalise the German economy. The biggest issue confronting economic rebirth was worker unrest caused by the Soviet-dominated Communist labour union. While ostensibly an economic standoff, the Berlin Blockade became symptomatic of the greater Cold War battle, in which economic systems were used as means of influence and political manoeuvring in the continuous war between capitalism and communist.
Moreover, political control emerged as a key motivator behind the Berlin Blockade, mirroring Europe's post-World War II quest for power. The future political landscape of Germany, and, by extension, Europe, was at the centre of this problem. The Western Allies sought to reconstruct a democratic, self-governing Germany as a counterweight to communist penetration. (McCauley, 2003, pp.76–78) Bizonia was formed in 1947 when the United States and the United Kingdom combined their zones. This was an economic move that both zones expected to strengthen their economies and minimise administrative expenses. On August 1, 1948, the French zone amalgamated with Bizonia, culminating in the foundation of Trizonia. (Office of The Historian, 2019) Stalin was not invited to merger meetings hence he believed the Western Allies were consolidating their dominance and ostracising him, and he became increasingly concerned about the possibility of the Western Allies gathering forces and taking over the Eastern zone. The Soviet Union, on the other hand, was determined to secure its sphere of influence in Eastern Europe, with a special emphasis on East Germany. According to Hugh Higgins' book 'The Cold War,' Stalin's fundamental goal was not German unity, but rather the security of the Soviet Union. (Higgins, 1984b, p.61) Germany's divide became a microcosm of the larger power struggle. The blockade was Stalin's bold attempt to thwart the political intentions of the Western Allies and maintain political dominance in the pilot stages of the Cold War.
Moving forward, in the face of the Berlin Blockade, which started on June 24, 1948, the Western Allies, notably the United States and the United Kingdom, faced a complicated mix of immediate and long-term obstacles. The Western powers were unprepared for the blockade of transit routes to Berlin, so they had to devise options for how to respond; they were split on whether to maintain their position in Berlin, avoid war, continue with the London Programme, surrender West Berlin to the Soviets, send troops to try and get supplies in through blocked routes, or do nothing. (Smith and Shlaim, 1985) However, this would imply that the USSR would win control of Berlin, which might be harmful or regarded as an act of war in which the Western side would be perceived as the aggressor, or West Berliners would potentially starve, which may lead to communism and Soviet rule of Berlin. Furthermore, the Western Allies determined that the Soviets could not stop only one kind of movement, air transportation, and that the only way to prevent an unarmed aircraft from entering the city would have been to shoot it down. (Noblett, n.d.) In response, on June 26, 1948, the West undertook a very bold and unprecedented operation: the Berlin Airlift dubbed "Operation Vittles" in the United States and "Operation Plainfare" in the United Kingdom two days later). (Historian's Office, 2019) This humanitarian and logistical accomplishment shattered the Soviet siege of West Berlin and demonstrated the Western powers' unshakeable commitment to safeguard West Berlin's people' independence. At first, the airlift seemed impossible. Over two million Berliners relied on the assistance, which supplied much-needed food, fuel, and medication. However, it got more efficient over time, and the quantity of airdrops rose. Air Force and Navy jets were landing at Tempelhof Airport every 45 seconds at one point. (Background Essay on Berlin Airlift, n.d.) Over the course of 11 months, the United States and the United Kingdom delivered more than 2.3 million tonnes of food, gasoline, and other necessary supplies to West Berlin via more than 278,000 airdrops, assuring the survival of its inhabitants. (Lange, 2018) However, as the siege continued, the operation grew in scope. New runways and power plants were constructed, existing aircraft were refurbished, and new transport aircraft were launched. This extension reflected the West's determination to keep the operation running for as long as possible (O'Neill, 2000). A significant obstacle during the airlift was an absence of labour, so the Western powers decided to employ the people they were assisting to help them unload the plane's stocks of food, coals, and other necessities at Tempelhof, and in exchange for their efforts, they would be rewarded with cigarettes or extra rations. (Spiritoffreedom.org, 2019) 
