
To what extent was the development of the post-Stalin thaw in superpower relations between 1953 and 1962 the result of Khrushchev’s policy of ‘Peaceful Coexistence’?

The post-Stalin thaw in superpower relations refers to the period of time between 1953 and 1962 when both the US and the USSR had a more conciliatory approach to one another resulting in less hard line foreign policy and more toleration. The Thaw began after Stalin’s death in 1953 and therefore could be seen as a direct result of this change in leadership and the ending of Stalin’s dominant position in determining foreign policy. However, other factors such as Khrushchev’s less hard line policy of ‘peaceful coexistence’ and also the presidency of Eisenhower could also be seen to have had a significant effect on superpower relations. 
The policy of ‘peaceful coexistence’ focused on the idea of existing peacefully with capitalist states and was adopted by the communist countries. It aimed to exist peacefully with the West rather than conforming to the belief that communism and capitalism could not work and exist together and that one would need to be overthrown. Peaceful coexistence was accepted by most communist states although rejected by Chairman Mao who believed that the East should still adopt a hard line approach to capitalism. Peaceful Coexistence came about as the result of the change in leadership in the Soviet Union after Stalin’s death as Khrushchev came in to power and the policy came into effect at the 20th Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in 1956 and was a reaction to the tensions between the US and USSR. As the development of nuclear weapons became more prominent and the arms race came about, the threat of nuclear war became a possibility which neither of the superpowers wanted. This therefore led to Peaceful Coexistence which was brought about to end the tension between East and West, implying that it led to Thaw because it aimed to created a more peaceful relationship between the two powers. Moreover, the US responded well to the policy. Whilst they publicly denounced it, in private, they agreed it was the best course, illustrating how it led to thaw. 
To a certain extent it is true to say that the post-Stalin thaw was due to Khrushchev’s policy of peaceful coexistence. Peaceful Coexistence was a policy which had the idea that the two superpowers should tolerate each others existence rather than have a hostile and hard-line approach to one another. The policy suggested that in the short term, the superpowers would tolerate each other as Khrushchev believed that ‘there are only two ways - either Peaceful Coexistence of the most destructive was in history. There is no third way’. This therefore illustrates that Khrushchev’s policy resulted in the thaw because it aimed to reduce tension between the powers. Furthermore, his policy of peaceful coexistence developed on Molotov and Beria’s initial ideas. Beria’s proposal to the West failed resulting in riots and protests which led to the uprising in June 1953. This ensured that his foreign policy was undermined ensuring he could not become leader of the USSR. 
However, there were a number of other factors which also contributed to the thaw in superpower relations, the first being that it was not just Khrushchev policy that had an influence. Beria and Molotov were also influential in the events resulting in thaw. It was Molotov who first used the term ’peaceful coexistence’ in 1952 before the policy was developed by Khrushchev, suggesting that it was Molotov’s initial involvement which contributed to the thaw. Furthermore, after Stalin’s death in 1953, it was Beria who came into power for a short while, offering the West with a proposal which may have contributed to the thaw. Beria’s proposal to the west was a more peaceful approach to that of the hard line policies, such as the new look. The proposal stated that ‘All we want is a peaceful Germany and it makes no difference to us whether or not it is socialist’, implying that they were prepared to allow the West to exert a capitalist influence over East Germany. This illustrates a more conciliatory approach which may have led to the thaw because it demonstrated how the East was prepared to work with the West.
Stalin’s death, which resulted in a change in leadership, was another factor which contributed to the thaw in superpower relations. Stalin’s death in 1953 led to a change in Soviet leadership as Khrushchev took over. Moreover, Liberal historians believe that it was Stalin’s death which was a main factor in the development of Thaw because it led to a more conciliatory approach between leaders after his death was viewed by the West with great relief. 
A change in leadership of the US also helped to lead to the Thaw. The presidency of Eisenhower was another factor which contributed to the thaw. Eisenhower’s approach to foreign policy and the Soviet Union differed to that of Truman, who had been president before him. Eisenhower was believed to be more hard-line than Truman, being highly critical of Truman’s foreign policy as did not take a strong enough stance against communism. Moreover, Eisenhower was a far more confident president than Truman, illustrated through the fact he was an army general in World War Two. Eisenhower’s ‘New Look’ policy suggested that the communists were pursuing expansionist policies and outlined the idea of ‘massive retaliation’, which threatened nuclear force.  To start, Eisenhower’s approach to foreign policy did not seem to provide a conciliatory approach to the USSR. It also introduced the policy of brinkmanship, one which would not bring about a peaceful coexistence as it focused on the use of nuclear weapons and therefore, confrontation.

However, to a certain extent, the New Look policy did help to lead to the thaw in superpower relations. Firstly, due to his background as an army general in the Second World War, Eisenhower was aware of the damage that nuclear weapons could do, suggesting that his policy of massive retaliation would be unlikely to occur, due to the destruction it could cause. Eisenhower was not prepared to use nuclear weapons due to their destruction, suggesting that this led to thaw because neither superpower was prepared to use nuclear weapons. Furthermore, despite having a hard line approach, Eisenhower was very cautious. Although publicly denouncing communism and portraying a hard line approach, Eisenhower and Dulled based their decisions on a rational approach and were very cautious of their foreign policy and were very aware of the dangers of expansion or military action against communism. In addition, U-2 spy planes had ensured that Eisenhower was aware of the Soviet Unions nuclear capability. He was therefore confident that the US was superior and so was more prepared to negotiate with the USSR knowing that he was in a position of strength. This consequently led to thaw because he no longer needed to assert his authority of the Soviets
Moreover, the presidency of Kennedy also helped in the development of the thaw. Kennedy’s ‘Flexible Response’ offered a more diverse approach to communism and the USSR, moving away from the basis on nuclear weapons to a wider range of options. This move from an emphasis on nuclear weapons may have contributed to the thaw because it provided a less hard-line approach than that of Truman and Eisenhower. 

In conclusion, Khrushchev’s policy of peace coexistence did to a certain extent lead to thaw because it illustrated how both powers were prepared to tolerate each other rather than portray a hostile approach to one another. Moreover, as the US were prepared to accept the policy, it showed how the hostile approach to one another was ending. However, there were a number of other factors which also led to the thaw. The change in Soviet leadership, coupled with the presidencies of Eisenhower and Kennedy also contributed to Thaw as foreign policy became less hard-line. Moreover, the contributions of Beria and Malenkov were also important, suggesting that other factors such as Eisenhower’s decision to depend less on nuclear weapons in order to help the US economy and his more cautious approach helped to contribute significantly to the Thaw. 
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