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NOTE

ON

PHOTOS

Many of the illustrations and photographs used in this book are old, historical
images. The quality of the prints is not always up to modern standards, as in
some cases the originals are damaged.The content of the illustrations, however,
made their inclusion important despite problems in reproduction.
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INTRODUCTION
In 1957, when Jack Kerouac published his account of his travels with friend
Neal Cassady across the country in the late 1940s, he described an America
that was already in the throes of extinction. Kerouac’s On the Road portrays a
racially segregated nation more closely linked to the era of the Great
Depression than the space age. At the end of 1949, America had not yet experienced suburban sprawl, nationwide chain stores were rare, and multinational
corporations were rarer still; television was a novelty; the manipulation of mass
media for political and economic gain was comparatively unsophisticated; space
exploration was still the stuff of science fiction; the interstate highway system
had yet to be imagined.The atom bomb had ended World War II in 1945, and
the cold war became a stark reality, but the threat of immediate, worldwide
apocalypse did not exist. If, by the end of the 1940s, America’s coastal regions
experienced some minimal danger from long-range enemy bombers based
across the oceans, its interior heartland had no nuclear fears. The Soviet
Union had only just developed its own A-bomb, and the more potent H-bomb
was still a scientific fantasy.
In the late 1940s, the postwar baby boom was just making its impact felt;
open exploration of human psychology, sexuality, and “deviant” behavior was
routinely suppressed; modern jazz was in its infancy; and rock ’n’ roll and other
types of electronically amplified music were literally unheard of. Also unimaginable at the half-century mark were other libidinal outlets that emerged during the 1950s, including Playboy magazine, oral contraception, and works of
fiction and art that normally would have been censored before federal freespeech rulings of the 1950s.
By contrast, in 1957, the year On the Road was published, the U.S.
Congress passed the Civil Rights Act, striking down Reconstruction-era barriers to voting; federal troops in Little Rock, Arkansas, enforced compliance with
a 1954 Supreme Court decision ordering integration of public schools; and
black tennis champion Althea Gibson received a tickertape homecoming in
New York after winning the championship at Wimbledon. When Kerouac was
on the road, no black athletes had ever competed in the U.S. Open or at
Wimbledon.
Suburban living in 1957 was the lifestyle choice for millions of commuters,
who availed themselves of the newly manufactured automobiles that were
rolling off postwar assembly lines. The interstate highway system, which
President Dwight D. Eisenhower authorized in 1956, was beginning to make it
feasible for commuters to live in new, suburban housing developments located
farther and farther from the city centers where they worked, and it permitted
chains of retail stores to expand throughout the land. Multinational corporations began to exert significant impact on both economic and social norms, as
did the growing defense industry. Baby boomers were pushing the nation’s
v
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elementary school capacities to their limits, and Elvis Presley dominated the
music charts as “the King” of rock ’n’ roll. Many young mothers opted to stay
at home to raise their children, but as the decade progressed, an increasing
number of them joined the workforce, typically in lower-paying fields traditionally assigned to women, such as teaching, nursing, and clerical work.
Between 1950 and 1955, the number of women employees in the workforce
grew by some 40 percent.1
In 1950, only some 3.1 million American families possessed televisions, but
by 1957 more than 10 times as many sets were in U.S. homes, and well over
half of all American families owned at least one “boob tube”—so named
because of frivolous programming that supposedly dulled the mind.2 Yet, by the
end of the decade, television had superseded newspapers, radio, and magazines
as the public’s major source of news.
These developments all made the United States a more secular nation,
whose citizens were concerned increasingly with aspirations and notions of
success rooted in acquisition of power and material affluence. Although these
developments created economic, social, and political conditions that inevitably
provoked challenges to traditional attitudes, values, and accepted modes of
behavior, Americans nevertheless identified themselves more and more closely
with traditional religions during the 1950s. The number of people affiliated
with an established church or synagogue rose from 49 percent of the population in 1940 to 55 percent in 1950 and 62 percent in 1956. It peaked at 69
percent at the end of the decade, before declining back to 63 percent in 1970.
Moreover, a survey in 1954 showed that 90 percent of Americans believed in
the divinity of Jesus Christ, and nearly two-thirds of them accepted the existence of the devil.3 According to historian Stephen J. Whitfield and others,
churches were the most trusted institutions in the nation, more so than the
government, schools, or the media.4 The appeal of religion during the period is
supported by the enormous sales of the Revised Standard Version of the Bible,
the number one nonfiction best-seller from 1952, the year of its release,
through 1954, and by the popularity of such prime-time religious television
programming as the Billy Graham Crusades (1951–54) and Bishop Fulton J.
