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Unit 7 Class Notes- The First Act of the Post-War Era 
 
A Cold War Begins 
 

The Postwar World Takes Shape as the War’s Climax Nears 
The Atlantic Charter, drafted by FDR and Churchill at the early stages of war, 
committed the fighting to create a world where all nations had the right of 
self-determination and free trade, and where human rights and security 
would be protected by international agreements and enforcement. As the 
war’s end neared, several steps were taken to bring these goals to fruition. 
 
Bretton Woods Conference (1944) 

 The Western Allies met in Bretton Woods, New Hampshire to created several 
organizations to shape the global economic order following the war. 

o International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
 Encourages world trade by regulating currency exchange rates 

o International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (World 
Bank) 

 Promotes economic growth in war-torn and underdeveloped 
nations/regions 

 Three years later, the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) was 
created 

o Reduces trade barriers among member nations 
o Became one of the key agencies in the global economy in the following 

decades 
 
United Nations Conference (April 25 – June 26, 1945) 

 Despite the mounting tension between the West and Soviets, 50 nations met 
in San Francisco in spring 1945 to establish a new international 
peacekeeping body, the United Nations, to promote peace, security, and 
economic development and to replace the ineffective League of Nations. 

o The United Nations Charter was approved on June 26, setting up the 
new international peacekeeping body. 

 Structure of the U.N. 
o The Security Council would consist of the Big Five powers: the U.S., 

Britain, France, the Soviet Union, and China 
 None of these countries could have action taken against it 

without its consent. 
 Each country on the Security Council has veto power 

o The General Assembly 

 Controlled by smaller member nations who vote on proposals 
to keep peace, provide aid, and security. 
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Tension Between Former Allies  
While the United States and the Soviet Union  (U.S.S.R.) became Allies after 
Hitler broke his non-aggression pact with Stalin in June of 1941, their fragile 
alliance would strain during the war. Old suspicions, wartime conference 
disputes, and ideas regarding the postwar world would bring a freeze in U.S.-
Soviet relations. By 1947 it was clear, the Cold War had begun. 
 
Fundamental Differences- The Bolshevik Revolution in Russia signaled the 
beginning of the growth of communism in the world. It also tore a rift between the 
United States and Russia that would only widen during the twentieth century. 

 Incompatible political systems 
o American’s cherished their federal republic and the democratic spirit 

of free elections.  
 A thriving two-party system, with the occasional moderating 

effect of a third party, characterized U.S. democracy 
o In the Soviet Union, the Communist Party established a totalitarian 

government. 
 Not only was there no completing political party, but under 

brutal dictators like Joseph Stalin, there was no room for 
dissent 

 Incompatible economic systems 
o American capitalism allowed private citizens to control nearly all 

economic activity, with minimal regulation from the federal and state 
government. 

 Private property, accumulation of wealth and profit, and free 
enterprise were all cornerstones of capitalism 

 Capitalism needs expanding markets to continue profits 
o Soviet communism required government control of all property and 

economic activity 
 Tight control of resources and industry stamped out free 

enterprise in communist states 
 Some communist leaders called for the overthrow of capitalism 

 
Further Frustrations from the Furnace of War- Developments during WWII also 
caused suspicion to rise between the U.S. and U.S.S.R.. 

 U.S. anxieties: 
o Stalin had been an ally of Hitler 

 Contributed to the outbreak of war with the dividing of Poland 
in Sept. 1939 

o Stalin only joined the Allies after Hitler invaded the Soviet Union in 
June 1941 

 Soviet misgivings: 
o The U.S. and Britain delayed opening a significant second front against 

Hitler in western Europe for three years 
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 Stalin resented the delays and the broken promises to open a 
second front at several wartime conferences 

o The U.S. and Britain had kept the development of the atomic bomb a 
secret from Stalin 

 Disagreements at the Yalta Conference in February 1945 
o Important war plans were made 

 Plans for smashing Germany were finalized 
 Occupation zones in Germany were agreed upon 

o Impossible promises were made 
 Stalin agreed to allow free democratic elections in Poland and 

other eastern European nations occupied by the Soviets during 
the war 

o A promise for a new international peacekeeping body was planned 
 The Big Three (Churchill, Roosevelt, and Stalin) announced 

plans for creating the United Nations 
 The Potsdam Conference in July 1945 convinced President Truman that the 

U.S. and Soviet Union had irreconcilable goals for the post-war world. 
o Stalin had broken his promise of free elections in Poland 

 The Soviets prevented free elections and banned democratic 
parties 

o Questions over the division of Germany into Allied occupation zones 
after WWII had dire consequences 

 Germany was divided into West and East zones, each side 
occupied by Allied forces 

 The Soviet Union occupied East Germany 
 West Germany was occupied by the British, French, and 

U.S. 
 Berlin, Germany’s capital which lay entirely within the 

Eastern half of Germany, was also divided East/West 
and occupied in similar fashion 

 Stalin wanted to take reparations from all of Germany, Truman 
objected 

 After tense negotiations, the Allies agreed to each take 
reparations from their respective occupied zones 

 ***The division of Germany led directly to the blockade of West 
Berlin in 1948-‘49 

 
Competing Goals in Europe Divide the Continent…and Former Allies- The U.S. 
and Soviet Union had diametrically opposing goals for Europe following the war. 
These goals would set the table for conflict and competition between the two 
nations. 

 U.S. goals for Europe: 
o Spread democracy, creating a new world order based on the right of 

self-determination 
o Gain access to raw materials and markets for U.S. businesses 
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 Capitalism requires expanding markets and free trade to 
continue profits 

o Rebuild war-torn European nations, creating stability and reliable 
markets for U.S. goods 

 Prosperous stable countries would be allies and trade partners 
with the U.S.  

o Create united, economically productive Germany 
 Never again see a depression that leads to a dictator like Hitler 

 Soviet goals for Europe: 
o Spread communism 

 Continue the worldwide struggle between workers and 
wealthy 

o Rebuild the Soviet economy with Europe’s industrial base and raw 
materials 

 The U.S.S.R suffered heavy damage and felt justified in using 
Eastern Europe’s resources to rebuild 

o Control eastern Europe to balance U.S. influence in the west 
o Keep Germany weak and divided 

 Never again would the Soviet Union be invaded by Germany 
 
Stalin Strangles Eastern Europe- In order to insulate the Soviet Union from the 
west, Stalin set out to control the region. 

 Stalin installed communist governments in Albania, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, 
Hungary, Poland, and Romania 

o These satellite nations were dominated by the Soviet Union 
 Early 1946: Stalin announced that war was inevitable due to the 

incompatibility of communism and capitalism 
 
Churchill Proclaims an “Iron Curtain” and the U.S. Develops a Policy of 
Containment- Startled by the actions and words of Stalin, the West was warned and 
soon the U.S. developed a plan to counter Soviet expansion. 

 March 1946: ***Winston Churchill gave a chilling speech, using the term 
“iron curtain” to describe the political division in Europe. 

o “A shadow has fallen upon the scenes so lately lighted by the Allied 
victory. …From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron 
curtain has descended across the Continent. Behind that line lie all the 
capitals of the ancient states of Central and Eastern Europe. …All these 
famous cities and the populations around them lie in…the Soviet 
sphere, and all are subject in one form or another, not only to Soviet 
influence but to a very high and …increasing measure of control from 
Moscow.” 

 Early 1947: In his famous Long Telegram, American diplomat and Soviet 
specialist George F. Kennan wrote an article “The Sources of Soviet 
Conduct” 

o Warned that the Soviet’s were relentlessly expansionist 
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o Also explained that the Kremlin (Soviet government headquarters) 
was quite cautious 

o Kennan advised that the Soviet’s influence could only be checked by 
“firm and vigilant containment” 

 ***Kennan’s Long Telegram greatly influenced the policy of 
containment: to take measures to prevent the spread of 
communism to other countries 

 By 1947, the division between the U.S. and Soviet Union was solidified. The 
Cold War, the period of heightened tension between the U.S. and Soviet 
Union in which neither nation directly confronted the other on the 
battlefield, would dominate global and domestic politics of the two nations 
for the next four decades. Its first area of tension would be Europe. 

 

The First Tests of Containment 
 
Truman’s Doctrine for the Cold War- With satellite nations entrenched around 
the Soviet Union in Eastern Europe and communism threatening Greece and Turkey, 
Truman made a surprise appearance in Congress on March 12, 1945 to ask for 
support. 

 Truman’s speech requesting monetary aid from Congress became known as 
the Truman Doctrine. 

o “It must be the policy of the Unites States to support free peoples who 
are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside 
pressures.” 

o Truman asked for $400 million in economic and military aid for 
Greece and Turkey. Congress fulfilled the request 

o By 1950, aid to Turkey and Greece drastically reduced the prospects 
of communists taking over either country. 

 
Marshall’s Plan for Eastern Europe- Conditions in Western Europe were not much 
better than those in the East, prompting Secretary of State George Marshall to find a 
solution. 

 Devastation in post-war Western Europe 
o Many factories bombed or looted 
o Millions living in refugee camps 
o The severe winter of 1946-’47 severely damaged crops, froze rivers, 

cutting off transportation routes, and caused fuel shortages 
 June 1947: Sec. of State George Marshall proposed aid to all European 

nations that needed it, including the Soviet Union (who rejected the aid 
outright as a capitalist trick) 

o This Marshall Plan revived Western Europe over the next 4 years 
 16 countries received $13 billion in aid 
 By 1952, Western Europe was flourishing 

 Most were exceeding prewar outputs 
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 The communist party in Italy and France was losing appeal 
with voters 

 
The Cold War Unifies the Armed Forces- The desire to strengthen the U.S.’s ability 
to stop the spread of communism affected the armed services and scope of national 
security. 

 1947: Congress passed the National Security Act 
o Created the Department of Defense 

 Housed in the Pentagon 
 Headed by the Secretary of Defense 
 The civilian secretaries of the navy, army, and air force made 

up the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
o Created the National Security Council (NSC) 

 Advises the president on national security matters 
o Created the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) 

 Coordinates the government’s foreign fact gathering 
 1948: Congress resurrected the military draft 

o Conscription for males ages 19-25 
 
Truman’s Fateful Decision in 1948- Considering the necessity of access to Middle 
Eastern oil to both European recovery and U.S. economic health, President Truman 
made a fateful decision. 

 Many surviving Jews, Zionists, and members of the United Nations pressured 
for a Jewish state in the British mandate of Palestine. 

 Middle Eastern countries warned against the creation of Israel 
o Saudi Arabia warned Truman that the Arabs “will lay siege to it until it 

dies of famine” 
 Truman resolutely and officially recognized the state of Israel on the date of 

its creation, May 14, 1948. 
o This commitment to Israel complicates U.S. foreign policy to this very 

day. 
 
The Struggle for Germany- The division and occupation of Germany caused a 
series of complications for all occupying forces. Britain, France, and the U.S. 
combined their occupied zones in 1948. Unfortunately, West Berlin, also 
occupied by these countries was located entirely in the Soviet-occupied East 
Germany. To make matters worse, there was no promise of guaranteed access 
to West Berlin. This predicament would lead to the first standoff of the Cold 
War. 
 
