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Unit 1D Stuart Britain, 1603-1702
L.P. Hartley said, ‘The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.’
The 17th century was a very different world and you will need to explore and appreciate its people,
ideas and culture. This unit will enable you to study in breadth issues of change, continuity, cause
and consequence through the following key questions:
1. How far did the monarchy change?
2. To what extent and why was power more widely shared during this period?
3. Why and with what results were there disputes over religion?
4. How effective was opposition?
5. How important were ideas and ideology?
6. How important was the role of key individuals and groups and how were they affected by
developments?
The following tasks in blue are designed to introduce you to the 17th century and provide the
context from which you can make a confident and positive start to your A Level History studies.

Context of Elizabeth I’s legacy
•

Watch Elizabeth’s Ghost: the Afterlife of the Queen in the Stuart era by Professor Carole
Levin, which explores the lasting impact of Elizabeth and the Tudors on the Stuart monarchs.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JXypzccSG8E

An overview of the 17th century
•
•

Read the following extract very carefully which gives an overview of the Stuart century.
Highlight every word that you do not understand and look up what it means. Use this as an
opportunity to develop your vocabulary.

In 1603 James VI of Scotland headed south to take over his new southern kingdom after the death of
Elizabeth I, the last monarch of the Tudor dynasty. James inherited a throne which, over the preceding
decades, had barely escaped the threats of Catholic plotting, foreign invasion and socio-economic
crisis, but which was far larger, wealthier and had much greater standing in the world than his existing
Scottish kingdom. In addition, he inherited the government of Ireland, of which, since 1541, English
monarchs had also been styled ‘king’. James and his successors over the following century would
continually grapple with the difficulty of ruling three separate and distinct kingdoms with crucial
differences in religion, politics and society; the context of the ‘British problem’ was a reoccurring
theme. While events in England, the most prosperous, military powerful and politically dominant of
the three kingdoms was most prominent, at crucial junctures, particularly in the events surrounding
the outbreak of the Civil Wars (1637-42) and the Civil Wars themselves (1642-1651), and during the
Glorious Revolution (1688-89), the political and military impact of the Scottish and Irish contexts was
particularly important.
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Another, related, theme central to the entire period was religion. Due to the gradual secularisation of
the public sphere in the 19th and 20th centuries, it can be difficult to imagine a world in which men and
women argued, fought and even killed each other over what precisely happened at holy communion
or whether the Church should be governed by bishops. Within less than a century, England had
experienced the break from Rome under Henry VIII, the beginnings of radical Protestant Reformation
under Edward VI, a return to Roman Catholicism under Mary I, and finally, a more moderate
Protestant settlement under Elizabeth. Meanwhile in Ireland a Protestant Church was imposed
despite the fact that the vast majority of the population remained resolutely Catholic, whilst in
Scotland the Reformation took the form of an aristocratic rebellion against a Catholic sovereign, Mary
Queen of Scots (James’ mother) and resulted in the establishment of a Presbyterian Church much
closer to that of John Calvin’s Geneva than to Elizabeth’s England. The Stuart inheritance therefore
included a complicated religious landscape across three kingdoms, made more difficult to handle by
the fact that it was contested: in each realm there were minorities (and in Ireland’s case, a majority)
who rejected the established religion and sought to change it, or at least to obtain toleration for
themselves outside of it, and who resisted attempts to make them conform to the official Church.
Their efforts to do so are a key dynamic in the history of the Stuart monarchy.
Two more themes run consistently through the period: the financial weakness of the Crown and its
strained relations with representative institutions. For almost the entire century, English monarchs
struggled to raise sufficient money to fund their policies, and their need for it soured relations with
their parliaments. At times kings relied on creative expedients to avoid asking them for money,
whether like Charles I fining people for failing to claim knighthoods at his coronation, or like his son
Charles II, taking backhanders from the King of France. Kings, royal councillors, noblemen and MPs
were persistently preoccupied with how to solve the Crown’s financial difficulties, and confrontations
over the extent of the royal prerogative versus the revenue-raising powers of parliament were the
result. These problems were chronic, and persisted even when there was no king: during the
Interregnum of 1649-60, the Commonwealth and Protectorate regimes under Oliver Cromwell and his
son Richard, consistently found themselves unable to raise enough money to pay for the costs of
government, particularly the upkeep of their large standing army. The Restoration regime quickly sank
back into serious debt, and while James II enjoyed an unusually favourable financial settlement, it did
not outlast his short reign. It was only when William III found himself involved in a lengthy and
expensive conflict against France that a solution was found in the form of the Bank of England.
By the end of the period, in 1702, the three kingdoms had evolved into a constitutional monarchy, one
in many ways different from that inherited by James I a century before. Parliament was now a
permanent feature of government, the national finances were underpinned by an institutional
apparatus that was the envy of the rest of Europe, and non-Anglican Protestants were free to worship
as they chose. However, many features of the British Isles in 1702 would also have been familiar to
the first Stuart monarch including constitutional tensions between Crown and Parliament, religious
divisions and the significant differences between the three kingdoms.
Adapted from PARRY, Mark, Stuart Britain and the Crisis of Monarchy, 1603-1702 (Cambridge University Press, 2015).

