
Churchill’s “Iron Curtain” Speech 
The beginning of the Cold War: On March 5, 1946, Winston Churchill, former Prime Minister of Great 
Britain, delivered a speech at Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri, in which he gave public recognition to 
the division that had arisen between the former Allies from World War II. The Soviet Union had pursued 
different goals from the Western Allies – the United States and Great Britain – causing political tensions in 
Europe and elsewhere. This speech is known as the “Iron Curtain” speech (and also by the title “Sinews of 
Peace”). 
 
From Winston Churchill’s “Iron Curtain” Speech in Fulton, Missouri (1946). 
 
NOTE: The speech included with this lesson has been edited for length (and with end notes for context 
references) in order to adapt it to the time constraints of the classroom. 
 

EUROPE DIVIDED 
A shadow has fallen upon the scenes so lately lighted by the Allied victory. Nobody knows what Soviet 
Russia and its Communist international organization1 intends to do in the immediate future, or what are the 
limits, if any, to their expansive and proselytizing tendencies. I have a strong admiration and regard for the 
valiant Russian people and for my war-time comrade, Marshal Stalin.2 There is sympathy and good will in 
Britain – and I doubt not here also – toward the peoples of all the Russias3 and a resolve to persevere through 
many differences and rebuffs in establishing lasting friendships. We understand the Russians need to be 
secure on her western frontiers from all renewal of German aggression.4 We welcome her to her rightful place 
among the leading nations of the world. Above all we welcome constant, frequent, and growing contacts 
between the Russian people and our own people on both sides of the Atlantic. It is my duty, however, to place 
before you certain facts about the present position in Europe – I am sure I do not wish to, but it is my duty, I 
feel, to present them to you. 
 
From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across the Continent.5 

Behind that line lie all the capitals of the ancient states of central and eastern Europe. Warsaw, Berlin, Prague, 
Vienna, Budapest, Belgrade, Bucharest and Sofia, all these famous cities and the populations around them lie 
in the Soviet sphere and all are subject in one form or another, not only to Soviet influence but to a very high 
and increasing measure of control from Moscow. Athens alone, with its immortal glories, is free to decide its 
future at an election under British, American and French observation.6 The Russian dominated Polish 
government has been encouraged to make enormous and wrongful inroads upon Germany, and mass 
expulsions of millions of Germans on a scale grievous and undreamed of are now taking place.7 The 
Communist parties, which were very small in all these eastern states of Europe, have been raised to pre-
eminence and power far beyond their numbers and are seeking everywhere to obtain totalitarian control. 
Police governments are prevailing in nearly every case, and so far, except in Czechoslovakia, there is no true 
democracy.8 Turkey and Persia are both profoundly alarmed and disturbed at the claims which are made upon 
them and at the pressure being exerted by the Moscow government.9 An attempt is being made by the 
Russians in Berlin to build up a quasi-Communist party in their zone of occupied Germany by showing 
special favors to groups of Left-Wing German leaders.10 At the end of the fighting last June, the American and 
British armies withdrew westward, in accordance with an earlier agreement, to a depth at some points 150 
miles on a front of nearly 400 miles to allow the Russians to occupy this vast expanse of territory which the 
western democracies had conquered.11 If now the Soviet government tries, by separate action, to build up a 
pro-Communist Germany in their areas this will cause new serious difficulties in the British and American 
zones, and will give the defeated Germans the power of putting themselves up to auction between the Soviets 
and western democracies. Whatever conclusion may be drawn from these facts – and facts they are – this is 
certainly not the liberated Europe we fought to build up. Nor is it one which contains the essentials of 
permanent peace. 
 
The safety of the world, ladies and gentlemen, requires a new unity in Europe from which no nation should be 
permanently outcast. 
 
It is impossible not to comprehend – twice we have seen them drawn by irresistible forces in time to secure 
the victory but only after frightful slaughter and devastation have occurred. Twice the United States has had to 
send millions of its young men to fight a war, but now war can find any nation between dusk and dawn. 
Surely we should work within the structure of the United Nations and in accordance with our charter.12 That is 
an open course of policy. 



