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Topic 8.1: Setting the Stage for the Cold War and 
Decolonization 
Standards Table 

Theme Learning 
Objective 

Key Concept(s) Education standards 
met 

Governance 
(GOV) 

Unit 8: 
Learning 
Objective A 
— Explain the 
historical 
context of the 
Cold War 
after 1945. 

KC-6.2.II Hopes for greater 
self-government were 
largely unfulfilled after 
World War I, but anti-
imperialist sentiment after 
World War II contributed to 
the dissolution of empires 
and the restructuring of 
states. KC-6.2.IV.C.i 
Technological and 
economic gains made 
during World War II by 
victorious nations shifted 
the global balance of 
power. 

Aligns to AP World 
History: Modern course 
expectations for 
analyzing primary 
sources, 
contextualization, 
comparison, causation, 
and argumentation in 
historical writing.  

 
Learning Objectives 

• Explain why World War II changed the global balance of power.  
• Describe how the United States and the Soviet Union emerged as rivals after 

1945.  
• Explain why decolonization accelerated after World War II.  
• Analyze how leaders and governments justified new political choices in the early 

Cold War era.  
• Practice sourcing and using evidence from primary sources in AP-style writing.  

 
Lesson Overview 
After World War II, the old global order weakened and a new one began to take shape. 
European empires had been damaged by war, anticolonial movements grew stronger, 
and the United States and Soviet Union emerged as the two most powerful states in the 
world. These changes set the stage for two major developments that shaped the second 
half of the twentieth century: the Cold War, a global ideological and geopolitical 
struggle, and decolonization, the collapse of many imperial systems and the rise of new 
independent states. This lesson will help you understand how these developments were 
connected and why they grew out of the same post-1945 historical moment. | 
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Essential Vocabulary 
• bipolar world — a world order dominated by two superpowers.  
• containment — a policy of stopping the spread of an opposing ideology or 

power.  
• self-determination — the right of a people to choose their own government and 

political future.  
• anticolonial nationalism — a political movement in which people seek 

independence from imperial rule.  
• superpower — a state with unusually great military, political, and economic 

influence around the world.  
 
Background Reading 
World War II badly weakened the traditional imperial powers of Europe. Britain and 
France remained important states, but the war had drained their economies, damaged 
their prestige, and made it harder for them to maintain control over colonies across 
Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. At the same time, the United States came out of the 
war with enormous industrial strength, while the Soviet Union emerged with great 
military power and political influence in eastern Europe. The result was a major shift in 
world politics away from a Europe-centered international system and toward a new 
rivalry between two superpowers.  
 
The Cold War did not begin as a direct military war between the United States and the 
Soviet Union. Instead, it grew out of distrust, competing ideologies, and conflict over 
the political future of Europe and other regions after 1945. The United States promoted 
representative government, capitalist economic systems, and access to global 
markets, while Soviet leaders supported communist governments and sought security 
through friendly or controlled states along their western border. American leaders 
increasingly argued that instability, poverty, and political disorder might allow 
communism to spread. That fear appears clearly in the Truman Doctrine, which framed 
support for Greece and Turkey as part of a broader defense of “free peoples” against 
coercion and “totalitarian regimes.”  
 
At the same time, the end of World War II strengthened anticolonial movements. Many 
colonized peoples had fought in the war, supplied labor and resources, or watched 
imperial powers fail to protect their own territories. That experience weakened the claim 
that empires were natural or permanent. Nationalist leaders argued that political 
freedom should follow wartime sacrifice. In India, for example, Jawaharlal Nehru 
presented independence not simply as a transfer of power from Britain to Indian elites, 
but as the awakening of a nation that had long been suppressed. His language 
connected independence to responsibility, social reform, and a wider global hope for 
peace.  
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These developments were closely related. The weakening of empires created openings 
for independence movements, but the rise of the Cold War meant that new nations 
often entered a world already divided by superpower competition. In some regions, 
decolonization remained mostly political and diplomatic. In others, independence 
struggles became entangled with Cold War rivalries, military aid, civil war, or outside 
intervention. Understanding Topic 8.1 means seeing both processes together: the Cold 
War grew out of postwar power shifts, and decolonization grew out of both imperial 
weakness and expanding demands for self-rule.  
 

