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Chapter 1

Post–World War II 
United States and 

the Early Cold War 
(1945–1960s)

The Postwar World
The United States emerged from the 

Second World War as an economic 
powerhouse and a military superpower. 

U.S. foreign policy in these years was 
framed by the “Cold War,” a time of great 

tension between the United States and 
the Soviet Union. During this era, the 

United States acted to stop the spread of 
Soviet communism. 

2

The Framing Question

How did the Cold War shape domestic 
and foreign policy?
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The Cold War conflict played out in popular culture, including on the pages of comic books 
like Captain America.

3

The term Cold War was coined to indicate that while the United States 

and the Soviet Union never fought each other directly with weapons, 

it was a very tense time marked by several conflicts, known as “proxy 

wars,” fought in other countries.

The American economy boomed after World War II. In fact, economists 

often refer to the three decades following World War II as the “golden 

era” of American economic growth. Unlike in parts of Europe and Asia, 

industries in the United States had not been destroyed by war. The 

U.S. dollar was also stronger than ever following a new international 

monetary system put in place after World War II. Per capita GDP 

(gross domestic product) nearly doubled. New opportunities for 

prosperity and success benefited millions of Americans. However, not 

everyone shared equally in the nation’s prosperity.

Vocabulary

per capita, adj. per person

GDP (gross domestic product), n. the value of all goods and 
services produced in one country during a specific period, usually a 
year or part of a year

Differing Worldviews
The United States and the Soviet Union had been allies against Nazi 

Germany during World War II. This alliance crumbled in the war’s 

aftermath, fracturing the world into American and Soviet spheres 

of influence. The United States now led what was called the “First 

World,” which included most countries in western Europe as well as 

Canada, Japan, Australia, and New Zealand. The Soviet Union led the 
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4

“Second World.” This included the bloc of 

Soviet-controlled communist countries in 

eastern Europe. In these same years, the 

world’s developing countries were often 

called the “Third World.” (Today we no 

longer use the terms First, Second, and Third 

World. Instead, countries are often referred 

to as developed or developing nations.)

The U.S. and Soviet governments were 

committed to sharply contrasting 

ideologies—sets of beliefs that support 

a political system, party, or group. 

The United States was and is a liberal 

democracy in which representative 

government, freedom of speech and 

religion, and individual rights are central 

to politics and society. The American 

economy during the Cold War was 

grounded in “commercial society.” This 

was America’s traditional system of 

competitive markets, privately owned 

businesses, and consumer demand that 

many people call capitalism. 

In contrast, the Soviet Union was a 

communist country. As you learned earlier, 

under communism, the government 

owns all property and makes most 

economic choices on behalf of the 

country. The Soviet government was led 

by dictatorial leaders and a small inner 

circle of Communist Party advisers. It 

held sham elections that were won by 

Communist Party members. There was 

no freedom of speech. Additionally, 

the Soviet Union officially promoted 

atheism, and the government restricted 

all religious practices. Soviet citizens could 

not peaceably assemble to express their 

dissent. Protesters could be arrested, 

detained, imprisoned, and even killed. 

A politically linked police organization 

known as the “secret police” enforced 

Soviet power with terror. Despite 

this, some writers secretly circulated 

manuscripts of their writings that opposed 

communist rule. While Soviet propaganda 

promoted the supposed successes of 

Soviet communism, the reality was that 

Soviet citizens lived very restricted lives. 

Vocabulary

bloc, n. a group of nations united by a 
political agreement or common interest

ideology, n. a set of beliefs that support 
a political system, party, or group

dissent, n. opposition to or dissatisfaction 
with a government or its policies

Find Out the Facts

Find out more about how 
everyday life was restricted in the 
Soviet Union during the Cold War. 
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Containment and the 
Truman Doctrine 

In February 1946, American diplomat 

George F. Kennan sent a long, secret 

telegram from his post in Moscow to 

Washington, D.C. In it, he expressed 

his view that the United States should 

make containing the spread of Soviet 

communism a priority. The following year, 

Kennan published an article in the journal 

Foreign Affairs advocating his policy of 

containment. Containment became the 

guiding policy of U.S. foreign relations for 

the four decades of the Cold War. It was 

designed to address what would later be 

called the domino theory, or the belief that 

if one country fell to communism, others 

nearby would also fall to communism—

like a row of dominoes.

In a 1947 address to Congress, President 

Harry S. Truman explained America’s 

commitment to the policy of containment. 

