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1.The Red Scare was hysteria over the perceived threat posed by Communists in the 
U.S. during the Cold War between the Soviet Union and the United States, which 
intensified in the late 1940s and early 1950s. (Communists were often referred to as 
“Reds” for their allegiance to the red Soviet flag.) The Red Scare led to a range of 
actions that had a profound and enduring effect on U.S. government and society. 
Federal employees were analyzed to determine whether they were sufficiently loyal to 
the government, and the House Un-American Activities Committee, as well as U.S. 
Senator Joseph R. McCarthy, investigated allegations of subversive elements in the 
government and the Hollywood film industry. The climate of fear and repression linked to 
the Red Scare finally began to ease by the late 1950s. 
 
First Red Scare: 1917-1920 
The first Red Scare occurred in the wake of World War I. The Russian Revolution of 
1917 saw the Bolsheviks, led by Vladimir Lenin, topple the Romanov dynasty, kicking off 
the rise of the communist party and inspiring international fear of Bolsheviks and 
anarchists. 
 
In the United States, labor strikes were on the rise, and the press sensationalized them 
as being caused by immigrants bent on bringing down the American way of life. The 
Sedition Act of 1918 targeted people who criticized the government, monitoring radicals 
and labor union leaders with the threat of deportation. 
 
The fear turned to violence with the 1919 anarchist bombings, a series of bombs 
targeting law enforcement and government officials. Bombs went off in a wide number of 
cities including Boston, Cleveland, Philadelphia, D.C., and New York City. 
 
The first Red Scare climaxed in 1919 and 1920, when United States Attorney General 
Alexander Mitchell Palmer ordered the Palmer raids, a series of violent law-enforcement 
raids targeting leftist radicals and anarchists. They kicked off a period of unrest that 
became known as the “Red Summer.”  
 
Cold War Concerns About Communism 
 
Following World War II (1939-45), the democratic United States and the communist 
Soviet Union became engaged in a series of largely political and economic clashes 
known as the Cold War. The intense rivalry between the two superpowers raised 
concerns in the United States that Communists and leftist sympathizers inside America 
might actively work as Soviet spies and pose a threat to U.S. security. 
 
Did you know? FBI director J. Edgar Hoover was quick to equate any kind of protest with 
communist subversion, including the civil rights demonstrations led by Martin Luther King 
Jr. Hoover labeled King a communist and covertly worked to intimidate and discredit the 
civil rights leader. 
 



Such ideas were not totally unfounded. The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) 
had long carried out espionage activities inside America with the aid of U.S. citizens, 
particularly during World War II. As apprehension about Soviet influence grew as the 
Cold War heated up, U.S. leaders decided to take action. On March 21, 1947, President 
Harry S. Truman (1884-1972) issued Executive Order 9835, also known as the Loyalty 
Order, which mandated that all federal employees be analyzed to determine whether 
they were sufficiently loyal to the government. Truman’s loyalty program was a startling 
development for a country that prized the concepts of personal liberty and freedom of 
political organization. Yet it was only one of many questionable activities that occurred 
during the period of anticommunist hysteria known as the Red Scare. 
 
Joseph McCarthy and the House Un-American Activities Committee 
 
One of the pioneering efforts to investigate communist activities took place in the U.S. 
House of Representatives, where the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) 
was formed in 1938. HUAC’s investigations frequently focused on exposing Communists 
working inside the federal government or subversive elements working in the Hollywood 
film industry, and the committee gained new momentum following World War II, as the 
Cold War began. Under pressure from the negative publicity aimed at their studios, 
movie executives created Hollywood blacklists that barred suspected radicals from 
employment; similar lists were also established in other industries. 
 
Another congressional investigator, U.S. Senator Joseph R. McCarthy (1908-57) of 
Wisconsin, became the person most closely associated with the anticommunist 
crusade–and with its excesses. McCarthy used hearsay and intimidation to establish 
himself as a powerful and feared figure in American politics. He leveled charges of 
disloyalty at celebrities, intellectuals and anyone who disagreed with his political views, 
costing many of his victims their reputations and jobs. McCarthy’s reign of terror 
continued until his colleagues formally denounced his tactics in 1954 during the 
Army-McCarthy hearings, when army lawyer Joseph Welch famously asked McCarthy, 
“Have you no decency?” 
 