Stalin’s Gamble in Berlin is Foiled by an Airlift- Stalin saw the quagmire of West 
Berlin as an opportunity to control the entire city. 

 June 1948: ***Stalin closed all highway and rail routes into West Berlin in 
hopes of forcing the removal of U.S. and Allied troops 
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o No food or fuel could reach the city, endangering the lives of its 2.1 
million residents 

 U.S. and Britain responded with the Berlin Airlift 
o Flew food and supplies into West Berlin for 327 days, around the 

clock 
o 277,000 flights  
o 2.3 million tons of food, fuel, medicine…even Christmas presents and 

candy were flown into West Berlin 
 The Berlin Airlift boosted American prestige around the world 
 May 1949: Stalin gave up the blockade 

o Unfortunately, Berlin would remain divided for another 40 years. 
 May 1949: Western Germany officially became a new nation, the Federal 

Republic of Germany 
o West Germany included the western portion of Berlin 

 Aug. 1949: The Soviet Union created the German Democratic Republic, called 
East Germany 

o East Germany included the eastern portion of Berlin 
 
Western Allies Create a New Alliance- The blockade of Berlin shocked the 
countries of the West to take an escalating step to check Soviet aggression. 

 April 4, 1949: Belgium, Denmark, France, Great Britain, Iceland, Italy, 
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, and Portugal joined with the United 
States and Canada to form a defensive military alliance called the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)  

o A mutual-defense alliance 
o An attack on one member was considered an attack on all 
o ***This was the first time in its history that America entered into a 

military alliance during peacetime. 
o Greece and Turkey joined NATO in 1952 
o West Germany joined in 1955 

 

Cold War Conflicts Test Containment 

 
China’s Civil War- U.S. support for China during WWII helped push out the 
Japanese, but it could not solve the problems of the decades-long struggle 
between China’s Nationalists government, led by Chiang Kai-shek, and a rising 
communist movement led by Mao Zedong, 
 
Corruption, and Communist Appeal, Undermine Chiang Kai-shek’s 
Government- While many Americans supported Chiang’s determination in fighting 
the Japanese during WWII, the U.S. government found him inefficient and corrupt. 

 Chiang’s ruthless policies cost him support of many Chinese 
o Collected grain taxes even during a famine in 1944 
o Chiang’s secret police fired upon Chinese protesting the high price of 

grain 
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 Chinese Communist leader, Mao Zedong, capitalized on Chiang’s corruption 
o Gained support of Chinese peasants in areas of communist control 

 Encouraged peasants to learn to read 
 Helped improve food production 

o Through these efforts, more and more peasants joined the 
Communists’ Red Army 

 Much of northern China was under Communist control by 1945 
 
Japan’s Exit Brings Back Civil War- The ousting of Japan toward the end of WWII 
did nothing to solve China’s domestic conflict. Civil war erupted again in 1945, this 
time, there would be a decisive end. 

 The U.S. continued to support Chiang Kai-shek against the Communists 
o U.S. officials repeatedly tried to broker a peace between Nationalists 

and Communists, but repeatedly failed 
o Although the U.S. sent $2 billion in military equipment and supplies, 

Truman refused to send U.S. troops 
 U.S. aid was not enough to save the Nationalists 

o Chiang’s corruption and abusive policies drove more and more 
peasants into the side of the Communists 

 May 1949: Chiang and the remnants of the Nationalists government were 
forced to flee to the island of Taiwan 

o The Red Army now controlled all of China 
o A Communist government, the People’s Republic of China, was 

established. 
 
American Reaction to Containment’s Failure in China- Americans were stunned 
by China’s turn to communism. This apparent failure to containment would cause 
commotion at home. 

 Conservative Republicans and Democrats faulted Truman 
o Claimed he did not send enough aid to the Nationalists 
o Asked why containment of communism didn’t seem as important in 

Asia as it was in Europe 
 The State Department blamed China’s fall on forces out of U.S. control 

o Chiang’s inability to retain support was truly to blame 
o They claimed that further U.S. intervention may have started a larger 

war in Asia 
 Other conservatives in Congress claimed communist agents were infiltrating 

the U.S. government. 
o This led to a paranoid fear in Americans that would eventually turn 

into hysteria…and another Red Scare 
 
More Bad News in 1949 Leads to a Nuclear Arms Race 

 China’s fall to communism was followed up with news in September of 1949 
that the Soviet Union had successfully detonated an atomic weapon, three 
years early than intelligence estimates predicted. 
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o Truman responded by ordering the development of the hydrogen 
bomb (H-bomb)- a new apocalyptic weapons race had begun 

 The U.S. tested its first H-bomb in the South Pacific in 1952 
 The Soviet Union successfully counterpunched with its own 

successful H-bomb test a year later 
 
The Korean War Offers a Chance to Redeem Containment- Japan had ruled 
Korea since 1910, but the Allied victory in WWII ended Japanese rule. A 
precarious situation grew out of Korea’s geography at the end of the war. 
 
A Split Korea Falls to War- In 1945, as WWII concluded, Japanese troops 
surrendered to the Soviets who were occupying north of the 38th parallel (38 
degrees north latitude). Japanese troops south of the 38-line surrendered to 
American troops. Two nations developed: once democratic and one communist. 

 1948: The Republic of Korea (South Korea) was established in the zone 
occupied by the U.S. 

o Democratic 
o Led by Syngman Rhee 
o Its capital was in Seoul 

 1948: The Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (North Korea) was 
established in the Soviet-occupied zone 

o Communist 
o Led by Kim Il Sung 
o Capital at Pyongyang 

 America cut its troop levels in South Korea soon after its establishment 
o Only 500 U.S. troops there by 1949 

 The Soviets inferred that the U.S. would be unwilling to fight to defend South 
Korea. 

o They prepared to support a North Korean invasion 
 sent tanks, planes, and money to help the North take over the 

entire Korean peninsula 
 June 25, 1950: North Korean forces swept across the 38th parallel, surprising 

the South, and staring the Korean War 
o Within days, North Korean troops were well into South Korean 

territory 
o South Korea plead to the United Nations for help 
o A Soviet absence at the UN Security Council allowed for the 

peacekeeping body to unanimously condemn North Korea as the 
aggressor 

 The UN called all members to “render every assistance” to 
bring peace to the Korean peninsula 

 June 27, 1950: President Truman, without consulting Congress, ordered 
American air and naval support to South Korea 

o Truman also ordered Gen. Douglas MacArthur’s troops, presently 
occupying Japan, to invade. 
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 16 nations sent 520,000 troops to aid South Korea 
o 90% were American 
o The combined troops were placed under the command of Gen. 

MacArthur 
 
The Seesaw Fight For Korea- The surprise attack by North Korea in the 
summer of 1950 put South Korean troops on their heels. By September of 
1950, Seoul had been captured and UN and South Korean troops were pushed 
back to a small defensive zone in the southeast corner of the peninsula. 
Victory for the North seemed inevitable. 
 
MacArthur’s Stunning Counter Attack- Gen. MacArthur had a few surprises of his 
own. 

 Sept. 15, 1950: MacArthur makes a surprise amphibious landing behind 
enemy lines at Inchon, on the west coast of South Korea. 

o Other UN and American troops pushed east from Pusan, trapping the 
North Koreans 

 ½ the N. Korean troops surrendered 
 The other half fled across the 38th parallel 

 Sept.-Oct. 1950: UN troops chased the North Korean troops deep into North 
Korea 

o The entire peninsula appeared to be in the hands of UN and South 
Korea 

o MacArthur’s troops reached North Korea’s border with China, the 
Yalu River 

 
China Catches MacArthur’s Troops Stretched Thin 

 Nov. 1950-Jan. 1951: Chinese troops entered the war on the side of North 
Korea 

o MacArthur’s troops were caught off guard, and pushed back across 
the 38th parallel 

o A bloody battle for strategic positions was fought for the next two 
years 

 
MacArthur Calls for a Widening War- To end the bloody stalemate, MacArthur 
called for taking the war into China 

 MacArthur asked for a blockade of China’s ports and bombardment of bases 
in Manchuria 

o He even suggested using as many as 50 nuclear weapons on the 
Chinese troops and border 

 Truman rejected MacArthur’s request. 
o Attacking the Chinese would draw the Soviets into war with the U.S. 

 The Soviets had a mutual-defense pact with China 
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o Gen. Omar Bradley, chairman of the Joints Chiefs of Staff said war with 
China would be “the wrong war, at the wrong place, at the wrong time, 
and with the wrong enemy.” 

 Rather than attacking China, UN and South Korean forces began to advance 
again on the North Korean troops. 

o Under the lead of Matthew Ridgway, the U.S. Eighth Army recaptured 
Seoul and moved back to the 38th parallel 

 
MacArthur’s Insubordination- Unsatisfied with Truman’s restraint, Gen. Mac 
Arthur made a career-shattering err. 

 MacArthur began to criticize the president’s policies publicly 
o He spoke and wrote to newspapers and magazine publishers 
o He appealed to Republican leaders 
o Despite numerous warnings, MacArthur continued to criticize the 

president 
 April 11, 1951: Truman shocked the nation by announcing he had fired Gen. 

MacArthur 
o As commander-in-chief, the President could no longer tolerate 

MacArthur’s insubordination 
o ***Truman felt that MacArthur had violated the principle of civilian 

control of the military by ignoring Truman’s orders on numerous 
occasions 

 When MacArthur returned to America, he addressed Congress, saying “Old 
soldiers never die, they just fade away.” 

o The public was outraged over MacArthur’s firing, although many 
began to see Truman’s actions as the right thing to do. 

 
The Fighting Stalemate Continued Despite Peace Talks- As the MacArthur drama 
“faded away,” the Soviets unexpectedly suggested a cease-fire on June 23, 1951. 

 July 1951: Peace talks began, but were almost immediately snagged on the 
issue of prisoner exchanges 

o Men continued to die for nearly two years as the negotiations dragged 
on. 

 Two important agreements were reached. 
o The cease-fire line would be where the existing battle line was, 

roughly at the 38th parallel 
o A demilitarized zone would be maintained between the opposing 

nations 
 July 1953: The two sides finally signed an armistice ending the war. 

o While the outcome was basically a stalemate, communism was 
contained in North Korea, above the 38th parallel 

 
The “Forgotten War’s” Effect on the Home Front- In America, the Korean War 
had affected lives and politics. 
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 The Korean invasion in 1950, coming on the heels of the Soviet Union 
detonating an atomic weapon in Aug. 1949 and China’s fall to communism in 
Oct. 1949, prompted a massive military buildup in America 

o National Security Council Memorandum Number 68 (NSC-68) 
recommended the US quadruple its defense spending. 

