Chapter 27

The Age of Containment, 

1946–1953 

The Second World War, popularly portrayed as a struggle to preserve the “American 

Way of Life,” ended up transforming much of it. The fight against fascism had propelled 

foreign-policy issues to the center of domestic politics, and postwar international tensions 

kept them there. As combat operations against the Axis powers gave way to conflict 

between the United States and the Soviet Union, U.S. leaders overhauled military strategy. 

They claimed a broad authority for the nation’s commander in chief—and, hence, the 

office of the president—and the need for a global stand against communism. An aggressive campaign to shore up “national security,” in addition, came to affect many areas of 

domestic life. 

The early postwar years, between 1946 and 1953, raised questions about the reach of 

governmental power. What role should Washington, whose bureaucracies had undertaken 

extensive economic planning during the Second World War, play in the postwar economy? 

Could a more powerful national government help people enjoy greater security in their 

own daily lives? How might such a government affect liberty and equality? Debate over 

issues such as these marked the presidency of Democrat Harry Truman (1945–53), who 

struggled to implement his anticommunist agenda and to build upon social welfare measures 

from the New Deal era of the 1930s. 

Creating a National Security State,1945–1949 

Focus Question 

What major conflicts between the United States and the Soviet Union shaped 
the Cold War, and what were the principal elements of the foreign policy called 
containment? 

The wartime alliance between the United States and the Soviet Union proved little more 

than a marriage of convenience. The shared goal of defeating the Axis had forced these two 

nations, capitalist and communist, to cooperate, but collaboration scarcely lasted beyond 

victory. Relations between the United States and the Soviet Union produced a Cold War 

marked by mutual suspicion and growing tension. 

Onset of the Cold War 

Historians have dissected the beginning of the Cold War from many different perspectives. 

The traditional interpretation focuses on Soviet expansionism. It sees a historical Russian 

appetite for new territory, an ideological zeal to spread international communism, or some 

interplay between these two desires. According to this view, the United States needed to 

check the expansionist designs of a malevolent USSR. Other historians—generally called 

revisionists—argue that the Soviet Union’s obsession with securing its borders, an understandable response to the invasion of its territory during both world wars, dominated its 

foreign policy. The United States, in this view, might have tried harder to reassure the 

USSR, pursuing conciliatory policies instead of ones that intensified Soviet fears. Still other 

scholars maintain that assigning blame to one side or the other obscures how clashing 

interests and differing political cultures produced potentially dangerous confrontations, 

but never direct military conflict, between the two superpowers. 

In every account, Harry Truman’s administration plays a central role. The new U.S. 

president initially hoped that he could somehow deal with the Soviets but quickly came 

to distrust Soviet Premier Joseph Stalin. As differences between the former allies emerged, 

Truman turned to a group of hard-line, anti-Soviet advisers. 

The atomic bomb provided an immediate source of U.S.-Soviet friction. At the Potsdam 

Conference of July 1945, Truman had casually told Stalin, without mentioning the atomic 

bomb, about a new U.S. weapon of “unusual destructive force.” Well-informed by Soviet 

intelligence operations about the Manhattan Project, Stalin casually replied that Truman 

surrender veto power in the UN in cases regarding nuclear issues. Unwilling to submit to 

these conditions, Soviet leaders  rejected the Baruch Plan. They counter proposed that the 

United States unilaterally destroy its atomic weapons as the initial step toward any final 

agreement. The United States opposed this idea, and both nations used the deadlock to 

justify seeking to outpace the other in developing nuclear weapons. 

Additional sources of friction involved U.S. loan policies and Soviet domination of Eastern 

Europe. Under pressure from Republicans in Congress, Truman ended lend-lease assistance 

to the Soviet Union at the end of the war and, on advice from his own camp, linked extension of future reconstruction loans to signs of Soviet cooperation with the United Statesover 

the future of Europe. This linkage strategy never worked. The Soviet Union’s need for capital and its suspicions about Western intentions provided excuses for an aggressive, hardline stance. A repressive sphere of Soviet influence over Eastern Europe, which the USSR 

called defensive and the United States labeled expansionist, fell into place. By 1946, the two 

nations, once uneasy allies, seemed ready to become bitter adversaries. 

Harry Truman increasingly placed his personal stamp on the presidency by pledging to 

stop the campaign of communist expansionism he claimed Moscow directed. Truman’s 

anticommunist initiatives, in both foreign and domestic affairs, relied on new measures for 

extending the reach and power of the executive branch of the national government. 

Containment Abroad: The Truman Doctrine 

In March 1947, the president announced what became known as the Truman Doctrine. 

This pronouncement came during a speech to Congress about the civil war in Greece, a 

conflict in which communist-led insurgents appeared ready to topple a corrupt but proWestern government. A war-weakened Britain had long considered Greece within its 

sphere of influence, but it could no longer maintain its formerly strong presence there or 

in other parts of the Middle East. Truman’s advisers claimed that a leftist victory in Greece 

would expose nearby Turkey, a nation considered critical to the U.S. strategic position in 

the Mediterranean, to Soviet expansionism. 

Seeking to justify U.S. aid to Greece and Turkey, Truman made his case to Congress in 

especially dramatic terms. Both the threat of communism and U.S. security interests, he 

said, now spanned the globe. The future of “free peoples” everywhere hung in the balance. 

Unless the United States aided those who were “resisting attempted subversion by armed 

minorities or by outside pressures,” totalitarian communism would spread and, ultimately, 

threaten the United States. 

The global vision of U.S. national security outlined in the Truman Doctrine encountered 

some skepticism. Henry Wallace, who had become Truman’s most visible Democratic 

critic, chided the president for exaggerating the Soviet threat and urged a more conciliatory approach toward Moscow. Conservative Republicans, though firmly anti-Soviet, 

looked suspiciously at the increase of executive power and the vast expenditures the Truman 

Doctrine seemed to imply. If the president wanted to win support for his position, Republican 

Senator Arthur Vandenberg had already advised, Truman should “scare hell” out ofpeople. 

The rhetoric the president used when announcing the Truman Doctrine seemed to have followed this advice. Gaining backing from both Republicans and Democrats, Congress did 

approve Truman’s request for $400 million in assistance to Greece and Turkey, most of it for 

military aid, in the spring of 1947. This vote signaled broad, if not unanimous, bipartisan support for a national security policy that came to be called containment. 

The term containment first appeared in a 1947 article in the influential journal Foreign 

Affairs by George Kennan, the U.S. State Department’s premier Soviet expert. Writing 

under the pseudonym “X,” Kennan argued that the “main element” in any U.S. policy 

“must be that of a long-term, patient but firm and vigilant containment of Russian expansive 

tendencies.” This article and the word containment quickly became associated, to Kennan’s 

subsequent displeasure, with the urgent tone of the Truman Doctrine and with a militarydominated approach to world affairs. 

Containment eventually came to provide a convenient catchphrase for the Truman 

administration’s global, anticommunist national security policy. Although Kennan had envisioned containment primarily as a careful political strategy that tried to limit Soviet gains in 

Europe, the White House’s rearticulation lacked Kennan’s nuances and, instead, turned containment in militarized and globalized directions. Truman’s version came to link all leftist 

insurgencies, wherever they occurred, to a totalitarianmovementdirected from Moscow. 

Soviet communism threatened the security of the United States by dangerous ideas as well 

as by military might. Even a relatively small gain by the Soviets in one part of the globe 

would, in this view, encourage them to extend, perhaps even accelerate, their aggressive initiatives. Although postwar debates over foreign policy did include sharp disagreements over 

precisely how and where to pursue containment, few U.S. leaders questioned the need for a 

global and activist foreign policy aimed against the spread of communism. 

Truman’s Loyalty Program 

Only nine days after proclaiming the Truman Doctrine, the president issued Executive 

Order 9835. It declared there should be “a loyalty investigation” of every civilian employee 

“of any department or agency of the executive branch of the Federal Government.” Newly 

established loyalty boards would determine whether or not there were “reasonable 

grounds” for concluding that a person working for the U.S. government belonged to an 

organization or held political ideas that might pose a “security risk.” Any employees found 

to pose such a danger would lose their government jobs. The Truman loyalty program also 

authorized the attorney general’s office to identify organizations it deemed subversive, 

and to place them on a special Attorney General’s List. 

The Truman Loyalty Program rested on a controversial assessment of Soviet espionage 

activity in the United States. Although knowledgeable observers consistently recognized 

that the Soviets had conducted spy operations inside the U.S. government during the 

1940s, there has been sharp disagreement over their scope and success. Were the Soviets 

operating only at the fringes of government or had they penetrated its top levels? Were 

they simply collecting readily obtainable information or stealing vital national secrets? 

Debate over questions such as these now takes place in light of evidence unavailable 

before the 1989 collapse of the Soviet Union. Previously closed Soviet archives and declassified files of U.S. surveillance agencies suggest both nations engaged in a wide range of 

spying activities. The wartime alliance had made it easier than ever before for the Soviet 

Union to obtain intelligence in the United States. By 1943, for instance, a super-secret U.S. 

Army counterintelligence unit had begun intercepting transmissions between Moscow and 

the United States. Called the “VENONA files” and not publicly revealed until 1995, these 

intercepted messages showed that the USSR helped finance America’s Communist Party; 

placed informants in important U.S. governmental agencies; and began obtaining secret 

information about U.S. atomic work as early as 1944. U.S. officials, in short, justifiably saw 

Soviet espionage as a legitimate concern. Historians still differ, however, over the significance 

and reliability of specific pieces of evidence in the VENONA files and even over how much 

members of the Truman administration actually knew about information in these intercepts. 

There can be little doubt, though, that the case Truman made on behalf of his loyalty policy failed to satisfy a diverse group of critics. The president claimed, in effect, that the United 

States faced relatively few security risks but that their potential for doing grave harm 

demanded a response unprecedented in peacetime. Many Republicans charged the Truman 

administration with underestimating the threat and warned that hundreds, perhaps thousands, of communists now worked in the federal bureaucracy. The Democrats, these Republicans argued, lacked the will to create the kind of aggressive loyalty program that could 

root them out. From a very different perspective, civil liberties groups saw a more limited 

threat and argued for a carefully calibrated response. Truman’s approach, they insisted, 

failed to distinguish between, for example, an atomic scientist with ties to the Soviet Union 

and a politically outspoken clerical worker in the Interior Department. Truman’s loyalty 

plan, therefore, angered both fervent anticommunists, who accused the president of doing 

too little to fight subversion at home, and civil libertarians, who charged him with whipping up fears that far exaggerated the menace and exceeded constitutional limitations on 

governmental power. 

The National Security Act, the Marshall Plan, and the Berlin Crisis 

Shaking off criticism from all sides, the Truman administration continued to pursue its 

anticommunist initiatives. It secured congressional passage of the National Security Act of 

1947, which created several new governmental bureaucracies. The law began the process 

that transformed the old Navy and War Departments into a unified Department of 

Defense, finally established in 1949. It instituted another new arm of the executive branch, 

the National Security Council (NSC), and gave it broad authority over the planning and 

execution of foreign policy. It established the Air Force as a separate service alongside the 

Army and Navy, and it created, as a successor to the wartime Office of Strategic Services 

(OSS), a new Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). 

The CIA, charged with gathering sensitive political information and conducting covert 

activities, proved to be the most flexible of the new national security bureaucracies. 