Sheen’s Life Is Worth Living (1952–57), which unseated “Mr.Television,” Milton
Berle, to become the top-rated show in its time slot.
A 1957 survey indicated that 62 percent of Americans identified themselves as Protestants, almost 26 percent as Catholics, and about 3 percent as
Jews,5 and the government was not shy about identifying the United States as a
primarily Christian nation. In 1954, in an effort to underscore the notion that
America’s religious foundation distinguished it from and protected it against
atheistic communism, Congress approved and President Eisenhower signed an
alteration to the Pledge of Allegiance that changed “one nation indivisible . . .”
to “one nation, under God, indivisible. . . .” In 1955, the Senate rejected a
motion to amend the Constitution to include explicit recognition of the
authority of Jesus Christ, but in 1956, Congress made “In God We Trust,” a
phrase that had been used on American coins since the Civil War, the nation’s
official motto.
In 1957, the Soviet Union took the cold war to new levels when it
launched the first artificial satellite and developed the first intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) that suddenly made every American city the potential

Introduction

target of nuclear destruction. Not coincidentally, 1958 saw the beginning of
the second Berlin Crisis (the first was the Berlin Airlift in 1949), which along
with the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis became the most dangerous point of the
cold war. To many during this four-year span of on-again, off-again crises,
worldwide nuclear war seemed not only possible but probable, even inevitable.
At the end of the decade, even “Middle America” lived under a shadow of sudden apocalypse unknown to Kerouac and Cassady when they went on the
road. It is surely no mere coincidence that 10 years later, when the children
who grew up under these circumstances were in their late teens and early
twenties, so many of them were attracted to the attitudes of immediate gratification so vocally proclaimed in the late 1960s, when “sex, drugs, and rock ’n’
roll” became a rallying cry for a significant portion of that generation.
As dramatic as the alterations to American society during the 1950s were,
many portions of the rest of the world experienced even more radical change
during the decade, as the European nations, the Soviet Union, Japan, China,
and other affected countries struggled to rebound from the devastating effects
of World War II.The process often involved instituting new governments, drafting new constitutions, and forming new political alliances. In addition, in such
places as Korea, civil war drew in the cold war superpowers. In Asia, Africa, the
Middle East, and even the Caribbean, European imperialism crumbled as
nationalist movements in former colonies, territories, and protectorates won
independence or autonomy.
The 1950s chronicles America’s transformation during this pivotal period
in U.S. history. Although the focus is on the United States, America did not
exist in a vacuum, and significant international events are also treated.
Following an introductory chapter covering the late 1940s, 10 subsequent
chapters describe each year in the decade. Each chapter contains a narrative
discussion, a chronology, and a selection of eyewitness accounts drawn from
political documents, literary accounts, memoirs of private and public figures,
and other sources. The cold war and the struggle for civil rights stand out as
the dominant events of the period, so most chapters include subsections on
those topics. In addition, each chapter features major political events, as well as
developments in science and technology, business and society, sports, entertainment, and the arts.
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Postwar Prelude
1945–1949

World War II ended in the European theater on May 8, 1945, when Germany
surrendered unconditionally after Soviet troops entered Berlin from the east
and then U.S. and British armies penetrated from the west. Franklin D. Roosevelt, America’s wartime president, had died less than a month before, on April
12. The war ended in the Pacific theater on August 14, when Japan surrendered unconditionally following devastating atomic attacks that the new president, Harry S. Truman, had ordered the previous week against the cities of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
The conclusion of the war produced a sense of euphoria, triumph, and
profound relief throughout North America.The forces of fascism, which many
Americans regarded as forces of evil, had been defeated, and the strength and
vitality of free, democratic society had been demonstrated in its most challenging test to date. Whereas the European nations, winners and losers alike, had
suffered enormous damage to their cities and infrastructures and had endured
massive losses among their civilian populations as well as within their military
ranks, Americans and Canadians finished the war with their homelands intact,
their industries at peak production capacities, and their labor markets strong.
The United States demobilized quickly, and the large number of veterans
returning to a peacetime society quickly changed the nation’s demographics,
interests, and values.Victory over fascism and the end of the Great Depression
infused the period with optimism, and products and services that had been suspended during the war became available once more. Civilians could again purchase new automobiles, and they did so in large numbers, to the benefit of
automakers and their workers. Television broadcasts resumed after being suspended during the industry’s infancy, and the new communications medium
took the first baby steps in its meteoric climb. Soldiers back from the war and
the women they had left behind started new families, and the resulting postwar
baby and housing booms literally created a sense of new beginnings that persisted throughout the 1950s.
