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AMERICAN COMMUNITIES: UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON, SEATTLE In

1948 philosophy professor Melvin Rader was falsely accused of being a Communist

conspirator. Although one legislator claimed there were 150 Communists on the faculty,

the University uncovered six, three of whom were dismissed. During the Cold War era,

the federal government was providing substantial support for higher education through

the GI Bill. The student population at the University of Washington grew rapidly and a

strong sense of community among the students grew, led by older, former soldiers. The

Cold War put a damper on this community. Wild charges of communist subversion led

several states to require state employees to take loyalty oaths. In this repressed

atmosphere, faculty were dismissed, students dropped out of school, and free speech was

restrained on the campuses. The vignette illustrates how anticommunist hysteria reversed

the optimism and hopes for peace that greeted the end of World War II.

GLOBAL INSECURITIES AT WAR’S END During WWII, the United States and

Soviet Union had temporarily put aside their differences in a common fight. Divergent

interests made a continued alliance unlikely. As the war wound down, Americans were

confident that an “American Century” would arise as their overwhelming industrial

superiority would enable it to set the terms for peace. Fears of the return of depression led

the United States to take a much more active international stance. The Soviet Union

interpreted the aggressive American economic moves as a threat.

Although the Atlantic Charter had proclaimed the right of national selfdetermination,

FDR’s realism allowed him to recognize that some kinds of spheres of

influence were inevitable for the winning powers. The Soviet Union had established

military dominance over much of Eastern Europe, partially as a buffer zone. Germany

had been temporarily divided into four occupation zones, but its long-term fate was

unresolved. The western zones gradually became more Americanized while the Soviets

resisted reunification of Germany. Mistrust between the United States and the Soviet

Union grew.

Many hoped that a stronger United Nations would be the source for collective

security that the League of Nations could not provide. But it could act only when a

permanent member of the Security Council chose not to exercise its veto power.

Although the UN in its early years operated along lines of the Cold War, it proved

effective at providing humanitarian relief.

THE POLICY OF CONTAINMENT While FDR favored diplomacy and compromise,

Truman was committed to a get-tough policy with the Soviets. When civil war threatened

the governments in Turkey and Greece, the United States warned of a communist coup

and provided $400 million to help defeat the rebel movements. The Truman Doctrine

committed the United States to a policy of trying to contain Communism. The Marshall

Plan provided $13 billion to rebuild Europe, in part to relieve suffering, in part to reduce

the likelihood of a Communist takeover if the region’s economy collapsed. The plan had

the long-term impact of revitalizing the European capitalist economy and driving a

further wedge between the West and Soviet Union. The gap widened when the western

zones of Germany merged. When the Soviets cut off land access to West Berlin, the

United States airlifted supplies to the city. The United States also created an alliance of

anti-Soviet nations, NATO, and the Soviets responded with the Warsaw Pact. The

East/West split seemed permanent. The American policy of containing Communism

rested on the ability to stop Communist expansion by military means. After the Soviets

developed nuclear weapons, both sides amassed lethal stockpiles. This, in turn, depended

on the use of atomic weapons. The U.S. and Soviets could not come up with a plan to

control them. Within a few years both sides had a stockpile of hydrogen bombs.

COLD WAR LIBERALISM The early years of the Truman presidency were plagued

by protests by Americans tired of war-time sacrifices. An inability to bring troops home

quickly or end rationing hurt Truman’s popularity. Inflation spread and strikes paralyzed

the nation. Congress blocked his plans for reconversion. In 1946, Republicans gained

control of Congress and started to undo the New Deal. Over Truman’s veto, they passed

the Taft-Hartley Act that curtailed the power of labor. Going into the 1948 election the

liberal community was divided. They feuded with Truman over how to extend the New

Deal and the extent of the Soviet threat. Henry Wallace challenged Truman by running

on the Progressive ticket, a campaign effectively quashed by red-baiting. Truman

repositioned himself to the left by warning voters that Republicans would make the

United States “an economic colony of Wall Street.” He also offered a liberal legislative

package that Congress defeated. The Democrats split again over civil rights when

segregationists ran Strom Thurmond for president. Yet Truman managed to hold on to the

New Deal coalition and won re-election. In 1949 he proposed a package of reforms, the

Fair Deal. He won some gains in public housing, minimum wage and Social Security

increases, but little else. Truman helped to define Cold War liberalism as promoting

economic growth through expanded foreign trade and federal expenditures, chiefly

defense.