J. Edgar Hoover and the FBI 
The Federal Bureau of Investigation, or FBI, and its longtime director, J. Edgar Hoover 
(1895-1972), aided many of the legislative investigations of communist activities. An 
ardent anticommunist, Hoover had been a key player in an earlier, though less 
pervasive, Red Scare in the years following World War I (1914-18). With the dawning of 
the new anticommunist crusade in the late 1940s, Hoover’s agency compiled extensive 
files on suspected subversives through the use of wiretaps, surveillance and the 
infiltration of leftist groups. 
 
The information obtained by the FBI proved essential in high-profile legal cases, 
including the 1949 conviction of 12 prominent leaders of the American Communist Party 
on charges that they had advocated the overthrow of the government. Moreover, 
Hoover’s agents helped build the case against Julius Rosenberg (1918-53) and his wife, 
Ethel Rosenberg (1915-53), who were convicted of espionage in 1951. The Rosenbergs 
were executed two years later. 
 



Hysteria and Growing Conservatism 
 
Public concerns about communism were heightened by international events. In 1949, 
the Soviet Union successfully tested a nuclear bomb and communist forces led by Mao 
Zedong (1893-1976) took control of China. The following year saw the start of the 
Korean War (1950-53), which engaged U.S. troops in combat against the 
communist-supported forces of North Korea. The advances of communism around the 
world convinced many U.S. citizens that there was a real danger of “Reds” taking over 
their own country. Figures such as McCarthy and Hoover fanned the flames of fear by 
wildly exaggerating that possibility. 
 
 
As the Red Scare intensified, its political climate turned increasingly conservative. 
Elected officials from both major parties sought to portray themselves as staunch 
anticommunists, and few people dared to criticize the questionable tactics used to 
persecute suspected radicals. Membership in leftist groups dropped as it became clear 
that such associations could lead to serious consequences, and dissenting voices from 
the left side of the political spectrum fell silent on a range of important issues. In judicial 
affairs, for example, support for free speech and other civil liberties eroded significantly. 
This trend was symbolized by the 1951 U.S. Supreme Court ruling in Dennis v. United 
States, which said that the free-speech rights of accused Communists could be 
restricted because their actions presented a clear and present danger to the 
government. 
 
Red Scare Impact 
Americans also felt the effects of the Red Scare on a personal level, and thousands of 
alleged communist sympathizers saw their lives disrupted. They were hounded by law 
enforcement, alienated from friends and family and fired from their jobs. While a small 
number of the accused may have been aspiring revolutionaries, most others were the 
victims of false allegations or had done nothing more than exercise their democratic right 
to join a political party. 
 
Though the climate of fear and repression began to ease in the late 1950s, the Red 
Scare has continued to influence political debate in the decades since. It is often cited as 
an example of how unfounded fears can compromise civil liberties. 
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2. Cold War paranoia: fear of the Reds and the BombFEATURE 
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Paranoia was common during the Cold War – the natural offspring of propaganda, 
ignorance, fear and secrecy. Find out how a 40-year stand-off between superpowers put 
the US on edge 
 
The new Steven Spielberg thriller Bridge of Spies is based on a key event during the 
Cold War. This was a period when paranoia ran from the political elites to the ordinary 
US citizen and often surfaced in American popular culture. It had a long reach, turning 
up everywhere from comic books to movies. 
 
The first US “red scare” dates back to the early 20th century and the Russian Revolution. 
A revolutionary government, adamantly opposed to capitalism and with global ambitions, 
was seen as dangerously likely to trigger strikes and unrest in the US heartland. 
Communism was regarded as fundamentally antithetical to the American way of life. 
 
The fear receded during the Second World War, when the Soviet Union was a military 
ally against Nazism, but returned with renewed force after the war ended. 
 
It took a prominent place in the US educational system when schoolchildren were shown 
films of nuclear explosions and encouraged to “duck and cover” – hide under desks – to 
escape the effects. 
 
Indoctrination grew quickly from Bert the Turtle, a friendly cartoon adviser, to the 
bubblegum cards of the Children’s Crusade Against Communism in 1951 and home 
economics lessons in how to furnish a bomb shelter. It may now seem absurd, but there 
was little appetite for the more reasoned approaches proposed by some. 
 