The optimism of the period was evident in such upbeat hit songs as
“Chiquita Banana,” “Come Rain or Come Shine,” “Doin’ What Comes
Natur’lly,” “Chi-Baba Chi Baba,” “I’ll Dance at Your Wedding,” “I’m Looking
1
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Over a Four-Leaf Clover,” and “Zip-a-Dee-Do-Dah,” whose lyrics proclaim
that there is plenty of sunshine and everything is “goin’ my way.” Women’s
fashions became both more casual and more feminine, especially after French
designer Christian Dior introduced the “New Look” that, along with padded
bras, boned girdles, and bikini bathing suits accentuated female sexuality. As top
athletes returned from military service, football, baseball, basketball, boxing, and
other spectator sports enjoyed a resurgence and offered opportunities for men
and women to relax and take their minds off their everyday concerns. Comedy
prevailed on the radio, as Jack Benny, Fred Allen, George Burns and Gracie
Allen, and “Fibber McGee and Molly” regaled listeners. Movies like Life with
Father, The Egg and I, and It’s a Wonderful Life presented upbeat visions of the
American family, while film musicals like Easter Parade and On the Town and
theatrical musicals like Brigadoon, Finian’s Rainbow,Annie Get Your Gun, and Kiss
Me, Kate—Cole Porter’s adaptation of William Shakespeare’s The Taming of the
Shrew—expressed a joie de vivre. And whereas in Europe existentialism, a philosophy that posited a meaningless, atheistic universe, was gaining currency, in
the United States religious affiliation was approaching its highest levels in
history.
At the same time, however, postwar politics in the new age of atomic
weapons and superpower confrontation spawned a cold war that caused the
United States to redefine its notions of national self-interest and contributed a
profound sense of frustration to the spirit of the times. Many had expected that
victory in World War II would eliminate political oppression and totalitarian
rule.Within just a few years, however, they returned, as strong as ever, but with

President Truman (left) performs
with comedian Jack Benny.
(Photofest)
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a new face—that of Joseph Stalin, leader of the Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics (USSR). Furthermore, fear of communist subversion within the
United States sparked the Red Scare that came to a head in the early 1950s
with the ascension of Republican senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin.
The uncertain political situation in the late 1940s, the climate of suspicion
spawned by the Red Scare, and the new threats posed by atomic weaponry
thus tempered postwar optimism with a foreboding feeling that at some deeper, unseen level, all was not well. This sentiment was voiced in such novels as
Robert Penn Warren’s All the King’s Men, Saul Bellow’s The Victim, and Nelson
Algren’s The Man with the Golden Arm, and in such plays as Eugene O’Neill’s
The Iceman Cometh, Tennessee Williams’s A Streetcar Named Desire, and Arthur
Miller’s All My Sons and Death of a Salesman. In the movies, the postwar anxiety that beneath the prosperous surface lurked corruption, betrayal, and doom
found expression in gangster movies and such film noir dramas as The Postman
Always Rings Twice,The Big Sleep, and The Naked City.

THE COLD WAR AND INTERNATIONAL POLITICS
The Cold War Abroad
The big losers of World War II were, of course, the Axis powers: Germany, Italy,
and Japan, whose economies and infrastructures were devastated and leaders
had either killed themselves (Adolf Hitler), been killed by their countrymen
(Benito Mussolini), or were tried and executed for war crimes (Japan’s general
Hideki Tojo and top German leaders convicted in the Nuremberg Trials). But
Great Britain and France, which had been dominant European powers before
the war, also emerged greatly diminished in their power and influence. Like the
rest of Europe, their cities, industries, and infrastructures had been badly damaged; they suffered large numbers of casualties, and their economies and social
institutions were impaired. By contrast, even though the Soviet Union had also
suffered enormous casualties and had been the scene of some of the fiercest
fighting, the postwar USSR emerged as one of the world’s two superpowers.
Its armies occupied much of eastern Europe, and its wartime industry was
working at high capacity to produce a steady stream of armaments. Moreover,
the 1945 Yalta agreement among Great Britain, the United States, and the
Soviet Union, aimed at establishing a postwar political order, implicitly recognized that the USSR would preside over a sphere of influence that included
most of eastern Europe.
The other superpower was the United States, then the world’s only atomic power, whose wartime industry was also working near peak capacity. By
contrast to the Soviet Union and the European nations, the U.S. mainland had
escaped battle on its soil. Its factories had not been bombed; its cities had not
been destroyed; its civilian population had not been killed or displaced; nor
had the country undergone occupation by a hostile power. Consequently, the
U.S. economy was not only intact but strengthened by the war: demand for
industrial products and heavy government spending created new jobs and lifted the nation from the Great Depression. Thus, for both military and economic reasons, the United States emerged from World War II as the dominant
power on the globe.