THE COLD WAR AT HOME A climate of fear developed after the war that the United

States was the target of or had already fallen prey to subversive influences. The Cold War

triggered a massive reordering of governmental power. Established under the National

Security Act of 1947, the Defense Department became a huge and powerful bureaucracy.

Other agencies pursued scientific research, especially related to physics. New agencies

like the CIA fed off the fear of communism. Allegedly to combat subversive influences,

Truman promoted a loyalty program. The Attorney General published a list of potentially

subversive organizations. Many groups disbanded and prior membership in them

destroyed individuals’ careers. A wide range of restrictions on alleged subversives passed

Congress. The House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) launched

investigations into Communist influence in Hollywood. A parade of friendly witnesses

denounced Communists. Many people gave names of suspect former friends so that they

themselves would be cleared and able to work again. A few witnesses (many blacklisted

later) attacked HUAC and a handful went to prison for contempt of Congress.

Public anxieties were heightened when former State Department advisor Alger Hiss

was accused of being a Communist spy. Richard Nixon pursued the charges. Hiss went to

jail for perjury. Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were executed despite worldwide protests.

Sen. Joseph McCarthy caused a sensation when he charged that 200 Communists worked

for the State Department. His lack of evidence did not stop him from striking a chord

with many Americans. He played into fears that Communism was a demonic force and

that eastern elites had successfully manipulated the public. McCarthyism attacked Jews,

blacks, women’s organizations, and homosexuals. Effective use of the media made

McCarthyism seem credible. McCarthy’s crusade was destroyed when he went on

national TV and appeared deranged, making wild charges of Communist infiltration of

the army.

COLD WAR CULTURE After World War II, millions of Americans achieved middleclass

status. But prosperity did not dispel American anxiety over nuclear war and

economic depression. Movies and plays reflected cold war anxieties and alienation as

well as anti-communism. The move to the suburbs, high levels of consumption, and even

the rush towards marriage and parenthood illustrated these fears. The baby boom and

high consumer spending changed the middle-class family. To sustain support of larger

families and high rates of consumer spending, a growing number of married, middle-class

women sought employment. Commentators bemoaned the destruction of the traditional

family, which they linked to the threat of Communism. High-profile experts weighed in

with popular books and articles about the dangers of women who abandoned their

housewife roles. The conservative trend was also evident in declining numbers of woman

college graduates.

The Cold War impacted the West more than other regions. New military-industrial

communities arose, especially in California, and older communities also benefited from

federal spending. To accommodate the burgeoning population, new highway systems

were built that created housing sprawl, traffic congestion, air pollution and strains on

local water supplies.

The revitalization of patriotism during World War II continued after the return of peace.

The American Way became a popular theme of public celebrations and patriotic

messages spread through public education. Voices of protest arose but had little impact.

END OF THE DEMOCRATIC ERA In Asia, American foreign policy yielded

mixed results. The United States achieved its greatest Asian success in Japan where a

host of reforms brought an unprecedented degree of democracy and where they received

valuable military bases. In China, Mao Zedong’s Communist revolution overthrew the

corrupt, pro-American regime of Jiang Jeishi. The Truman Administration was saddled

with the blame for having “lost” China.

The Korean War illustrated how Truman had become trapped in his own Cold War

rhetoric. When North Koreans attempted a forced reunification of the peninsula, Truman

rejected the notion that this was a civil war and called it an act of Soviet aggression.

