
The Iron Curtain: The Crushing Of Eastern
Europe 1944-1956
The Iron Curtain is a historical period that defines the division of Europe between
the end of World War II in 1945 and the early 1990s. This article will focus on the
crucial years from 1944 to 1956 when Eastern Europe experienced the
devastating impacts of Soviet control and the establishment of communist
regimes.

The Rise of the Iron Curtain

World War II marked the beginning of tension between the Soviet Union and the
Western Allies. As the Nazis retreated, the Soviet Red Army occupied Eastern
European countries, such as Poland, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, and East
Germany. The allies initially had different approaches towards post-war Europe,
which led to a clear divide between the Soviet-controlled Eastern Bloc and the
Western Bloc.

Soviet leader Joseph Stalin started implementing policies to ensure conformity
and control in the newly acquired territories, hence the term "The Iron Curtain"
was coined by British Prime Minister Winston Churchill in 1946. This phrase
described the physical and ideological separation between Western and Eastern
Europe.
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The Crushing of Eastern Europe 1944-1956

The period between 1944 and 1956 was characterized by the establishment of
Soviet-controlled communist governments in Eastern Europe. These
governments aimed to suppress opposition, limit individual freedoms, and impose
Soviet-style central planning.

One of the earliest examples was the Sovietization of Poland. Under the pretext
of promoting democracy, the Soviet Union facilitated the rise of a communist
regime led by Bolesław Bierut. The Polish United Workers' Party quickly gained
control over the country, marginalizing other political groups, and implementing
strict censorship.

In Hungary, the crushing of Eastern Europe took a different form. The Hungarian
Communist Party, under the leadership of Mátyás Rákosi, established a regime
that relied heavily on the terror apparatus. Thousands were arrested and
executed, while others were imprisoned or forced into exile.

Romania faced a similar fate as it fell under the control of the Soviet-backed
Romanian Communist Party led by Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej. The regime
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consolidated its power through purges, land confiscations, and the establishment
of forced labor camps.

Life Behind the Iron Curtain

Living conditions behind the Iron Curtain varied throughout Eastern Europe, but
overall, the region experienced widespread poverty, propaganda, and limited
personal freedoms. Soviet control meant that individual rights were often
disregarded, and dissent was harshly suppressed.

Economically, Eastern Europe shifted towards a socialist planned economy,
which led to limited consumer choice and widespread shortages. The state
controlled not only the means of production but also all aspects of daily life,
including education, media, and culture.

One of the most notorious aspects of life behind the Iron Curtain was the
surveillance and secret police apparatus. The Soviet secret police, known as the
KGB, and their Eastern European counterparts kept a close eye on the
population, employing informants, wiretapping, and censorship to maintain
control.

The Thaw and the Fall of the Iron Curtain

The period from 1956 onwards witnessed a gradual relaxation of the Iron Curtain.
The death of Joseph Stalin in 1953 paved the way for a shift in Soviet policies.
The subsequent leadership, led by Nikita Khrushchev, initiated the process
known as the "Thaw," which brought relative political and social liberalization.

However, it was not until the late 1980s and early 1990s that the Iron Curtain fell
completely. A wave of popular uprisings, such as the Solidarity movement in



Poland and the demonstrations in East Germany, ultimately led to the dismantling
of communist regimes and the reunification of Germany.

The Iron Curtain period, from 1944 to 1956, was a time of great suffering and
oppression for Eastern Europe. The establishment of Soviet-controlled
communist governments brought about the curtailing of individual freedoms and
the imposition of harsh policies. However, the fall of the Iron Curtain marked a
turning point in history, where Eastern Europe began to reclaim its autonomy and
embrace democracy.
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In the long-awaited follow-up to her Pulitzer Prize-winning Gulag, acclaimed
journalist Anne Applebaum delivers a groundbreaking history of how Communism
took over Eastern Europe after World War II and transformed in frightening
fashion the individuals who came under its sway.

At the end of World War II, the Soviet Union to its surprise and delight found itself
in control of a huge swath of territory in Eastern Europe. Stalin and his secret
police set out to convert a dozen radically different countries to Communism, a
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completely new political and moral system. In Iron Curtain, Pulitzer Prize-winning
journalist Anne Applebaum describes how the Communist regimes of Eastern
Europe were created and what daily life was like once they were complete. She
draws on newly opened East European archives, interviews, and personal
accounts translated for the first time to portray in devastating detail the dilemmas
faced by millions of individuals trying to adjust to a way of life that challenged
their every belief and took away everything they had accumulated. Today the
Soviet Bloc is a lost civilization, one whose cruelty, paranoia, bizarre morality, and
strange aesthetics Applebaum captures in the electrifying pages of Iron Curtain.
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