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The United States has always been insulated from Europe and Asia by the
two oceans that bound it, and in the immediate aftermath of the war, public
opinion was mixed as to whether America should actively assume its role as
superpower or turn inward and resist becoming enmeshed once more in the
world’s turmoil. It had, after all, paid a large price in human lives, diverted
resources, and disrupted plans to help resolve a major European conflict for the
second time in the half century. The isolationist sentiments were most vocally
expressed by a faction of the Republican party led by Senator Robert Taft of
Ohio and other figures from the Midwest. Other Republicans and many
Democrats took a more international view and believed that, given its new
power and stature, the United States needed to act as a leader in shaping world
politics. They supported U.S. participation in the United Nations (UN) in the
hope that such an organization might resolve disputes before they erupted into
wars that could draw in other nations such as the United States.
The postwar period saw the eventual triumph of the internationalists over
the isolationists. Even Senator Taft finally supported the United Nations, which
first convened in 1947, with full U.S. participation.The United States asserted its
leadership role in world politics in other ways too. Two months after the German surrender, the United States, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union established the terms of the postwar occupation of Germany at the Potsdam
Conference. Both superpowers recognized that Germany was central to the
reconstruction of Europe and to the shape of postwar European politics. The
United States wanted Germany to be a robust, democratic, capitalist society
with a strong economy and ties to the West, while the Soviet Union, which had
suffered two catastrophic invasions by Germany within a quarter century, wanted the nation to be weak and dependent on the USSR, with a communist
economy and a government responsive to Moscow. The Potsdam agreement
partitioned Germany into one zone under Soviet administration and three
smaller zones administered by Great Britain, France, and the United States.
These three zones were later consolidated into a single Western zone.The partitions were intended to be temporary, but Germany remained a divided country
until the cold war ended in 1990. In fact, the reunification of Germany under a
pro-Western government was one of the primary cold war objectives of the
United States, and the superpowers’ conflicting interests in Germany account
for why that country was later the focal point for two major cold war crises.
Within three years after World War II concluded, the Soviet Union consolidated its rule in eastern Europe, where directly or indirectly it installed communist regimes in Czechoslovakia, Poland, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria,
Yugoslavia, Albania, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, and various central Asian
republics. All of these countries became de facto Soviet satellites behind what
British leader Winston Churchill warned in 1946 had become an “iron curtain.” Moreover, in the years immediately after the war, local communist parties, bolstered by support from the USSR and its allies, threatened to prevail in
Greece, Italy, and France.
In response,Truman accepted the advice of George Kennan, one of his top
experts on the Soviet Union, and adopted a policy of “containment” to thwart
communist expansion. The containment policy sought to avoid direct military
confrontation with the Soviets, as that could develop into an unwanted, protracted war, possibly even a third world war. The policy thus conceded to the
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Soviets the gains they had already made in eastern Europe. But Truman was
committed to resisting subsequent growth of the Soviet sphere of influence.
The steps Truman took to contain communism during the postwar period were largely economic. After the withdrawal of British troops from the
region, the royalist Greek government fought a civil war against communist
insurgents, and Truman authorized military advisers and economic aid in
early 1947 to prevent a communist victory. Shortly thereafter, the president
issued the Truman Doctrine, aimed specifically at containing the spread of
communism. The doctrine included the Marshall Plan for European economic recovery (1947), which was one of the great successes of the postwar
era; the Four-Point Plan to provide technical assistance to underdeveloped
countries in Asia, Africa, and Latin America (1948); and the creation in 1949
of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), a Western military
alliance intended to present a unified front against the Soviet Union, which
that September, exploded its first atomic bomb, thereby ending the U.S.
nuclear monopoly.
The first major test of American will to resist the Soviets came in 1948
and 1949, when the United States refused the Soviet demand for a single,
Soviet-controlled currency for all of Berlin. Although located fully within
Soviet-controlled East Germany, Berlin remained divided into a Sovietadministered eastern sector and a western sector governed by the Allies. The
Soviets believed that by controlling the currency in both sectors they would be
able to exert both economic and political control throughout the city. Hoping
to compel compliance, they blockaded the land and river access routes to West
Berlin in June 1948. Wanting neither to back down nor force a military confrontation, Truman initiated the Berlin airlift, a massive shipment of vital supplies to the 2 million citizens of West Berlin. By spring 1949, the
round-the-clock flights were averaging 8,000 tons of fuel and food daily. Finally, on May 12, 1949, the Soviets lifted the blockade and dropped their objections to the formation of a separate West German state. Eleven days later, the
pro-West Federal Republic of Germany was proclaimed, with its capital in
Bonn. On October 7, 1949, the pro-Soviet German Democratic Republic was
formed in East Germany, with East Berlin as its capital. As the United States
still sought the eventual reunification of Germany under a government friendly to the West, it refused to recognize East Germany until 1974.