His remarks about why and how 

the United States should undertake 

containment came to be known as the 

Truman Doctrine. This statement of U.S. 

foreign policy committed the United 

States to “support free peoples” around 

the world who might face the threat of 

authoritarian forces. This support would 

take the form of economic, military, and 

political assistance.

To be sure, the United States has not 

always lived up to its commitment to 

“support free peoples,” especially with 

regard to domestic issues of race. The 

commitment to containment and anti-

communism also led the United States 

to support political leaders and rulers 

in other countries simply because they, 

too, opposed communism. This included 

brutal, authoritarian dictators who denied 

their people basic human rights, such as 

General Augusto Pinochet in Chile.

Think Twice

What potential problems do you see 
with the policy of containment?

Vocabulary

containment, n. the act or process 
of keeping something within certain 
limits, such as stopping the spread of 
communism during the Cold War

Writers’ Corner

Using your research on the 
Soviet Union during the 
Cold War, record a podcast 
describing what daily life was 
like for many people. 
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Postwar Europe
After World War II, European countries 

were faced with harsh realities. Great 

Britain had been largely bankrupted by 

the war effort. And it was in no condition 

to continue administering its colonies 

around the world. France, Germany, and 

other countries lay in ruins. Factories, 

infrastructure, and farms had been 

destroyed. Indeed, the war had reduced 

a great many European cities to rubble. In 

the months after the war ended, millions 

of people were displaced, homeless, and 

hungry. Europe needed to rebuild. But it 

lacked the money and resources to do so. 

After the First World War, the United 

States had demanded its allies pay back 

the money it had lent them. But after 

the Second World War, the United States 

did just the opposite. It abandoned its 

prewar isolationism and embraced active 

internationalism. The United States did 

not require its allies to pay for weapons 

and supplies given through the Lend-

Lease Act, which you read about earlier.

Remaining true to the Truman Doctrine, 

the United States also adopted the 

Marshall Plan, which gave postwar 

western European countries money 

to rebuild. The U.S. government hoped 

This 1948 poster promotes the Marshall Plan, which 
aided economic recovery in Europe after World War II.

Think Twice

Why do you think U.S. foreign policy 
toward Europe following World War 
II was so different than it was after 
World War I?

Vocabulary

“active internationalism” (phrase) 
a policy of working or cooperating 
with other nations; the opposite of 
isolationism
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that providing financial aid would help 

promote democracy in Europe. Funding 

through the Marshall Plan was offered to 

most European countries, including those 

in eastern Europe. A total of seventeen 

countries, all in western and southern 

Europe, accepted a little more than 

$13 billion in Marshall Plan funds. 

The Marshall Plan helped western 

European countries rapidly rebuild 

their economies. At the same time, the 

American economy benefited from the 

Marshall Plan, too. The many orders 

placed by European countries for food, 

new tools, and farming and industrial 

equipment expanded markets for 

American companies and provided jobs 

for American workers. 

The Cold War Heats Up
At the end of World War II, the Allied 

powers agreed to divide Germany. 

West Germany, they agreed, would fall 

under American, British, and French 

control. East Germany would come 

under Soviet control. Berlin, Germany’s 

capital city, would be similarly divided, 

even though all of the city lay inside the 

Soviet zone. 

In 1948, the Soviet leader, Joseph Stalin, 

tried to force the United States, Britain, and 

France out of West Berlin. He cut off train 

and truck routes into Berlin, preventing 

residents from receiving supplies. What 

Stalin had not counted on was that the 

United States and Britain would supply 

West Berlin by way of airlifts. American 

and British airplanes filled with supplies 

landed at airports in West Berlin. At its 

peak, the Berlin Airlift landed a plane 

in West Berlin every forty-five seconds. 

After eleven months of this activity, Stalin 

reopened the routes into West Berlin. 

For months, American, British, and French planes 
dropped food, medicine, and fuel to the people of 
West Berlin.

Find Out the Facts

Find out more about the impact  
of the Berlin Airlift on residents of 
West Berlin.
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NATO and the Warsaw Pact
The United States and its allies were 

increasingly concerned about Soviet 

aggression. The presence of Soviet armies 

in central and eastern Europe was seen as 

a threat to the democratic West. Stalin’s 

blockade of Berlin further heightened 

these worries. 

On April 4, 1949, a month before the 

end of the Berlin Blockade, the United 

States and eleven other nations formed 

the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 

(NATO)—an organization that still exists 

today. Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty 

states that an attack against any NATO 

member “shall be considered an attack 

This map shows how much of western and eastern Europe had become divided by membership in either NATO or 
the Warsaw Pact. 