•
•
•
•
•

Who were the rulers of the British Isles in the 17th century?
Which ruler has not been mentioned (you might need to look this one up)?
Why is the 17th century unique in the history of the English monarchy?
What are the main themes that feature throughout the 17 th century?
Which of the themes mentioned here do you think would cause the greatest divisions and
tensions in the kingdom? Explain your reasoning.
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Stuart Britain: the chronology
•
•

For each year on this timeline, add some further factual details (evidence) to help develop
your contextual knowledge across the 17th century.
Consider the significance of these dates for one or more of the following themes:
o Power and nature of the monarchy;
o Divisions and tensions within the Three Kingdoms (England, Scotland and Ireland);
o Religion;
o War.

1603 Accession of James I following the death of Elizabeth I, the last of the Tudor monarchs.
1605 The Gunpowder Plot: a Catholic conspiracy to murder James.
1618 Outbreak of the Thirty Years’ War on the continent.
1625 James I died. Accession of Charles I.
1627 England suffered a humiliating military defeat against France.
1629 Charles dissolved Parliament, and embarked on a period of personal rule.
1637 The Scottish Prayer Book rebellion.
1640 Parliament returned for the first-time following Charles’ 11-year personal rule.
1642 Outbreak of the First English Civil War.
1649 Charles was executed for high treason, which marked the beginning of the Interregnum.
1653 Oliver Cromwell dissolved the Rump Parliament, and experimented with ‘godly
government’.
1658 Oliver Cromwell died and nominated his son Richard as his successor.
1660 Charles II was restored to the throne, and returned from exile in the Netherlands.
1670 The Treaty of Dover was signed with France.
1678 Details of the Popish Plot emerged: an alleged and hysterical Catholic conspiracy to murder
Charles.
1681 Charles II dissolved Parliament over the Exclusion Crisis.
1685 Accession of James II.
1688 The Glorious Revolution. James II was overthrown and replaced by William III and Mary II
as joint monarchs.
1689 The Bill of Rights and Toleration Act were passed.
1694 Establishment of the Bank of England.
1702 Death of William III.
•
•

Highlight the potential turning points across the 17th century, and explain why.
Which do you think is the most significant turning point? Explain your reasoning.
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Stuart Britain: the rulers
•

•

Create a mini profile for each of the monarchs and rulers of Stuart Britain. Try to include:
o The dates of their reign / period of rule;
o Personality traits;
o Notable events from their reign / period of rule;
o Approach to religion;
o Tensions or conflicts with the Three Kingdoms;
o Relations with other countries;
o Fate (how did their reign / period of rule end), and who succeeded them?
Watch the following summary as a starting point: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SlsmMFnKg3Q

5|P a g e

Stuart Britain: the key ideas
The Divine Right of Kings
James I, as all Stuart monarchs, was a strong believer in the theory of the Divine Right of Kings.
This was the idea that a monarch’s authority was invested in them by God, conferred on them by
religious ritual at the royal coronation, and that they consequently answered only to God for the
manner in which they exercised it. James believed that obedience to the king was commanded by
God, and that resistance to royal authority was a grave sin as well as being the crime of treason.
1649 was therefore a significant turning point; a minority, so-called Rump Parliament executed
God’s anointed sovereign and thrust England into eleven years of republicanism.
• Annotate (label) what you can see in this image.
• Listen to this podcast to see what you can find out about the
Divine Right of Kings. https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b0080xph
• Explain why this idea of the Divine Right was so important
during the 17th century.
• Why might this have been a source of tension between the
King and his subjects?
• What else does this reveal about life in the 17 th century?