 Truman ordered a massive military buildup 
 The US soon had 3.5 million men ready at arms in the 

military 
 Defense spending topped $50 billion per year, 13% of 

the GNP 
 NSC-68 marked a major step in militarizing U.S. foreign policy 

o ***A 1951 report of the National Security Council (NSC-100) 
confirmed the recommendation of NSC-68, and set forth the basis of 
what would become U.S. Cold War policy for the next thirty years: 

 The United States should undertake a rapid buildup of 
offensive military capabilities 

 More than 53,000 Americans were killed in the Korean War 
 Failure to “win” the war led Americans to reject the Democratic Party in 1952 

o WWII hero, Republican candidate Dwight D. Eisenhower was elected 
president 
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The Cold War and the Home Front 
 
Another Red Scare- The immediate post-war years saw the Soviet Union set up 
satellite nations, expanding communism in Eastern Europe. In Asia, 
communists prevailed in taking over China, and they also attacked South 
Korea, hoping to spread communism throughout the Korean peninsula. 
Americans feared that communism’s influence would spread at home. Our 
fears stoked, another Red Scare would consume the country in the years 
following WWII. 
 
The Short Leash of Loyalty- President Truman was a victim of growing fear of 
communism, as anti-Communist Republicans accused him of being weak in battling 
communism. 

 March 1947: Truman responded to his critics by issuing an executive order 

setting up the Federal Employee Loyalty Program 

o The program included a Loyalty Review Board 

 Investigated government employees and dismissed those 

found to be disloyal to the U.S. gov. 

o A list of 91 “subversive” organizations was made by the U.S. attorney 

general 

o 1947-1951: The Loyalty Review Board investigated 3.2 million 

employees 

 212 were dismissed as security risks 

 Nearly 3,000 resigned to escape investigation or because they 

felt the investigation violated their constitutional rights 

 1949: Eleven communists were convicted of advocating the overthrow of the 

U.S. government by force, and thrown in jail. 

o They had violated the Smith Act of 1940- the nation’s first anti-

sedition law since 1798’s Alien and Sedition Acts 

o They appealed their convictions 

 The Supreme Court upheld their convictions in Dennis v. United 

States (1951) 

 
How Un-American Are You?!?- The scope of Truman’s Loyalty Review Board was 
broadened by an agency created in 1938, the House Un-American Activities 
Committee (HUAC). 

 HUAC was established to investigate “subversion” within American society. 

 1947: HUAC began investigating communist influence in the movie industry 

o Communists were suspected of inserting favorable propaganda in 

films, based on pro-Soviet films made during WWII…when the Soviet 

Union was an ally 
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o HUAC subpoenaed 43 witnesses from Hollywood to testify 

 Many were “friendly” witnesses- they testified that 

Communists had indeed infiltrated Hollywood 

 Ten “unfriendly” witnesses, the Hollywood Ten, refused to 

testify. 

 They believed the hearings were unconstitutional 

 For refusing to testify, these individuals were thrown in 

prison 

o Responding to the hearings, and popular pressure, Hollywood film 

executives began a blacklist- a list of people believed to be 

communists or communist sympathizers. 

 Approximately 500 actors were blacklisted 

 Their careers were ruined, as they could no longer find work in 

the film industry 

 1950: The McCarran Internal Security Act was passed by Republicans in 

Congress 

o Made it illegal to plan any action that might lead to the establishment 

of a totalitarian dictatorship in the U.S. 

o Authorized the president to detain suspicious people during an 

“internal security emergency” 

 Truman vetoed the bill 

 Congress overrode Truman’s veto 

 

Spyz in Da House, 24-7!- While the Loyalty Review Board, HUAC, and McCarran Act 

may have gone overboard with communist hysteria, there was indeed a real reason 

to fear communist subversion in America during the post-war era. Two spy cases 

would prove that. 

 1948: The Alger Hiss Case 

o A former Communist spy, Whittaker Chambers, accused Alger Hiss of 

spying for the Soviet Union. 

 Chambers showed microfilm containing gov. documents that 

he claimed had been typed on Hiss’s typewriter 

o Too much time had passed from the date of the crime for the 

government to charge Hiss with espionage (spying) 

 1950: Hiss was convicted of perjury, or lying under oath, and 

sent to prison 

o A young Republican congressman, Richard Nixon, came to 

prominence for pursuing the conviction in the case 
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 Nixon would be Eisenhower’s running mate in the 1952 

election…and become vice president. 

o Although Hiss claimed he was innocent, claiming Chambers forged the 

documents used against him, later evidence would prove Hiss was a 

spy. 

 Soviet cables released by the National Security Agency in the 

1990s proved Hiss was guilty of spying 

 1950: The Rosenbergs Case 

o Klaus Fuchs, a German-born physicist, admitted providing the Soviet 

Union with U.S. secrets to developing the atomic bomb 

 This information probably helped the Soviets complete their 

bomb years earlier than if they didn’t get the information 

 Fuch’s testimony implicated Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, who 

were activists in the American Communist Party 

o The Rosenbergs denied the charges and plead the 5th, refusing to 

testify against themselves 

 Both were convicted and sentenced to death 

o Many people from all over the world protested their conviction and 

sentence 

 Many thought the evidence too weak to warrant the death 

penalty 

 The case was appealed all the way to the Supreme Court 

o The Supreme Court refused to overturn the conviction 

 Ethel and Julius were executed by electric chair in 1953 

 They were the first U.S. citizens executed for espionage 

 

“It’s OK- We’re Hunting Communists”- In February of 1950, Senator Joseph 

McCarthy of Wisconsin charged that Communists were taking over the U.S. 

government. With his salacious accusations, McCarthy launched one of the 

most notorious “witch hunts” in American history. 

McCarthy’s Witch Hunt- McCarthy came to prominence by taking advantage of 

American’s heightened concern about Communism in America. 

 Feb 1950: McCarthy claimed that there were 205 Communists working in the 

State Department 

o He also Charged that the Democratic Party was guilty of “20 years of 

treason” for allowing Communist infiltration into the U.S. government 

o When pressed to provided names, McCarthy said there were only 57 

real communists…and he failed to identify even one! 
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 For the next several years, McCarthy continued his accusations only in the 

Senate, where he was free from being sued for slander, and never naming 

names. 

o Republicans used his witch hunt to attack Democrats- it was 

politically advantageous 

 1954: McCarthy went too far, making accusations against the U.S. Army 

o 20 million Americans watched the Army-McCarthy hearings on 

television 

 McCarthy bullied the witnesses, and lost support of the 

American public 

o The Senate condemned him for improper conduct that “tended to 

bring the Senate into dishonor and disrepute.” 

o Three years later, McCarthy died of alcoholism 

 Taking advantage of people’s concerns about communism (or any other 

topic) and making unsupported accusations became known as McCarthyism 

 
War’s End Brings Peacetime Anxiety 
 

A Shaky Adjustment for the Post-war Economy- While WWII brought the U.S. out 
of the Great Depression, removal of the wartime economic controls and regulations 
would plunge the U.S. economy into a brief recession. But Americans sometimes 
learn from history and the work of Congress to help returning armed service men 
readjust to civilian life, along with American ingenuity, would help propel the 
country into one of its greatest eras of economic growth. 
 
The Post-War Recession 

 Many feared that the end of the war would bring about a return of Great 
Depression despair, and some signs seemed to confirm these fears. 

o Gross National Product (GNP), the value of all finished goods and 
services produced in a country in one year, slumped 

o Removal of price controls after the war played a role in inflation 
increasing by 33% in 1946-‘47. 

 Organized labor struck out in response to economic conditions, and saw 
politicians, in turn, strike back. 

o 4.6 million workers striked in 1946-‘47 
 Truman threatened to draft striking workers and authorized 

the federal government to take over mines and even railroads 
before the unions eventually gave in. 

o The Republican-controlled congress striked back with the Taft-
Hartley Act, passed over President Truman’s veto. 

 Outlawed the “closed shop” (all-Union) 
 Made unions liable for damages resulting from labor disputes 
 Required union leaders to take a non-communist loyalty oath 
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o Organized labor tried to grow their numbers and influence in the 
post-war economy, but had only limited success.  

 In 1948, the CIO tried to unionize Southern textile workers, in 
what was called Operation Dixie, but failed in their efforts. 

 Racial fears of whites against black workers 
undermined this effort. 

 The loss of many organizers through anti-communist purges 
and the difficulty of organizing the growing number of service 
sector workers also hurt union goals. 

 Unemployment also spiked in the immediate years following the war. 
o The U.S. government cancelled $35 billion in wartime contracts at 

war’s end. 
o More than a million defense industry workers were laid off in the first 

weeks following Japan’s surrender. 
o Unemployment increased just as veterans came home to search for 

jobs. 
 By March 1946, there were almost 3 million American job 

seekers. 
o Congress reacted to the post-war recession by passing the 

Employment Act of 1946. 
 Made it government policy “to promote maximum 

employment, production, and purchasing power.” 
 Created the Council of Economic Advisers to provide the 

President with data and to help craft economic policy. 
 
The Empire Strikes Back 

 The wartime Congress of 1944 passed one of the greatest, most forward-
thinking, pieces of legislation in American history: the Servicemen’s 
Readjustment Act, better known as the GI Bill. 

o Provided ex-soldiers with $20 a month for up to 52 weeks 
o Paid for part of the tuition for former enlistees to gain higher 

education. 
 More than 8 million veterans went to colleges, vocational, or 

technical schools in the postwar decade. 
o Provisioned the Veteran’s Administration (VA) with $14.5 billion 

dollars for low-interest loans for returning veterans. 
 Helped with financing homes, farms, and small businesses. 

 The severe housing shortage cramped veterans and their families in the 
immediate postwar era was met by ingenuitive new building practices, 
pioneered by William and Henry Levitt of Long Island, New York. 

o Levittowns brought the assembly line to the suburbs. 
 Specialized crews using standardized plans laid foundations, 

erected factory assembled frames, installed wires and 
plumbing, and finished walls and roofs in record time.  

 Levitt claimed he could build a house in 16 minutes! 
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o Levitt’s tract houses were affordable- less than $7,000 
 Contributed the rapid growth of the suburbs and to the 

phenomenon of “white flight” 
 Whites left the inner cities for the suburbs. 
 Businesses and their tax dollars followed, packing their 

downtown stores for suburban strip malls. 
 Inner cities were often left black, brown, and broke. 

 The source of the biggest boost to the postwar economy actually came from 
America’s wartime thrift. 

o By the late 1940s, Americans had saved more than $135 billion 
dollars, which was burning holes in their pockets. 

 Americans bought cars and houses, and everything to fill them 
with during the postwar period. 

 Demand skyrocketed, outpacing supply, which in turn 
created new jobs. 

 By the mid- ‘50s, the middle class had doubled 
 By the end of the ‘50s, a majority of Americans owned 

their own homes, cars, and washing machines. 90% 
even owned a television. 

 
Postwar Politics Brings a Changing of the Guard- Despite shouldering the blame 
of many Americans for the nation’s postwar recession and the ills that accompanied 
it, the Democrats nominated Harry Truman as their candidate. Truman would face a 
challenge from both Republicans and a faction within his own party. Although he 
won by a squeaker in 1948, the Republican party was resurging. 
 