A film still from Bridge of Spies 
Cold war kids: schoolchildren were shown films of explosions and encouraged to “duck 
and cover” – hide under desks – to escape the effects 
Credit: Twentieth Century Fox 
Hollywood picked up the theme in adult movies, from I Married a Communist to The Red 
Menace in 1949. Cold War themes cropped up in metaphorical form in science fiction, 
such as The Thing from Another World in 1951. 
 



Magazine and newspaper articles – the main source of information while television was 
in its infancy – carried lurid titles such as “I don’t want my children to grow up in Soviet 
Russia” or “I learned about Communism the hard way”. 
 
There is a big difference between propaganda and paranoia, but in the fevered 
atmosphere of the time the transition was easy. Events took a more vicious turn with the 
onset of the McCarthyite witch-hunts in 1950. Senator Joseph McCarthy made 
allegations of widespread communist subversion in the US, from the army to the 
government. 
 
His claims were investigated by the House Un-American Activities Committee, first 
created in 1938 to counter Nazism. Communism had gained its share of pre-war US 
adherents, so McCarthy’s activities gained a foothold. He turned the spotlight on the 
movie industry and produced the Hollywood blacklist, naming ten leading figures in the 
industry. 
 
They included Charlie Chaplin, Paul Robeson and Orson Welles. Many more were 
subpoenaed as witnesses. 
 
Joseph McCarthy 
Vicious: senator Joseph McCarthy made allegations of widespread communist 
subversion in the US 
Credit: Getty 
The accused either left the country or the industry, or worked on under pseudonyms. 
McCarthy became increasingly unpopular for his smear tactics, seen as undermining 
democracy, and died in 1957. 
 
In the Soviet sphere, propaganda played a different role. In a heavily censored society 
where open debate was suppressed, it was less important as a tool to influence 
domestic opinion. 
 
The official line was that Soviet achievements – developing the Bomb and the space 
race – were a source of pride. America was the aggressor; the motherland must be 
defended. 
 
A false sense of inevitability inherent in Marxism-Leninism about the eventual triumph of 
socialism provided an equally illusory sense of security. A nuclear war would be 
regrettable but nothing could stop the march of history. The KGB’s enormous 
propaganda budget was mostly spent abroad on trying to manipulate Western protest 
and front organisations. 
 
A few early Soviet dissidents – Ginzburg, Galanskov, Daniel and Sinayavsky – were 
imprisoned by the late Sixties as illegal samizdat publishing got under way. It proved 
persistent. 
 
Yet it was not until later that Soviet dissidence played a key role in Cold War 
perceptions. And by that time, the initial wave of extreme Cold War paranoia had moved 
on. 



 
3.Second Red Scare 
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Portrait of Governor Frank J. Lausche (1895-1990). Lausche served as Governor from 
1945-1947 and also from 1949-1957. 
The Second Red Scare (1947-1957) was a fear-driven phenomenon brought on by the 
growing power of communist countries in the wake of the Second World War, particularly 
the Soviet Union. Many in the U.S. feared that the Soviet Union and its allies were 
planning to forcefully spread communism around the globe, overthrowing both 
democratic and capitalist institutions as it went. With the Soviet Union occupying much of 
Eastern and Central Europe, many in the U.S. perceived their fears of communist 
expansionism as confirmed. The U.S. also feared that communist agents had infiltrated 
the federal government. A massive witch hunt to root out communist sympathizers 
ensued. 
 
The Red Scare phenomenon has occurred twice in U.S history. The First Red Scare 
(1919-1921) was fueled by Americans’ fears that the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia 
would spread to the United States. The Second Red Scare was perpetuated by a 
number of high-profile domestic and international events, including the Rosenburg trial, 
the victory of communist forces in the Chinese Civil War, the creation of the “Iron 
Curtain,” the advent of Soviet nuclear weapons capabilities, and the Korean War. 
 
Government officials and citizens alike were afraid of a nuclear war with the Soviets, and 
the U.S. became nervous that Soviet espionage was employed within the government. 
Their fears were not unfounded, as numerous soviet agents and sympathizers had 
indeed infiltrated the U.S. government during World War II. 
 