However, the king did not rule entirely alone, or without limitations in their power. A
fundamental principle of early modern monarchy was that the king was subject to ‘counsel’
(advice) from his most important subjects. The two main points of contact between the king and
his people were the Privy Council and Parliament. The Privy Council was a group of high-ranking
men, handpicked by the monarch who were often leading noblemen, bishops or lawyers. The
Parliament was far less important, and its role was to pass laws and grant taxation to the monarch
when requested to do so. The changing composition and role of Parliament throughout the Stuart
monarchies is one of the most defining themes of the 17th century.

The Great Chain of Being
•

Watch this video, and draw the hierarchy of society. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XHjRtXokQwQ

Linked to the Divine Right of Kings, the Great Chain of Being explained the organisation of Stuart
society, as decreed by God. In 1603 England was a landed society – a rigid social hierarchy was
defined by land ownership. As the century progressed there were fundamental economic
changes, rooted in demographic developments. The population grew putting pressure on wages
and living standards. As the economy was broadly based around agriculture it was vulnerable to
instances of poor harvests or disease. The merchant class developed as a result of the growth of
towns and cities, and international trade, with Europe as well as the New World, improved,
particularly in the latter part of the century. The English treasury benefited from the increased
customs revenue, but Stuart monarchs continued to experience financial struggles.
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The era of Personal Monarchy: the structure of government

Religious divisions
•

Study the following map of Europe in 1648.

The map shows the national borders and religions of Europe at the end of the Thirty Years’ war, a
conflict that had primarily been fought over the issue of religion.
o What do you notice about countries and
national borders?
o What do you notice about religion?
o Why might this pose difficulties for the ruler
of England?
Religious turmoil in Europe had started in the early
16th century in the period known as the
Reformation. The Roman Catholic Church had
been challenged by Martin Luther which led to the
establishment of the Lutheran (or Protestant)
Church. This led to a wave of subsequent
reformers included John Calvin (in Geneva) and John Knox (in Scotland) who further influenced the
doctrine and practices of the Christian churches.
Henry VIII had begun the ‘English Reformation’ in the 1530s, breaking from Rome in 1534 to
establish himself as the Supreme Head of the Church of England. The country experienced
significance spiritual turmoil until Elizabeth I gave the Anglican (English) Church permanence in
1559 when she passed the Act of Uniformity. James I therefore inherited England in which:
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•
•
•
•

There was one national Anglican (Protestant) Church
to which everyone was forced to belong;
The monarch was the head of state and also the head
of the Church;
The Church and its officials, including archbishops and
bishops, were firmly under the control of the Crown;
Religious divisions were of major political importance.

However, the Three Kingdoms over which James reigned
were divided on religion. Whilst the vast majority of
people were loyal subjects of the Crown, an increasing
number were dissatisfied with the national Church and
were willing to vocalise this. This dissatisfaction was
militarised at various points through the century with
international conflict as well as bloody civil war demonstrated people’s willingness to fight and die
for what they perceived as the true faith. Whilst all conflict and division revolved around diverging
interpretations of Christianity with the Bible as the sacred text, the nuances of style and doctrine
were of profound significance.
•

•

Create a mini factfile on each of the main religions during the 17 th century. Try to include:
o Head of the Church;
o Role of the bishops and priests;
o Language and style of the Church;
o Route to salvation (what did people have to do to get to heaven);
o Role of the sacraments.
Use the following website to begin researching these denominations:
Compare Beliefs of 7 Major Christian Denominations (learnreligions.com)

The religions that are most important to find out about are:
•
•
•

•

The Anglican Church (established by the 1559 Act of Uniformity under Elizabeth I, influenced
by Calvinism);
Roman Catholicism;
Presbyterianism (the national religion of Scotland).