Primary Sources 
Primary Source 1: Harry S. Truman, “Address Before a Joint Session of Congress,” 
March 12, 1947 (The Truman Doctrine) 
Document context: In this speech, President Truman asked Congress to provide aid to 
Greece and Turkey. The address helped define the early U.S. response to the Soviet 
Union and to political instability in the postwar world.  
 
“One of the primary objectives of the foreign policy of the United States is the creation 
of conditions in which we and other nations will be able to work out a way of life free 
from coercion. This was a fundamental issue in the war with Germany and Japan. Our 
victory was won over countries which sought to impose their will, and their way of life, 
upon other nations. 
 
To ensure the peaceful development of nations, free from coercion, the United States 
has taken a leading part in establishing the United Nations. The United Nations is 
designed to make possible lasting freedom and independence for all its members. We 
shall not realize our objectives, however, unless we are willing to help free peoples to 
maintain their free institutions and their national integrity against aggressive 
movements that seek to impose upon them totalitarian regimes. 
 
At the present moment in world history nearly every nation must choose between 
alternative ways of life. The choice is too often not a free one.”  
 
Guided Analysis Questions 

1. What does Truman identify as the main threat to global freedom after World War 
II?  

2. How does Truman use the recent memory of World War II to justify a new 
American foreign policy?  

3. What point of view is reflected in Truman’s contrast between “free peoples” and 
“totalitarian regimes”?  
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4. How does this document help explain the historical context for the beginning of 
the Cold War?  

5. In what way does the speech suggest a change in the international role of the 
United States compared with the period before World War II?  

 
Primary Source 2: Jawaharlal Nehru, “A Tryst with Destiny,” speech to the 
Constituent Assembly of India, August 14–15, 1947 
Document context: Nehru delivered this speech as India became independent from 
British rule. It reflects both anticolonial nationalism and the broader restructuring of 
states after World War II.  
 
“Long years ago we made a tryst with destiny, and now the time comes when we shall 
redeem our pledge, not wholly or in full measure, but very substantially. At the stroke of 
the midnight hour, when the world sleeps, India will awake to life and freedom. A 
moment comes, which comes but rarely in history, when we step out from the old to the 
new, when an age ends, and when the soul of a nation, long suppressed, finds 
utterance. 
 
At the dawn of history India started on her unending quest, and trackless centuries are 
filled with her striving and the grandeur of her successes and her failures. Through good 
and ill fortune alike she has never lost sight of that quest or forgotten the ideals which 
gave her strength. We end today a period of ill fortune and India discovers herself again. 
The achievement we celebrate today is but a step, an opening of opportunity, to the 
greater triumphs and achievements that await us. 
 
Freedom and power bring responsibility. That responsibility rests upon this Assembly, a 
sovereign body representing the sovereign people of India.”  
 
Guided Analysis Questions 

1. How does Nehru describe Indian independence: as an ending, a beginning, or 
both?  

2. What audience is Nehru addressing, and how does that shape his message?  
3. What claims does Nehru make about India’s historical identity and future 

responsibilities?  
4. How does this speech illustrate the broader process of decolonization after 

World War II?  
5. How is Nehru’s argument similar to or different from the language of political 

legitimacy used by Cold War leaders?  
 



5 
Dr. Robert E. Sawyer 

Key Tables / Charts / Diagrams 
Post-1945 Shifts in Global Power 

Before World War II After World War II 
European empires dominated much of 
the world politically and economically. 

European empires were weakened, and the 
U.S. and USSR became the two leading 
powers. 

Britain and France had broader 
imperial reach. 

Britain and France struggled to maintain 
overseas empires. 

International conflict often centered on 
competition among European states. 

International conflict increasingly centered 
on U.S.-USSR rivalry. 

 
Cold War and Decolonization: Connected but Distinct 

Cold War Decolonization 
Main focus: rivalry between 
superpowers 

Main focus: independence from empire 

Key actors: U.S., USSR, allies, client 
states 

Key actors: nationalist leaders, colonial 
powers, local movements 

Major issue: ideology, security, 
influence 

Major issue: sovereignty, self-rule, 
postcolonial state-building 

Often shaped by military aid and 
alliances 

Often shaped by mass politics, protest, 
negotiation, or war 

Sometimes overlapped in Asia, Africa, 
and the Middle East 

Often unfolded within a world already 
shaped by Cold War pressures 

 
Historical Causes of Topic 8.1 

Cause Effect 
WWII devastated Europe Imperial powers became less able to hold 

colonies 
U.S. industrial and financial strength 
increased 

U.S. took a larger leadership role in world 
affairs 

Soviet wartime expansion and military 
prestige grew 

USSR gained influence in eastern Europe 

Colonial subjects demanded political 
rights 

Nationalist movements pressed for 
independence 

 