Shrouded from public scrutiny and even close oversight by Congress, its secretly funded 

operations crisscrossed the globe. The CIA reached out, for example, to anti-Stalinist 

groups in Eastern Europe and even to some within the Soviet Union. It helped finance, in 

hopes of preventing the rise of communist-led organizations, pro-U.S. labor unions in 

Western Europe. It covertly intervened in overseas political campaigns, bolstering anticommunist parties in France and Japan. The CIA secretly claimed credit for preventing 

the Italian Communist Party from winning a nationwide electoral victory in 1948. The 

Trumanadministration came to see CIA operations as integral to its anticommunist 

foreign policy. 

Truman’s White House also considered its economic policies in Western Europe an 

important part of the containment effort. Concerned that Western Europe’s severe economic problems might benefit communist-dominated movements, Secretary of State 

George C. Marshall hoped U.S. aid would quickly rejuvenate the region’s economy. Under 

his 1947 Marshall Plan, the United States would extend funds designed to allow postwar 

Western European governments to coordinate a broad program of economic reconstruction. Between 1946 and 1951, the United States provided nearly $13 billion in assistance 

to 17 Western European nations. 

The Truman administration consistently hailed the Marshall Plan, which Congress 

approved in early 1948, for complementing other national security initiatives. It credited 

aid from the United States for helping brighten the economic scene in Western Europe, 

where industrial production quickly rebounded. Improving standards of living, the White 

House claimed, enhanced political stability in Western Europe and undermined the appeal 

of communist-led movements. In response to conservative critics who complained of a 

“giveaway” program, supporters of the Marshall Plan insisted that U.S. economic aid 

expanded both markets and investment opportunities for U.S. firms wanting to do business in Western Europe. 

The Truman administration also moved to beef up U.S. military resources, depleted as 

a result of an earlier postwar demobilization effort. After the USSR facilitated the installation of a pro-Soviet government in Czechoslovakia, during the spring of 1948, the president’s key military advisers claimed Stalin likely intended a military strike against Western 

Europe. A brief war scare gripped Washington. Planners urged an immediate increase in 

across-the-board military spending and reinstitution of the military draft. Truman, addressing 

a joint session of Congress, declared that “moral God-fearing peoples . . . must save theworld 

from Atheism” and from Soviet “totalitarianism.” 

U.S. policy makers viewed the future of postwar Germany, initially divided into four zones 

of occupation (see chapter 26), as crucial to the security of Western Europe. In June 1948,the 

United States, Great Britain, and France announced a currency-reform program as the first 

step toward integrating their separate sectors into the Federal Republic of Germany,popularly known as West Germany. Soviet leaders expressed alarm. Having twice been invaded 

by German armies during the preceding 35 years, they wanted, as a hedge against a third 

attack, any post-occupation Germany to remain economically enfeebled. Hoping tosidetrack 

Western plans, in June 1948, the Soviets cut off all highways, railroads, and water routes 

linking Berlin, which was located within their own domain, to the western zones of 

occupation. 

This Soviet attempt to seal off Berlin provided an opportunity for the newly created U.S. 

Air Force to display its capabilities. Under the direction of General Curtis LeMay, U.S. and 

British pilots began “Operation Vittles” or “the Berlin Airlift.” Specially outfitted planes, flying around the clock, soared over the Soviet blockade and delivered virtually all of the 

items Berliners needed to continue their daily routines. The United States, hinting at a military response, also began negotiating for U.S. air bases in Western Europe and immediately stationed in Britain two squadrons of B-29s, reputably able to deliver atomic bombs 

to Soviet targets. Although these planes actually lacked nuclear capability, officials in the 

Pentagon began planning for an atomic attack, during some future confrontation, against 

the USSR. Once Stalin recognized the Berlin Airlift would continue, he abandoned his 

blockade, in May 1949, and moved to convert the Soviet-occupied sector of East Germany 

into the German Democratic Republic. The western portion of a divided Berlin, an anticommunist enclave inside East Germany, quickly became a prominent focus of Cold War 

tensions. 

The Election of 1948 

National security issues helped Harry Truman win the 1948 election. His victory capped 

a remarkable political story, one that featured a feisty incumbent president and a trio of 

challengers. 

Truman faced significant political opposition that had been building since 1946. Dissident 

Democrats, who thought his containment policies too militant and his domestic ones too 

tame, began looking to an old Truman rival, former Vice-President (1941–45) Henry 

A. Wallace. After Wallace, whom Truman inherited from Roosevelt as his secretary of commerce, criticized U.S. policy toward the Soviet Union, the president ousted him from the 

cabinet in September 1946. This move angered those Democrats who saw Wallace, not 

Truman,as FDR’s rightful successor. Later, the off-year national elections of November 1946 

gave the Republicans control of Congress for the first time since 1928. GOP leaders saw this 

victory portending an end to their 20-year losing streak in presidential races. Although 

Truman’s political fortunes did seem somewhat improved by late 1947, few political 

handicappersliked his chances in 1948. 

Truman faced three prominent opponents. To his political left, a new Progressive Party, 

which nominated Henry Wallace for president, hoped to attract the disaffected Democrats 

who charged Truman with abandoning FDR’s legacy. In addition, South Carolina’s J. Strom 

Thurmond became the pro-segregationist candidate of a new States’ Rights (or “Dixiecrat”) 

party, and Thomas E. Dewey, the Republican who had run well during a losing race 

against Franklin Roosevelt in 1944, returned as the GOP nominee. Targeting Dewey, his 

most serious challenger, Truman called the GOP-controlled Congress into a special session and presented it with a list of domestic policy proposals that were abhorrent to most 

Republicans. After GOP legislators predictably ignored Truman’s wish list, the president 

targeted “that do-nothing, good-for-nothing, worst Congress.” 

Dewey helped Truman’s cause by running an exceedingly cautious campaign. A proDemocratic newspaper caricatured Dewey’s standard speech as four “historic sentences: 

Agriculture is important. Our rivers are full of fish. You cannot have freedom without liberty. 

The future lies ahead.” Ignoring critics, he remained confident of a November victory. 

When his campaign train, the “Victory Special,” arrived in Truman’s old political base of 

Kansas City, Dewey pointedly booked the same hotel suite the president used whenever 

he came to town. 

Meanwhile, Truman mounted an energetic, tub-thumping effort. It featured blunt and 

caustic attacks on his opponents, most famously delivered from the back of his own campaign train. Dewey was plotting “a real hatchet job on the New Deal,” the president charged, 

and the GOP, controlled by a cabal of “cunning men,” was preparing for “a return of the Wall 

Street economic dictatorship.” “Give ‘em hell, Harry!” shouted his Democratic supporters. In 

November, Truman won slightly less than 50 percent of the popular vote but secured a solid 

majority in the Electoral College. The Democratic Party also regained control of Congress. 

Truman’s victory now seems less surprising to historians than it did to political analysts 

in 1948. Despite Republican victories in the 1946 congressional elections, the Democratic 

Party retained the core of its old New Deal base. In fact, Democratic congressional candidates who identified with Franklin Roosevelt rather than with his successor generally 

polled a higher percentage of the 

November vote in their districts 

than did Truman. Voter loyalty to 

the memory of Roosevelt and his 

New Deal coalition helped bring 

the Democrats their victory. 

After accepting his party’s call for 

new civil-rights measures, Truman 

survived the revolt of the Dixiecrats, 

disaffected white Southern Democrats, in 1948. Strom Thurmond 

had denounced Truman for 

backinga “civil wrongs” program 

and charged that “radicals, subversives, and reds” now controlled the 

national Democratic Party. He 

claimed that Dixiecrats did not 

oppose all civil-rights legislation but 

insisted that the U.S. Constitution 

required that state governments,not 

the federal government,possessed 

the power to enact antidiscrimination measures. The Dixiecrat movement did portend 

longer-term political changes among southern whites, people who had loyally voted Democratic since Reconstruction. As a presidential candidate in 1948, however, Thurmond 

secured only the electoral votes of four Deep South states, while Truman carried all of the 

other states of the old Confederacy. 

Truman’s hard-line anticommunist rhetoric proved crucial to sidetracking Henry Wallace’s 

once-promising campaign. Wallace and his supporters had never expected to win the presidency but hoped to do well enough to rekindle support for their vision of the New Deal 

and to build pressure for a less militantly anti-Soviet foreign policy. Eventually, though, 

many Democrats abandoned the Progressives because of their refusal to reject support 

from the U.S. Communist Party—a point that Truman contrasted with his own anticommunist stance. Henry Wallace received less than 3 percent of the popular tally and no electoral votes. The 1948 election left the Progressive Party in shambles and suggested a lesson for elections to come: Successful presidential candidates could never appear “soft” on 

national security issues if they hoped to gain the White House. 

The Era of the Korean War,1949–1952 

Meanwhile, to carry out his containment policy, Truman continued to marshal the nation’s 

economic and military resources. After a series of Cold War crises during 1949 and the 

outbreak of war on the Korean peninsula in 1950, he reaffirmed his administration’s 

anticommuniststance. 

NATO, China, and the Bomb 

In April 1949, the United States, Canada, and 10 European nations formed the North 

Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). Under this “mutual defense” pact, each nation 

pledged that an attack against one would automatically be treated as a strike against all. 

Prominent critics, such as Republican Senator Robert Taft, called NATO a provocation to 

the Soviet Union, an “entangling alliance” that violated the traditional U.S. foreign policy, 

and a threat to the constitutionally guaranteed power of Congress to declare war. Because 

of NATO’s mutual defense feature, Taft argued, the policies of other countries, rather than 

those of the United States, could bring the nation into a foreign conflict. The NATO concept prevailed, however, and the idea of pursuing containment through similar arrangements would expand during the 1950s. (See Map 27.2, Divided Germany and the 

NATO Alliance, in the color insert following page 1056.) 

Meanwhile, events in China heightened Cold War tensions. Although the United States 

had extended billions of dollars in military aid and economic assistance to Jiang Jieshi’s 

struggling Nationalist government, Jiang had steadily lost ground to the forces of Mao 

Zedong, who promised that a communist China would soon gain an important role in 

world affairs and that Chinese peasants would enjoy the fruits of a sweeping program of 

land reform. Experienced U.S. diplomats privately predicted Jiang’s inevitable downfall. 

Publicly, however, the Truman administration continued to portray Jiang as the capable and respected leader of a “free China.” Then, in 1949, Mao’s armies finally forced Jiang 

and his supporters to retreat from the Chinese mainland to the nearby island of Formosa 

(Taiwan). Mao’s communist movement established the People’s Republic of China, while 

Jiang’s National Chinese government took root on Formosa. The two Chinas, like the two 

Germanys, became evocative symbols of a global Cold War. 

Many people in the United States wondered how Mao’s communist forces could have triumphed. Financed by conservative business leaders, the powerful “China lobby” excoriated 

Truman and his new secretary of state, Dean Acheson, for having “lost” China to the communists. Critics of Acheson’s state department forced the removal of several analysts who 

had warned of Jiang’s impending collapse or had merely emphasized his shortcomings. 

Although Acheson had once made some tentative, highly secret moves toward negotiating 

with the People’s Republic, new international tensions and domestic political pressures 

ultimately convinced the Truman administration to embrace Jiang’s regime on Taiwan and 

refuse to recognize or officially deal with Mao’s “Red China.” Nonrecognition remained 

U.S. policy for more than 20 years, even after the friction between communist China and 

the Soviet Union, which experienced “China hands” in the U.S. State Department had 

predicted, became evident. 