The Election of ‘48 

 A group of Southern Democrats, who became known as Dixiecrats, formed 
the States’ Rights Democratic Party. 

o As their name might imply, they were angry over Truman’s emphasis 
and support for civil rights. 

 Truman created the President’s Commission on Civil Rights in 
1946. 

 Truman asked Congress for a federal antilynching law, a 
ban on the poll tax, and a permanent civil rights 
commission. 

 Following Congress’ refusal to act on Truman’s and the Civil 
Rights commission’s requests, the president issued Executive 
Order 9981 

 This desegregated the armed forces, calling for “equality 
of treatment and opportunity in the armed forces 
without regard to race, color, religion, or national 
origin.” 

 While the Dixiecrats nominated Governor Strom Thurmond of South Carolina 
as their candidate, the far left wing of the Democrat party saw former vice-
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president Henry A. Wallace break off and form a more liberal Progressive 
Party. 

 The Republicans nominated New York governor Thomas E. Dewey, who 
broke out to a comfortable lead in many opinion polls. 

 Truman won by a close margin despite some newspapers prematurely 
publishing front pages reporting that “Dewey Defeats Truman.” 

o Democrats also regained control of Congress, thanks to a coalition of 
farmers, laborers, and African Americans. 

 
Truman’s Fair Deal 

 Truman’s inaugural address in 1949 included his “Point Four” plan of U.S. 
loans and technical aid for underdeveloped nations. 

o The primary goal was to spend millions helping the poor of countries 
in order to keep them from turning to communism. 

o Launched in 1950, the Point Four program helped people in Latin 
America, Africa, Asia, and the Middle East. 

 Also detailed in his address to Congress was Truman’s Fair Deal program of 
reforms. 

o The Fair Deal called for improved housing, full employment, a raised 
minimum wage, nationwide mandatory health insurance, more farm 
price supports, new TVAs, and an extension of Social Security. 

 Northern Democrats joined forces with Dixiecrats and Republicans to thwart 
much of Truman’s proposals, but some of his ideas were put into place. 

o The Housing Act of 1949 provided money to clear city slums and build 
810,000 housing units for low-income families. 

o The Social Security Act of 1950 extended the program’s coverage to 
nearly 10 million more people. 

o The federal minimum wage was raised from 40 cents to 75 cents per 
hour. 

 
Rise of the Republicans- Truman’s popular approval ratings sagged under the 
weight of the stalemate in Korea and the fear mongering of McCarthyism. Because of 
this, he chose not to run for reelection. In his place, Democrats nominated Adlai 
Stevenson, governor of Illinois. The Republicans turned put their hopes in the glory 
of a war that we won, and the leader who won it- General Dwight D. Eisenhower. 
 
“…Everybody Likes Ike!” 

 Eisenhower’s campaign stoked fears on several fronts. 
o Fanned the flames of the Red Scare by highlighting the growth of 

Communism in both China and Eastern Europe, which had all 
happened during Truman’s watch. 

o Criticized the growing power of the federal government 
o Accused Truman’s friends of bribery and corruption. 

 But Eisenhower’s own campaign hit some rough-rough bumps in the road. 
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o Ike’s vice-presidential running mate, California Senator Richard M. 
Nixon, was accused of illegally accepting political donations. 

o Nixon responded to the allegations by turning to the newest 
technological breakthrough- television. 

 As 58 million Americans tuned in to his famous “Checkers 
Speech,” Nixon denied any wrongdoing, but did admit to 
accepting one special gift- 

 “You know what it was? It was a little cocker spaniel 
dog in a crate, that he’d sent all the way from Texas. 
Black and white spotted. And our little girl- Tricia, the 
six-year-old- named it Checkers. And you know the kids, 
like all kids, love the dog and I just want to say this right 
now, that regardless of what they say about it, we’re 
going to keep it.” 

 Nixon’s speech convinced not only Eisenhower to keep him on the ticket, but 
also helped Ike to win 55% of the popular vote in the election in 1952. 

o To sweeten the deal, the Republicans narrowly gained control of 
Congress as well. 

 
Ike’s “Dynamic Conservatism” 

 Eisenhower called for a new approach to conservatism that saw the federal 
government “In all those things which deal with people, be liberal, be 
human.” But when dealing with the “people’s money, or their economy, or 
their form of government, be conservative.” 

o Ike was determined to balance the federal budget and stop the 
“creeping socialism” in America. 

 Cut back on defense spending which had skyrocketed during 
Truman’s presidency. 

 Transferred the control of offshore oil fields from the federal 
government to the states. 

 Tried to curb the TVA by promoting competition from private 
electric companies. 

o Ike harvested both domestic concern and foreign blight when the 
Mexican government voiced concern that illegal border crossers were 
hurting the Bracero program, which legally brought in farm workers 
to the U.S. 

 Operation Wetback rounded up as many as 1 million Mexican 
immigrants and deported them to Mexico in 1954. 

o Indian policy saw a reversal under the Eisenhower administration. 
 Ike proposed to end the tribes as legal entities and promote the 

assimilation policy of the Dawes Severalty Act of 1887. 
 Most Indians fought this “termination policy,” and it was 

abandoned in 1961. 
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o Eisenhower’s administration raised the minimum wage, extended 
Social Security benefits, and increased money for public housing 
projects. 

o The greatest legacy of Ike’s domestic policy continues to drive the 
American economy: the Interstate Highway Act of 1956. 

 Authorized the building of a nationwide highway system of 
42,000 miles of interstate roadways. 

 Ike saw the highway system as essential for national defense. 
 Troops could be mobilized anywhere in the country in 

the event of a Soviet invasion.  
 The interstate highway system revved up the massive growth 

of the postwar era. 
 Created countless construction jobs 
 Accelerated the pace of suburbanization 
 Provided a nitro-burst to the trucking, automobile, oil, 

and travel industries. 
 The highway system also had negative effects. 

 Robbed business from railroads 
 Stifled air with smog 
 Contributed to the belief that energy consumption could 

increase without caution 
 Sped the phenomenon of downtown urban decay as 

shopping malls and leisure centers took flight for the 
suburbs. 
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America’s Booming Economy Creates an American Dream 
 
The Prosperous Postwar’s Roots- America’s experience in WWII revived its 
industries, expanded its savings accounts, and fed the furnace of the booming 
economy of the 1950s. Part of that prosperity was owed to massive military 
budgets of the early Cold War era. Cheap energy also fueled a growing 
consumer society. The productivity of Americans also rose dramatically. 
These factors brought about a new service-oriented, consumerist society, and 
had long-ranging consequences for Americans. 
 
Massive Military Budgets 

 The military spending necessary for the Korean War, and called for by NSC-
68 and NSC-100 fueled huge growths in American industries. 

o Defense spending accounted for 10% of GNP throughout the 1950s 
o Pentagon budgets super-conducted the high-tech electronics 

industries. 
 Aerospace, plastics, and electronics all boomed 
 Research and Development (“R and D”) brought about amazing 

technological breakthroughs 
 
Cheap Energy 

 U.S. and European petroleum companies controlled much of the world’s oil, 
especially from the Middle East, keeping prices low and fueling economic 
growth. 

o The interstate highways, expanding use of air-conditioning, and the 
huge growth in electricity generation powered domestic and 
industrial growth. 

 Productivity grew at an average rate of 3+% per year in the 
two decades following the Korean War. 

 Rising productivity doubled Americans’ standard of 
living in the 1950s and 1960s 

 
A Growing Shift in the Economy 

 Huge gains in the productivity of the nation’s farmers helped till a massive 
shift in America’s workforce. 

o Consolidation of farms produced giant agribusinesses. 
 Mechanization, new fertilizers, government subsidies, and 

price supports boosted productivity. 
 By the end of the century, one farmer could produce 

food for fifty people, compared to about 1:15 ratio in 
the 1940s 

o Increases in efficiency of giant agribusiness pushed many farmers out 
of the fields. 

 Farmers made up 15% of the workforce during WWII, yet only 
2% of the workforce at the turn of the century. 
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 Many of these uprooted agricultural workers would find a 
fresh bloom of job opportunities in growing white-collar 
workforce. 

 
Migration to the Sunbelt 

 Another feature of the postwar economy was the massive migration of 
Americans, set in motion by the WWII wartime economy, to the region 
known as the Sunbelt. 

o A fifteen state area from Virginia south to Florida, and then from 
Texas west to California and northwest to Washington. 

o Lower taxes, better climate, and jobs fueled much of this region’s 
growth. 

 Electronics in California 
 Aerospace industry in Florida and Texas 
 Military bases in other Southern states   

o Huge amounts of federal dollars helped fuel the region’s growth 
 
The New “White-Collar” Workforce- 1956 was a pivotal year in the American 
workforce- for the first time, “white-collar” workers outnumbered blue-collar 
industrial workers, signaling the shift of our economy from an industrial one to a 
service-based economy. 

 White-collar workers tend to be clerical, managerial, or professional 
o They perform services in fields such as sales, advertising, insurance, 

and communications. 
 The rise in the service-based economy also brought about new expanding 

corporate business structures. 
o Conglomerates- a major corporation that includes a number of 

smaller companies in unrelated industries. 
 International Telephone and Telegraph (ITT) bought car-rental 

and insurance companies, as well as hotel and motel chains. 
 AT&T, SC Johnson &Co., Google, and General Electric are all 

major conglomerates today. 
o Another new business expansion strategy was the development of the 

franchise, a company that offers similar products or services in many 
locations. 

 Ray Kroc, a struggling traveling salesman of many products, 
paid the McDonalds brothers of San Bernardino, CA $2.7 
million for the franchise rights to their hamburger chain, after 
he sold them sixteen milkshake machines. 

 His first McDonald’s franchise was opened in Des 
Plaines, IL in 1955, and included the now famous golden 
arches. 

 Another aspect of the white-collar workforce in the postwar decades was the 
idea of conformity in the workplace. 
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o Much like the impersonalization of the workforce brought on by the 
industrial revolution of the post-Civil War era, businesses of the 
postwar era did not want people who would “rock the boat.” 

 William H. Whyte’s The Organization Man, a book based on a 
1956 study of suburban communities including Park Forest, Il, 
described the new “company people” created by modern 
corporations. 

 Companies employed personality tests to ensure their 
employees “fit-in” with their corporate culture. 

o Teamwork, cooperation, and loyalty were 
rewarded, contributing to growing conformity in 
the workplace. 

 Other Americans, including the Beat Movement, would criticize 
and reject this new American conformist culture. 

 

A New Suburban Dream 
 
The Siren Song of the Suburbs- Wartime price controls and rationing contributed 
to a massive buildup of American savings accounts. Add the GI Bill, the development 
of Levitt-style housing, a new service-based economy, and the massive interstate 
highway system, and you get the huge growth of America’s suburban lifestyle. And 
this postwar economic growth coincided with the largest demographic boom in our 
nation’s history. 