 
COMMUNIST FIFTH COLUMNS 

In front of the iron curtain which lies across Europe are other causes for anxiety.13 In Italy the Communist 
party is seriously hampered by having to support the Communist trained Marshal Tito’s claims to former 
Italian territory at the head of the Adriatic.14 Nevertheless the future of Italy hangs in the balance. Again one 
cannot imagine a regenerated Europe without a strong France. All my public life I have worked for a strong 
France. I never lost faith in her destiny, even in the darkest hours. I will not lose faith now. However, in a 
great number of countries, far from the Russian frontiers and throughout the world, Communist fifth columns 
are established and work in complete unity and absolute obedience to the directions they receive from the 
communist center.15 Except in the British Commonwealth and in this United States, where Communism is in 
its infancy, the Communist parties or fifth columns constitute a growing challenge and peril to Christian 
civilization. These are somber facts for any one to have to recite on the morrow of a victory gained by so 
much splendid comradeship in arms and in the cause of freedom and democracy, and we should be most 
unwise not to face them squarely while time remains. 
 
The outlook is also anxious in the Far East and especially in Manchuria.16 The agreement which was made at 
Yalta, to which I was a party, was extremely favorable to Soviet Russia, but it was made at a time when no 
one could say that the German war might not extend all through the summer and autumn of 1945 and when 
the Japanese war was expected to last for a further eighteen months from the end of the German war. In this 
country you are all so well informed about the Far East, and such devoted friends of China, that I do not need 
to expatiate on the situation there. 
 
I have felt bound to portray the shadow which, alike in the West and in the East, falls upon the world. I was a 
minister at the time of the Versailles Treaty and a close friend of Mr. Lloyd George.17 I did not myself agree 
with many of that situation, and I find it painful to contrast it with that which prevails now. In those days, 
there were high hopes and unbounded confidence that the wars were over, and that the League of Nations 
would become all-powerful. I do not see or feel the same confidence or even the same hopes in the haggard 
world at this time.18 
 

WAR IS NOT INEVITABLE 
On the other hand I repulse the idea that a new war is inevitable; still more that it is imminent. It is because I 
am so sure that our fortunes are in our own hands and that we hold the power to save the future, that I feel the 
duty to speak out now that I have an occasion to do so. I do not believe that Soviet Russia desires war. What 
they desire is the fruits of war and the indefinite expansion of their power and doctrines. But what we have to 
consider here today, while time remains, is the permanent prevention of war and the establishment of 
conditions of freedom and democracy as rapidly as possible in all countries. Our difficulties and dangers will 
not be removed by closing our eyes to them. They will not be removed by mere waiting to see what happens; 
nor will they be relieved by a policy of appeasement. What is needed is a settlement and the longer this is 
delayed the more difficult it will be and the greater our dangers will become. From what I have seen of our 
Russian friends and allies during the war, I am convinced that there is nothing they admire so much as 
strength, and there is nothing for which they have less respect than for military weakness. For that reason the 
old doctrine of a balance of power is unsound.19 We cannot afford, if we can help it, to work on narrow 
margins, offering temptations to a trial of strength. If the western democracies stand together in strict 
adherence to the principles of the United Nations Charter, their influence for furthering these principles will 
be immense and no one is likely to molest them. If, however, they become divided or falter in their duty, and 
if these all-important years are allowed to slip away, then indeed catastrophe may overwhelm us all. 
 
Last time I saw it all coming, and cried aloud to my fellow countrymen and to the world, but no one paid any 
attention.20 Up till the year 1933 or even 1935, Germany might have been saved from the awful fate which has 
overtaken her and we might all have been spared the miseries Hitler let loose upon mankind. There never was 
a war in all history easier to prevent by timely action than the one which has just desolated such great areas of 
the globe. It could have been prevented without the firing of a single shot, and Germany might be powerful, 
prosperous and honored today, but no one would listen and one by one we were all sucked into the awful 
whirlpool. We surely must not let that happen again. This can only be achieved by reaching now, in 1946, a 
good understanding on all points with Russia under the general authority of the United Nations Organization 
and by the maintenance of that good understanding through many peaceful years, by the world instrument, 
supported by the whole strength of the English-speaking world and all its connections. 
 



Let no man underrate the abiding power of the British Empire and Commonwealth. Because you see the forty-
six millions in our island harassed about their food supply, of which they grew only one half, even in war 
time, or because we have difficulty in restarting our industries and export trade after six years of passionate 
war effort, do not suppose that we shall not come through these dark years of privation as we have come 
through the glorious years of agony, or that half a century from now you will not see seventy or eighty 
millions of Britons spread about the world and united in defense of our traditions, our way of life and of the 
world causes we and you espouse. If the population of the English-speaking commonwealth be added to that 
of the United States, with all that such co-operation implies in the air, on the sea and in science and industry, 
there will be no quivering, precarious balance of power to offer its temptation to ambition or adventure.21 On 
the contrary, there will be an overwhelming assurance of security. If we adhere faithfully to the charter of the 
United Nations and walk forward in sedate and sober strength, seeking no one’s land or treasure, or seeking to 
lay no arbitrary control on the thoughts of men, if all British moral and material forces and convictions are 
joined with your own in fraternal association, the highroads of the future will be clear, not only for us but for 
all, not only for our time but for a century to come. 
 