Postwar Asia was also in turmoil. After the Japanese defeat in 1945, a civil
war in China resumed between an agrarian, communist faction led by Mao
Zedong and the pro-West Nationalist faction led by Chiang Kaishek. At the
end of the year,Truman sent newly retired five-star general George Marshall to
China as his special emissary. A hero of World War II and one of the most
respected men of his time, Marshall was charged with forming a coalition government in which both parties would be represented but which the Nationalists would dominate. In addition to achieving a viable political settlement in
China, Truman hoped that Marshall’s stature would dampen criticism at home
by the right-wing “China lobby” that his administration was willing to “sell
out” Chiang to the communists. Despite deep, mutual mistrust between the
communists and Nationalists and seemingly irreconcilable demands by each
side, Marshall, who had served in China for three years between the world
wars, succeeded in negotiating a truce and an agreement to create a national
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assembly to draft a national constitution. Moreover, both sides agreed to integrate their forces into a single, national army.
In March 1946, however, while Marshall was in Washington, D.C., to consult with Truman, the fragile truce fell apart, and his mission officially ended in
January 1947. In his reports, Marshall cautioned that the United States would
essentially have to take over the Chinese government in order to preserve Chiang’s rule, and that this would involve a continuing U.S. commitment from
which it would be difficult to withdraw. Truman heeded the warning and
gradually reduced aid to Chiang down to token amounts that would appease
the China lobby and other right-wing critics. Subsequently, after the communists prevailed and drove the Nationalists from the mainland, the China lobby
accused the Truman administration of “losing China.” Mao declared the People’s Republic of China on October 1, 1949, and Chiang and his followers
established Nationalist China on the island of Taiwan (then called Formosa).
Despite Soviet objections, the United Nations recognized Nationalist China
and refused to seat a delegation from Mao’s mainland China.
In addition, following World War II, Korea was partitioned at the 38th parallel into a U.S.-backed southern sector and a Soviet-backed northern sector.
The country, which had been occupied by Japan since the beginning of the
century, had been promised independence, but the Soviets thwarted UN efforts
to hold elections. Therefore, in 1948, two separate republics were declared.
Despite a vow by Kim Il Sung, the leader of North Korea, to unite the two
Koreas, the United States and the Soviet Union withdrew their occupying
forces, thereby making possible the 1950 invasion of South Korea by North
Korea, which marked the beginning of the Korean War.
In Southeast Asia, communist nationalist leader Ho Chi Minh inaugurated
a war for Vietnamese independence from French colonial rule and, in 1946,
established a communist government in Hanoi, in northern Vietnam. In 1949,
France recognized instead the pro-Western government of Bao Dai in Saigon,
in southern Vietnam. The struggle to determine which regime should govern
the land persisted for almost 30 years and led to U.S. participation in the Vietnam War in the 1960s and 1970s.

Other International Developments
The postwar era also saw the beginning of the disintegration of the European
colonial empires. Great Britain lost its colonial rule of Burma (Myanmar) and
India in 1947. Afterward, India was partitioned into a predominantly Hindu
nation—India—and a predominantly Muslim nation—Pakistan.War broke out
among the rival factions soon afterward, and more than a million people were
displaced as Hindus in Pakistan fled to India and Muslims in India relocated to
Pakistan. Great Britain also withdrew from the region of the Middle East then
known as Palestine, and in May 1948, the United Nations authorized the formation in part of Palestine of the state of Israel as a Jewish homeland. This
action was bitterly opposed by Arabs in the region, and the first Arab-Israeli
war broke out immediately. In January 1949, a peace treaty was signed in
which Israel acquired about 50 percent more territory, but Jordan retained
control of Old Jerusalem. Jordan and Egypt also occupied or annexed territory
that the United Nations had designated for a separate Palestinian state.

Postwar Prelude

The Cold War at Home
Although the term McCarthyism is often used to refer to the aggressively anticommunist governmental activities of the early cold war, these practices preceded the senator’s rise to power. In fact, they date back at least to the so-called
Palmer Raids of 1919 and 1920, when the future director of the Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) J. Edgar Hoover, then assistant to Attorney General Mitchell Palmer, oversaw the interrogation and often subsequent deportation, of thousands of alleged anarchist and communist immigrants. In the
post–World War II era, the first major anticommunist governmental action was
the investigation conducted by the House Un-American Activities Committee
(HUAC) into the alleged presence of communist propaganda in Hollywood
films. And in fact, some members of the film industry, primarily writers, were
communists and communist sympathizers.