 Of the 13 million new homes built in the 1950s, 85% were built in suburbs. 
o Suburbs offered affordable housing, good schools, safe streets, and 

neighbors with the same consumer/conformist goals as everyone else 
in the tract. 

 
The Baby Boom 

 The population explosion that occurred in the postwar period, from the late 
1940s to the late 1950s, is known as the baby boom. 

o The birthrate soared to 25 births per 1,000 people 
o More than 50 million babies were added to the population by the end 

of the 1950s 
o The baby boom peaked in 1957, when more than 4.3 million babies 

were born. 
 That’s one swaddled-screamer every seven seconds! 

 The baby boom would have tremendous impacts on the nation’s economy 
and education system. 

o Toy sales topped $1.25 billion dollars in 1958 
o 10 million new students started elementary school during the decade, 

leading to overcrowding and teacher shortages. 
 California was opening a new school every seven days at one 

point during the 1950s! 
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Advances in Medicine and Child-rearing 
 Drugs to fight and inoculate against childhood disease saved countless lives 

in the baby boom era. 
o Most notable was the polio vaccine developed by Dr. Jonas Salk 

 Another development of the baby boom era was new ideas on how best to 
raise our explosion of children. 

o Dr. Benjamin Spock’s Common Sense Book of Baby and Child Care 
(1946), sold nearly 10 million copies in the 1950s. 

 Advised parents against spanking and scolding. 
 Encouraged meetings for children to express themselves. 
 Stressed the importance of mothers to be at home raising their 

children. 
 Proposed that the government subsidize moms to stay home 

rather than work. 
 
Glorifying (and rejecting) the Cult of Domesticity 

 One of the natural features of the baby boom era was the glorification of 
women in the role of mother and homemaker. 

o TV shows like Father Knows Best, The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet, 
and of course, Leave it to Beaver glorified moms in kitchens on 
televisions across the country. 

 But despite the glorification of mother and homemaker, many women in 
America were not satisfied with this traditional role in our modern society. 

o Betty Friedan’s groundbreaking book, The Feminine Mystique 
(1963), described the dissatisfaction with modern domestic life- 

 “For the first time in their history, women are becoming aware 
of an identity crisis in their own lives, a crisis which…has 
grown worse with each succeeding generation. ….I think this is 
the crisis of women growing up- a turning point from an 
immaturity that has been called femininity to full human 
identity.” 

o One statistic that reflects this growing sense of wanting more from life 
was the number of women working outside the home, which grew 
steadily throughout the decade of the 1950s. 

 By 1960, nearly 40% of mothers with children ages 6-17 were 
working outside the home. 

 Unfortunately, career opportunities for women tended 
to be in “women’s fields” such as nursing, teaching, and 
clerical work. 

o These jobs paid less and offered little chance of 
advancement. 

o Further, women were paid less than men for 
comparable work. 
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Postwar Americans Live a Life of Leisure 
 Another trend of the postwar era was the growth in leisure time for 

Americans. 
o Laborsaving technology such as washing machines, dryers, 

dishwashers, and lawn mowers allowed for more leisure time. 
o Furthermore, full-time employees often earned several weeks’ 

vacation each year. 
 Americans were spending tens of billions of dollars each year on leisure 

activities. 
o Sports like fishing, bowling, hunting, boating, and gold were popular. 
o Increasing numbers of Americans attended profession baseball and 

football games, or watched them on TV. 
o Americans bought and read more books in the postwar period than 

ever before. 
 Magazine circulation, including that of Reader’s Digest and 

Sports Illustrated rose from near 148 million to more than 190 
million readers. 

 Comic book sales reached their peak in the mid-1950s. 
 

Conforming to Consumerism 
 
When Dollars Burn Holes in Pockets- The prosperity of the postwar decade saw a 
huge rise in the middle class, whose wartime savings and white-collar salaries 
fueled a massive growth in consumerism- the purchasing of consumer goods, 
which often gets equated with status and success. Manufacturers, creditors, and 
advertisers all capitalized on the American middle class, which made a lifestyle of 
“keeping up with the Joneses.” 
 
A Massive Middle Class 

 The middle class of the postwar era had survived not just the war, but also 
the Great Depression that preceded it. This new middle class was like none 
ever seen in American history. 

o Defined as households with annual incomes between $3,000 and 
$10,000, the middle class doubled from pre-Depression days, and 
included 60% of Americans by the mid-1950s. 

 By the end of the decade, most owned cars and appliances. 
 90% owned a television 
 Nearly 60% owned their own homes 

 
 
The Magically Multiplying Mountain of Manufactured Goods 

 In 1956, Newsweek magazine reported that “hundreds of brand new goods 
have become commonplace overnight.” New goods included: 

o New appliances 
 Washing machines, dryers, dishwashers, freezers, etc. 
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o New electronics 
 Televisions, tape recorders, hi-fi (high fidelity) record players 

o Suburban outdoor products 
 Grills, lawn mowers, patio furniture, and even swimming pools 

 The American middle class raced with their wallets to “keep up with the 
Joneses”- that is, buy the newest model of a product to keep up with one’s 
neighbor, as a benchmark of social class. 

 
Corporate Shenanigans, Credit, and Conspicuous Advertisers 

 One reaction to the new American consumer-culture was the development of 
planned obsolescence as a marketing strategy. 

o Manufacturers purposely designed products to wear out or become 
obsolete in short amount of time, in order to get consumers to buy the 
news model. 

 Car models were updated each year 
 New features were added to appliances 

o Americans began to expect new/better products, and often threw 
away barely used products in order to purchase the newest model. 

 Critics and observers of America’s consumer culture began to 
deride it as a “throwaway society” 

 The growth of America’s consumer culture was fueled by a renewed reliance 
on credit, and a new novel way to use it. 

o The Diner’s Club issued the first credit card in 1950 
o American Express card was unveiled in 1958 
o The use of the installment plan continued, especially in home 

mortgages and car loans 
o The reliance on credit during the 1950s led to a huge rise in debt 

 Total private debt exploded from $73 billion to $179 billion 
during the decade. 

 Madison Ave (the nation’s advertisers) also profited from the new consumer 
culture of America’s middle class. 

o Money spent on advertising soared, from $6 billion in 1950 to $9 
billion in 1955 

o The use of ads spread to new mediums. 
 Advertisements on television and interstate billboards joined 

those in newspapers, magazines, and on the radio. 
o The use of psychology tuned in to the modern times 

 Advertisers appealed to the conformity of the decade, 
appealing to peoples’ desires for status and “belongingness” 

o TV became the marketplace for the consumer market 
 The first TV commercial was produced in 1941, at a cost of $9. 

By 1960, advertisers were spending $1.6 billion dollars on 
television ads! 
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Pop-Culture in the Happy Days 
 
Making Mass Media- Mass media, the means of communication that reaches large 
audiences, exploded in the postwar decade in large part thanks to the exponential 
growth of television. As TV began to dominate living rooms across the nation, older 
mass media responded. Movie studios and theaters innovated, and radio turned to 
local programming, led by a new style of music- rock ‘n’ roll. Sex played a large role 
in the growth of media, from movies to magazines. And like most eras in American 
history, the golden age of the conformist 1950s had its critics. 
 
TV’s Explosion 

 In the postwar decade, TV grew faster than any prior technology in history. 
o The 6 TV stations in 1946 grew to 442 stations a decade later. 
o In 1948 only 9% of homes had televisions. By 1960, nearly 90% of 

American homes had a TV. 
o To keep up with this growth, the Federal Communications 

Commission (FCC), the government agency responsible for 
regulating and licensing television, telephone, telegraph, radio, and 
other communications industries- had allowed 500 new stations to 
broadcast. 

 The “golden age” of television offered a variety of programming, yet often 
perpetuated stereotypes and was largely aimed at white viewers. 

o Comedy programs such as I Love Lucy (1951) and The Texaco Star 
Theater had audiences laughing. 

o The Mickey Mouse Club and The Howdy Doody Show were aimed at 
children. 

o Father Knows Best and The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet 
stereotyped women as ideal mothers. 

o Gunsmoke and Have Gun Will Travel glorified the Wild West and left 
some adults concerned about the effects of TV violence on children. 

 “When television is bad, nothing is worse. I invite you to sit 
down in front of your television set when your station goes 
on the air…and keep your eyes glued to that set until the 
station signs off. I can assure you that you will observe a 
vast wasteland.” – FCC chairman Newton Minow, 1961 

o In the 50s, TV shows idealized white America, and largely ignored 
issues such as poverty and the civil rights movement. 

 African American and Latinos seldom were seen on TV 
Movie’s Makeover 

 As more Americans stayed home to watch TV, the movie industry innovated 
to bring the crowds back. 

o Stereophonic sound screamed into the movies in 1952 
o 20th Century Fox introduced CinemaScope in 1953, projecting the new 

wide-angle image on huge screens 
o By 1954, more than 50% of movies were in color 
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o Smell-O-Vision and 3D were novel innovations used to lure audiences 
back to theaters and drive-ins. 

 
Radio’s Resurgence 

 Radio turned to local programming of news, weather, community issues, and 
music to keep listeners tuning in. In the decade of the 1950s, it worked. 

o The number of radio stations increased by 50% 
o Advertising revenue increased by 35% 

 
Rock ‘n’ Roll and Jazz 

 Radio disk jockey Alan Freed was among the first to call the music he played 
on the Cleveland airwaves in 1951 Rock ‘n’ Roll. But the music had its roots 
in jazz and rhythm and blues. 

o Rock ‘n’ Roll was black music, pioneered by legends. 
 Robert Johnson, Little Richard, Chuck Berry, Ike Turner, Bo 

Diddley, Sister Rosetta Tharpe were all early pioneers of rock 
music. 

o While white musicians like Bill Haley and the Comets began exploring 
the genre in the early 1950s, the music did not explode nationally 
until 1953 when Sam Phillips, owner of Sun Records, discovered a 
teenage gospel singer from Memphis in 1953- Elvis Presley. 

 Presley’s risqué lyrics and pelvic-thrusts frightened white 
parents while thrilling their teenage daughters. 

 His appearance on the Ed Sullivan Show on Sept. 9, 1956, 
exemplified his explosive potential. 

 Television censors filmed the singer only from the waist 
up during the first segment. 

 African American artists also influenced other genres in the 1950s. 
o Nat “King” Cole, Lena Horne, and Harry Belafonte blazed trails in pop, 

jazz, and other entertainment fields. 
o Miles Davis, Charlie Parker, Dizzy Gillespie, and Thelonius Monk 

revolutionized jazz 
 
Sex Sells 

 From the pelvis of Elvis to the curves of Marilyn Monroe, consumers were 
sucked in by sexual allure. 

o Hugh Hefner published the first issue of Playboy magazine in 
1953…leaving his name off the magazine to avoid the public backlash. 

The Backlash Against Conformist Consumerism- Some Americans were jaded by 
the wasteful materialism of the 1950s, and began to “beat” back against the 
conformity of modern American society. 
 
