
Espionage During the 

Cold War 



After the end of World War Two the World was split into two, 

The Cold War was a state of tension, conflict, and competition 

between the United States and the Soviet Union in which each 

tried to gain an advantage over the other, espionage was the 

primary tool for achieving this advantage.



The OSS

• During the World War II the United States 
realized the importance of having a unified 
intelligence agency, prior to the development 
of the Office of Strategic Services each branch 
of the military had their own intelligence 
services

• The OSS was established on June 13th 1942 
and was the United States’ first attempt at a 
centralized intelligence agency . They 
specialized in clandestine operations, often 
behind enemy lines.

• After the war the OSS was converted into a 
peacetime intelligence service known as the 
Central Intelligence Service or CIA



Central Intelligence Agency

The CIA’s main mandate during the Cold Was an intense Anti-Communist policy. 
Because this policy aligned with America’s viewpoint in general the CIA was 
granted near unlimited power 

They were extremely powerful for what was essentially a civilian organization. 
They took extreme actions such organizing Operation Ajax; a coup in Iran that 
overthrew a democratically elected government all in order to contain 
Communism

They were mainly concerned with the gathering of intelligence and recruitment 
of agents in communist nations mainly the USSR



The KGB

• Founded in 1954,  the Komityet Gosudarstvjennoj
Biezopasnosti (Committee for State Security) or KGB is 
commonly considered the CIA’s Soviet counterpart, however 
their role was broader serving as the USSR’s security agency, 
secret police, and intelligence agency. 

• They are often considered the world’s most effective 
intelligence agency and were often the embodiment of 
Western fear of the Soviet Union

• Their agents successfully penetrated many foreign intelligence 
agency's and operated in foreign nations with diplomatic 
immunity



A War of Information

• SIGINT - Signals Intelligence

-COMINT - Communications   
Intelligence 

-ELINT - Electronic Intelligence 
IMINT - Image/Imagery Intelligence 
HUMINT - Human Intelligence 



1960 U-2 Incident

• In 1955, U.S. president Dwight D. Eisenhower offered an 
“open skies” policy, allowing mutual territorial surveillance, 
to Russian Premier Nikita Khrushchev. The offer was 
rebuffed. This resulted in the U-2 program.

• On May 1, 1960 a CIA Lockheed U-2 spy plane was shot 
down while on a mission to photograph Soviet ICBM sites 
the U.S. denied the purpose of the mission was espionage

• The pilot Gary Powers successfully ejected from the plane. 
Due to his survival and the wreckage of the plane the 
United States was forced to acknowledge the mission

• Some historians have argued that if it were not for this 
incident the Cold War may have ended much sooner



Oleg Penkovsky

• Oleg Penkovsky went from a Russian World War II military hero, to 
becoming America's best human intelligence asset in the Soviet Union. He 
believed that Nikita Khrushchev's leadership was taking the Soviet Union 
onto the path of destruction. Penkovsky was the highest level Soviet 
officer to ever spy for the United States or British Intelligence. The 
Penkovsky case is considered to have been the most successful Cold War 
espionage operation. Penkovsky was observed by KGB agents after a 
meeting with a British intelligence contact, which lead to his arrest and 
execution.

• He played a major role in the Cuban Missile crisis. It was through his 
information that the United States became aware of the missiles’ 
deployment and was able to photograph the sites

• He was arrested on October 22 1962 due to the info a double agent. He 
was found guilty of treason and executed in 1963





Julius and Ethel Rosenberg: A Crime 
Worse Than Murder

• Julius and Ethel Rosenberg are 
notorious for being the only two 
American Civilians to be executed 
for espionage during the Cold War

• Julius was charged with giving 
Atomic secrets to the Soviet Union 
and his wife was charged with 
assisting him

• The judge blamed them for 
thousands of deaths during the 
Korean War due to increased Soviet 
aggression as a result of their 
atomic capabilities



Technology

• Espionage during the Cold War prompted 
rapid technological advancements.

• The lack of geographical information on the 
Soviet Union encouraged the improvement of 
satellite imagery technology  
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