Writers’ Corner

Using your research on the Berlin 
Airlift, write a journal entry from 
the perspective of a teenager 
living in West Berlin at this time. 
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against them all.” The message to the 

Soviet Union was clear: any aggression 

in western Europe would result in a 

united response. 

In 1955, NATO admitted the newly 

established West Germany to its ranks. 

The Soviet Union responded by creating 

its own military alliance with countries in 

eastern Europe called the Warsaw Pact. 

The Soviet Union already had military 

alliances with individual countries. But 

the Warsaw Pact unified the Eastern bloc 

under one agreement. It was also used to 

strengthen the Soviet Union’s influence 

in eastern Europe—and helped Stalin 

establish a buffer zone to protect the 

Soviet Union from future invasions.

However, Stalin reneged on his promise to 

allow free elections in eastern European 

countries by ordering assassinations of 

noncommunist leaders in Poland, Bulgaria, 

and Romania. The countries of eastern 

Europe, except Yugoslavia, joined the 

Soviet bloc. And in 1948, Stalin ordered 

a coup d’état in Czechoslovakia in 

central Europe.

Vocabulary

coup d’état, n. a sudden and illegal 
takeover of government by force

In 1953, Stalin died. Nikita Khrushchev 

(/kroosh*chov/) soon took power and 

continued Stalin’s aggressive policies. 

In 1956, he sent Soviet troops and tanks 

to quash the Hungarian Revolution, an 

uprising in Hungary opposing Soviet 

domination. Later, in 1968, people in 

Czechoslovakia’s capital rose up against 

communist rule during the Prague 

Spring. The Soviets ruthlessly crushed this 

uprising, too.

The struggle for control over Berlin  

also persisted during this time. West  

Berlin reflected and symbolized the 

economic prosperity and political freedom 

of the United States and western Europe. 

East Berlin, on the other hand, was 

communist, and many of its residents 

struggled economically. Increasingly, East 

Germans relocated to West Berlin. Others 

used West Berlin as a gateway to other 

parts of Europe. 

The Berlin Crisis began in 1958 when 

Khrushchev told the United States and its 

allies they had six months to vacate West 

Berlin. He threatened to use force to get 

what he wanted. U.S. president Dwight D. 

Eisenhower refused the demand. Yet by 

this time, the population of West Berlin had 

grown far too large to support through 
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another airlift. The crisis reached its climax 

in 1961 when the Soviet Union constructed 

one of the most iconic symbols of the Cold 

War era: the Berlin Wall. 

Built of concrete and barbed wire and 

patrolled by snipers, the Berlin Wall 

prevented people from escaping East 

Berlin and communism. 

Think Twice

What impression might the 
Soviets have wanted to create by 
building the Berlin Wall? Consider 
people living inside and outside of 
East Berlin.

Think Twice

Why might the creation of NATO 
have been a deterrent against war? 

The Korean War
In early October 1949, the Chinese 

Communist Party, under the leadership 

of Mao Zedong, gained control of China. 

The world’s largest country by population 

was now communist. America’s goal of 

containing the spread of communism was 

not proving to be successful. 

In 1961, the Soviet Union began constructing a wall that separated East Berlin from West Berlin.
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The situation became more worrisome 

when communist North Korea launched 

a surprise invasion of democratic South 

Korea in 1950. Formerly controlled by Japan 

beginning in 1910, Korea had been divided 

by the United States and the Soviet Union 

into North Korea and South Korea in 1945. 

Now, Kim Il Sung, North Korea’s communist 

leader, hoped to reunite the Korean 

peninsula as a fully communist nation. 

The United States petitioned the United 

Nations Security Council to support 

military action to repel North Korean 

aggression. The Security Council voted 

in favor of intervention and placed the 

United States in charge of the United 

Nations Command. Initially, North 

Korea made rapid advances into the 

south. In September, however, General 

Douglas MacArthur launched a successful 

amphibious landing of American forces 

at Inchon, South Korea. From there, 

MacArthur’s troops advanced into North 

Korea and soon made their way to the 

border with China. Mao Zedong, China’s 

leader, feared that the American forces 

might cross the Yalu River and attack 

China. He ordered thousands of Chinese 

soldiers across the border to help North 

Korea attack the Americans. The Chinese 

and North Korean counterpunch drove 

the American-led forces back down 

to the thirty-eighth parallel—the line 

of latitude dividing North Korea and 

South Korea. 

After a year of fighting, both sides 

controlled roughly the same territories 

on the Korean peninsula that they had 

before the war began. Talks began, but it 

took two more years before an armistice 

was agreed. The armistice also established 

a demilitarized zone (DMZ) along the 

thirty-eighth parallel. Thirty-six thousand The Korean War changed radically from mid to late 1950. 
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Americans died in the Korean War, as did 

hundreds of thousands of Korean soldiers 

and civilians. Korea remains divided to 

this day. 