The Beats 

 The beat movement was a social and literary movement of artists, poets, 
and writers. 
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o They lived nonconformist lives 
 Shunned regular work 
 Sought higher consciousness through Buddhism, music, and 

sometimes drugs. 
 Beat poets and writers infused nonconformity in their writing, ignoring 

classical structure, using a free and open form in their works. 
o Alan Ginsberg’s free-form verse poem, Howl (1956), and Jack 

Kerouac’s novel, On the Road (1957), were emblematic of the beat 
movement. 

 The beat movement would set the stage for the more notorious counter-
culture of the 1960s. 

 
 

The Other Side of the Tracks in the 1950s 
 
In contrast to the white picket-fenced neighborhoods immortalized in popular 
TV shows like Leave it to Beaver, a substantial number of Americans were 
struggling in the 1950s- struggling not only to make ends meet, but to have 
their stories heard and to have a shot at the American dream.  
 
Urban Poverty and Plight- Nearly 25% of Americans were living at or below 
the poverty line in 1962. What were the causes of these seemingly forgotten 
Americans plight? 
 
Decay of the Urban Centers 

 White Flight- Millions of middle-class white Americans left cities for 
suburbs. 

o Took their tax dollars, purchasing power, and labor with them 
o Businesses followed, leaving little economic opportunity in the urban 

centers 
 At the same time, between 1945 and 1960, over 4 million African Americans 

moved from the rural South into the urban centers of the country 
o Faced a worsening job market 
o Municipal governments struggled to adequately fund schools, public 

transportation, and police and fire departments 
 
 
 
The Promise and Perils of Urban Renewal 

 Urban Renewal- The tearing down and replacement of dilapidated buildings 
in inner-cities 

o Urban renewal was spurred in part by the National Housing Act of 
1949 

 The Act called for tearing down decaying neighborhoods, 
replacing them with low-income housing in attempt to provide 
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“a decent home and suitable living environment for every 
American family” 

 Not Renewed Enough 
o Often times there was not enough low-income housing to satisfy 

demand 
o In some cases, urban poor and their neighborhoods were removed 

altogether 
 A barrio (Hispanic neighborhood) was removed in order to 

build Dodger Stadium in Los Angeles 
o Often times inner city poor were simply moved from one ghetto to the 

next 
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Dawn of the Modern Civil Rights Era 
 
WWII-Era Roots- In 1950, two-thirds of the nation’s 15 million African 
American citizens still lived in the South. Still faced the suffocating 
degradation of Jim Crow. Still were separated from whites in schools, where 
states spent ten times as much educating white students as they did black 
students. Where on 20% of eligible black voters in the South were actually 
registered- less than 5% in the Deep South states of Alabama and Mississippi. 
But the seeds of change that had been sown in the years preceding WWII, 
would begin to leaf out during the war, and then produce its first bumper crop 
of change in the post-war years. By the middle of the 1950s, the march of the 
modern Civil Rights movement would begin to echo from every hill and into 
every valley of the nation. 
 
Pre-war Plans Precede Wartime Action, Resulting in Post-war Victories 

 The NAACP’s legal strategy to focus on the most detrimental aspects of 
discrimination- that in America’s segregated public education system, were 
set forth in the 1930s. 

o 1938- The NAACP’s team of lawyers was placed under the direction of 
Thurgood Marshall, a brilliant scholar who would impact the civil 
rights movement for decades. 

 Marshall won 29 of 32 cases argued before the Supreme Court 
over the next 23 years. Some would change the legal landscape 
and eventually break the chains of Jim Crow. 

 1946- Morgan v. Virginia 
o The Supreme Court ruled state laws mandating 

segregated seating on interstate buses 
unconstitutional. 

 1950- Sweatt v. Painter 
o The Supreme Court ruled that state law schools 

must admit black applicants, even if separate 
black schools existed. 

 Marshall would go on to be nominated to the U.S. Court of 
Appeals by President Kennedy in 1961, picked for Solicitor 
General by President Johnson in 1965, and then became the 
first African American Supreme Court justice in 1967- serving 
on the bench until he retired in 1991. 

 A. Philip Randolph’s all-black union, the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, 
would help black workers defeat discrimination in wartime industries during 
WWII. 

o 1941- When Randolph’s union refused to back down from their 
threatened march on Washington, President Roosevelt issued 
executive order 8802 declaring, “there shall be no discrimination in 
the employment of workers in defense industries or government 
because of race, creed, color, or national origin.” 
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o 1948- President Truman built on FDR’s work by desegregating the 
armed forces with executive order 9981. 

 Even the tactics of the Civil Rights movement, perfected in the 1960s, had 
their roots in the WWII era. 

o 1942- James Farmer’s Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) staged the 
first sit-in, where activists sat down at segregated lunch counters and 
refused to leave until they were served, to protest segregation at a 
Chicago restaurant. 

 
A Landmark Ruling Rocks The Nation 

 Thurgood Marshall’s greatest victory came on May 17, 1954, with the 
Supreme Court’s epochal ruling in the case Brown v. Board of Education of 
Topeka. 

o The Supreme Court unanimously ruled that segregation in public 
schools was unconstitutional and in violation of the 14th Amendment’s 
Equal Protection Clause. 

 Chief Justice Earl Warren’s opinion in the decision read: “Does 
segregation of children in public schools…deprive children 
of…equal opportunities? We believe it does. …To separate 
them…solely because of their race generates a feeling of 
inferiority….that may affect their hearts and minds in a way 
unlikely ever to be undone.” 

 The decision in Brown v. Board was met with massive resistance. 
o While Boarder States made some efforts to comply with the ruling, 

Deep South states pledged to resist the ruling. 
 More than a hundred southern congressman and Senators 

signed the “Declaration of Constitutional Principles” to resist 
desegregation. 

 Some states closed their public schools and diverted their tax 
dollars to open “private” schools where enforcing integration 
was more difficult. 

 While a second case, known as Brown II, ordered integration to 
commence “with all deliberate speed,” only 2% of eligible 
blacks in the Deep South attend integrated classrooms as long 
ten years after the first Brown ruling. 

 
The Little Rock Nine 

 The most infamous resistance to the Brown ruling came in Arkansas in 
September of 1957, when Gov. Orval Faubus ordered the National Guard to 
turn away nine African American students who had volunteered to be part of 
Little Rock’s Central High Schools first integrated class. 

o As the crisis deepened, President Eisenhower was forced to take 
action. 

 Eisenhower placed the Arkansas National Guard under federal 
control. 
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 He ordered a thousand paratroopers into Little Rock to escort 
the “Little Rock Nine” African American students to school 

 America watched the events unfold on their televisions- a 
technology that would be utilized with amazing affect by the 
leaders of the Civil Rights movement in the ensuing years. 

o The Little Rock Nine faced harassment throughout their school year at 
Central High, and at the end of the year, Gov. Faubus closed the school 
rather than let integration continue. 

 Additional progress was made in 1957 when Congress passed the Civil 
Rights Act of 1957, the first civil rights bill passed by Congress since 
Reconstruction. 

o Set up a permanent Civil Rights Commission to investigation 
violations of civil rights. 

o Authorized federal injunctions to protect voting rights. 
 

Eisenhower and the Cold War 
 
A “New Look” Foreign Policy Brings us to the Brink- 1949 was a frigid year in 
the Cold War: China fell to Communism and the Soviets successfully tested 
their first atomic weapon. President Truman took the advice of National 
Security Council memorandum 68 (NSC-68) and undertook a massive buildup 
of U.S. military might. The U.S. detonated its first hydrogen bomb, or H-bomb, 
on Nov. 1, 1952…a weapon one thousand times more powerful than the bomb 
dropped on Hiroshima.  Meanwhile, Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower was the 
Republican presidential candidate in the election of 1952. He would promise a 
“new look” foreign policy, one that would be necessary against a surging 
Soviet Union, who detonated their own H-bomb in August of 1953. 
 
Eisenhower, Dulles, and the Policy of Brinkmanship- Eisenhower’s “New look” 
foreign policy saw the “containment” of communism as “negative, futile, and 
immoral.” His defense budget promised to cut spending on the army and navy while 
building up the Strategic Air Command’s superbombers, with the capability to 
deliver city-destroying nuclear bombs anywhere on Earth. After his election, 
President Eisenhower’s Secretary of State John Foster Dulles promised not just to 
contain the communism, but to reinforce our defenses “by the further deterrent of 
massive retaliatory power!”  

 1954: Dulles announces a “policy of boldness”- brinkmanship 
o Speaking to the Council on Foreign Relations, Dulles stated, “There is 

no local defense which alone will contain the mighty landpower of the 
Communist world. Local defenses must be reinforced by the further 
deterrent of massive retaliatory power.” 

 ***Eisenhower believed that the threat of the use of nuclear 
weapons during a crisis was more effective than relying on 
conventional forces. 
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o This strategy would allow the U.S. to deter the spread of communism 
by promising “massive retaliation” with full nuclear force against any 
aggressor nation. 

 At the same time, Eisenhower hoped to open communication and thaw the 
tension between the U.S. and Soviet Union through dialogue with the new 
Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev 

 Eisenhower’s policies would be tested around the world. 
 
Cold War Battles Around the Globe- In 1947, Congress passed the National 
Security Act which created the National Security Council to advise the president on 
national securing matters, and the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), a spy agency 
to coordinate the government’s fact finding capabilities around the world. During 
the Eisenhower administration, the CIA, Eisenhower’s hope to open 
communications, and the policy of brinkmanship would be put to the test. 
 
