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External Pressures on the USSR: Eastern Europe 
a. Long-Term: Rebellions 1956-68 

 
The economic problems of the USSR were closely related to military problems: 

 

 

 
Historians would say that economic and military problems existed in a symbiotic relationship: 

what we might call a "chicken and egg" situation! 
 
1. Tensions in Eastern Europe 
• One reason why the USSR had to spend so much on the military was to maintain control 
over Eastern European countries who would otherwise declare independence.  
• Directly after World War Two, the USSR had taken over neighbouring countries in Eastern 
Europe. This became known, after a speech by Winston Churchill, as the "Iron Curtain".  
  
Tension builds, 1945-50 
 
A. Poland, Hungary and Czechoslovakia  
• These countries were all occupied by the USSR at the end of World War Two. 
• Britain, France and the USA wanted democratic elections in each of these countries. 
• The USSR agreed, but then used "Salami tactics" to slowly but surely slice away their 
opposition through bribery, intimidation and violence. 
• By 1949 all three countries had become unpopular communist dictatorships. 
 
 
B. Germany 
• Germany was occupied by the USSR, Britain and the USA at the end of WW2.  
• It was divided into a Western zone (controlled by Britain, 
France and the USA) and an Eastern zone (controlled by the 
USSR) at the end of WW2.  
• Berlin, which lay in the Soviet zone, was divided the same 
way (why do you think it was treated so specially?). 
• The USSR tried blockading West Berlin in 1949 to gain 
control of the whole city.  
• The Berlin Blockade failed, but the USSR turned its zone of 
Germany into a communist dictatorship called the GDR 
(German Democratic Republic). 
 
 
C. NATO and the Warsaw Pact 
▪ This military division between East and West quickly 
hardened: the USSR formed the Warsaw Pact, a military 
alliance between the countries under its control, whilst the 
West formed NATO (the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation).  

Less money to spend on weapons Economic Problems 
Problems in industry and 
agriculture lead to poor 

living standards  

 
 

Military Expenditure 
Tensions with Eastern 
Europe, USA and the 

Middle East leads to an 
arms build-up 

 

Prevents investment in economy 
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Tension explodes, 1956-1968 
• In the years that followed, each country attempted to overthrow communist rule.  
• However, the USSR's policy was to use massive military power to crush opposition on the 
basis that if allowed to go unchecked the entire Iron Curtain would come down.  
• This was known as the “Brezhnev Doctrine” and made the USSR unpopular in these 
countries. It also meant that the USSR had to spend massive amounts on the army to keep 
these areas under control.  
• This damaged its own economy, thereby undermining the standard of living in the USSR 
and destabilising the entire regime. 
 

 Poland 
(Communist leader: Bierut) 

 

Hungary 
(Communist leader: Rakosi) 

 

East Germany 
(Communist leader: Ulbricht) 

 

Czechoslovakia 
(Communist leader: Gottwald) 

 
Key Event 1956: Poznan Uprising 1956: Hungarian 

Revolution 
1961: Berlin Wall is built 1968: Prague Spring 

Cause: Why 
were the 
ordinary 
people 
unhappy? 
 

    

Course: What 
were the three 
key events? 

    

Consequence: 
How did the 
USSR react? 

    

 
Task 1 
Conduct your own research into each of the events outlined in the table above. Use bullet 
points to keep your narrative simple to understand. Maybe aim for no more than 3-5 bullet 
points per table cell. 