The federal government established multiple defenses against Soviet espionage. In 
1947 President Harry Truman issued Executive Order 9835, also referred to as the 
Loyalty Order, which mandated that all federal employees had to be analyzed as to 
whether they were truly faithful to the government or not. Federal employees were also 
required to take an oath of loyalty to the U.S. government. The House Un-American 
Activities Committee (HUAC) was created within the House of Representatives to 
investigate suspected communist infiltrators. HUAC focused on locating communists 
within the government, sub-committees of the government, and Hollywood. The pressure 
to ostracize communists was so intense that film producers created a black list to 
prevent suspected communists from gaining employment and influence. The Federal 
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) was expanded to handle the increase in inquiries and trials 
of accused communist supporters. 
 
J. Edgar Hoover, then director of the FBI, was an ardent anti-communist whose influence 
had perpetuated the first Red Scare. Hoover and his investigators used espionage 
tactics of their own to locate potential communists, including wiretaps, surveillance, and 
infiltrating leftist organizations. The efficiency of the FBI was critical in many high-profile 
cases. Their evidence aided the prosecution of twelve potent communist leaders in 
1949; later, in the 1950s, evidence gathered by the FBI proved Julius and Ethel 
Rosenberg guilty. 



 
Hysteria mounted as the government’s hunt for communist sympathizers expanded. 
Senator Joseph McCarthy fed the increasing panic, using unfounded rumors and 
intimidation to gain notoriety as a potent government figure; with this newfound fame and 
influence, McCarthy denounced numerous public figures as being communist 
supporters. His victims included government officials, celebrities, intellectuals—anyone 
opposed to his view point. Most people black listed by McCarthy were innocent, but 
many lost their reputation, and often their employment, regardless. McCarthy dominated 
the anti-communist sentiment until the Army-McCarthy hearings of 1954 all but ruined 
his credibility. McCarthy was censured that year and died, his own reputation in 
shambles, three years later. To this day, the term “McCarthyism” remains synonymous 
with the Second Red Scare, metaphorical witch hunts, and the persecution of the 
innocent. 
 
The Korean War, which pitted communist aggressors against the U.S.-backed South 
Korean government, helped to convince many Americans that communist ideology was 
spreading quickly. The actions of Hoover and McCarthy only fueled the tension within 
the American populace. The United States became more socially conservative as a 
whole. Politicians of both parties began to portray themselves as staunchly 
anti-communist to seize elections. Leftist group attendances and activism dropped off 
out of members’ fears of being accused of being a communist. Civil liberties eroded 
away as the legislature and the judiciary decided that the circumstances were dire 
enough to permit invasions of privacy in order to combat domestic communist threats. 
Neighbors were accused by their peers as being communists as the hysteria grew. 
Those indicted were often shunned from familial relations, released from work, and 
persecuted by law enforcement. Generally, those seeking out communists preferred to 
accuse a mass amount of people, regardless of evidence (or lack thereof), as opposed 
to locating proof to issue an appropriate conviction. 
 
This fear of communism did not just grip the federal government. In 1951, the Ohio 
General Assembly implemented the Ohio Un-American Activities Committee, a joint 
committee of state representatives and senators charged with determining the influence 
of communism in Ohio. The committee was based upon the federal government's House 
Un-American Activities Committee, and its members received sweeping powers to 
question Ohioans about their ties to communism. Between 1951 and 1954, the Ohio 
Un-American Activities Committee, headed by House member Samuel Devine, 
questioned forty Ohioans, asking each person, "Right now, are you an active member of 
the Communist Party?" Every person refused to answer, citing the Fifth Amendment of 
the United States Constitution, which protects Americans against self-incrimination. Most 
of the accused were college students or people who had advocated socialist or 
communist programs to end the Great Depression in the 1930s. Various grand juries 
eventually indicted the forty people, with fifteen of those accused being convicted for 
supporting communism. In 1952, the Ohio Un-American Activities Committee purported 
that 1,300 Ohioans were members of the Communist Party. 
 
In 1953, the Ohio General Assembly, with Governor Frank Lausche's approval, extended 
the Ohio Un-American Activities Committee's existence. Lausche generally opposed the 
committee's actions, but he faced great pressure from fearful Ohio citizens to continue 



his investigations. The governor contended that the committee's actions might put into 
"grave danger . . . the reputations of innocent people against whom accusations can be 
made on the basis of rumor and frequently rooted in malice," but he also stated that 
"Communism is a menace to our country." Lausche did veto a bill that would assess jail 
terms and hefty monetary fines for anyone found guilty of communist leanings, but the 
Ohio General Assembly, at Samuel Devine's urging, passed the bill over the governor's 
veto. The Ohio Un-American Activities Committee continued its investigations for the 
next several years. As Lausche feared, the fervor of state and federal officials in rooting 
out communists led to major violations of civil liberties. 
 