 
CIA Operations in the Middle East  

 1951: Supposedly influenced by the Soviet government, Iran’s prime 
minister, Mohammad Mossadegh, nationalized Iran’s (mostly British 
privately owned) oil fields, placing them under Iranian control. 

o Britain stopped buying Iranian oil 
o As Iran’s economy began to falter, the U.S. feared they would turn to 

the Soviets for assistance 
 1953: The CIA helped engineer a coup to topple Mossadegh’s government 

o Provided millions of dollars to anti-Mossadegh supporters. 
o Installed the Shah of Iran, Mohammed Reza Pahlevi, as a pro-Western 

dictator 
o The Shah turned over control of Iran’s oil field back to Western 

companies 
 
CIA Operations in Latin America 

 1954: When Guatemala turned over 200,000 acres of American-owned land 
to peasants, Eisenhower suspected their government had Communist 
sympathies 

o The CIA trained an army, which then invaded Guatemala 
o Guatemala’s democratically elected president, Jacobo Arbenz, was 

overthrown. 
o The army’s leader, Carlos Castillo Armas, became the first of a series 

of military dictators in the country 
 
The Warsaw Pact 

 1955: West Germany was allowed to rearm and join NATO 
o The Soviets responded by forming their own military alliance, known 

as the Warsaw Pact 
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 This military alliance linked the Soviet Union with seven 
Eastern European countries: East Germany, Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania, Albania, and Bulgaria 

 
The Geneva Summit 

 July 1955: Eisenhower met with Soviet Leaders in Geneva, Switzerland 
o Eisenhower announced his “open skies” proposal 

 A mutual inspection program allowing flights over each others’ 
countries to guard against a surprise nuclear attack 

o The Soviet premier Khrushchev rudely rejected Ike’s proposal 
 
The Suez War 

 1955: Great Britain and the U.S. agreed to loan money to Egypt to build a 
massive dam at Aswan, on the Nile River 

o Egypt’s president, Gamal Abdel-Nasser, attempted to gain more aid 
from both the Americans and Soviets 

 1956: When U.S. Sec. of State Dulles learned Nasser was making deals with 
the Soviets, he pulled back America’s aid offer 

o Nasser responded by nationalizing the Suez Canal, and integral 
waterway connecting the Red Sea to the Mediterranean Sea, and 
owned by British and French stockholders 

 Not only did this threaten oil to Europe, it also threatened 
ships bound for the U.S. ally, Israel 

 Oct. 1956: The British, French, and Israelis launched a surprise attack on 
Egypt, deliberately keeping the U.S. in the dark on their plans 

o They hoped the U.S. would supply them with oil 
 Eisenhower was furious, and refused to release U.S. oil supplies 

to the invaders 
o For the first time, a UN peacekeeping force was sent to maintain order 
o Britain, France, and Israel were forced to withdraw their troops 
o Egypt was allowed to keep control of the canal 

 
The Eisenhower Doctrine- The Soviet Union gained prestige in the Middle East 
through its aid to Egypt. Eisenhower swiftly moved to assert American power in the 
region 

 Jan. 1957: Eisenhower warned that the United States would defend the 
Middle East against an attack by any communist country. 

o This warning was known as the Eisenhower Doctrine, and was 
approved by Congress in March of ’57. 

 
Stepping Back from the Brink in Hungary- The weakness of the policy of 
brinkmanship was exposed in 1956 when the Hungarian people rose in revolt 
against their Soviet masters, counting on the U.S. to support them. 
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 1956: Imre Nagy, a liberal Hungarian Communist leader, formed a new 
government, promised free elections, denounced the Warsaw Pact, and 
demanded Soviet troops leave the country. 

 Nov. 1956: Soviet tanks rolled into Hungary, brutally crushing the rebellion. 
o Hungarian revolutionaries pleaded to the U.S. for assistance, which 

never came. 
o More than 30,000 Hungarians were killed. 
o Nagy’s government was toppled and he was executed 

 The U.S. policies of containment and brinkmanship apparently did not apply 
to Soviet Satellite nations 

 Although the UN passed several resolutions condemning the Soviet Union, 
they were all vetoed by the Soviets in the Security Council, ensuring the UN 
could take no action. 

 
The Cold War Launches Into the Skies- A new phase of the Cold War was 
ushered in as both the U.S. and the Soviet Union attained enough thermo-
nuclear weapons to utterly destroy each other- a stalemate known as Mutually 
Assured Destruction (MAD). Despite this state of tension, both Khrushchev 
and Eisenhower believed the two superpowers could peacefully coexist while 
competing economically and scientifically.  
 
The Space Race 

 Oct. 4, 1957: The Soviets launched the world’s first artificial satellite into 
orbit- Sputnik I 

o Sputnik orbited at 18,000 miles per hour 
 Effects of Sputnik: The successful launch of Sputnik had long term effects on 

America 
o Citizens feared the destruction of nuclear war that could rain down 

from the skies in a matter of moments. 
o ***Eisenhower established the National Aeronautics and Space 

Administration (NASA) 
 Billions of dollars were directed to missile development 
 Feb. 1968: After a series of failures, the U.S. put into orbit its 

own satellite 
o American’s critiqued their education system, noting that we had fallen 

behind the Soviets 
 1958: Congress passed the National Defense and Education Act 

(NDEA) 
 $887 million in loans to college students and grants to 

improve teaching of the sciences and languages 
 
The Hope for Progress is Blown Out of the Skies 

 1958: Khrushchev demanded that the Western powers remover their troops 
from West Berlin, and asked for a fact-to-face meeting with Eisenhower. 

 1959: Eisenhower invited Khrushchev to America 
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o Khrushchev appeared before the UN, and then met with Eisenhower 
at Camp David. 

 Although no progress was made at Camp David, the two 
leaders scheduled a follow-up conference in Paris for May 15, 
1960. 

 May 1, 1960: A CIA U-2 spy plane, piloted by Francis Gary Powers, was shot 
down in Soviet airspace. 

o Powers was forced to eject, captured, and arrested in Soviet territory. 
o At first, Eisenhower denied that the U-2 plane was spying, but then 

finally took full responsibility for the U-2 incident 
o Khrushchev angrily called off the conference in Paris, and the tension 

between the two countries escalated to its greatest point to date. 
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A New Frontier Toward Triumph and Tragedy 
 
As the U.S. transitioned from the golden years of the 1950s to the tumultuous 
decade of the 1960s, signs were already pointing to change. Our economy was 
falling into recession and the Soviet Union had seemingly launched past 
American might with the orbit of Sputnik. Russian ICBM’s threatened each 
state in the Union, and U-2 incident seemed to blow all hope for a thaw in the 
Cold War right out of the skies. A changing of the guard from our oldest 
president, Eisenhower, to our youngest ever elected promised hope for a 
resurgence. 
 
The 1960 Election- The first presidential election of the new decade pitted two 
young politicians against each other. Nixon, the current vice president, and 
Massachusetts senator John Kennedy were very much alike: 

 WWII veterans 
 Freshman Senators together 
 Cold War-riors. who took a tough stance against the Soviets 

 
The Televised Debates- Americans had some reservations about Kennedy- many 
believed him too young. Because he was Catholic, others feared the influence of the 
pope in American politics and policies. 

 Sept.26, 1960- 70 million Americans watched Nixon and Kennedy in the very 
first televised presidential debate 

o Although Nixon’s expertise on foreign policy was audibly apparent, 
viewers were drawn to Kennedy’s appearance. 

 Those who listened on radio favored Nixon, while those who 
watched the debates believed Kennedy looked fresher 

o The televised debates changed American politics: now style seemed 
more important than substance. 

 
Election Night and Eisenhower’s Farewell 

 Kennedy won the electoral vote, 303-291, while the popular vote was 
extremely close- Kennedy had a margin of just 118,000 votes out of a total 68 
million cast! 

o Kennedy became the first (and only to this point) Catholic and also the 
youngest to be elected. 

o Kennedy gained valuable support from workers, Catholics, and 
African Americans 

 Eisenhower left office as won of the most popular presidents in history…yet 
he had a prophetic warning for Americans in his Farewell Address- 

o He warned Americans to beware the “military-industrial complex”: 
 The political and economic ties between weapons 

manufacturers, elected politicians, and the armed forces that 
created self-sustaining pressure for high military spending 
during the Cold War.  
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 Ike warned that this combination, if left unchecked, could 
“endanger our liberties or democratic process.” Was he right? 

 
Kennedy and the Years of Camelot- With Kennedy’s youth, his wife 
Jacqueline’s beauty, their children, and the celebrities invited to the White 
House, Americans were drawn to the new president. His tenure in office 
became known as the Camelot years, referencing the mythical court of King 
Arthur. 
 
“The Best and the Brightest”- JFK’s administration was amongst the youngest in 
history. 

 McGeorge Bundy- Harvard dean, was Kennedy’s national security adviser 
 Robert McNamara- president of Ford Motor Co., was named Secretary of 

Defense 
 Dean Rush- president of the Rockefeller Foundation, was Secretary of State 
 Robert Kennedy- JFK’s younger brother,  was appointed Attorney General 

 

Foreign Policy During the Kennedy Years 
 
A New, More Flexible, Foreign Policy- Kennedy criticized the previous 
administration for allowing the Soviets to grow their influence, allowing them to 
grow ties in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Kennedy also believed Eisenhower’s 
policy of brinkmanship was too risky. Kennedy’s team developed a new foreign 
policy strategy. 
 
Flexible Response- The policy of preparing for a variety of military responses to 
international crises, rather than focusing solely on the use of nuclear weapons. 

 Increased spending on conventional, nonnuclear forces, like troops, ships, 
and artillery 

 Created the elite Special Forces, or Green Berets 
 Tripled the U.S. nuclear capabilities 

 
The Continuing Cuban Crisis- Following the Cuban Revolution (1956-1959) Fidel 
Castro, the communist leader of Cuba, contributed to growing tension between the 
U.S. and its Cuban neighbor in the Caribbean. 

 Castro seized three U.S. and British oil refineries 
 Castro broke up commercial farms into communes 

o American sugar companies, who owned 75% of the sugar in Cuba, 
appealed to the U.S. government for help. 

o Congress responded with an embargo on Cuban sugar 
 Americans sympathized with the Cuban people, seeing Castro as a 

communist tyrant. 
o As much as 10% of Cuba’s population left the country in exile, most to 

the U.S. 
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The Bay of Pigs Fiasco- During the Eisenhower administration, the CIA created 
plans to train Cuban exiles, with the purpose of invading and overthrowing Castro. 
Kennedy reluctantly approved the plan just nine days after taking office. 

 April 17, 1961: Roughly 1200 Cuban exiles, with U.S. military support, landed 
on Cuba’s Bay of Pigs. 

o A U.S. airstrike to cripple the Cuban air force failed 
o A small group of forces sent to distract Castro’s military never landed 
o Kennedy chose not to offer air support, leading the small group of 

exiles to face 25,000 Cuban soldiers, supported by Soviet tanks and 
jets. 

o Many were killed, others were imprisoned 
 The failure of the Bay of Pigs invasion was a huge embarrassment to the 

Kennedy administration 
o Kennedy paid a ransom of $53 million in food and medical supplies to 

win release of the captured exiles 
o Castro and communist Cuba grew even closer ties with their Soviet 

ally 
 
The Cuban Missile Crisis- The failed attempt to topple Castro during the Bay of 
Pigs invasion worked only to push the Cubans and Soviets closer. Soviet premiere, 
Nikita Khrushchev, took advantage and began shipping nuclear missiles into Cuba 
during the summer of 1962. The visual confirmation of this threat set off a chain of 
events that brought the U.S. and Soviet Union closer to all-out nuclear war than they 
had ever been…or ever would be. 