In September 1949, Truman announced another event that reinforced his administration’s anticommunist resolve. The Soviet Union, years earlier than many of the president’s aides had expected, had conducted a successful “nuclear explosion.” The USSR’s 

crude atomic device, which ended the U.S. nuclear monopoly, increased concern about 

the threat posed by Soviet communism. Already besieged by domestic critics who saw 

recent history filled with Soviet gains and U.S. losses, Truman secretly pondered 

whether U.S. scientists should take the next step in nuclear weaponry: development of 

a hydrogen bomb. Acheson, who had once shared Henry Stimson’s fears about a 

nuclear arms race, now threw the State Department’s influence behind the H-bomb 

project. 

NSC-68 

In responding to events of 1949, the Truman administration began formally reviewing its 

foreign-policy assumptions. George Kennan, increasingly concerned about the emergence 

of a global, largely militarized redesign of his containment concept, resigned from the State 

Department’s policy staff. As a result, the task of overseeing this review fell to Paul Nitze, 

a hard-liner who insisted on confronting the USSR throughout the world, lest small gains 

in one corner encourage more aggressive Soviet moves elsewhere. Nitze effectively dominated production of a policy paper identified as NSC-68(National Security Council 

Document 68), which provided a blueprint for both the rhetoric and the substance of 

future Cold War foreign policy. In the words of one of NSC-68’s architects, the United 

States should “find every weak spot in the enemy’s armor . . . and hit him with anything 

that comes to hand. Anything we do short of an all-out effort is inexcusable.” 

NSC-68 opened with an alarming account of a global ideological clash between “freedom,” 

spread by U.S. power, and “slavery,” promoted by the Soviet Union, the center of an 

international communist movement. Despairing of fruitful negotiations with the Soviets, 

NSC-68urged a full-scale effort to expand U.S. influence. It endorsed covert action, economic pressure, propaganda campaigns, and a massive military buildup. Because some 

Americans might oppose larger military spending and budget deficits, the report cautioned, U.S. leaders should portray their actions as defensive and present greater military 

spending as a stimulus to the economy rather than as a potential drain on national 

resources. Although the details of NSC-68 remained classified for more than two decades, 

people in the United States certainly learned about its major assumptions. Led by Secretary 

of State Acheson, officials from the Truman administration stumped the country, preaching 

the key tenets of NSC-68 and popularizing its view of the Cold War as a global showdown 

between good and evil. 

The Korean War 

Supporters of NSC-68 could claim vindication in June 1950, when communist North Korea 

invaded South Korea. Truman characterized the attack as a simple case of Soviet-inspired 

aggression. According to a spokesperson for the State Department, the relationship 

between the USSR and North Korea resembled “that between Walt Disney and Donald 

Duck.” President Truman invoked the rhetoric of containment and the domino-like vision 

of NSC-68: “If aggression is successful in Korea, we can expect it to spread through Asia 

and Europe to this hemisphere.” 
The situation on the Korean Peninsula, however, was more complicated. Japanese military forces had occupied all of Korea between 1905 and 1945, and Japan’s defeat in the 

Second World War had encouraged most Koreans to hope they might reestablish their 

own independent nation. Instead, separate zones of occupation, resulting from separate 

wartime military operations by the United States and the Soviet Union, became two distinct states, with the 38th parallel providing the boundary between them. The Soviet 

Union supported North Korea’s communist government, headed by the dictatorial Kim Il-sung. 

The United States backed the aging, American-educated Syngman Rhee to head up an 

unsteady, sometimes autocratic, government in South Korea. Separated by an arbitrary and 

militarized border, many Koreans saw themselves divided as much by internal politicaland 

religious differences as by Cold War considerations. Nonetheless, both Kim and Rhee recognized that patronage from the rival superpowers could help bolster their regimes and 

advance their conflicting plans for Korea. 

As Rhee’s policies, especially those favoring large landholders, generated internal opposition, Kim decided on unifying Korea under his control. He gambled that the United 

States would not, or could not, effectively intervene in Korea. At one point, after all, 

even the militantly anticommunist Dean Acheson had suggested the Korean peninsula fell 

outsidethe U.S. “defense perimeter.” On June 25, 1950, Kim’s communist troops moved 

across the 38th parallel into South Korea. Earlier, he had consulted Soviet and Chinese 

leaders and, after arguing for the likelihood of a quick North Korean victory, received their 

approval. His South Korean nation under attack, Syngman Rhee appealed to the Truman 

administration for military assistance. Over the strong opposition of General Omar 

Bradley, Head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, supporters of U.S. intervention, led by Nitze and 

Acheson, prevailed. 

The situation quickly escalated into a wider Cold War conflict, the Korean War. The 

Soviets, unaware of the details of Kim’s plans, were boycotting the UN on the day North 

Korealaunched its invasion and could not veto a U.S. proposal to send a UN military force, 

under U.S. command, to Korea. Under UN auspices, the United States rushed assistance 

to Rhee, who moved to quell dissent in the South as well as to repel the armies of the 

North. 

U.S. leaders soon began debating their goal in Korea. Should they seek only to contain 

communism by driving North Korea’s forces back over the 38th parallel? Or should they 

try to “roll back” communist power and reunify Korea under Rhee’s leadership? Rollback 

initially seemed fanciful, as North Korean forces pushed rapidly southward. Within three 

months of their incursion, they took Seoul, the capital of South Korea, and probed into 

the southern tip of the Korean Peninsula. UN troops, most of them from the United States 

and under the command of General Douglas MacArthur, initially seemed unprepared. 

Soon, however, U.S.-supplied firepower took its toll on North Korea’s elite troops and, 

later, on the untrained recruits Kim sent to replace them. 

MacArthur then devised a plan that most other military commanders considered crazy: 

an amphibious landing behind enemy lines. Those stunned by his audacious proposal 

became even more astounded by its results. On September 15, 1950, a sizeable contingent 

of U.S. Marines landed at Inchon, suffered minimal casualties, and recaptured nearby 

Seoul in less than two weeks. 

The shifting tide of battle devastated Korea. Many observers would call the Korean conflict a “limited” war, largely because it never spread off the Korean Peninsula or involved 

nuclear weapons. Intense bombing, however, preceded every U.S military move, and neither side seemed concerned about civilian casualties. Estimates of Koreans left dead and 

wounded reached perhaps one-tenth of the total population of both Koreas. While battling 

for control of Seoul, for example, rival forces reduced the city to rubble, with only the 

capitol building and a train station left standing. 

As MacArthur’s troops drove northward, Truman faced a crucial decision. Emboldened 

by success, the general urged moving beyond containment to an all-out war of “liberation” 

and the reunification of Korea. MacArthur’s supporters in Washington saw an opportunity to demonstrate the feasibility of junking the policy of merely containing communism in favor of rolling it back. Other advisers warned, however, that Mao’s China 

would likely retaliate if U.S. forces approached its border. After a joint meeting on 

Wake Island, far closer to MacArthur’s home turf than to Truman’s, the president did 

allow MacArthur to carry the war into North Korea but cautioned against provoking 

China. 

Unimpressed by the threat of Chinese intervention, MacArthur advanced his forces to 

near the Yalu River on the Chinese-Korean border. China responded by sending at least 

400,000 troops into North Korea, which forced retreating UN forces back across the 38th 

parallel. “We face an entirely new war,” MacArthur admitted. Alarmists in Washington 

considered several possibilities: evacuating UN forces from Korea; employing atomic 

weaponry against China; or, perhaps, even mounting a preemptive nuclear strike against 

the USSR. 
Truman pondered his options. After apparently wavering briefly, he made a crucial 

decision: It was not the time to employ atomic weapons, in Korea or anywhere else. Then, 

after MacArthur’s troops stopped the Chinese advance and even regained the initiative, 

Truman also rejected any idea of further escalating the war in favor of settling for a military stalemate at the point where the 38th parallel bisected the Korean Peninsula. General 

MacArthur, directly challenging the president, argued publicly for an all-out offensive into 

North Korea—and, possibly, even into China as well. Invoking the principle that the U.S. 

Constitution made military officers subordinant to the president, the nation’s commander-in-chief, a now-angry Harry Truman, summarily relieved MacArthur from his post in 

April 1951. 

MacArthur returned home as a war hero and as a potential Republican presidential candidate. Opinion polls reported overwhelming opposition to Truman’s decision to dump 

the popular general, now a hero of both the Korean and the Second World War. During 

U.S. Senate hearings on MacArthur’s dismissal, however, equally distinguished military 

strategists dismissed his scenario for Korea as the “wrong war in the wrong place.” 

MacArthur’s once luminous image, along with his political ambitions, soon faded away. 
Truman mobilized his remaining political resources behind an unsuccessful search for 

translating a temporary truce into a more permanent peace settlement for Korea. As negotiations stalled, another military hero, Dwight Eisenhower, whom Republicans tapped as 

their 1952 candidate for president, promised he would personally go to Korea, if elected, 

and accelerate the peace process. Harry Truman would leave office, in 1953, without 

securing a formal end to the Korean War. 

Korea and Containment 

Meanwhile, this conflict brought NSC-68’s recommendations to life and spurred the Truman 

administration to expand its containment initiatives. It announced plans to rearm West 

Germany, scarcely five years after Nazi Germany’s defeat, and to increase NATO’s military 

forces. A proposal for direct U.S. military aid to Latin American governments, which legislators had voted down in the past, slid through Congress. In the Philippines, the United States 

stepped up military assistance to suppress the leftist Huk rebels. In 1951, the United States 

finally signed a formal peace treaty with Japan and inked a security pact that gave the 

United States the power to establish military bases on the Japanese island of Okinawa. The 

Truman administration acquired similar bases in the Middle East, bolsteringthe U.S. strategic 

position in that oil-rich area. The ANZUS mutual defense pact of 1952 linked theUnited States 

strategically to Australia and New Zealand. And in French Indochina, Truman began assisting 

France’s effort to prevent a communist-led independence movement from ousting its 

colonial regime. 

Throughout the world, U.S. policy makers continued to oppose any movement whose 

political orientation seemed left-leaning and to give support to pro-United States parties 

and people. The U.S. occupation government in Japan, for example, increasingly restricted 

the activities of labor unions, suspended an antitrust program that American officials had 

earlier implemented, and barred communists from posts in the government and in the universities. As in Germany, the United States tried to convert a formerly fascist foe into an 

anticommunist ally by strengthening pro-U.S. elites and by promoting a U.S. model of 

economic growth. 

In Africa, anticommunism prompted the United States to ally with South Africa. In 

1949, that nation’s all-white (and militantly anticommunist) Nationalist Party had instituted a legal-social system, calledapartheid, based on elaborate rules of racial separation 

and subordination of blacks. Some officials in the State Department warned that any pact 

with South Africa, by implying support for apartheid, hardly presented the United States 

as an apostle of freedom, but the Truman administration nonetheless concluded an 

alliance with South Africa’s white supremacist regime. 

The Truman administration’s anticommunism, again in line with NSC-68, included 

more than military moves. Truman’s global “Campaign of Truth,” an intensive informational and psychological offensive, used mass-media imagery and cultural exchanges to 

counter the Soviet’s anticapitalist propaganda. A rhetoric that framed U.S. policy in terms 

of defending fundamental values took hold. As the Defense Department replaced the old 

War Department, U.S. policy makers increasingly talked about defending “national security” 

rather than advancing the “national interest.” 