In October 1947, HUAC opened hearings to investigate whether procommunist messages were being surreptitiously inserted into Hollywood films.
Because the witnesses included many celebrities, the hearings attracted considerable national publicity. Although the hearings did not produce any significant
evidence of communist influence on movie content, they did establish a crucial
legal precedent when 10 witnesses refused to testify. Initially supported by such
liberal members of the Hollywood community as actors Humphrey Bogart and
Lauren Bacall, they claimed that the First Amendment of the Constitution protected them from having to discuss their political beliefs or activities with the
government. After the committee cited them for contempt of Congress, the
witnesses, known as the Hollywood Ten, appealed to the Supreme Court, which
in 1950 ruled against them. They subsequently served prison sentences. Thereafter, witnesses appearing before congressional committees could not invoke the
First Amendment to refuse to testify. Thus, when committee members asked
them to identify other people who were, or might have been, involved with
communist organizations, many witnesses, most of them liberals, were placed in
a no-win situation. They could cooperate by naming names and thereby avoid
legal repercussions for themselves at the cost of condemning current and/or former friends and associates; they could refuse to cooperate and go to jail; or they
could cite their Fifth Amendment protections against self-incrimination and
refuse to testify without risking jail. But the Supreme Court later ruled that
witnesses could not invoke the Fifth Amendment selectively, by answering some
questions and not others. Consequently, such witnesses lost the opportunity to
defend or explain their own actions without being compelled to identify other
people who may have had communist associations. Such “Fifth-Amendment
communists,” as Senator Joseph McCarthy labeled them, were inevitably blacklisted throughout the television and film industries and were unable to work
under their own names. Some writers continued to work for much lower pay
by submitting their scripts under the name of someone else, known as a “front,”
but most were forced out of the industry.
Some historians believe that by calling “unfriendly” (uncooperative) witnesses, refusing to admit their introductory statements, and reading the allegations against them into the record, HUAC was deliberately attempting to
create an official list of names that could become the basis for blacklisting.
Whether this was the intention, the HUAC listings functioned as a blacklist, as
did Attorney General Tom Clark’s letters released in 1947 and 1948 to the
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Loyalty Review Board, which identified subversive and communist-front organizations, reports from the 1938 Massachusetts House Committee on UnAmerican Activities, and 1947 and 1948 reports from the California
Committee on Un-American Activities, chaired by Senator Jack Tenney. The
congressional hearings into the film industry and the practice of blacklisting
continued through the 1950s. They finally ended in 1960, when Kirk Douglas
openly hired Hollywood Ten member Dalton Trumbo to write the screenplays
for Exodus and Spartacus, and President-elect John F. Kennedy crossed American Legion picket lines to see the latter.
In 1948, former communist Whittaker Chambers made the first serious
charge that communists had infiltrated high levels of the government. He
accused Alger Hiss, a former ranking member of the State Department under
Roosevelt, of having spied for the Soviets in the 1930s. Hiss had participated in
the Yalta Conference and played an instrumental role in the founding of the
United Nations. Many on the political right believed that Roosevelt had sold
out eastern Europe in Yalta, when the United States and Great Britain
acknowledged Soviet influence over territories then occupied by the Soviet
army. Likewise, many on the far right opposed the formation of the United
Nations, which they suspected of being an instrument of the Soviets.
Hiss vehemently denied Chambers’s accusation and sued him for libel. In
return, Chambers escalated his charges. He asserted that Hiss had committed
treason by passing government documents to the Soviet Union. Chambers theatrically retrieved his proof before news cameras: five rolls of microfilm hidden
for safekeeping in hollowed-out pumpkins. Based on this evidence, popularly
known as the “pumpkin papers,” Hiss was tried for perjury, as the statute of limitations for treason had expired.The first trial took place in early 1949 but ended
in a hung jury.The retrial began in late 1949, and Hiss was found guilty of perjury on January 21, 1950. The Hiss case first brought to national prominence
future president Richard M. Nixon, then a Republican congressman and a
member of HUAC, who pursued Chambers’s charges when no one else would.
Other notable domestic cold war developments included the passage of the
1947 Taft-Hartley Act, over Truman’s veto, which forbade unions from having
communists among their leadership. That year, the Truman administration
barred communists and communist sympathizers from employment within the
federal government, and in the so-called Foley Square trial of 1949, 11 top
leaders of the U.S. Communist Party were convicted and jailed under the 1940
Smith Act on charges that, by virtue of being Communists, they had conspired
to overthrow the U.S. government by force and violence. Eventually, 93 people
were thus convicted, although in 1957, the Supreme Court declared parts of
the act unconstitutional and overturned some of the convictions. In the late
1940s, several state legislatures ordered the firing of public school employees
who were communists.