 October 14, 1962- photos taken by a U-2 spy plane reveal Soviet missile 
bases in Cuba, ready to launch. 

o The missiles could reach roughly 2/3 of the U.S. in just minutes! 
 October 22, 1962- Kennedy addressed the nation regarding the Soviet missile 

threat from Cuba, as well as his plan to have them removed. 
o He ordered a naval “quarantine” of Cuba and demanded the 

immediate removal of the weapons 
o Kennedy warned that any attack from Cuba would trigger an all-out 

nuclear attack on the Soviet Union 
 October 23, 1962- Khrushchev sends letter to Kennedy stating that there is a 

“serious threat to peace and security of peoples” 
 October 24, 1962- All but one Soviet ships heading to Cuba reverse course.  
 October 25, 1962- Kennedy sends letter to Khrushchev blaming the Soviets 

for the Crisis 
 October 26, 1962- Khrushchev sends letter to Kennedy proposing to remove 

the missiles if Kennedy public announces never to invade Cuba 
 October 27, 1962- U.S. spy plane shot down over Cuba, killing the pilot, Major 

Rudolf Anderson 
 October 27, 1962- Kennedy sends letter to Khrushchev, agreeing to make the 

public statement if Khrushchev promises to remove the missiles from Cuba 



 42 

 October 28, 1962- Khrushchev announces on Soviet radio that he has agreed 
to remove the missiles from Cuba 

o In return, the U.S. agreed to remove the withdrawal of U.S. nuclear 
missiles from Turkey, ending the Cuban Missile Crisis 

 Effects of the Cuban Missile Crisis 
o Both leaders were hurt in public opinion 

 Khrushchev would be ousted from power 
o Many Cuban exiles blamed the Democrats for losing Cuba 
o The Limited Test Ban Treaty, prohibiting atmospheric nuclear 

testing, would be negotiated between the U.S. and Soviets in 1963 
o ***The U.S. and Soviet Union agreed to Moscow-Washington “hotline,” 

allowing for immediate teletype communication between the two 
countries 

 
A New Berlin Crisis- In 1961, following the Bay of Pigs fiasco, a new crisis over 
Berlin was emerging.  The solution to this new crisis would serve as a symbol of the 
barriers between east and west, oppression and freedom, communism and 
democracy for the remainder of the Cold War. 

 By 1961, nearly 3 million East Germans had fled into West Berlin, leaving 
Communist oppression.  

o This weakened the East German economy and served as an 
embarrassing indictment of Soviet communism 

 June 1961- At a summit in Austria, Khrushchev threatened to sign a treaty 
with East Germany allowing them to cut off all access from West Germany.  

 Kennedy refused to give up access, declaring We cannot and will not permit 
the Communists to drive us out of Berlin” 

 August 13, 1961- Khrushchev surprised the world by ordering East German 
troops to begin construction of a concrete and barbed wire barrier between 
East and West Berlin. Within days, the Berlin Wall was completed, ending the 
crisis. 

 
Kennedy’s “New Frontier” Promises Progress 
 
Proposals for Growth: At Home and Abroad- Kennedy’s proposals for progress 
were called the New Frontier. The president encouraged Americans to explore 
“uncharted areas of science and space…unconquered pockets of ignorance and 
prejudice, unanswered questions of poverty and surplus.” Author Michael 
Harrington’s book The Other America shed light on the 50 million Americans at or 
below the poverty line, living on less than $1,000 per person per year. With an 
economy in recession and millions in poverty at home and abroad, perhaps this New 
Frontier was the answer. 
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A Tough Reality in Congress 
 Kennedy had only a slight majority of Democrats in Congress, where 

Southern Democrats threatened to work with Republicans to stop his 
agenda. 

 
Jumpstarting the Economy 

 The U.S. economy was in a full-fledged recession in 1961 
o Unemployment climbed over 7% 
o Car sales dropped by more than $1 billion from 1960 

 Kennedy proposed a new round of deficit spending to stimulate the economy, 
but only had some success getting his proposals passed by Congress 

o Defense spending increased by nearly 20% for new nukes, 
submarines, and expansion of the armed services. 

o Congress increased the minimum wage to $1.25 an hour and extended 
unemployment benefits. 

o Cities with high unemployment received government assistance 
 Kennedy’s more ambitious proposals were defeated by Congress 

o Medical and education bills were stalled in Congress. 
o In 1963, Congress voted down a sweeping $10 billion tax cut 

proposed by the president to stimulate economic growth. 
 
Fighting Poverty Around the World 

 One of the enduring legacies of JFK’s presidency was the Peace Corps 
program of volunteer assistance to the developing nations of Asia, Africa, and 
Latin America. 

o Volunteers worked as agricultural advisers, teachers, health aides- 
doing whatever work needed in the host country. 

o By 1968, more than 35,000 Americans had volunteered in 60 
countries 

 A second foreign aid program offering economic and technical assistance to 
Latin America,  and hoping to keep these nations from turning to 
communism, was the Alliance for Progress. 

o The U.S. invested nearly $12 billion in Latin America, yet failed to 
make fundamental change in those nations. 

 
The Race to the Moon 

 The Soviets had beaten the U.S. by launching Sputnik into orbit in 1957, and 
upped the ante by sending cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin, the first human into 
space on April 12, 1961. 

o Not only did the U.S. match the Soviets, putting Alan Shepard in orbit, 
but we also worked to meet Kennedy’s promise to “….go to the moon 
in this decade and do the other things, not because they are easy, but 
because they are hard, because that goal will serve to organize and 
measure the best of our energies and skills, because that challenge is 
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one that we are willing to accept, one we are unwilling to postpone, 
and one which we intend to win, and the others too.” 

 Universities expanded science programs 
 Federal spending for research and development (R&D) spurred the growth of 

new industries, creating technology for space, defense, as well as consumer 
goods. 

o Southern and Western states grew rapidly by the thrust of these 
defense-related industries. 

 NASA began to build new launch facilities at Cape Canaveral, Florida, and the 
mission control center in Huston, Texas 

o On July 20, 1969 Neal Armstrong became the first human to step foot 
on the moon! 

 
 
The Movement During the Kennedy Years 
 
The Freedom Riders- In an attempt to test the Supreme Court decisions banning 
segregation on interstate busses and bus facilities, as well as to provoke a violent 
reaction, a new coalition of African American and white civil rights advocates joined 
members of CORE on a bus trip across the South. The trip would shock both the 
country and its president into calls for action. 

 The riders of Bus One were brutally beaten with chains, brass knuckles, and 
pistols, as it was stopped trying to cross the state line into Alabama. 

o When the bus pulled into the terminal in Birmingham, AL, several 
riders were mercilessly beaten by racist whites carrying metal pipes. 

 Bus Two was attacked in Anniston, Alabama, by a mob of two hundred angry 
whites. 

o When a tire blew as the bus tried to leave town, the mob smashed the 
windows and threw into it a fire bomb. The riders escaped just before 
the bus blew up. 

 When the bus companies refused to carry CORE freedom riders, a new group 
of activists from SNCC was ready to take up the cause. 

o After arriving in Birmingham, they were removed by police who beat 
them before driving them into Tennessee. 

o Yet the civil rights activists returned to Birmingham, occupying the 
terminal. 

 Attorney General Robert Kennedy called the company, 
insisting that they be driven to Montgomery, AL 

o Upon arriving in Montgomery, AL, the freedom riders were set upon 
my a mob of whites with lead pipes.  

 The violence provoked the exact reaction that the freedom riders hoped. 
o TV and newspapers across the nation condemned the violence of the 

racist South. 
o President Kennedy arranged for 400 federal Marshalls to protect the 

riders for the remainder of their trip. 
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o Interstate Commerce Commission banned segregation in all interstate 
travel facilities: lunch counters, waiting rooms, and bathrooms. 

 
Integrating Southern Schools- Another focus of the movement was the goal of 
integrating schools in the South.  Like the freedom riders, those working toward 
integration were met with violence. 

 Sept. 1962- A federal court ruled in favor of Air Force veteran James 
Meredith, allowing him to enroll in the all-white University of Mississippi. 

o President Kennedy ordered federal marshals to escort Meredith to the 
registrars office after Mississippi governor Ross Barnett refused to 
allow Meredith to register. 

o Two people were killed after riots broke out on campus on Sept. 30. 
o Meredith and his family at home would need federal marshal 

protection for months. 
 May 2, 1962- Led by Martin Luther King Jr., thousands of black school 

children marched peacefully in Birmingham, Al, with the goal of integrating 
the cities schools. 

o Police commissioner “Bull” Connor had 959 of them arrested. 
 May 3, 1962- New waves of peaceful marchers were blasted with fire hoses 

and had attack dogs set upon them  by Connor’s police force. 
o Once again, TV cameras broadcast the senseless racist violence across 

the nation, shocking millions of viewers. 
 More protests, boycotts, and condemnation by the media finally forced 

Birmingham to end their segregation. 
o This victory inspired further peaceful protest, as well as the President 

to call for sweeping civil rights legislation. 
 June 11, 1963- President Kennedy sent troops to force Governor George 

Wallace to desegregate the University of Alabama. 
o Kennedy also called on Congress to pass a civil rights bill. 

 The bill called for equal access to all public facilities and the 
Attorney General power to file lawsuits demanding school 
integration. 

 Tragically, hours after Kennedy’s speech, NAACP worker and 
WWII veteran, Medgar Evers, was murdered by a sniper. 

 
A March on Washington to Support the Dream- Labor leader A. Philip Randolph 
and SCLC activist Bayard Rustin organized a march on Washington D.C. in the 
summer of 1963, to support the passage of Kennedy’s civil rights bill. 

 Aug. 28, 1963- More than a quarter million people marched from the 
Washington Monument to the Lincoln Memorial. 

o Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. gave his now-iconic “I Have a Dream” 
speech.  

 Unfortunately, two weeks after his speech, four African American girls were 
killed in the bombing of a Birmingham church. That was just the beginning of 
a tragic autumn in America. 
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A Ride Into Eternity 
 
November 22, 1963. Dallas, Texas- President Kennedy and his wife Jacqueline 
traveled to Dallas, Texas to work with the State’s Democratic party. As their 
motorcade drove through Dealey Plaza, top down, rifle shots blasted the hope of 
Camelot. 

 Kennedy was shot, first through the back and out the front of his neck, and 
then the fatal shot through his brain. He would die within minutes. 

o Vice President Lyndon Johnson would take the oath of office aboard 
Air Force One. 

o American’s mourned as they heard the news of their fallen president. 
o They questioned who had done it and why. 

 
Death of the Accused Assassin- An ex-Marine, Lee Harvey Oswald, was the 
suspected assassin of John F. Kennedy. 

 He was arrested hours after the assassination, and after he had shot a police 
officer. 

o Oswald was a communist sympathizer. 
 He had lived briefly in the Soviet Union and was an outspoken 

support of Fidel Castro in Cuba. 
 November 24, 1963- During his transfer between jails, television cameras 

captured live the killing of Lee Harvey Oswald by Kennedy supporter and 
nightclub owner Jack Ruby. 

 
The Quest for the Truth-  

 The Warren Commission, assembled in 1963 to investigate Kennedy’s 
assassination, concluded that Oswald indeed was the killer and that he acted 
alone. 

 The murder of Lee Harvey Oswald created more questions than answers, and 
contributed to conspiracy theories that persist today. 

 The new president, Lyndon Banes Johnson (LBJ), faced a daunting 
challenge: leading the nation through its mourning, while cracking a new 
dawn for civil rights, our nation’s poor, and a massive expansion of 
government not seen since the New Deal years. 

 

 
 