Listen carefully to Professor Tim Harris talking about religious policy
in the lead up to the English Civil War. He explains the religious
tensions that existed throughout England, Ireland and Scotland at
the time. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EV9dtqkLwM0&t=83s
o Explain, in your own words, what Harris argues about why
religion was the root of so much political discontent under
James I and Charles I?
o Do you agree? Explain your thinking.
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Stuart Britain: deepen knowledge and strengthen understanding
Books
•
•
•
•

MORRILL, John, Stuart Britain, A Very Short Introduction (OUP 2000)*
KISHLANSKY, Mark, A Monarchy Transformed, Britain 1630-1714 (Penguin
1997)*
COGSWELL, Thomas, James I: The Phoenix King (Penguin Monarchs, 2019) and subsequent titles for individual monarchs in this series
DURSTON, Christopher, James I (Lancaster Pamphlets 1993) – and
subsequent titles for individual monarchs in this series

*We strongly recommend that you buy these books (second hand) to read as part of your studies, in addition to the
course textbook.

Documentaries
•
•
•
•

David Starkey’s Monarchy, episode 10: The Stuart Succession – and
subsequent episodes https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bIz0akhZoAk
Kings and Queens of England: The Stuarts https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h-iNMWlqWP0
Clare Jackson’s The Stuarts and the Stuarts in Exile (BBC)
Kate Williams’ The Stuarts: A Bloody Reign

Historical films
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Gunpowder (2017) – miniseries starring Kit Harrington
The Great Fire (2014)
The Devil’s Whore (2008) - miniseries
Gunpowder, Treason and Plot (2004)
To Kill A King (2003)
Charles II – The Power and the Passion (2003) - miniseries
Cromwell (1970)

Historical fiction
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

BORMAN, Tracy, The King’s Witch
GREGORY, Philippa, Tidelands
GREGORY, Philippa, Earthly Joys
McCANN, Maria, As Meat Loves Salt
NORMAN, Diana, The Vizard Mask
PEARS, Iain, An Instance on the Fingerpost
SWANSTON, Andrew, Thomas Hill
TAYLOR, Andrew, Ashes of London
TREMAIN, Rose, Restoration
WINSOR, Kathleen, Forever Amber
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Unit 2R Cold War 1945-1991
‘The Cold War locked America and the Soviet Union in a deadly stalemate, dangerously close to nuclear
catastrophe. It is a story of crisis talks and subterfuge, tyrants and power struggles – and of ordinary
people changing the course of history across the globe.’ Adapted from John Lewis Gaddis, 2005.

This unit provides for the study in depth of the evolving course of international relations during an era
of tension between communist and capitalist powers which threatened nuclear Armageddon. You will
explore concepts such as communism and anti-communism, aggression and détente and will
encourage you to reflect on the power of modern military technology, what hastens confrontation and
what forces promote peace in the modern world.
The Cold War is an incredibly complex narrative with ideological rivalry played out across the world.
Its causes, themes and events have caused controversy, and scholarly debate has been enriched
further by the release of previously secret documentary archives. The historiography of the Cold War
continues to evolve, which makes this already fascinating period even more exciting to study. The
following tasks in blue are designed to introduce you to the very important context of international
relations in the early 20th century, and the emerging ideologies which came to dominate the postWorld War Two world. This context lays the foundation for the Cold War conflict.

Long-term context of international relations
The Cold War, a period of international tension between the USA and the USSR, developed at the
end of the Second World War in 1945. It dominated international relations for over forty years.
Although the tensions between the superpowers came to the fore after 1945, the seeds of conflict
were in existence before 1939. The Second World War may have smoothed over the causes of the
tensions, but it was only a temporary development. Far from removing the factors which
produced tension, the Second World War ultimately created an environment which generated far
more tension, hostility and rivalry between the USA and the USSR than had seen before 1939.
•
•

Read the following timeline of international relations carefully.
Highlight events that specifically involved:
o The United States of America;
o Russia / the Soviet Union;
o European nations (such as Britain, France, Germany);
o Asian nations (such as China, Japan).

