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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 veterans. 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 repressive atmosphere, freedom of 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 Global interdependence was obvious, but most Americans believed the key to peace lay with US-Soviet relations.

As the war wound down, Americans hoped to enjoy an “American Century,” as the nation’s 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 United States took the lead in the establishment of the IMF and the World Bank. The Soviet Union interpreted the aggressive American economic moves as a threat.

Although the Atlantic Charter had proclaimed the right of national self-determination, FDR’s realism allowed him to recognize that some kinds of spheres of influence were inevitable for the winning powers. The Soviet Union lay in virtual economic ruins and 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.

Many hoped that the United Nations would be a source for collective security, 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 the lines of the Cold War, it proved effective at providing humanitarian relief.

THE POLICY OF CONTAINMENT Fears of Soviet expansion were reflected in Churchill’s March, 1946 “iron curtain” speech, and in the Truman doctrine.

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 U.S. money 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. Within a few years both sides had a stockpile of hydrogen bombs.

COLD WAR LIBERALISM “Cold war liberalism” promoted modest social welfare at home and aggressive anti-Communism abroad.

The early years of the Truman presidency were plagued by protests by Americans tired of war-time sacrifices. Inflation spread and strikes paralyzed the nation, hurting Truman’s popularity. Congress blocked many of Truman’s plans. In 1946, Republicans gained control of Congress and started to undo the New Deal. Over Truman’s veto, they passed the Taft-Hartley bill which 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. Truman repositioned himself to the left. He also offered a liberal legislative package that Congress defeated. The Democrats split again over civil rights when segregationist “Dixiecrats” ran Strom Thurmond for president. Yet Truman managed to hold on to the New Deal coalition and win 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 on defense.

THE COLD WAR AT HOME A climate of fear of subversive influences developed after the war. The Cold War triggered a massive reordering of governmental power.

The newly created Defense Department became a huge and powerful bureaucracy. The distinction between citizen and soldier blurred, as ties between the armed forces and the State Department grew stronger. New agencies like the CIA fed off of the fear of communism. Military spending started to look like a necessary stimulus to economic growth. 

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 named former friends as suspects so that they themselves would be cleared and able to work again. A few witnesses (many of whom were blacklisted) 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. Hiss went to jail for perjury. Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were executed despite worldwide protests.

Senator 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. McCarthyism attacked civil rights organizations, women’s organizations, and homosexuals. 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 The cold was a contest of values, and required total mobilization.

After World War II, millions of Americans achieved middle-class status. But prosperity did not dispel American anxiety over nuclear war and economic depression. Popular movies addressed American men’s fears about their role in the family and their employment prospects; the film noir genre expressed American anxieties over the Cold War. Several serious films, plays, and novels explored themes of alienation.

High levels of consumption and the rush towards marriage and parenthood illustrated these fears. 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, at the same time as the GI bill led to a vast increase in male enrollment.

Defense spending was concentrated in the West. Almost 10 percent of the nation’s military budget was spent in California, where aerospace and other defense-related industries transformed Los Angeles and the San Francisco Bay Area. Former centers of Manhattan Project work in New Mexico and Washington state employed even more people than they had during World War II. Western military-industrial communities often suffered from sprawl.

New ideals of patriotism permeated society. The American Legion of Mosinee, Wisconsin, organized elaborate political theater to publicize the supposed effects of a Communist takeover. The Freedom Train served as a mobile museum, bringing historical documents to various cities and towns across the country. School children were supposed to learn a “zeal for democracy” – and also how to “duck and cover” in case of nuclear attack. A small but significant minority of teachers, students, and others rejected the new conservative trends.

STALEMATE FOR THE DEMOCRATS  Communist takeovers in China and Korea ended Democratic Party dominance.

The United States achieved its greatest Asian success in Japan where a host of reforms brought an unprecedented degree of democracy and where the United States controlled valuable military bases. But Truman failed 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 the north of the 38th parallel, and then went further north. Chinese troops pushed the UN forces back until a costly stalemate was reached.

Criticized for bypassing Congress, Truman explained that his authority came from a National Security Council position paper, which consolidated decision making and advocated a massive buildup of military power, all in the name of stopping Communism. The war left Korea devastated and 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 ran a moderate Republican 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 harmony. Prospects for world peace had dimmed, but the worst nightmares seemed to have passed.

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 Soviet perception that they had defeated Germany almost single-handedly led them to certain expectations. Likewise, Americans’ perception that they had played the key role in defeating Germany led to certain expectations. It can be argued that the conflict created by these expectations was at the heart of the Cold War.

2.   
Make the connection between the growing antipathy towards 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 was the beginning of federal support for civil rights.  Build a lecture around the growing public horror with Hitler and the growing public sympathy for the goals of a racially egalitarian society. Make the connection between the northward migration of Southern blacks and the push on the part of liberal Northerners in support for civil rights.

Discussion Questions

1.   

What was the containment policy? What did the policy assume? How did Truman try to enforce it?

2.   

Why was there such an extensive Red Scare at home? Why were people like McCarthy credible?

3.   
How did American culture reflect the Red Scare?

4.   

Did the Korean War serve any purpose? Was part or all of it just a mistake? How much responsibility should Truman bear for the Korean War?

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

LaFeber’s The American Age (Norton, 2nd Edition, 1994) remains the best guide to the diplomacy of the cold war. William O’Neill, American Hiqh: The Years of Confidence 1945–1960 (Free Press, 1986) is a good guide to the post-war years.

Audio-Visual Aids

A&E Biography has several relevant videos: “Senator Joseph McCarthy” (2000), “Harry S. Truman” (1995), and “Dwight D. Eisenhower: Commander in Chief” (1998).

Images in the Chapter

Eleanor Roosevelt joined the UN delegation in 1946.

Civilians watch American cargo planes bringing food and supplies to Berlin during the Allied airlift, 1949.

Police and strikers confront one another in Los Angeles in 1946, in one of many postwar strikes.

Harry Truman celebrates the Chicago Tribune’s error in predicting victory for Thomas E. Dewey.

The comic book Is This Tomorrow exemplifies the sensationalistic fear of Communism.

Senator Joseph McCarthy discredited himself in televised congressional hearings, after he had subjected many others to his Communist-scare “witch hunt.”

Edward Hopper’s paintings, such as Office in a Small City (1953), often suggest alienation.

A mother with three childred in a well-equipped kitchen depicting the “America way of life.”

General Douglas MacArthur commands UN troops during the Korean War.

Richard Nixon made good use of television during his 1952 vice-presidential campaign.
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