Given that communist doctrine rejects God and religion, the opposition to
communism by religious figures of all persuasions is not surprising, and much
of the early cold war ideology pictured the United States and the West as a
bulwark of Christian morality against the spread of immoral communism.
Catholics were especially concerned by communist gains in predominantly
Catholic eastern Europe, and among those who sought to galvanize Americans
against communism was Bishop Fulton J. Sheen, whose best-selling books Peace
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of Soul (1947) and Communism and the Conscience of the West (1948) depicted
communism as a threat to Catholicism. Reverend Billy Graham, a popular
Protestant evangelical minister who became famous in 1949 with the support
of newspaper publisher William Randolph Hearst and Time magazine publisher
Henry Luce, went so far as to maintain that communism was motivated by
Satan. In 1949, Graham received additional support from such political figures
as South Carolina governor Strom Thurmond and former secretary of state
James Byrnes. He remained in close contact with anticommunist politicians
throughout the duration of the cold war and was a religious adviser to President Nixon. Throughout the 1950s, both Sheen and Graham hosted popular
television shows that attacked communism.

GOVERNMENT AND SOCIETY
Truman ran for election in 1948, pledging to continue Roosevelt’s liberal New
Deal agenda. Following his election, he dubbed his package of progressive
social programs the Fair Deal. But his prospects for victory in the election had
seemed tenuous at best. The Democratic Party had splintered into three factions. Aside from Truman’s camp, there were Henry Wallace, who had preceded
Truman as Roosevelt’s vice president and ran against Truman as leader of the
left-wing Progressive Party, and South Carolina’s Democratic governor Strom
Thurmond, who entered the race as leader of the conservative “Dixiecrats.”
The latter group opposed Truman’s efforts to end racial segregation and insisted upon preserving “states’ rights” against federal government intrusion. The
Republican candidate, New York’s governor Thomas Dewey, had run unsuccessfully against Roosevelt in 1944 but was now the heavy favorite in most of
the public opinion polls. Like Truman, Dewey supported such efforts to contain communism as the Berlin airlift and the Marshall Plan, and he favored further progress in civil rights and recognition of the state of Israel. He attacked
Truman for being soft on domestic communism, but he did not go so far as to
advocate outlawing the Communist Party. In the face of multilateral opposition, Truman took his message to the people in a famous “whistlestop campaign” that consisted of traveling by train throughout the country, stopping
along the way to give speeches at selected stations. Throngs gathered to hear
the president and shouted, “Give ’em hell, Harry” and other words of encouragement. Despite an infamous banner headline in the Chicago Daily Tribune that
announced the morning after the election, “Dewey Defeats Truman,” Truman
pulled off an upset victory and won by more than 100 electoral votes and 2
million popular votes, out of about 48 million cast.

CIVIL RIGHTS
The most significant developments in civil rights in the immediate postwar era
came in 1947, when Jackie Robinson broke the color barrier in major league
baseball by playing for the Brooklyn Dodgers, and in 1948, when Truman, by
executive action, desegregated the armed forces.
Robinson, who served in the army during the war and was discharged as a
lieutenant, first integrated professional baseball in 1945, when owner Branch
Rickey signed him to a contract with the Montreal Royals, a farm club of the
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Brooklyn Dodgers. In 1946, despite vicious harassment on and off the field,
Robinson led the league in hitting and was called up to the Brooklyn major
league team the following spring. Again, he excelled, despite cruel harassment
from fans and other players, and in 1949, he won the National League’s Most
Valuable Player award after setting records for fielding and batting and establishing himself as a premier base stealer. Robinson’s major league career lasted
through 1956, and like other black and Hispanic players of the time, when
playing in the South, he typically was denied entrance to the restaurants, hotels,
and other facilities enjoyed by the rest of his team. Nonetheless, his success on
the field made it possible for other talented African-American players to join
the major leagues, and baseball stadiums, too, were soon integrated, as black
fans no longer had to sit apart, in inferior seats, from whites. Moreover, as the
centerpiece of a Brooklyn team that dominated its league in the late 1940s and
much of the 1950s, Robinson helped bring respect to Brooklyn, which was
often overshadowed by Manhattan in the public mind. Thus, in addition to
becoming the focal point for civil rights issues, he also helped forge a new
sense of unity and pride in his new community.