1815

1823
1845
1839-42,
1856-60

Victory at the Battle of Waterloo by a British-led coalition against Napoleonic France brings
the French revolutionary wars that had raged since 1793 to a close. It also ushers in the onset
of Pax Britannica, a century-long period in which British commercial and naval dominance
would be reflected in Europe by the maintenance of a balance of power, and in the wider
world by a massive expansion of the British empire.
The Monroe Doctrine is adopted as a lynchpin of US foreign policy.
Under the terms of the policy, any European interventions in the Americas would be viewed
as an act of aggression.
‘Manifest destiny’ - the belief in the moral superiority of the American way of life, and in
the duty to spread this way of life – becomes a guiding principle of US foreign policy.
The Opium Wars subordinate Chinese commerce to British interests, and open up the
country to Western influence more generally.
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1853

1853-56
1860s
1870-71
1873
1882
18901914
1894
1898
1901
1904-07
1905-06
1914-18

1917

1918
1919

American Commodore Matthew Perry leads his four ships into the harbour at Tokyo Bay,
using force to re-establish for the first time in over 200 years regular trade and discourse
between Japan and the West. This humiliation sparks the beginning of a drive on the part of
Japan to modernise, and thereby avoid the fate of China.
The Crimean War is fought between Tsarist Russia (which was seeking to expand at the
expense of Turkey), and Britain, France and Turkey. Russia suffers a humiliating defeat, whilst
the further collapse of Turkey is merely postponed for a few decades.
A series of wars between Prussia and Austria-Hungary result in the establishment of Prussian
hegemony in Central Europe, and the ousting of Austria from German affairs.
The Franco-Prussian War ends with the defeat of France, and the creation by Prussia of a new
state – Germany.
The onset of the Great Depression creates new economic antagonisms, and gives rise to a
race between Europe’s Powers to carve up Africa and South-eastern Asia.
The Triple Alliance, an alliance between Germany, Austria-Hungary and Italy, is formed. It
would be renewed periodically until it expired in 1915 during World War I.
In the wake of the Scramble for Africa a ferocious arms race between Europe’s Powers
gathers place.
A rival alliance, animated by a desire to contain Germany - the Dual Entente, between France
and Russia - is created.
The Spanish-American War ‘liberates’ the territories of Cuba, Puerto Rico, Guam and the
Philippines from Spanish influence, and opens them up to American domination.
The Platt Amendment gives the USA the right to intervene in Cuba’s political affairs.
The Triple Entente is formed as Britain, fearful of Germany’s expansionism, resolves
longstanding issues and joins with its old enemies, France and Russia.
The Russo-Japanese War, fought over access to Korea and Manchuria, brings about Russia’s
humiliation and makes possible a subjugation of Korea by Japan that will last for four decades.
World War I – which pits the Triple Entente against Germany, Austria-Hungary and Turkey –
ends with a victory for Britain and France (in large part because of the USA’s entry into the
war on their side in 1917). At the end of WWI the political geography of Europe changed
radically. The three largest empires – Russia, Germany and Austria-Hungary – fell apart amid
the chaos of revolution and foreign occupation, whilst new states came into existence across
central and eastern Europe. These would lead a precarious existence!
In Russia in November the Bolsheviks seize power in what was to be the most significant
political event of the 20th century, establishing the Soviet Union. V.I. Lenin promised workers
and peasants ‘Bread, peace and land!’ and democratic governance through granting ‘All
power to the soviets!’. However, the October revolution quickly degenerated into an
appalling mix of civil war, terror, foreign intervention and famine, and also made possible the
rise of Josef Stalin. When the Western powers tried to crush the Communist government of
the USSR, it fought back and tried to break out of its international isolation by spreading
revolution westwards.
Bolshevik Russia was forced by Germany to submit to humiliating territorial losses with the
Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. Germany remained a threat to the new regime up until November of
this year, when the outbreak of revolution and mutiny at home knocked it out of the war.
The Treaty of Versailles was ratified. Of the many provisions in the treaty, one of the most
important and controversial required "Germany [to] accept the responsibility of Germany and
her allies for causing all the loss and damage" during the war (the other members of the
Central Powers signed treaties containing similar articles). The treaty also required Germany
to disarm, make ample territorial concessions, and pay reparations to certain countries that
had formed the Entente powers. The Treaty helped to make the development of a radical,
revanchist right in Germany a certainty.
The League of Nations, the first worldwide intergovernmental organisation whose principal
mission was to maintain world peace, was created. It was immediately rendered ineffective
by the USA’s decision not to seek membership.
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1920
1922