Beginning with the Truman Doctrine of 1947, in short, the United States reinvented 

itself as a superpower with a global reach. In response to the specter of Soviet-led communism, the United States solidified its position within Iran, Greece, and Turkey, all once 

inside Britain’s sphere of influence; initiated the Marshall Plan and NATO; transformed 

former enemies—Italy, Germany, and Japan—into anti-Soviet bulwarks; assumed control 

of hundreds of islands in the Pacific Ocean; launched research to develop an H-bomb; 

winked at apartheid to win an anticommunist ally in South Africa; solidified its sphere of 

influence in Latin America; acquired military bases around the world; and devised a master plan, NSC-68, for using military, economic, and covert action to advance far-flung 

national security goals. 

As the Truman administration moved to fortify the U.S. strategic position overseas, 

its policies also produced what the historian Michael Sherry has called “the militarization of American life.” With strong bipartisan support in Congress, the White House 

accelerated what would become a massive military buildup and, as a result, an increasing merger between military and economic policy making. The fight against communism 

and for greater security, at home and abroad, continually justified the expansion of the 

power of the governmental bureaucracies charged with protecting national security. 

Congress granted a new Atomic Energy Commission, for example, broad powers to 

oversee development of a U.S. nuclear power industry. To develop both the weaponry 

and the policies implied by a global security strategy, Congress created a think tank— 

RAND, an acronym for Research and Development. The Pentagon joined with aircraft 

manufacturers in an ultimately successful effort to develop surface-to-surface missiles. 

The Pentagon’s soaring budget and its expensive contracts did worry cost-conscious 

members of Congress, but the prospect of governmental spending creating new jobs in 

their home districts helped mute opposition to a foreign policy that emphasized military 

initiatives. 

Pursuing National Security at Home 

Although bipartisan support for Truman’s national security measures overseas generally prevailed, the president’s programs for containing subversive influences at home encountered bitter, sustained opposition. Militant anticommunists, sometimes taking their cue from Truman’s 

own rhetoric, leveled increasingly alarming allegations about internal communist subversion 

and about his administration’s unwillingness to respond appropriately. Civil libertarians, on 

the other hand, continued to complain about “witch-hunts” against people whose only 

apparent sin seemed dissent from prevailing policy choices. As the political climate became 

increasingly volatile, even some dedicated anticommunists began to worry that wild goose 

chases after unlikely subversives could discredit the government’s effort to identify authentic Soviet agents. The widespread search for signs of subversion, which took place outside 

the control of the Truman White House, eventually touched many areas of postwar life. 

Anticommunism and the U.S. Labor Movement 

The issue of anticommunism, for example, helped unsettle the U.S. labor movement. After 

the end of the Second World War, militant workers had struck for increased wages and 

for a greater voice in workplace routines and production decisions. Labor strikes had 

brought both the auto and the electronics industries to a standstill. In Stamford, Connecticut, and Lancaster, Pennsylvania, general strikes had led to massive work stoppages 

that later spread to other U.S. large cities. After the president threatened to seize mines and 

railroads shut down by work stoppages and to order strikers back to work, labor militancy 

slowly began to subside. 

Unimpressed, the Republican-controlled Congress effectively tapped anticommunist 

sentiment to pass the Labor-Management Relations Act of 1947. Opponents of the law, 

popularly known as the Taft-Hartley Act, charged that it seemed to have more to do with 

countering gains made by organized labor during the 1930s than with combating communism. It limited a union’s power to conduct boycotts, to compel employers to accept 

“closed shops” in which only union members could be hired, and to conduct any strike 

that the president judged harmful to national security. In addition, the measure required 

that union officials sign affidavits stating that they did not belong to the Communist Party 

or to any other “subversive” organization. If a union refused to comply, it could lose some 

of the legal protections otherwise available under national labor laws. Truman vetoed 

Taft-Hartley, but Congress swiftly overrode him. By the end of the Truman era, some type 

of loyalty-security check had been conducted on about 20 percent of the U.S. workforce, 

more than 13 million people. 

Focus Question 

How did the foreign policy of containment affect domestic policy and American life? 

Anticommunism also affected both internal union politics and labor-management relations. Some workers had long charged communist organizers with displaying greater loyalty to the Communist Party than to their own unions or to the nation. Differences over 

whether to support the Democratic Party or Henry Wallace’s Progressive effort in 1948 

had embittered relations within the organized labor movement. During the years following 

Truman’s victory, the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) expelled 13 unions—a 

full third of its membership—for their political ties. In addition, outspoken labor activists 

discovered that their ideas about politics and economics, if they seemed to resemble communist tenets, could put their own jobs at risk. The anticommunist issue, forcefully 

invoked by businesspeople and conservative labor leaders, increasingly found its way into 

labor-management relations during the 1940s. 

HUAC and the Search for Subversives 

The entertainment industry attracted special attention. In 1947, only three days after Truman 

unveiled his famous Doctrine, the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) 

opened hearings into subversive influences in Hollywood. Basking in the gaze of newsreel 

cameras, committee members seized on the refusal of a group of screenwriters, producers, 

and directors—all current or former members of the American Communist Party—to testify about their own politics and that of others in the film community. Known as “the 

HollywoodTen,” this group claimed that the First Amendment barred HUAC from 

scrutinizing political convictions. The federal courts upheld HUAC’s investigative 

powers, however, and the Hollywood Ten eventually went to prison for contempt of 

Congress. 

Studio heads also drew up a secret blacklist, a directory of alleged subversives whom 

they agreed not to hire. Movie moguls denied the existence of such a list, but their disavowals sounded unconvincing. As the staunchly anticommunist actor and producer John 

Wayne later conceded, “The only thing our side did that was anywhere near blacklisting 

was just running a lot of people out of the business.” Leaders in other sectors of the entertainment industry, particularly television, adopted a similar policy. Although prominent 

celebrities such as the Hollywood Ten dominated media accounts of blacklisting activities, 

many anonymous labor union members, who worked behind the scenes in technical and 

support positions, also lost their source of livelihood in the entertainment business. 

In time, hundreds of people charged with being subversives found their employment 

prospects resting on their willingness to appear as “friendly witnesses” before HUAC or 

some similar investigative committee. There, investigators would require witnesses to provide the names of other people who supposedly had attended a pro-communist meeting 

or event, usually at some point during an increasingly distant past. Some of those called 

to testify, such as the writer Lillian Hellman, refused to answer any questions. Others, such 

as the director Elia Kazan, cooperated and agreed to “name names.” Individual decisions 

over whether to participate in the ritualistic process of naming names created personal 

anguish and political rancor that would divide members of the entertainment business and 

labor union movement for decades. 

The search for subversives also created new political celebrities. Ronald Reagan, who 

served as president of the Screen Actors Guild and as a secret informant for the FBI (identified as “T-10”), eagerly testified before HUAC about communist influences within the 

movie industry. Richard Nixon, once an obscure member of Congress from California, 

began his rapid political ascent when he backed Whittaker Chambers, a journalist formally 

active in communist circles. Chambers, newly repentant and staunchly anticommunist, 

came before HUAC in 1948. He charged Alger Hiss,a prominent Democrat with a lengthy 

career in public service, with having been a party member who had slipped classified 

information to Soviet agents during the late 1930s. 

The Hiss-Chambers-Nixon affair instantly sparked controversy. Hiss charged anticommunist zealots, expecially in the FBI, with framing him with bogus evidence, including documents Chambers had retrieved from a pumpkin patch on his farm. The federal government, 

legally barred from indicting Hiss on espionage charges, successfully prosecuted him for committing perjury while testifying before Congress. To Nixon and his supporters, the case of Alger 

Hiss, who had advised FDR during the Yalta Conference (see chapter 26), demonstrated the 

need for greater vigor in hunting down subversively inclined Democrats in Washington. Hiss 

and his supporters, however, would continue to stick to their frame-up story. 

During the mid-1990s, the availability of long-classified documents prompted an 

extensive, extra-legal review of the Hiss controversy. A small group of scholars contended 

that the evidentiary trail left unsettled the key questions of what precise information Hiss 

might have revealed—and under what circumstances. Most observers, however, concluded that substantial evidence suggested that Hiss and several other high-ranking governmental officials had likely passed some information to the Soviets during the 1930s and 

1940s and subsequently lied about their actions. Armed with an enhanced documentary 

record, then, historians continue to debate the details of individual causes, including that 

of Alger Hiss, into a new century. 

Elaborating its own anti-subversive efforts, the Truman administration implemented its 

loyalty program and dismissed hundreds of federal employees. In addition, Truman’s 

attorney general, Tom Clark (whom the president later appointed to the U.S. Supreme 

Court), authorized J. Edgar Hoover, head of the FBI, to compile a secret FBI file of alleged 

subversives whom the government could then detain, without any legal hearing, during a 

time of national emergency. 
Fears that subversives from overseas might immigrate to the United States prompted 

Congress to pass the McCarran-Walter Act of 1952. It empowered U.S. immigration officials to deny entry to persons they determined could endanger national security by bringing dangerous ideas into the country. The law also authorized the deportation of immigrants, even those who had gained U.S. citizenship, if they belonged to organizations on 

the Attorney General’s List. 

At the same time, Hoover’s FBI compiled its own confidential dossiers on a wide range of 

people.It often targeted artists and intellectuals, including some, such as Ernest Hemingway 

and John Steinbeck, with no ties to the Communist Party. The FBI and other federal agencies 

paid special attention to prominent African Americans. The FBI kept close tabs, for 

instance, on a wide range of civil-rights activists, including Bayard Rustin, a founder of 

CORE (see chapter 26). The U.S. State Department and immigration officials singled out 

Richard Wright (author of the acclaimed novel Native Son), W. E. B. Du Bois (the nation’s 

most celebrated African American historian), and Paul Robeson (a well-known entertaineractivist) because of their links to the U.S. Communist Party and their identification with 

anti-imperialist and antiracist organizations throughout the world. In addition, suspicions 

of homosexuality could make people, including the only nominally closeted Rustin, into 

targets for governmental surveillance and discriminatory treatment. 

Targeting Difference 

Public signs of homosexual behavior, as the stance adopted by Bayard Rustin suggested, 

increased during the postwar era. Continuing a trend begun during the Second World 

War, more visible and assertive gay and lesbian subcultures emerged, particularly in larger 

cities such as New York and San Francisco. Dr. Alfred Kinsey’s controversial research on 

sexual behavior—his first volume, on male sexuality, appeared in 1948—suggested that 

U.S. life included far more same-sex relationships than previous studies had ever imagined. Kinsey’s volumes, which attracted considerable popular attention, claimed to find people pursuing a wide range of sexual behaviors, ranging from exclusively heterosexual to exclusively homosexual. In late 1952, the issue of transsexuality hit the headlines when the press 

revealed that, after a series of “sex-change” operations in Europe, George W. Jorgensen, Jr. 

had become a “blonde beauty,” Christine Jorgensen. 

By this time, in response to aggressive policing practices and to laws that criminalized 

homosexual behavior, a small “homophile” movement, aimed at combating legal discrimination, had emerged. Gays formed the Mattachine Society (in 1950), and lesbians later 

founded the Daughters of Bilitis, organizations that advocated equal rights for homosexuals. 

Why should the law of the land only protect sexual acts and social relationships generally 

viewed as “normal,” these activists cautiously asked? 

Meanwhile, an aggressive effort to contain these signs of homosexuality gained ground. 