Apart from this, the Western Allies, notably the United States, used the blockade to emphasise Soviet aggression. This campaign was a success in terms of garnering worldwide sympathy for West Berlin inhabitants and highlighting the lengths to which the democratic West would go to secure their safety and freedom. At the same time, the Western Allies used diplomatic avenues to fight Soviet aggression. They used the United Nations and other international venues to underline the illegality of the blockade, citing Potsdam Conference commitments. (Rosser, 1969b, p.260) However, as Manfred Wilke points out in his book 'The Path to the Berlin Wall,' the West's second nonviolent response to the blockade was a trade embargo against the Soviet Zone, where deliveries from the Western zones were prohibited, resulting in a drastic reduction in interzonal trade. From September 1948 onwards, the counterblockade was extended to encompass commerce with Eastern Europe. (Wilke and Perl, 2014, pp. 116–134) After 11 months, the Soviets realised that the blockade was a failure and that they could not force the Western Allies out of Berlin, therefore it was lifted on May 12, 1949. Despite the completion of the blockade, the Allies maintained their presence in West Berlin and conducted the airlift until September 30th, 1949, to guarantee that the residents of Berlin had a three-month supply of food. Furthermore, it is vital to mention that there was a total of 101 fatalities because of the operation, including 101 Americans killed in plane accidents. (Spiritoffreedom.org, 2019) The airlift exemplified America's inventiveness, efficiency, endurance, and leadership. Additionally, it emphasised the need of collaboration and the need for allies to complete duties that a single country just cannot do alone, thus the Airlift became a collective endeavour, with British, American, French, and even Australian pilots participating in the sorties. (Cherny, 2008, pp. 69–80)
Furthermore, the Berlin Blockade had profound and lasting ramifications for East-West relations. On May 23, 1949, Germany was formally divided into West Germany (Federal Republic of Germany) and East Germany (German Democratic Republic). This divide, which became official in October 1949, widened the intellectual and political chasm between the Western allies and the Soviet bloc. (Miller, 2002b, pp. 112–113) As the Cold War matured into a global war for power, tensions and profound distrust grew. With the erection of the Berlin Wall in 1961, the separation became a tangible expression of the greater East-West struggle (Taylor, 2006, pp. 50–65) The separation lasted until Germany's final reunification in 1990, with the fall of the Eastern Bloc. The wounds of this split, as well as the events surrounding the Berlin blockade, left an indelible impression on the twentieth-century political landscape. The Berlin Blockade emphasised Soviet hostility and expansionism, resulting in growing international isolation. This split indicated a greater partition of Europe between Eastern and Western areas of influence, as demarcated by the "Iron Curtain" (Churchill, 1946).
Notably, the Berlin Blockade aided to the formation of military alliances. On April 4, 1949, the United States established the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), an alliance of countries centred on the North Atlantic. Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, Iceland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, the United Kingdom, and the United States were the Alliance's twelve founding members. (Miller, 2008, pp. 109–112) According to Higgins (1974) the US Senate ratified a vote of 82 to 13 on 21 July and the NATO treaty came into effect on 24th August 1949. (Higgins 1974, pp. 68-69) Due to the Soviet menace in Berlin, Western nations formed a military alliance for collective defence, forging a unified front against future attack. Throughout the Cold War, the persistent legacy of NATO as a bulwark against Soviet expansion influenced East-West relations. During the Cold War, NATO became a cornerstone of Western security strategy, altering the balance of power in favour of democratic states. (Mastny, 2002, pp. 3-68). Since its founding, NATO's membership has evolved dramatically in response to changes in the geopolitical situation. The conclusion of the Cold War sparked a re-evaluation of NATO's mission, which resulted in the alliance's enlargement to include former Warsaw Pact members and Baltic states. Enlargement has been a contentious issue, with disputes centred on the organization's scope and the possible influence on regional stability (Granieri, 1998). NATO is still an important cornerstone of transatlantic security in the twenty-first century. The alliance is still adapting to unfamiliar problems, like as a resurgent Russia, Middle Eastern instability, and the rise of cyber threats. NATO's collaborations with non-member nations and international organisations contribute to the organization's role in supporting global stability. (Kille and Hendrickson, n.d.) The Soviet Union formed its own military alliance, the Warsaw Pact, in response to NATO's creation in 1955. The Warsaw Pact was a counter-alliance founded in 1955 by the Soviet Union and its Eastern European client republics. The Warsaw Pact cemented the Soviet Union's control in Eastern Europe. It served as a weapon for the USSR to maintain control over its satellite republics, as evidenced by interventions in Hungary (1956) and Czechoslovakia (1968). (Mastny, 1998, p.26)
In conclusion, the Berlin Blockade of 1948 was a crucible of geopolitical tension, evaluating the resilience of both East and West. The multifaceted motivations behind the blockade, encompassing ideological, political, and strategic considerations, reflected the broader East-West ideological schism. The West's steadfast response not only averted a humanitarian crisis but also sowed the seeds for a complex web of alliances, divisions, and ideological struggles that shaped the course of global politics for the remainder of the 20th century. The Berlin Blockade stands as a paradigmatic chapter in the evolution of East-West relations, leaving an indelible imprint on the contours of the Cold War and the subsequent geopolitical order.
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