1929
1931
1933
1934
1935

1936
1937
1938
1939

•
•
•
•
•

The Russo-Polish War, which was engineered by the new state of Poland, resulted in the loss
of a great deal of territory by Russia. The Treaty of Riga (1921) which followed it established
the border between Soviet Russia and Poland which would last up until September 1939.
Led by Benito Mussolini, the Fascists – a radical right-wing group – entered the government,
from which position they began to construct a repressive, one-party police state and build up
the military force needed to create an Italian empire.
The USSR, playing off the western powers against each other, in order to minimise the chances
of a united anti-Soviet front developing, signed the Treaty of Rapallo with Germany. The era
of cooperation this heralded would last until Adolf Hitler came to power in 1933.
The Wall Street Crash decimated first the American economy, then the European economies,
and finally the rest of the world’s economies. The Soviet Union was the only substantive state
which remained unaffected by this Great Depression.
Japan responds to the depression by invading resource-rich Manchuria, creating a puppet
state, Manchukuo, that will last until 1945.
In Germany, Adolf Hitler’s Nazis - a radical right-wing group – entered the government, from
which position they began to construct a repressive, one-party police state and build up the
military force needed to obtain a German empire.
Terrified by Hitler’s Germany, Stalin re-orients Soviet foreign policy, seeking to create an
alliance with the imperialist powers that were most threatened by Germany – Britain and
France - in order to ensure the encirclement of Hitler.
The Stresa Front – a coalition comprised of France, Britain, and Fascist Italy – was formed to
oppose Adolf Hitler's announced intention to rearm Germany, which violated terms of the
Treaty of Versailles. The Stresa Front began to collapse after Britain signed the Anglo-German
Naval Agreement, which gave Germany permission to increase the size of its navy. It broke
down completely within two to three months of the initial agreement, just after the Italian
invasion of Abyssinia.
Hitler began attempts to woo Italy and Britain. By late-1935, Italy was onside - Mussolini gave
the green light to Hitler’s remilitarisation of the Rhineland and eventual absorption of Austria.
Hitler’s wooing of Britain was somewhat less successful – after 1936 Hitler gave up on the
idea of making Britain an ally, and worked instead to secure its neutrality.
Whilst Britain and France were focused on Abyssinia, where Italy was waging a war of
aggression, Hitler brought about the remilitarisation of the Rhineland. Hitler and Mussolini
intervened in the Spanish Civil War (1936-39) on the side of the Spanish right.
Japan responded to continuing economic difficulties and evidence that the League of Nations
was essentially toothless with an invasion of China.
Hitler brought about the absorption of Austria into Germany (the Anschluss), and then
embarked upon the dismemberment of Czechoslovakia. At the Munich Conference, Britain
and France allowed Hitler to occupy the Sudetenland.
In March Hitler occupied the rest of Czechoslovakia, signed the Pact of Steel with Mussolini
in May, and, thinking that the way had been cleared for a short war against Poland, began to
make his plans.
In August Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union signed the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact.
The onset in September of World War II, following numerous acts of aggression by Germany,
Italy and Japan during the course of the 1930s, showed that the League of Nations had failed
its primary purpose, which was to prevent any future world war.

What were the turning points in international relations, and explain why?
Which do you think is the most significant turning point? Explain your reasoning.
In what ways did World War One influence international relations?
How strong were the USA and the USSR by the outbreak of World War Two?
Briefly explain the long-term causes of the Cold War conflict.
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Ideological context
At the heart of the Cold War conflict were two superpowers, governed by diametrically opposing
ideologies. Both were willing to defend their political culture and sought to spread their
ideological influence and power by building alliances with other countries.
•

Read the following table as a starting point in defining the opposing ideologies that
characterised the Cold War conflict.

•

Research further about these ideologies to add detail to this table. Try to include details
more specifically about:
o The government structure;
o Distribution of power;
o Role of media;
o Surveillance of citizens;
o Organisation of the economy;
o Productivity of the economy;
o View on relations with other countries.
The following website will help with this: https://keydifferences.com/difference-between-capitalism-and-communism.html
•
•

Watch the following video: Ideology of the Cold War: Capitalism vs Communism - YouTube
Why did these ideological differences result in a global conflict?
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World War Two context
•
•

Read the following extract very carefully which explains the relationship between the USA
and the USSR during the Cold War.
Highlight every word that you do not understand and look up what it means. Use this as an
opportunity to develop your vocabulary.