Smarting from McCarthyite attacks, Truman felt compelled to act. With the Soviets

boycotting the UN, the Security Council authorized sending in troops. American forces,

commanded by Douglas MacArthur, first pushed North Koreans back to their side of the

dividing line and then went further north. Chinese troops pushed the UN forces back until

a costly stalemate settled in. Criticized for bypassing Congress, Truman explained that

his authority came from a National Security Council position paper that consolidated

decision making and advocated a massive buildup of military power, all in the name of

stopping Communism. The war left Korea devastated and greatly expanded the

containment principle far beyond Europe. The military stalemate left many Americans

disillusioned with the promise of easy victories.

The Korean War also effectively ruined Truman’s presidency, particularly after he

fired General MacArthur. After Truman said he would not run for re-election, the

Democratic Party was in disarray. It turned to Adlai Stevenson who offered no solutions

to the key problems. Dwight Eisenhower was the Republican candidate and ran a

moderate campaign short on specifics. His running mate, Richard Nixon, waged a

relentless attack on Stevenson, labeling him soft on Communism. Eisenhower effectively

used the peace issue, pledging to go to Korea to settle the war. Republicans won control

of the White House and Congress.

CONCLUSION The Eisenhower victory was an effort to restore a sense of community.

Prospects for world peace had dimmed, but so had the worst nightmares.

Lecture Suggestions

1. Make the connection between the way that WWII was waged and the coming of

the Cold War. Between June of 1941 and June of 1944 the Soviet Union stood

virtually alone on the continent against Hitler. The Soviets’ perception that they

had largely alone defeated Germany led them to certain expectations. Likewise,

Americans’ perception that they had largely defeated Germany led to certain

expectations. The conflict created by these expectations was at the heart of the

Cold War.

2. Make the connection between the growing antipathy with the New Deal and the

revival of the Red Scare. The material in the previous chapter on hostility towards

New Deal agencies can help set up the general shift to the right seen in the late

1940s.

3. One of the most significant changes occurring in the Truman era is the beginning

of federal support for civil rights. Build a lecture around the growing public

horror with Hitler and the growth in public sympathy for the goals of a racially

egalitarian society. Make the connection between the northern migration of

southern blacks and the push on the part of liberal northerners in support for civil

rights.

Discussion Questions

1. What were Americans’ goals at the end of WWII? What were Soviets' goals?

Were these goals compatible?

2. What was the containment policy? What did the policy assume? How did Truman

try to enforce it?

3. Why was there such an extensive Red Scare at home? Why were people like

McCarthy credible?

4. How did American culture reflect this Red Scare?

5. What does the textbook mean when it says that the Korean War showed that

“Truman had trapped himself within his own rhetoric”?

Critical Thinking Exercise

The text points out the parallels between space invader movies and the Cold War

mentality. Many of these films are widely available on video. Students could watch “The

Day the Earth Stood Still,” “Invasion of the Body Snatchers,” etc. and try to see for

themselves the parallels between the films and popular anxieties.

If You’re Going to Read One Book on the Subject

You don’t need to be told that LaFeber’s The American Age (Norton, 2nd Edition, 1994) is

the best guide to the diplomacy of the cold war. William O’Neill’s American High: The

Years of Confidence 1945-1960 (Free Press, 1986) is a good guide to the post-war years.

Audio Visual Aids

“Dwight D. Eisenhower—From Soldier to President” Traces Eisenhower’s rise through

the military up to his election as president. (B&W, 19 minutes, 1974)

“Truman and Containment” Surveys American foreign policy, focusing on containment.

Documents the mounting tension with the Soviet Union. (B&W, 15 minutes, 1980)

“McCarthy: Death of a Witch Hunter” Discusses McCarthy’s career with a generous

sampling of the Army/McCarthy hearings. (B&W, 45 minutes, 1986)