The Kinsey Report’s implicit claim that homosexuality might be seen as simply another form 

of sexuality, alongside the discreet militancy of the Mattachine Society and the Daughters of 

Bilitis, helped fuel this campaign. The fact that several founders of the Mattachine Society 

had also been members of the Communist Party, coupled with the claim that Soviet agents 

could more easily blackmail homosexuals than heterosexuals, helped identify homosexuality as a threat to national security. “One homosexual can pollute a Government office,” 

in much the same way as could a person with communist ideas, claimed a report from the 

U.S. Senate. 

Now, historians of sexuality see a “Lavender Scare” about homosexuality accompanying the “Red Scare” about communism. Popular imagery, for example, portrayed both 

homosexuality and communism as subversive “diseases” that inwardly “sick” people, who 

seemed outwardly little different than other Americans, could spread throughout the body 

politic. It would take, according to this logic, sustained inquiries by knowledgeable experts 

to uncover all of the subversive communists and homosexuals working in sensitive positions in the U.S. government. Suspicion of “sexual deviance” became an acceptable basis 

for subjecting government employees to loyalty board hearings and, ultimately, denying 

them the same legal-constitutional protections enjoyed by heterosexuals. 

The “Great Fear” 

Some cultural historians view the search for subversives during the late 1940s and early 

1950s unfolding against a backdrop of a widespread anxiety they call the “Great Fear.” The 

very real events that energized the Truman administration, such as atomic tests by the 

Soviets, also heightened the emotional impact of stories about communist agents having 

stolen U.S. nuclear secrets or about gay subversives shaping U.S. foreign policy. A growing sense of insecurity, in turn, spurred even greater efforts to safeguard national security. 
As this feeling of anxiety began to settle over U.S. politics, the U.S. Justice Department 

arrested, in 1950, several members of an alleged spy ring. Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, both 

members of the American Communist Party, became the central characters in this controversial episode. 

The Rosenberg case, as with that of Hiss, became a Cold War melodrama. Their trial, 

the verdicts of guilty, the sentences of death, the numerous legal appeals, the worldwide 

protests, and their 1953 executions at Sing Sing Prison all provoked intense controversy. 

Could the Rosenbergs, the parents of two young children, have been involved in the theft 

of nuclear secrets? And if so, were their death sentences, on the charge of espionage, the 

constitutionally appropriate punishment? To their supporters, the Rosenbergs (who died 

maintaining their innocence) became symbols of how easily anticommunist hysteria could 

override rational analysis and legal-constitutional safeguards. Federal officials seemed primarily interested in calming the Great Fear by locating—and then sacrificing—convenient 

scapegoats. To others, however, the evidence presented at the couple’s trial clearly showed 

that they had channeled nuclear information to the Soviets. 

New cartloads of documents, including those that became available in the 1990s, 

have helped to focus, without quite ending, controversy over the Rosenberg case. The 

evidentiary record, as most historians now view it, demonstrates Julius Rosenberg’s 

involvement in some kind of spying and Ethel Rosenberg’s knowledge about his activities. Studies of other Cold War spy cases, however, also suggest that the U.S. government declined even to indict people who almost certainly had passed on important 

atomic-related information to the Soviets. In some instances, officials apparently feared 

a court trial would have revealed ongoing counter-espionage operations by the United 

States. Among all the people actually prosecuted for involvement with the Soviets, 

moreover, only Julius and Ethel Rosenberg faced a charge that carried the death 

penalty. Questions about precisely what information Julius Rosenberg helped convey 

to the USSR and how useful it actually proved to Soviet nuclear scientists also remain 

at issue. 

The performance of the U.S. justice system during the Great Fear became another matter for sustained debate. How well did U.S. courts balance legitimate concerns about safeguarding national security with the protection of civil liberties? During the 1949 prosecution of leaders of the American Communist Party, for instance, the trial judge accepted 

Truman’s Justice Department’s claim that merely holding a leadership position in this 

political party helped further an international conspiracy against the United States and the 

larger “free world.” The Marxist ideology of the American Communist Party and its theoretical publications, even in the absence of any proof of subversive actsby individual defendants, justified convicting the party’s leaders of having committed the crime of sedition 

against the U.S. government. 

This case eventually went to the U.S. Supreme Court and produced the landmark decision ofDennis v. U.S. (1951). Civil libertarians insisted that the government failed to present any evidence that Communist Party publications and speeches, by themselves, posed 

a “clear and present danger” to national security. In this view, the beliefs of the members 

of any political group, even an avowedly communist one, enjoyed the protection of the 

First Amendment. The government, in short, could only put actions, not ideas or political 

preferences, on trial. Although two dissenting Supreme Court justices adopted versions of 

this position, the majority modified the High Court’s own “clear and present danger” doctrine and upheld the broader view of sedition-by-expression earlier advanced by the Truman 

administration and lower federal courts. 

Even before the Denniscase reached the Supreme Court, however, the anticommunist 

credentials of Truman administration were drawing increased scrutiny from more zealous 

red-hunters. In Congress, most Republicans and many Democrats, denouncing Truman’s 

initiatives as too limited, joined to pass the McCarran Internal Security Act of 1950. It 

authorized the detention, during any national emergency, of alleged subversives in special 

camps. It also created the Subversive Activities Control Board (SACB) to investigate organizations suspected of links to the Communist Party and to oversee registration of groups 

allegedly controlled by communists. 

The Truman administration responded ambiguously. Although the president vetoed the 

McCarran Internal Security Act—a symbolic response that Congress quickly overrode—his 

administration authorized the FBI’s J. Edgar Hoover to devise a secret detention program, 

which contained even fewer procedural safeguards than the one created by Congress,and 

continued to enforce its own loyalty program. Still, Truman could never defuse doubts 

about his anticommunist credentials and those of key members of his administration. 

McCarthyism 

Republican Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin eventually emerged as the Truman 

administration’s primary accuser. An intelligence officer during the Second World War, 

McCarthy had entered national politics in the guise of a battle-hardened combat vet, 

“TailgunnerJoe.” Enjoying a meteoric rise, which took him to the U.S. Senate in 1946, the 

rough-hewn McCarthy apparently preferred to be known as a brawler and boozer than as 

a legislator. The Great Fear, however, helped McCarthy refashion himself as a harddriving, two-fisted anticommunist investigator, one who seemingly leaped out from the 

pages of a hard-boiled detective thriller. 
In a famous 1950 speech at Wheeling, West Virginia, McCarthy charged Truman’s 

State Department with employing hundreds of known communists. People rightly 

feared the future, according to McCarthy, “not because our only powerful potential 

enemy has sent men to invade our shores, but rather because of the traitorous actions of 

those who have been treated so well by this Nation.” The people in this camp, according to McCarthy, included Secretary of State Acheson and his predecessor, General 

George C. Marshall. 

A master of political imagery and sexual innuendo, McCarthy subtly linked together 

the Lavender and Red Scares. He portrayed anticommunists in Truman’s administration as both overly privileged and insufficiently manly. Dean Acheson and his aides 

might pose as hard-headed realists who understood the dangers of communism, but 

McCarthy dismissed their claims. Lacking the all-around toughness of authentic anticommunists (such as the Wisconsin senator himself), people such as Acheson, who had 

been “born with silver spoons in their mouths,” had degenerated into effete “enemies 

from within.” To accentuate the secretary of state’s supposed lack of manliness, 

McCarthy derided Acheson as the “Red Dean of fashion” and as the leader of the “lace 

handkerchief crowd.” 

By the final years of Truman’s presidency, McCarthy seemed an unstoppable political 

force. Although McCarthy failed to substantiate most of his charges or to identify specific 

violations of the law, he lacked neither imagination nor potential targets. During the summer of 1950, a subcommittee of the U.S. Senate, after examining government files, concluded that McCarthy’s charges against the State Department amounted to “the most nefarious campaign of half-truths and untruths in the history of this republic.” McCarthy simply 

charged that the files had been “raped,” and he went after Millard Tydings, the courtly 

Democratic senator who had chaired the subcommittee. The defeat of Tydings, whose 

opponents circulated a fabricated photograph linking him to pro-communist activities, in the 

November 1950 election seemed to confirm McCarthy’s political clout and lack of scruples. 

McCarthy’s tactics produced considerable controversy. Despite his apparent recklessness, some influential people tolerated and even encouraged him. Conservative, staunchly 

anticommunist leaders within the Roman Catholic Church, for instance, embraced 

McCarthy, who was a Catholic. Leading Republicans welcomed McCarthy’s assaults on 

their Democratic rivals. In contrast, the historically minded among the senator’s opponents saw him as the latest personification of a form of populist-style demagoguery, which 

became labelled “McCarthyism.” 

The National Security Constitution 

Too much attention to the theatrics of McCarthyism, however, can obscure long-term 

political-constitutional shifts during the era of the Great Fear. Widespread concern about 

national security helped U.S. leaders refashion the nation’s structure of governance. The 

sovereign people ratified only one addition to the formal, written Constitution during this 

era: The 22nd Amendment, adopted in 1951, responded to Roosevelt’s election to third 

and fourth terms in the White House by limiting future presidents to two terms. But congressional legislation, especially the National Security Act of 1947 and the assumption of 

new powers by executive branch agencies—particularly the CIA, FBI, and the Pentagon— 

effectively changed the nation’s constitutional structure and its approach to governance. 

The view that the presidency possessed only limited powers gave way to an opposing 

vision, which had been voiced during earlier times of perceived crisis such as the Second 

World War. Cold War conditions provided renewed justification for greatly extending the 

power of the national government, especially of the executive branch. 

When Truman took the United States into a congressionally undeclared war in Korea, 

he encountered few constitutional obstacles. The idea of constitutional limitations only 

came into play after he asserted his presidential authority in 1952 and ordered his commerce secretary to seize control of the domestic steel industry in order to prevent a threatened strike. Truman could have invoked the Taft-Hartley Act to obtain a 60-day “cooling 

off” period, but he resisted using a measure he had earlier (and unsuccessfully) vetoed. 

Truman claimed, in effect, that the Cold War had dramatically changed constitutional 

practice. The president, the nation’s commander-in-chief, possessed virtually unlimited 

power whenever safeguarding national security required emergency action. 

The “steel seizure case” (officially known as Youngstown Sheet & Tube Company v. 

Sawyer) quickly reached the U.S. Supreme Court. There, three justices, all Truman 

appointees, agreed with the president’s claims of emergency executive powers. Six other 

justices, for differing reasons, rejected Truman’s position as too broadly framed, but all 

expressed significant support, whenever national security issues came into play, for somewhat less expansive views of presidential authority. Most constitutional scholars would 

come to see this 1952 case as a short-term defeat for Truman but hardly a long-term setback 

for national-security powers. 

Truman’s Fair Deal 

Focus Question 

What were the guiding assumptions of the Fair Deal, and which of its major initiatives 

seemed likely to pass through Congress? Which proposals seemed likely to stall 

there, and why? 

Meanwhile, Harry Truman needed to operate within relatively narrow political boundaries 

when his administration left the national security arena and entered that of social welfare 

policy making. Truman’s policy initiatives, which culminated in what the White House 

would call the Fair Deal, grew out of the Democratic Party’s effort to frame a domestic 

agenda for the post-New Deal era. 