End Notes: 
1 This is a reference to COMINTERN, the Communist International, which was founded in 1919 for the purpose of promoting 
worldwide communist revolution. It was funded and backed by the Soviet Union. 
2 “Marshal” is a military term used by some countries that usually refers to the head of the armed forces. Josef Stalin led the Soviet 
Union from 1927 to his death in 1953. During World War II, he was a part of the “Big Three,” along with Franklin Roosevelt and 
Winston Churchill, whose countries were “co-belligerents” opposed to the Axis powers. 
3 This is a reference to the vastness of the Soviet state, which included various regions, several of which include the name Russia. 
4 Keep in mind that Germany invaded Russia in 1914, then again in 1941. Russia suffered terrible casualties in both wars. 
5 Here is the famous phrase, “iron curtain,” which came to characterize the division of Europe into Communist and non-Communist 
zones. 
6 Greece was the only country east of the Stettin-Trieste line that had not already fallen to Communism at this time. British and later 
American aid to Greece helped it to remain free of Communism. 
7 Border changes after the war resulted in Germany’s loss of all land east of the Oder River to Poland. The Polish government then 
expelled the Germans from Poland’s new territory. 
8 A “police government” refers to one in which a powerful executive also controls the legislative branch, whose dictates are 
enforced by various forms of secret police (police forces which had broad powers to enforce the will of the government). 
9 During and immediately after World War II, the Soviet Union was active in both Turkey and Persia (later named Iran). 
10 The Soviets had a zone of occupation in the area around Berlin. Their efforts eventually resulted in the creation of the German 
Democratic Republic, commonly known as East Germany, in 1949. It was a Soviet satellite. 
11 British, American, and Soviet armies met at the Elbe River in April 1945. After the end of the war, some adjustments were 
effected in the establishment of the zones of occupation, resulting in the border changes that Churchill mentions here. 
12 The United Nations Organization was founded at the end of World War II. It replaced the defunct League of Nations, which had 
proved to be a failure in the 1930s. Churchill hoped that the UN would be stronger and therefore better able to preserve peace than 
the League of Nations had been. He looked to the United States to play a major role in the institution. 
13  “In front” means west of the iron curtain. The governments of Italy and France, in particular, were confronted by Communist 
activity, as were those of Turkey and Persia. China, of course, was in the midst of a renewed civil war that was eventually won by 
the Communists in 1949. 
14 Josef Broz Tito was a Yugolsav resistance fighter against the Germans in the war. He was also a Communist and later became the 
leader of Yugoslavia, ruling until his death in 1980. The reference here is to conflict between Italy and Yugoslavia over land at the 
north end of the Adriatic Sea. 
15 fifth column – definition: 1. a group of people who act traitorously and subversively out of a secret sympathy with an enemy of 
their country. 2. (originally) Franco sympathizers in Madrid during the Spanish Civil War: so called in allusion to a statement in 
1936 that the insurgents had four columns marching on Madrid and a fifth column of sympathizers in the city ready to rise and 
betray it (dictionary.com). 
16 Manchuria is a northern province of China. After the war, there was concern that the Soviet Union would control it. 
17 This was one of the treaties ending World War I. David Lloyd George was Prime Minister of Great Britain (Liberal Party) during 
the Paris Peace Conference, which produced the treaties. 
18 This references the widely- held belief that World War I was the “War to end all wars,” and that the treaties would produce peace. 
However, the treaties, especially the Treaty of Versailles which affected Germany, led directly to World War II. Churchill’s concern 
is that the end of World War II will not produce a lasting peace, either. 
19 “Balance of power” here refers to Britain’s traditional policy of maintaining peace in Europe (i.e. “balancing power”) by allying 
with the weaker side. He suggests that this policy will no longer work to restrain Russia’s territorial ambitions and that a new policy 
must be found, namely the alliance of all the western democracies as a deterrent to Russia. 
20 “Last time” is a Churchill’s reference to the 1930s, when he argued that Germany’s rise to power would result in war. Churchill 
was one of the few people who publicly raised concerns about Germany. He is saying that we should not make the same mistake in 
allowing a new power – Soviet Russia – to dominate Europe. 
21 The term “commonwealth” refers to dominions of the British Empire, such as Canada and Australia. 


