4. Essay Questions on Cold War Leaders


Lesson Objectives
​To understand how to construct and write a compare and contrast essay on Cold War Leaders

Lesson Tasks
1. Choose one of the essay questions below and write an essay, putting your answer on your personal GoogleDoc shared with you by Mr. Budd. Check the Y12 Homework Blog for essay deadlines:

1. 'Compare and contrast the roles of Truman and Stalin in the course and development of the Cold War' (15 marks)

2. 'Compare and contrast the roles of Khrushchev and Mao in the course and development of the Cold War' (15 marks)

3. 'Compare and contrast the roles of Reagan and Gorbachev in the course and development of the Cold War' (15 marks)

4. Alternatively, you may like to compare and contrast two other Cold War leaders of your choice. The only rule is that they must be from different regions. I.e. the Americas, Europe & Russia, Asia or the Middle East and Africa.


Essay Help
1. Command Terms - As this is a compare and contrast essay, you need to give an account of the similarities (comparisons) and differences (contrasts) between the two leaders.

2. Thematic Structure - Think about what themes or analytical categories you could use to structure your essay. You could compare and contrast their styles of leadership and political ideologies and how this impacted on the development of the Cold War. Or maybe their overall foreign policies and political aims - In this case, you may like to look at how each leader used economic policies to achieve their objectives in the Cold War. Or perhaps how they used conventional and nuclear military options like military alliances, invasions, wars and covert actions to achieve political objectives. Alternatively, you could also consider their social policies within their spheres of influence = what ever you focus on, you must have some idea of what you are comparing and contrasting throughout your essay. You could even examine their roles in forming political alliances with other allies.

3. Time Period - Depending on the leaders you choose, consider when these leaders were in power and what stage of the Cold War they contributed to. For example, both Truman and Stalin were responsible for the creation of Cold War tensions in the first place. So you may like to compare and contrast how they contributed to the beginning of the Cold War from 1945-1953. Khrushchev and Mao were both in power during the period of 1953-1964 (1976). Therefore you could compare and contrast their roles in the détente period with the USA and their power struggles including the Sino-Soviet split. Reagan and Gorbachev were both in power during the final years of the Cold War. It would seem logical therefore to consider their roles in the ending of the Cold War.

4. Conclusions - You must give some kind of analytical overall judgement about the roles of both leaders in the course and development of the Cold War. Consider the most significant aspects of their rules. Did these leaders escalate Cold War tensions? Seek to decrease them? Were they ultimately successful in their foreign policies? Failures? What were the reasons for this? What unintended impacts resulted from their actions? Can or should we attribute blame or praise to their roles?

5. Historiography - To achieve higher levels, you should be trying to research the views and different interpretations of historians on each leader. For the Cold War, much of the historiography on individual leaders is related to the historiography on how the Cold War started and the nationality of individual historians and the time they were writing. For example, the views of Truman and Stalin are related to your position on the origins of the Cold War. Traditional/Orthodox (mainly Western/American) accounts blame Stalin for causing the Cold War and argue that Truman was only acting defensively. Revisionist accounts blame Truman and the USA for being imperialist and underestimating Stalin's legitimate security concerns. Post-Revisionists like Gaddis argue that both leaders had misconceptions of each other. For Khrushchev and Mao, Russian and left-wing historians at the time blamed Mao for being ideologically different and too nationalistic. Chinese historians often see the Sino-Soviet split in terms of Russia trying to bully Mao and make China just a junior partner. For Reagan and Gorbachev, orthodox/tradition American historians focus on the role of Reagan in ending the Cold War. Post-revisionists look for longer-term causes and the role of Gorbachev. Check out this page for more resources on the historiography.

6. ​Mark Scheme - Pay attention to the mark scheme for Paper 2 essays which can be found on this page.​​​​​​​​