Truman claimed to share much of Franklin Roosevelt’s earlier vision. Many Democrats 

thus pressed him to embrace an expansive view, such as that set forth in FDR’s Second Bill 

of Rights (1944) (see chapter 26), of how the national government might enhance the 

everyday security of ordinary citizens. Following the Second World War, after all, most 

Western European nations were creating or expanding their own “welfare states.” These 

systems of governance, based on the principle and practice of using economic and social 

planning to guarantee all citizens certain substantive rights, such as access to adequate 

housing and medical care, featured an aggressive use of state power. 

In the United States, however, proposals for governmental planning and new social 

welfare measures generally stalled. Critics had already assailed wartime Washington’s 

extensive use of governmental power to regulate economic relationships as unnecessary 

and in conflict with the U.S. Constitution. During Truman’s presidency, opposition to the 

kind of expansive social agenda suggested in FDR’s Second Bill of Rights grew stronger. 

Any attempt to update the New Deal agenda for a postwar world, insisted most Republicans and some Democrats, could provide dangerous precedents for unconstitutionally 

trampling on private rights and erode traditional ideas about individual initiative and 

responsibility. Dixiecrat Democrats, for example, often joined with conservative Republicans to block any congressional legislation that might give Washington additional economic 

powers on the theory that such a move might imply analogous authority to begin dismantling white supremacy in the South. Weighing in on behalf of powerful business interests, 

the National Association of Manufacturers (NAM) consistently denounced the Truman 

administration as a menace to the nation’s private, free-enterprise economic system. 

The Employment Act of 1946 and the Promise of Economic Growth 

The Truman administration, faced with this kind of opposition to economic planning and 

European-style welfare policies, sought an alternative vision of domestic social policy making. The 1946 debate over a “Full Employment Bill” provided it. This measure, as initially 

conceived, would have empowered Washington to ensure employment for all citizens 

seeking work. To the bill’s opponents, the phrase “full employment” implied a step toward 

the European model of a welfare state, perhaps even toward socialism. 

As the Democratic effort to enact this measure lost momentum, a scaled-back version 

moved forward. The law that Congress finally passed, renamed the Employment Act of 

1946, called for “maximum” (rather than full) employment and specifically declared that 

private enterprise, not government, bore primary responsibility for economic decision 

making. The act nonetheless created a new executive branch body, the Council of Economic Advisers, to formulate long-range policy recommendations, and it thus signaled that 

the national government would assume some still undefined responsibility for the health 

and performance of the U.S. economy. 

Moreover, the Employment Act of 1946 suggested that economic expertise now provided a vital national resource. The idea that advice from economic experts, as an alternative to government planning, could guarantee a constantly expanding economy helped 

muster crucial support for creating the Council of Economic Advisers. An influential group 

of economists, many of them disciples of Britain’s John Maynard Keynes, pressed for this 

move. Their economic know-how, they claimed, could help government eliminate the 

boom-and-bust cycles that had long afflicted the nation’s economy. Instead of abandoning 

the economy to the largely uncoordinated decisions of private individuals and corporations, economic expertise could help governmental and business leaders identify the policies most likely to produce growth. 

The promise of economic expansion quickly came to dazzle postwar leaders. Using the 

relatively new measure of gross national product (GNP), economists claimed they could 

objectively calculate the nation’s growing economic bounty. Developed in 1939, GNP— 

defined as the total dollar value of all goods and services produced in the nation during a 

given year—became the standard gauge of economic health. Corporate executives, who 

had generally feared that the end of the war would bring long-term labor unrest and trigger a deep recession, came to view a rising GNP as an important predictor of social stability. The Truman administration’s domestic policy makers also welcomed the prospect of 

an expanding economy, which would automatically increase federal tax revenues and, thus, 

help remove some of the political obstacles blocking the financial path for the administration’s domestic agenda. “With economic expansion, every problem is capable of solution,” 

insisted one celebrant of economic growth. Another likened the promise of ongoing 

growth to finding the proverbial rainbow andthe pot of gold at its end. 

Truman and his advisers enthusiastically spread the gospel of governmentally stimulated 

economic growth. This new faith nicely dovetailed with the spending levels their national 

security plans required. The Cold War could serve as “an automatic pump primer” for the 

U.S. economy. At the same time, security-related assistance programs such as the Marshall 

Plan could create overseas markets and investment opportunities for U.S. businesses. The 

goal of sustained economic growth at home, in short, became linked to development in the 

world at large—and to the all-pervasive concern about protecting U.S. national security. 

Sharp increases in governmental spending for the Pentagon thus signaled a generaleconomic 

policy that critical observers eventually began to call “military Keynesianism”—the 

practice of stimulating and regulating the economy through governmental spending in 

the military sector. U.S. News and World Report, a conservative weekly, suggested that 

government officials seemed to “have found the magic formula for almost endless good 

times.” 

Shaping the Fair Deal 

In 1949, Truman unveiled a set of social welfare proposals he called the Fair Deal. He proposed extending popular New Deal programs, particularly Social Security and minimum 

wage laws; enacting legislation dealing with civil rights, national health care, and federal 

aid for education; and repealing the Taft-Hartley Act of 1947. The president also urged 

substantial spending on public housing projects, and his secretary of agriculture called for 

new governmental subsidies to support farm prices. The core assumption on which Truman 

built his entire Fair Deal—that sustained economic growth could finance enlarged 

government programs for specifically targeted groups—came to dominate policy planning. Changes to two prominent programs, both of which predated Truman’s administration, illustrate the approach to domestic social policy that became standard procedure during the Fair Deal years. 

The first, the so-called GI Bill (officially titled the Serviceman’s Readjustment Act of 

1944), provided a comprehensive social benefit package but only for those people who 

had served in the armed forces. Far more inclusive and clearly defined than programs for 

veterans of previous wars, the GI Bill gained crucial support from the conservative leadership 

of the American Legion. The law provided vets with financial assistance for college andjobtraining programs. Slightly more than 50 percent of veterans sought such funds, and during 1947, the year of peak enrollment, roughly half of the nation’s entire college and university population received aid under the GI Bill. In addition, it gave veterans preferential 

treatment when applying for government jobs; favorable financial terms when borrowing 

money to purchase homes or businesses; and, eventually, comprehensive medical care in 

hospitals run by the Veterans Administration (VA). The Veterans Readjustment Assistance 

Act of 1952, popularly known as the GI Bill of Rights, extended these benefits to those 

who had served in the Korean War. The Truman administration never revived FDR’s proposal for a Second Bill of Rights, but the Fair Deal did ensure that veterans would enjoy 

some of its key provisions. 

The Social Security program also expanded during Truman’s Fair Deal. Rebutting 

attacks against this New Deal measure by conservatives who denounced it as a poorly 

designed and unwarranted extension of federal power, advocates of Social Security 

stressed its carefully targeted provisions. Certainly, people who were disabled and blind 

deserved assistance, and older people had surely earned the “income security” provided by 

Social Security through their years of work and the monetary contributions withheld from 

their own paychecks. Under the Social Security Act of 1950, the level of benefits increased 

significantly; the retirement-related portions of the program became more flexible; and 

more than 10 million additional people, including agricultural workers, came into the 

Social Security system. 

The Fair Deal’s more expansive (and more expensive) proposals, however, either failed 

to gain congressional approval or passed in scaled-back form. Truman’s plan for a comprehensive national health insurance program faced opposition from several different 

quarters. Consumer groups and labor unions, intent on creating nonprofit, communityrun health plans, generally saw Truman’s proposal for a centralized health system as a 

blueprint for unnecessarily bureaucratizing medical care. From a different perspective, the 

American Medical Association (AMA) and the American Hospital Association (AHA) 

opposed any direct governmental intervention in the traditional fee-for-service medical 

system and steered Congress toward a less intrusive alternative—expanding the federal 

financing of new hospitals under the previously enacted Hill-Burton Act (1946). In addition, large insurance companies, which were continuing to push their own private plans 

in cooperation with businesses (see chapter 26), also weighed in against the Truman plan. 

Opinion polls suggested that many voters, especially those who could enroll in affordable 

private health insurance plans such as the popular Blue Cross and Blue Shield systems, 

found themselves confused by or simply uninterested in Truman’s initiative. 

The Fair Deal’s housing proposals met a similarly mixed reception. The severe postwar 

shortage of affordable housing in urban areas did stir some support for Washington’s participation in home-building programs. Even some conservative Republicans, notably Senator 

Robert Taft of Ohio, supported the Housing Act of 1949 as a necessary response to a postwar housing pinch. Part of Truman’s Fair Deal package, this measure authorized construction of 810,000 public housing units and provided federal funds for “urban renewal” 

zones, areas to be cleared of rundown dwellings and then rebuilt with new construction. 

The Housing Act of 1949 proclaimed ambitious goals but provided relatively modest funding, especially for its public-housing component. Private construction firms and realtors 

welcomed funding for urban renewal and for federal home loan guarantee programs such 

as those established under the GI Bill and those directed by the Federal Housing Administration (FHA). At the same time, they continually lobbied effectively against a more 

extensive program of publicly financed housing projects. 

The Fair Deal, in short, proved most successful in advancing narrowly targeted social 

welfare measures. This meant the Truman administration provided significant assistance 

to veterans and to older Americans but failed to achieve its more ambitious goals of 

national health care and public housing construction. With opponents of the broader Fair 

Deal proposals dismissing them as “welfare schemes,” the White House found it easier to 

advance the narrower initiatives that it could defend as fiscally sound “security” measures 

for specifically delineated groups of deserving recipients. 

Civil Rights 

The Truman administration also struggled to place at least some of the national government’s 

power behind a growing civil-rights movement. A global struggle against the fascism of the 

Axis Powers had earlier assisted domestic campaigns against discrimination (see chapter 26), 

and subsequent efforts benefited from the postwar battle against communism. After 

returning to the home front, few service personnel of African, Latino, and Native American 

descent wished to remain passive bystanders when public laws and policing practices 

sometimes reduced them to second-class citizens. Moreover, people of color who had 

moved to larger cities, seeking to escape discrimination and find wartime employment, not 

only wanted to secure but to build on the social and economic gains they and their families 

had made during the earlier 1940s. Drives to translate the vision of liberty and equality on 

prominent display in FDR’s Second Bill of Rights into reality also continued to animate 

some lawyers and grassroots activists during the immediate postwar period. The national 

government, from their perspectives, needed to mobilize its powerful resources to fight 

discrimination and injustice in the Cold War United States. 

During his 1948 presidential campaign, Truman strongly endorsed the proposals of a 

civil-rights committee he had established in 1946. Its controversial report, entitled “To 

Secure These Rights,” called for federal legislation against lynching; creation of a special 

civil-rights division within the Department of Justice; adoption of new initiatives against 

discrimination in employment, housing, and public facilities; and a plan for desegregating 

the U.S. military. These proposals had helped prompt the Dixiecrat revolt of 1948, but 

they also gained Truman significant support from African Americans and Latinos. 

Truman continued to support the civil-rights cause. When successive congresses failed 

to enact legislation against lynching and poll taxes, which prevented most southern blacks 

from voting, leaders of the civil-rights movement turned to the White House and to the 

federal courts. The threat by A. Philip Randolph, head of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car 

Porters, to work with activists such as Bayard Rustin in organizing a protest campaign, 

pushed Truman to issue an executive order, in 1948, which set in motion a gradual phasing out of the military’s system of racial segregation. 

Much as the antifascist environment of the Second World War had forced the Roosevelt 

administration to address some civil-rights issues, the Cold War climate helped energize 

Truman’s Fair Dealers. Truman spoke candidly about how much legalized segregation tarnished the image of the United States in a Cold War world “which is 90 percent colored.” 