In 1948, President Truman delivered his State of the Union address before a
largely unresponsive Congress filled with conservative Republicans and Dixiecrats.The president asserted that “our first goal is to secure the essential human
rights of our citizens.” A month later, he was appalled by what he read in To
Secure These Rights, the report of his Civil Rights Commission, which documented unwarranted beatings, lynchings, and other atrocities in the South. Truman
called on Congress to pass legislation to ensure voting rights, terminate the poll
tax that discouraged black voters, end racial discrimination by employers and
labor unions, and eliminate discrimination in interstate travel. In addition, Truman asked for a federal law against “the crime of lynching, against which I cannot speak too strongly,” and he ordered the secretary of defense to end racial
discrimination in the military services. He also asked Congress to act on claims
by Japanese Americans who had been forced from their homes and into confinement during World War II “solely because of their racial origin.”1
Most of Truman’s legislative agenda fell on deaf ears in Congress, but he
had the authority to desegregate the military by executive action, and on July
26, 1948, he did so. Black Americans who had been serving in separate units,
often under the command of white officers, were now fully integrated into
previously all-white units. As a result, white and black men worked together as
equals, in many instances for the first time in their lives. As a result, they came
to know one another more as individuals than as racial abstractions. This
change within the military facilitated later changes within the society at large.
The Korean War was the first significant military action in which integrated
units fought. At the same time that Truman desegregated the armed forces, he
issued a separate executive order calling for a fair employment policy in the
civil service, declaring that merit and fitness should be the only criteria for
employment with the U.S. government.

BUSINESS
Fears that the nation would fall back into an economic depression without
stimulation from the war effort proved unfounded. The quick demobilization
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sparked an immediate need for housing, automobiles, television and radio sets,
higher education, and other goods and services, and the business climate
immediately following the war was generally good. The G.I. Bill fueled the
housing boom, which in turn fueled the economy by financing many of the
houses the returning veterans purchased. Low-interest federal loans required no
down payment; furthermore, they were guaranteed, so lenders incurred minimal risk. The G.I. Bill also financed college tuition, thereby making a college
education widely available to the working class for the first time.The increased
enrollments ultimately resulted in a great influx of college-educated workers to
the workforce and facilitated a new spurt of upward mobility for workers,
while significantly upgrading the labor pool from which companies could hire.
At the same time, the expanded enrollments made higher education a growth
industry, as the number of universities dramatically increased, creating a new
demand both for physical facilities and for faculty, administrators, and support
staff.
As the cold war intensified, another industry grew along with it—national
defense. Throughout the postwar era, consumer-oriented companies such as
General Electric, Chrysler, General Motors, Goodyear, and Westinghouse
derived a growing portion of their income directly from defense contracts.The
large contractors, in turn, purchased large quantities of raw materials from
other major corporations, such as U.S. Steel; they also subcontracted work out
to smaller companies. California, in particular, benefited from the defense contracts, which underwrote much of the state’s enormous growth during the
period. In southern California, more than half of the economic growth
between 1947 and 1957 derived from defense contracts, and slightly less than
60 percent of all jobs in greater Los Angeles were directly or indirectly dependent on military spending; in San Diego, the figure was closer to 70 percent.2
But California was not the only beneficiary; across the nation throughout the
late 1940s and the 1950s, defense played an increasingly prominent role in the
nation’s economy, so much so that in his farewell address on January 17, 1961,
President Eisenhower warned the nation to “guard against the acquisition of
unwarranted influence, whether sought or unsought, by the military-industrial
complex. The potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and
will persist.”3
After a slow start in 1946, when the gross national product (GNP) declined
by 2 percent, in 1947 and 1948, the GNP grew by 11 percent per year, before
failing to grow at all in 1949.The unemployment rate rose from about 3.9 percent from 1946 to 1948 to 5.9 percent in 1949. Inflation grew from 4.6 percent in 1946 to 8.4 percent in 1947, then declined to 5.2 percent in 1948 and
0.7 percent in 1949.4
In 1947, the average American annual salary was $2,589; for example, a
teacher earned $2,261, a factory worker $2,793, and a physician $10,700.
Rooms at New York City’s San Moritz Hotel started at $4.50 a night, and
Broadway theater tickets ranged between $1.20 and $4.30. In 1948, a DeSoto convertible cost about $2,500, a Buick Roadmaster $2,900, a Packard
$4,300, and a Rolls-Royce convertible $18,500. In 1949, a one-pound can
of red salmon cost 59¢, and rib veal chops cost 69¢ per pound. An Arnold
Constable Persian lamb coat could be purchased for $350, and a boy’s storm
coat for $16.5
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