The Second World War provided a danger to the security of both the USA and the USSR. In June 1941,
Hitler broke the Nazi-Soviet Pact and invaded the Soviet Union, leaving them no choice but to look for
allies. The USSR found themselves on the same side as Britain. In December 1941 the Japanese bombing of
Pearl Harbor brought the USA into the war against the combined Axis alliance of fascist powers Germany,
Japan and Italy. Previous hostility between East and West was subordinated to the need for wartime
cooperation, and the eventual defeat of the fascist powers was secured by the formation of what became
known as the Grand Alliance.
Winston Churchill, the British Prime Minister,
immediately offered help to the Soviet Union when the
Germans invaded. The US President, Franklin D.
Roosevelt, was to do the same. Churchill recognised that
the war could not be won without an agreement from
the Soviet Union. Relations between Churchill and Stalin
were helped by mutual respect, although they certainly
did not trust each other. Roosevelt was a realist who
wished to concentrate on winning the war, rather than
arguing about what would happen afterwards. Thus, the
three leaders were to establish a working relationship in
order to secure a victory against fascism. The ‘Big Three’ met in Teheran in November 1943 to agree on
several issues concerning Poland. Yet, despite this level of cooperation, divisions remained between the
three leaders and continued to be a source of tension in the relationship.
One key strain in the Alliance was over the timing of opening up a Second Front against Germany. Stalin
was first and foremost concerned with the security of the Soviet Union. Since June 1941 the Soviet Union
had borne the brunt of the fighting against Germany and had suffered several losses both in human and
material resources. To Stalin, the need to open up a second front in western Europe against Germany to
relieve pressure on the USSR in the east was a pressing necessity. Yet the refusal of Britain and the USA to
do so until the time was right led Stalin to be suspicious of their motives. Did they wish to see a Nazi
Germany defeat Soviet Russia before the defeat of Germany? Although there is no evidence that this was
ever seriously considered by the British and US governments, Stalin’s suspicions remained. Even when told
of the decision to launch the D-Day landings to open a second front in June 1944, Stalin appeared to be
sceptical: ‘Yes, there’ll be a landing; if there is no fog. Until now there has always been something else.
Maybe they’ll meet with some Germans! What if they meet with some Germans? Maybe there won’t be a
landing then, but just promises as usual’.
Strains also developed when discussion of post-war arrangements got down to specific details. As the tide
was turned against Germany these issues came to the fore. One of the most prominent issues was that of
Poland. Britain had officially gone to war against Germany in 1939 to uphold the independence of Poland.
Its fate was therefore a question of utmost significance for the British. Due to its geographical position,
Poland was of immense importance for the security of the Soviet Union.
•
•

Poland had been the route of two invasions of Russia in the 20th century.
The Soviet Union was not prepared to see an unfriendly government in Poland.
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•

A provisional Polish government had been set up in exile in London by those who had fled the country
in 1939, but there was also the Union of Polish Patriots, a prospective government based in the Soviet
Union.