Although the Cold War could help justify action against African American leaders whom 

governmental officials considered linked to subversive causes, it also made the federal government’s tacit support of Jim Crow a foreign policy liability. Continuing efforts to preserve racialized segregation, spearheaded by Dixiecrats from the South, seemed in direct 

conflict with Washington’s claim to represent liberty and equality in a world threatened by 

Soviet totalitarianism. The symbol of U.S. constitutional law still upholding racial separatism worked to the advantage of attorneys for the NAACP and for Latino groups such as 

LULAC, when they mounted court challenges against discriminatory measures, especially 

in the field of public education. 

Lawyers from Truman’s Justice Department appeared in court to support suits brought by 

civil-rights organizations. Working in concert, attorneys made the case against governmentbacked public school segregation and against “restrictive covenants” (legal agreements that 

prevented racial or religious minorities from acquiring real estate). In 1946, the Supreme 

Court declared restrictive covenants unconstitutional and began chipping away at the 

“separate-but-equal” principle, used since Plessy v.Ferguson (1896) to justify the legality of 

racially segregated public schools. A federal court in California, ruling on the case brought 

the previous year in Orange County by LULAC and the NAACP, held that segregating 

students of Mexican descent in separate, and unequal, schools violated their constitutional rights. According to one of the federal courts that heard this case—as Mendez v. 

Westminster School District in 1946—a separate school system could never pass constitutional muster, especially in a nation that had only recently emerged victorious 

over Nazi racism. The practice of “co-mingling” a diverse student body within the 

same educational institution “instills and develops a common cultural attitude,” which 

would be “imperative for the perpetuation of American institutions and ideals,” the 

court argued. 

Subsequent court rulings cast further doubt on the future of the Plessyprecedent. In 

1948, a second federal court—with the case now entitled Westminster School District v. 

Mendez—agreed with the first: segregating Mexican-descended students violated their 

constitutional rights. Two years later, in cases involving students of African descent, the 

U.S. Supreme Court ruled unconstitutional, under the 14th Amendment, racial segregation in state-financed graduate and law schools. The familiar arguments used to legitimate 

racial segregation in other areas of public education now seemed ripe for successful constitutional challenges. 

The years immediately after the Second World War, in sum, marked a turning point in 

domestic policy making. The New Deal’s vision of comprehensive socioeconomic planning 

gave way to the Fair Deal’s view: The nation could expect that uninterrupted economic 

growth would enable Washington to finance, through rising tax revenues, programs 

designed to assist specific groups. As one supporter of this approach argued, postwar policy makers were sophisticated enough to embrace “partial remedies,” such as the GI Bill, 

rather than to wait for fanciful “cure-alls,” such as FDR’s Second Bill of Rights. Partisans of 

the Fair Deal hoped that at least some of these limited programs could be expanded in the 

years to come. 

Signs of a Changing Culture 

Focus Question 

How did a resurgent civil-rights movement and a new suburban culture help signal 

changes in American life during the immediate postwar era? 

The postwar years also accelerated the pace of cultural change. Encouraged by the advertising industry, most people seemed, at one level, to view most things new and novel as 

signs of progress. Yet, at another level, the speed and scope of cultural change generated 

widespread feelings of uneasiness and anxiety, which likely contributed to the Great Fear 

about subversion. 

The Baseball “Color Line” 

The complex interplay between celebrating and fearing change can be seen in the effort, 

during the 1940s and early 1950s, to desegregate the sport-entertainment business 

known as Organized Baseball. In 1947, the national pastime finally abandoned its policy 

of racial segregation when Jack Roosevelt (Jackie) Robinson, a multi-sport star at UCLA 

who had later played baseball in the Negro National League, took over first base for the 

Brooklyn Dodgers. Some ballplayers of European descent, including several in Robinson’s 

own club, considered a boycott. Baseball’s leadership, seeking new sources of on-field talent and seeing a steady stream of African American fans coming through the turnstiles, 

quickly displayed the power it could wield over its labor force. It squelched dissent by 

threatening to suspend any player who refused to play with or against Robinson. 

Officially, Organized Baseball 

desegregated. Shortly after 

Robinson’s debut, the Cleveland 

Indians acquired center fielder 

Larry Doby and, somewhat later, 

the already legendary hurler, 

Leroy (Satchel) Paige. Other topflight players abandoned the 

Negro leagues for clubs in the 

American and National circuits. 

The skills of Robinson, named 

Rookie of the Year in 1947 and the 

National League’s Most Valuable 

Player in 1949, and other players 

of African descent quickly carried 

the day. Although talented lightskinned Latinos had long passed 

through the racial barrier, Orestes 

(“Minnie”) Minoso, a Cuban-born 

veteran of the Negro Leagues, 

became the first Afro-Latino to 

break into the Big Leagues in 1949. 

Close students of the game soon 

credited players such as Robinson 

and Minoso, fleet-footed and daring base runners, with reintroducing an aggressive style of play to a 

sport that had come to emphasize 

home runs and a base-to-base 

approach to scoring runs. 

Major League teams began fielding greater numbers of African American and Latino 

players, and some mounted extensive recruiting operations in Mexico and throughout the 

Caribbean. Years later, during the 50th anniversary of Robinson’s debut, Major League 

Baseball would stage elaborate memorial ceremonies for Robinson, who had died in 

1972, and would congratulate itself for having been at the forefront of the fight against 

racial prejudice during the Cold War years. 

As historians generally note, however, baseball’s Cold War leadership had unofficially 

limited its own desegregation effort. It allowed several teams—which claimed, improbably, 

that they could find no talented African American or Latino prospects—to wait years before 

integrating their rosters. More commonly, clubs restricted the number of African American 

and Latino players they would take on and adopted a Jim Crow policy for hiring managers, 

coaches, and front-office personnel. When age forced Jackie Robinson’s retirement as a 

player, for instance, he found himself effectively shut out of the game he had earlier helped 

integrate. 

Even many of the players who followed in Robinson’s on-field footsteps confronted 

continuing obstacles. African American and Latino players, who faced subtle barriers 

while competing for a spot on a Major League roster, often encountered overt, off-thefield discrimination during the annual spring training period in the South and Southwest. Young prospects endured similar problems while playing for minor league teams, 

generally located in relatively small towns with few services or businesses that catered 

to people of color. Spanish-speaking players faced special difficulties that extended 

beyond language. Even stars such as Minoso, accustomed to playing top-quality baseball in the Negro Leagues and Caribbean winter leagues, struggled to convince managers, sportswriters, and teammates (African Americans as well as Caucasians) that they 

could “understand” the subtleties of either the “national pastime” or of the larger North 

American culture. 

New Suburban Developments 

The culture of postwar suburbia also showed how the celebration of cultural change and 

a resistance to its impact could coexist in an uneasy tension. Suburbs had long been part 

of the national landscape. During the late 1940s, however, suburban living came within 

the means of millions of families. The new Long Island town of Levittown, New York, which 

welcomed its first residents in October 1947, quickly became the preeminent symbol of 

postwar suburban culture. 

Nearly everything about Levittown seemed unprecedented. Levitt & Sons, a construction company that had mass-produced military barracks during the Second World War, 

claimed to be completing a five-room bungalow every 15 minutes. Architectural critics 

might sneer at these “little boxes,” but potential buyers would brave long lines for a chance 

to purchase one. By 1950, New York’s Levittown contained more than 10,000 homes and 

40,000 residents, and bulldozers and construction crews were sweeping through similarly 

planned developments across the country. 

To assist potential buyers, the national government continued to offer an extensive set 

of programs. The FHA, established during the New Deal, helped underwrite an elaborate 

lending system. Typically, people who bought FHA-financed homes needed only 5 percent 

of the purchase price as a down payment; they could borrow the rest and guarantee their 

loan with a long-term, government-insured mortgage. Military veterans enjoyed even more 

favorable terms under the GI loan program. This kind of public assistance to middleincome families made it cheaper for them to purchase a suburban house than to rent a significantly smaller apartment in most cities. Moreover, homeowners enjoyed another valuable governmental subsidy. They could deduct the interest payments on their mortgages 

from their federal income tax. 

The postwar suburb gained a reputation for being an ideal place in which to raise 

children, which U.S. families were having in unprecedented numbers. Toward the end 

of the Second World War, a number of demographic forces, including earlier marriages 

and rising incomes, had begun to fuel a “baby boom”that would last until the end of 

the 1950s. The baby boom generation, a key segment of the U.S. population for decades 

to come, made an immediate imprint on suburban culture. With houses generally occupying only about 15 percent of suburban lots, baby boomers could, with the help of 

their parents, convert the large lawns into lush, green private playgrounds. In addition, 

suburban children could claim credit for generating and consuming growing segments 

of the nation’s GNP, especially those connected to entertainment, leisure, and public education. Suburban schools were as new as the homes, and school boards used their wellappointed facilities to attract both skilled, enthusiastic teachers and the children of other 

middle-income families. 

In many respects, postwar suburbanculture exuded a sense of optimism. Suburbia often 

symbolized new possibilities, confidence in the future, and acceptance of change. It also 

encouraged the vision of continued economic growth. Because the output of developers 

never caught up with the demand of 

buyers during the early Cold War era, 

suburbanites discovered they could 

often sell their existing home at a substantial profit and move up to a more 

spacious, more expensive dwelling in 

an even newer suburb. A suburban 

home, in short, became both a symbol 

of success and an important, highly 

liquid financial asset. 

At the same time, some of the most 

noticeable markers of postwar suburban culture seemed to symbolize resistance to certain kinds of changes. As 

many contemporary observers noted, 

the new suburbs appeared to offer 

many of its residents a material and 

psychological refuge. Most obviously, 

buying a suburban home could provide many families of European 

descent a way of cushioning the impact 

of social and demographic change. As 

African American families continued to 

migrate to northern and western cities in 

search of jobs and greater opportunity, 

white families began to see moving to the new suburbs as a way to avoid living in racially 

integrated communities. Governmental policies generally contributed to this trend through 

the financial incentives provided to homebuyers. Moreover, after the U.S. Supreme Court 

declared restrictive covenants unconstitutional, local officials rarely enforced the decision. 

Various informal and extralegal arrangements prevented, until well into the 1960s, any 

African American from buying a home in Long Island’s Levittown. 

Other policies and practices also helped segregate the new postwar suburbs. 

Although land and building costs would have been cheaper in these areas than in urban 

locales, most suburbanites jealously guarded their community’s legal power to veto the 

building of public housing projects, whose units were likely to become racially and ethnically integrated. As a result, the federal government clustered housing projects on 

relatively expensive, high-density urban sites, a practice that helped make suburban living 

seem all that more desirable. At the same time, the lending industry generally channeled government-guaranteed loans for single-family homes toward the new suburbs, 

and private lenders routinely denied African Americans and Latinos the credit they 

needed to buy a newly built home. Their individual decisions, bankers insisted, rested 

purely on economic calculations. African American and Latino buyers invariably lacked 

the financial resources, lenders claimed, to qualify for a loan on a new suburban home. 

They needed to readjust their sights and seek housing within urban areas or in older 

suburbs. Any discrimination produced by this system, the housing-lending industry 

contended, flowed from the unintentional consequences of entirely race-blind, marketplace calculations. 