Change / Continuity / Comparison Section 
Change over time: 
One of the biggest changes after 1945 was the shift from a world dominated by multiple 
European empires to a world shaped by superpower rivalry and the growth of new 
nation-states. Before World War II, Britain, France, and other imperial powers controlled 
large overseas territories and remained central to global politics. After the war, that 
structure weakened quickly. The United States emerged with major economic and 



6 
Dr. Robert E. Sawyer 

strategic power, and the Soviet Union emerged with military prestige and political 
influence across eastern Europe. This created a more clearly bipolar world. At the same 
time, anticolonial nationalism gained greater strength because wartime sacrifice, 
imperial weakness, and global discussions of rights and self-government made empire 
harder to defend. As a result, political change after 1945 was not only about new 
rivalries between powerful states; it was also about the breakdown of older imperial 
systems and the birth of new states across Asia and later Africa.  
 
Continuity over time: 
Even though the postwar world changed dramatically, some long-term patterns 
remained. Great powers still competed for influence over weaker regions, just as major 
states had done in earlier periods of imperial and geopolitical competition. 
Governments still justified intervention by claiming to defend order, security, or 
civilization, even when those policies also served strategic interests. In addition, 
decolonization did not erase older inequalities. Newly independent states often 
inherited borders drawn by empires, economies shaped for colonial extraction, and 
political systems under intense outside pressure. Another continuity was that state 
power remained central. Whether in Washington, Moscow, London, or New Delhi, 
leaders believed governments had to organize populations, defend territory, and define 
national goals. So while the map of power changed, the struggle over who would rule, by 
what right, and for whose benefit continued.  
 
Comparison: 
The early Cold War and decolonization were similar in that both were responses to the 
political vacuum and instability created by World War II, but they differed in purpose 
and perspective. The Cold War was mainly a struggle between already powerful states 
competing for influence, ideology, and security. Decolonization was mainly a struggle by 
subject peoples seeking sovereignty, dignity, and control over their own futures. Cold 
War leaders often spoke in universal language about freedom or justice, but their 
policies were usually tied to strategic interests. Anticolonial leaders also used universal 
language, yet their immediate goal was to end foreign rule and build legitimate national 
governments. In practice, the two processes overlapped. A nationalist movement might 
seek independence, while the United States or Soviet Union tried to shape its direction. 
This is why AP students must not treat Cold War history and decolonization as separate 
stories. They developed in the same world, influenced one another constantly, and 
often determined the political path of new states.  
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Key Takeaways 
• World War II weakened European imperial powers and accelerated a global shift 

in power.  
• The United States and Soviet Union emerged as rival superpowers after 1945.  
• The Cold War began as a struggle over ideology, security, and political influence.  
• Decolonization grew as anticolonial nationalism met imperial weakness.  
• Many new states gained independence in a world already shaped by superpower 

competition.  
 

SAQ Practice Section 
SAQ Set 1 — Based on Primary Source 1 (Truman Doctrine) 
Use the Truman excerpt to answer all parts. 
A. Identify one historical development that led Truman to argue that the United States 
should support “free peoples.” 
B. Explain one way Truman’s speech reflects the broader historical context of the early 
Cold War after 1945. 
C. Explain one way U.S. policy described in the speech marked a change from earlier 
American foreign policy traditions. 
 
SAQ Set 2 — Based on Primary Source 2 (Nehru, “A Tryst with Destiny”) 
Use the Nehru excerpt to answer all parts. 
A. Identify one claim Nehru makes about the meaning of Indian independence. 
B. Explain one broader historical development after World War II that helps explain 
why Nehru gave this speech in 1947. 
C. Explain one challenge that newly independent states such as India faced even after 
formal independence was achieved. 
 
SAQ Set 3 — Comparison 
This SAQ set is based on comparison. No stimulus is provided. 
A. Identify one similarity between the historical causes of the Cold War and the 
historical causes of decolonization after 1945. 
B. Explain one difference between the goals of Cold War superpowers and the goals of 
anticolonial nationalist movements. 
C. Explain one way the Cold War affected the development of newly independent states 
in Asia or Africa in the period 1945–1991. 