By the mid-1950s, violations against civil rights had begun to convince many Americans 
to condemn the actions of the state and the federal governments. This opposition 
brought the worst aspects of the Second Red Scare to an end by the late 1950s, 
although many Americans would continue to fear communism and its influence 
throughout the Cold War era and beyond. 
 

4. The Postwar Economy: 

1945-1960 

As the Cold War unfolded in the decade and a half after World War II, the 

United States experienced phenomenal economic growth. The war brought 

the return of prosperity, and in the postwar period the United States 

consolidated its position as the world's richest country. Gross national 

product, a measure of all goods and services produced in the United States, 

jumped from about $200 thousand-million in 1940 to $300 thousand-million 

in 1950 to more than $500 thousand-million in 1960. More and more 

Americans now considered themselves part of the middle class. 

The growth had different sources. The automobile industry was partially 

responsible, as the number of automobiles produced annually quadrupled 

between 1946 and 1955. A housing boom, stimulated in part by easily 

affordable mortgages for returning servicemen, fueled the expansion. The 

rise in defense spending as the Cold War escalated also played a part. 

After 1945 the major corporations in America grew even larger. There had 

been earlier waves of mergers in the 1890s and in the 1920s; in the 1950s 

another wave occurred. New conglomerates -- firms with holdings in a 

variety of industries -- led the way. International Telephone and Telegraph, 

for example, bought Sheraton Hotels, Continental Baking, Hartford Fire 

Insurance, and Avis Rent-a-Car, among other companies. Smaller franchise 

operations like McDonald's fast-food restaurants provided still another 

pattern. Large corporations also developed holdings overseas, where labor 

costs were often lower. 



Workers found their own lives changing as industrial America changed. Fewer 

workers produced goods; more provided services. By 1956 a majority held 

white-collar jobs, working as corporate managers, teachers, salespersons 

and office employees. Some firms granted a guaranteed annual wage, 

long-term employment contracts and other benefits. With such changes, 

labor militancy was undermined and some class distinctions began to fade. 

Farmers, on the other hand, faced tough times. Gains in productivity led to 

agricultural consolidation, as farming became a big business. Family farms, in 

turn, found it difficult to compete, and more and more farmers left the land. 

Other Americans moved too. In the postwar period the West and the 

Southwest continued to grow -- a trend that would continue through the end 

of the century. Sun Belt cities like Houston, Texas; Miami, Florida; 

Albuquerque, New Mexico; and Tucson and Phoenix, Arizona, expanded 

rapidly. Los Angeles, California, moved ahead of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 

as the third largest U.S. city. By 1963 California had more people than New 

York. 

An even more important form of movement led Americans out of inner cities 

into new suburbs, where they hoped to find affordable housing for the larger 

families spawned by the postwar baby boom. Developers like William J. Levitt 

built new communities -- with homes that all looked alike -- using the 

techniques of mass production. Levitt's houses were prefabricated, or partly 

assembled in a factory rather than on the final location. The homes were 

modest, but Levitt's methods cut costs and allowed new owners to possess at 

least a part of the American dream. 

As suburbs grew, businesses moved into the new areas. Large shopping 

centers containing a great variety of stores changed consumer patterns. The 

number of these centers rose from eight at the end of World War II to 3,840 

in 1960. With easy parking and convenient evening hours, customers could 

avoid city shopping entirely. 

New highways created better access to the suburbs and its shops. The 

Highway Act of 1956 provided $26 thousand-million, the largest public works 

expenditure in U.S. history, to build more than 64,000 kilometers of federal 

roads to link together all parts of the country. 

Television, too, had a powerful impact on social and economic patterns. 

Developed in the 1930s, it was not widely marketed until after the war. In 

1946 the country had fewer than 17,000 television sets. Three years later 

consumers were buying 250,000 sets a month, and by 1960 three-quarters 

of all families owned at least one set. In the middle of the decade, the 

average family watched television four to five hours a day. Popular shows for 

children included Howdy Doody Time and The Mickey Mouse Club; older 

viewers preferred situation comedies like I Love Lucy and Father Knows Best. 



Americans of all ages became exposed to increasingly sophisticated 

advertisements for products said to be necessary for the good life. 
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