To complicate matters further, there was the traditional hostility between Poles and Soviets. This came to
the fore in April 1943 when German troops discovered a mass grave in the Katyn Forest near Smolensk.
The grave contained the bodies of over 10,000 Polish officers murdered when captured by the Soviets in
1939. The Soviets claimed the atrocity was the result of German actions and although the truth could not
be established at the time, many Poles suspected that Soviet troops were responsible.
The disagreement over the future of Poland caused increased tension in 1944 when the Warsaw Rising took
place. On 1 August Poles in the city who had links with the government in exile in London rose up against
the German forces occupying the city. With the German army retreating in the east, the Poles saw an
opportunity to liberate the city before the arrival of Soviet troops. The Soviet army, which had reached the
River Vistula outside Warsaw, halted its advances against the Germans. Despite heroic efforts, the Poles
were crushed by the Germans as the Soviet forces stood by and refused to help. Stalin claimed that
increased opposition from the German forces delayed the Soviet advance into Poland, but in the West, this
refusal to help the Poles was seen as heartless. By the time the Soviet army captured Warsaw in January
1945 the Poles were in no position to offer resistance to any outside power. Stalin’s ability to impose a
settlement on Poland that was more to his liking was greatly enhanced and the West could do little more
than offer verbal protests.
These events added voices to the critics of the Grand Alliance. In the USA there were those, such as VicePresident Harry S. Truman, who hated communism and were uncomfortable with the idea of working so
closely with the Soviet Union. In 1941 Truman stated, ‘If we see that Germany is winning the war, we
ought to help Russia, and if Russia is winning, we ought to help Germany, and in that way let him kill as
many as possible’. This was not a view shared by President Roosevelt, but it did represent the viewpoint of
a sizeable part of the American public.
Despite the appearance of the Grand Alliance as a union of states fighting together against common foes,
the mistrust and tension that had been evident before the Second World War remained. The Alliance was
a temporary arrangement whereby disagreement and hostility was disguised rather than swept away. As
the war drew to an end in 1945 the strains in this relationship came to the fore. When discussion of the
details of a post-war settlement could not be avoided any longer these strains stretched to breaking point.
Thus, by early 1945 the seeds of the Cold War had been
firmly planted. Long-term causes of conflict had existed
since 1917: two superpowers had emerged that
represented directly opposed ideologies and the defeat of
Nazi Germany had created a power vacuum in Europe into
which both countries were drawn to protect their own
interests. Nonetheless, despite the existence of these
factors, the Cold War was not yet inevitable. It was the
attitudes and policies that both the USA and the USSR
developed towards each other during and after 1945 that
led to the final breakdown in relations.
Taken from PHILLIPS Stephen, Cold War in Europe and Asia (Heinemann 2001).

•
•

When, and why did the USA and the USSR ally during World War Two?
What were the underlying tensions between the two countries?
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The historian Isaac Deutscher wrote in his book Stalin: A Political Biography (1953: 2nd edition)
that, ‘in this “marriage of convenience”, the thought that a divorce was inevitable had been in
the mind of each partner since the beginning.’
•
•

Explain what Deutscher meant by a “marriage of convenience”.
Do you agree with his view? Explain your reasoning.

•

Watch episode 1 of the CNN Cold War documentary series, and take notes:

Cold War - Comrades [E1/24] - YouTube

•

Draw your own cartoon to explain the state of international relations in 1945. Try to include
the long-term context as well as ideological differences.
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Cold War: deepen knowledge and strengthen understanding
If you did not study the Cold War as part of your GCSE syllabus, we strongly recommend that you
familiarise yourself with the basic ideas, chronology, personalities and countries involved. The
following websites will help you with this:
•
•
•

https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/z8qnsbk/revision/1
https://www.history.com/topics/cold-war/cold-war-history
https://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/modern-world-history-1918-to-1980/the-cold-war/

Books
•
•
•
•
•

McMAHON, Robert, The Cold War: A Very Short Introduction (OUP 2003)*
GADDIS, John Lewis, The Cold War (Penguin 2007)*
MASON, John, The Cold War 1945-1991 (Lancaster Pamphlets 1996)
PHILLIPS, Steve, The Cold War in Europe and Asia, (Heinemann 2001)
WILLIAMSON, David, The Cold War 1941-1995 (Access to History 2019)

*We strongly recommend that you buy these books (second hand) to read as part of your studies, in addition to the
course textbook.

Documentaries
•
•

The Cold War – CNN series THE COLD WAR - CNN - COMPLETE SERIES - YouTube
The Vietnam War – PBS series by Ken Burns

Historical films
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Bridge of Spies (2015)
Argo (2013)
Charlie Wilson’s War (2010)
Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy (2011)
The Lives of Others (2006)
Goodbye Lenin! (2003)
Thirteen Days (2001)
Platoon (1987)

Historical fiction
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

FOLLETT, Ken, Edge of Eternity (PAN 2018) the third book in The Century Trilogy
GREENE, Graham, The Quiet American (Vintage Classics 2004)
JONASSON, Jonas, The Hundred-Year Old Man Who Climbed Out of the Window and
Disappeared (Abacus 2015
Le CARRE, John, The Spy Who Came in from the Cold (Penguin Classics 2010)
MAcINTYRE, Ben, The Spy and the Traitor (Penguin 2019)
MAWER, Simon, Prague Spring (Little Brown Book Group, 2018)
SMITH, Tom Rob, Child 44 (Simon and Schuster UK, 2011) the first book of a Trilogy
WEBB, James, Fields of Fire (Bantam USA, 2001)
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