The people who dominated the new suburban housing industry thus denied they were 

intentionally contributing to the spatial patterning of racial discrimination. William Levitt 

could proudly identify his private housing projects with the public crusade against communism. “No man who owns his house and lot can be a Communist,” he remarked in 

1948. “He has too much to do.” Even as Levitt was claiming he could help solve the problem of housing—and perhaps even that of communist subversion—he was also resisting 

any suggestion that his firm’s business-related choices bore any direct relationship to racial 

discrimination. 

Similarly, developers saw the new suburbia’s gender politics as the “natural” byproduct 

of larger marketplace forces. The financial industry, adopting a policy that resembled its 

approach to racial matters, extended the vast majority of its loan guarantees to men of 

European descent. Only rarely could single women, from any ethnic background, obtain 

loans. The FHA, a governmental agency, justified the gender tilt in its policies by insisting 

that men were the primary family breadwinners and that single women seldom made 

enough money to qualify as good credit risks. 

Postwar Hollywood 

Postwar Hollywood turned out powerful symbols of the Cold War era’s fascination with— 

and fear of—cultural change. When the postwar era began, Hollywood stilldominatedthe 

entertainment business. Enjoying the reopening of overseas markets and welcoming 

the return of their male stars from military service, the major studios expected to prosper during the postwar era. According to marketing studies, most people simply 

“went to the movies,” giving little thought to what picture they might see. In 1946, 

Hollywood’s attendance figures and profits reached all-time highs. As one historian 

later estimated, the average number of moviegoers in a single week, 90 million, 

amounted to nearly three-quarters of the people realistically able to reach a motion 

picture theater! 

Hollywood, still congratulating itself for having cheered the nation through the Depression and the Second World War, expected to perform much the same service during the 

onset of the Cold War. Perhaps no movie genre seemed better designed to cheerlead than 

the Hollywood musical. Filled with lively stars, upbeat tunes, and flashy dance sequences, 

musicals invariably expressed optimism about the future. MGM’s On the Town(1949), 

based on a 1944 Broadway smash and updated to the Cold War period, epitomized the 

early postwar musical. It saturated movie screens with hopeful imagery. During 24 hours 

of shore leave, three U.S. sailors sing and dance their way through New York City, sample 

the fruits of both elite and popular culture, and fall in love with three equally vibrant 

young women. Moving at a breakneck pace, On the Townsuggested just how much three 

virile servicemen might accomplish in one day. Ending with a title card proudly proclaiming it had been filmed in “Hollywood, USA,” this musical also seemed to herald the 

U.S. film industry’s own bright future. 

Even as On the Townarrived in movie theaters, however, Hollywood’s fortunes were 

starting to change. By 1949, attendance figures—along with profits—began to plummet. 

During the next decade, Hollywood would lose fully half of its 1946 audience, and many 

studios would face bankruptcy. 

Cultural historians once blamed television for keeping potential moviegoers at 

home, but Hollywood’s difficulties set in even before TV became a serious rival. The 

same year MGM shot On the Town, for instance, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that 

antitrust laws required the major studios to give up their highly profitable ownership 

of local movie theaters. This decision, the Paramount Case(1948), rocked Hollywood 

just as it faced labor strife, internal conflict over blacklisting, and soaring production 

costs. TV simply delivered another, albeit substantial, blow to an industry already 

reeling backward. 

Meanwhile, as Hollywood struggled to adapt to changing times, images of fear and hopelessness began to pervade some of its own productions. An important cycle of 1940s motion 

pictures, first noticed by critics in France, came to be called films noirsor “dark cinema.” 

The images of crime and of social behavior in many of these movies challenged established 

censorship limits, which the Hollywood studios had been enforcing under their Production 

Code since the mid-1930s. The industry, in fact, had refused to allow production of earlier versions of some of the noirish film scripts brought to the screen during the Cold War 

era. Nearly always filmed in black and white and often set at night in large cities, films noirs 

purported to peek into the dark corners of the American Way of Life. Noir characters continued to pursue dreams and hopes but with little chance of ever succeeding. Failure and 

loss, in films noirs, seemed to be the rule rather than the exception. 

Most of Hollywood’s films noirsconspicuously featured alluring femmes fatales, beautiful 

and dangerous women who challenge the prevailing order, particularly its gender hierarchies. 

Portrayed as in revolt against the popular injunction to support her man, the femme fatale 

character represented an image very different from that of the always faithful, and eternally 

nurturing, wife and mother. Usually unmarried or childless, amoral femmes fatalesthreaten 

both men, who were generally portrayed as weak and ineffectual, and other, less assertive 

women. Ultimately, however, Hollywood’s femmes fatalesfail to overcome the male-dominated 

forces they seek to challenge. 

In The File on Thelma Jordan (1949), an archetypal noir, Barbara Stanwyck’s title 

character cynically infiltrates the marriage of a weak-willed district attorney. Neither 

love nor even lust drives her illicit affair with him. Instead, she calculatedly seduces 

him as part of a cleverly ambitious, but ultimately unsuccessful, scheme to manipulate 

the criminal justice system. The postwar era’s most prominent female stars—including 

Stanwyck, Joan Crawford, Rita Hayworth, and Lana Turner—achieved both popular 

and critical acclaim playing femmes fatales, women whose desire for radical change ultimately ends in failure. 

In sum, developments in the national pastime of baseball, in the new suburbia, and in 

the Hollywood film industry provide three vivid examples of a more general cultural pattern: 

an ambivalent response to changes ushered in during the Cold War era. Alterations in supposedly settled cultural patterns could signal both the promise of living in the postwar 

United States and the potentially disastrous consequences of confronting changes that 

threatened to overwhelm both the daily lives of individuals and the cultural cohesion of 

the nation. 

By the early 1950s, according to many contemporary observers, Cold War U.S. culture seemed in need, at the very least, of new symbols of stability. Particularly in the 

realms of politics and governance, there appeared a deeply felt desire for signs of reassurance. With a positive approval rating hovering under 30 percent, Harry Truman 

seemed to symbolize disarray, even despair. The “Little Man from Missouri” now seemed 

far too small a figure to lead the United States out of a time marked by ambiguous, even 

dire, signposts. Most people, including Truman, appeared to look forward to the end of 

his tenure in the White House. 

From Truman to Eisenhower 

Harry Truman refused even to consider running for another term in 1952. Still, his 

tumultuous years in the public spotlight put his Democratic Party on the defensive, and 

denunciations of communism and of Truman fueled an energetic Republican campaign. 

The Election of 1952 

Adlai Stevenson of Illinois, the Democratic presidential candidate in 1952, tried to take a 

hard line on national security. He warned that “Soviet secret agents and their dupes” had 

“burrowed like moles” into governments throughout the world. “We cannot let our guard 

drop for even a moment,” he claimed. Stevenson approved of the conviction of the American 

Communist Party’s leaders and the dismissal of schoolteachers who were party members. 

A solidly anticommunist stance, however, could not save Stevenson or the Democratic 

Party. The GOP’s formula for electoral victory could be reduced to a simple equation, 

“K1C2”: “Korea, corruption, and communism.” 

The Republicans first linked Stevenson’s candidacy to the unpopular Truman presidency. They criticized Truman for mishandling the Korean War and highlighted revelations about some members of Truman’s administration having solicited kickbacks in 

exchange for the granting of governmental contracts. The GOP’s staunchly anticommunist 

vice-presidential candidate, Senator Richard Nixon of California, called Stevenson “Adlai 

the appeaser” and charged him with holding a Ph.D. from “Dean Acheson’s Cowardly College 

of Communist Containment.” Some Republicans even questioned the manliness of the 

Democratic contender, a soft-spoken lawyer-politician who remained unmarried following 

his 1949 divorce. 

A Soldier-Politician 

For their presidential candidate, Republicans looked to a hero of the Second World War, 

General Dwight David Eisenhower, popularly known as “Ike.” Eisenhower had grown 

up in Kansas, graduated from West Point, ascended through Army ranks, and directed 

the Normandy invasion of 1944 as Supreme Allied Commander. He had served as Army 

Chief of Staff from 1945 to 1948 and, after an interim period as president of Columbia 

University, had become the commander of NATO, a post he held until May 1952. Eisenhower had never sought elective office, but a half-century of public service, most of it in 

the military, had taught him skills he found useful during his sudden plunge into partisan politics. Initially uncomfortable in the spotlight, Eisenhower fought through early 

difficulties and, with help from a bevy of consultants, developed an appealing media 

persona. 

Eisenhower’s personal appeal generally dazzled political insiders and commentators. 

Although Ike’s partisan affiliations had long remained vague—hazy enough for some 

Democrats to have courted him as their own presidential nomineein 1948—he eventually emerged as the GOP’s savior. Key Republicans, in turn, convinced Eisenhower that 

Senator Robert Taft, the likely GOP nominee if Ike declined to run, leaned too far to the 

right on domestic issues and lacked a firm commitment to containment policies overseas. 

Eisenhower, claiming to take a middle-of-the-road stance on controversial issues, appeared 

ready to direct the nation through the Cold War as skillfully as he had led it through a hot 

one. A generally adoring Washington press corps, grumbled Adlai Stevenson, embraced 

the former war hero before learning “what his party platform would 

be” or “what would be the issues of 

the campaign.” The Republican 

effort in 1952, the first to experiment with the possibilities of televised appeals, effectively tapped its 

presidential candidate’s charisma. A 

popular GOP campaign simply 

announced: “I Like IKE!” 

The first military leader to gain 

the presidency since Ulysses S. Grant 

(1869–77), Eisenhower achieved a 

great personal victory in 1952. The 

Eisenhower-Nixon ticket rolled up 

almost 7 million more popular 

votes than its Democratic opponents and dominated the Electoral 

College tally by a margin of 442 to 

89. Despite Ike’s trouncing of 

Stevenson, however, the Republican Party made relatively modest gains. It managed a single-vote majority in the U.S. Senate and an eight-vote edge over the Democrats in the 

House of Representatives. The Democratic coalition Franklin Roosevelt had forged during 

the 1930s thus survived. It did, however, show some signs of fraying, especially in the 

South. There, the votes of white southerners, many of which had gone to the Dixiecrats in 

1948, began moving toward the Republicans. Eisenhower carried four states in the Democratic Party’s once solid South. 

Conclusion 

An emphasis on aggressively safeguarding national security helped reshape national life 

during the years immediately following the Second World War. As worsening relations 

between the United States and the Soviet Union developed into a Cold War, the Truman 

administration pursued policies that expanded the power of the national government, particularly those of the executive branch. The militarization of foreign policy, presaged in the 

Truman Doctrine and solidified in NSC-68, intensified after the United States went to war 

in Korea in 1950. 
The Cold War climate also affected the home front. People debated how best to protect 

national security, combat subversion, and calm cultural anxieties. The New Deal’s vision, 

outlined in FDR’s Economic Bill of Rights, faded, but Truman’s Fair Deal offered a new 

view of social policy making. Fair Dealers promised that the wisdom of economic experts 

could guarantee economic growth and thereby provide the tax revenues to finance a set of 

effectively targeted social welfare programs. The Truman administration also pressed for 

national measures against racial discrimination. 

The 1952 election of Dwight D. Eisenhower gave the Republicans the presidency for 

the first time in 20 years. Eisenhower’s personal appeal, however, did not signal an imminent end to the power of the Democratic coalition that had held electoral sway since the 

1930s. How would its vision of liberty and equality, as modified during the Fair Deal 

years, fare during the rest of the 1950s? 