Think Twice

Describe the progress and ultimate 
conclusion of the Korean War.

The Suez Crisis
Three years after the Korean War, the 

global community was confronted with 

another crisis, this time in the Middle East. 

Once again, a situation in a region far from 

both the United States and the Soviet 

Union pitted the two superpowers against 

each other.

The Suez Canal runs across the Sinai 

Peninsula in Egypt and connects the 

Red Sea and the Mediterranean Sea. This 

makes it an important shipping lane for 

goods, especially oil, between Europe 

and Asia and East Africa. Great Britain 

and France controlled the canal and all 

its profits, leaving Egypt with nothing. In 

the 1950s, the United States and Great 

Britain promised the Egyptian government 

that they would pay for the construction 

Suez Canal
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of a new dam on the Nile River in Egypt. 

They went back on this promise once 

the Egyptian government formed a close 

relationship with the Soviet Union. 

In response, the president of Egypt, Gamal 

Abdel Nasser, seized control of the Suez 

Canal on July 26, 1956. Nasser declared 

that the Egyptian government would 

now collect revenues from the ships that 

passed through the canal so that Egypt 

could pay for the dam itself. 

The United States, concerned about Soviet 

intervention, worked hard to resolve the 

crisis, but negotiations failed, and French 

and British forces invaded Egypt in the 

fall of 1956. The United Nations ordered a 

ceasefire, and all foreign troops left Egypt 

by the spring of 1957. Egypt maintained 

control over the Suez Canal. As a result 

of the Suez Crisis, President Dwight 

Eisenhower announced the United States’ 

intention to assist any country in the Middle 

East that needed economic or military 

support to repel communist aggression. 

This focus of U.S. foreign policy became 

known as the Eisenhower Doctrine.

Think Twice

Why would the United States have 
been concerned about Soviet 
intervention in the Suez Crisis?

The Second Red Scare
The spread of communism was not just  

a foreign policy concern. It was a concern at 

home in the United States as well.  

As you have read, the initial Red Scare took 

place following the Russian Revolution. 

The Second Red Scare was a domestic 

consequence of the Cold War. This panic, 

based on the fear that communists would 

take over the world unless Americans were 

watchful and vigilant, gripped Americans in 

the late 1930s and 1940s. In 1938, the U.S. 

House of Representatives established the 

House Un-American Activities Committee 

(HUAC). HUAC’s stated goal was to protect 

the United States from communism 

by investigating certain citizens. Those 

considered a threat to national security 

were forced to testify before the 

committee. They were asked if they or 

anyone they knew were communists. In 

the late 1940s, many Hollywood actors, 

writers, and directors were accused of 

being communists or sympathetic to the 

communist cause. In reality, most of these 

people were not actually communists. 

However, they did often hold liberal 

political views that were at odds with 

those of HUAC members. HUAC used those 
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views as grounds for its investigations. The 

HUAC hearings resulted in the creation of 

blacklists in Hollywood and in the media. 

Vocabulary

blacklist, n. a list of people or groups to 
be avoided or excluded

The media contributed to the Second 

Red Scare. William Randolph Hearst, a 

wealthy newspaper mogul, had used 

his papers for decades to stir up anti-

communist sentiment. Television had also 

begun to play an increasingly important 

role in American culture and media, and 

anti-communist groups used this to their 

advantage. If a person working for or 

appearing on a television show was on 

a blacklist or accused of “un-American” 

activities, anti-communist groups would 

organize a boycott of the companies who 

paid to advertise their products during the 

show’s time slot. 

Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin was 

not a part of HUAC, but he did follow the 

committee’s example by taking advantage 

of Americans’ fear of a communist threat. 

Tensions with the Soviet Union were 

growing. China had fallen to communism. 

And the North Koreans had attacked and 

invaded South Korea without provocation. 

Adding to these causes for fear in 1950, 

McCarthy publicly claimed in a speech that 

more than two hundred communists were 

working in the State Department. 

McCarthy spent the next four years 

accusing, investigating, and interrogating 

employees from a number of federal 

government departments and agencies, 

including the Central Intelligence Agency 

(CIA) and the U.S. Army. McCarthy even 

questioned the motives and reputation of 

former secretary of state George Marshall, 

after whom the Marshall Plan had been 

named. While McCarthy claimed he had 

evidence for his accusations, he never 

produced any. However, the threat of 

communism was not pure fantasy. In 

1950, an American married couple, Ethel 

and Julius Rosenberg, were arrested for 

passing nuclear secrets to the Soviet 

Union. They were found guilty of 

espionage and were put to death in 1953.

In 1954, public opinion began to turn 

against McCarthy. Americans were 

watching McCarthy make his baseless 

accusations on television. People began to 

call McCarthy’s hearings “witch hunts” and 

to decry McCarthyism, the use of reckless 

and unproven attacks to bully people and 

damage their reputations. In June 1954, the 

country watched as McCarthy questioned 
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the actions and political beliefs of U.S. 

Army officials, during what are now known 

as the “Army-McCarthy hearings.” His 

accusations led to an angry interruption by 

one of the lawyers in the room, who asked 

McCarthy, “Have you no sense of decency?” 

The senator’s popularity plummeted after 

this exchange as Americans realized that 

McCarthy was not helping the country and 

was harming real people. 

Think Twice

How would someone accused of 
being a communist prove that they 
are not one? 

Intelligence Agencies  
and the Cold War

The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) 

and the CIA were both used to counter 

communism during the Cold War. 

However, FBI director J. Edgar Hoover did 

not distinguish between communists who 

wanted to overthrow the government 

and critics who objected to specific 

government policies and actions. In 

Hoover’s eyes, protest and dissent were 

un-American and therefore unacceptable. 

During the 1950s, Senator Joseph McCarthy accused so many individuals of being communists that the term 
McCarthyism was coined for the practice of attacking someone’s reputation or character with no factual evidence. 
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For instance, in the name of fighting 

communism, Hoover used the bureau 

to disrupt or shut down law-abiding 

organizations fighting to improve workers’ 

rights. Later, Hoover’s FBI repeatedly 

violated the rights of members of the Civil 

Rights Movement, about which you will 

soon read. 

Unlike the FBI, the CIA has no law 

enforcement function and is prohibited 

from collecting information regarding 

“U.S. persons.” Instead, it collects and 

analyzes information gleaned from 

foreign countries and their citizens. 

This information is used to shape U.S. 

policy, especially in areas that impact 

national security. 

In 1960, one of the CIA’s covert missions 

went badly wrong. A high-altitude U-2 

aircraft was shot down while taking 

photographs of Soviet military bases. At 

first, U.S. officials lied, saying the aircraft 

was a weather research plane that had 

gone off course. The Soviets responded 

by presenting the surviving CIA pilot, 

Francis Gary Powers, to the press, along 

with the photographs captured by the 

plane. The U-2 incident heightened 

tensions between the United States and 

the Soviets.

Fear and Deterrence  
in the Atomic Age

The Atomic Age had begun on July 16, 

1945, when the United States detonated 

the world’s first atomic bomb at a test 

facility in New Mexico. Then, in August 

of the same year, the United States had 

dropped atomic bombs on the Japanese 

cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. World 

War II ended shortly after. Four years later, 

in 1949, the Soviet Union successfully 

tested its first nuclear bomb. This marked 

the beginning of the nuclear arms race. 

The threat of a nuclear war between 

the United States and the Soviet Union 

was constant from 1949 until the end of 

the Cold War in 1991. It could begin by 

accidental launch, by miscalculation, or 

by coldhearted intent. Year after year, the 

countries competed to amass the bigger 

stockpile of nuclear weapons, which were 

cheaper to build and maintain than the 

large army of soldiers each country had. 

Millions of people would have died had 

nuclear war occurred. But it was precisely 

this threat of mass casualties that was a 

deterrent to nuclear war. Since any nuclear 
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attack would be met with retaliation of a 

similar nature, the reasoning ran, it would 

be madness to even think of starting such 

a war. This deterrence theory was known 

as mutually assured destruction (MAD). 

As you will read, the effectiveness of this 

theory was put to the test in Cuba in 1959.

Think Twice

What was a drawback of mutually 
assured destruction (MAD) theory?

Concern about radiation fallout, or 

radioactive particles resulting from a 

nuclear explosion, led to the 1963 Nuclear 

Test Ban Treaty. The agreement banned 

the testing of nuclear weapons in the 

atmosphere, in space, and underwater. It 

did, however, allow both sides to continue 

underground testing.

The Space Race
The space race was a contest of 

technological superiority between the 

United States and the Soviet Union. It was 

In the 1960s, U.S. schoolchildren practiced “duck-and-cover” drills intended to teach them how to be safe in the 
event of nuclear war. Today, we know that such drills could never truly protect a person during a nuclear attack.
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