
Defining America: The USA after World War II
When liberal America finally entered World War II in 1941, it seemed to be fighting for a just 

cause: the destruction of racism and oppression. However, the American armed forces, which 

were supposed to do the actual fighting, told quite a different story. At that time it was still 

impossible for black soldiers to fight equally alongside their white comrades. Only wartime 

necessities made it possible for blacks to be admitted to all branches of service. Although this 

seemed to be a major victory for equality within the armed forces, there remained an after

taste: blacks were only allowed to serve in tank battalions or air force squadrons when there  

were no white soldiers fighting at their side. Thus, the army established an allblack Tank Bat

talion and allblack air force squadrons to save whites from the “humiliating experience” of 

being commanded by a black officer. Most of the black soldiers, however, had to fight in se

gregated service units, obeying orders issued by white officers only. Of course, the situation 

of black soldiers only mirrored the situation of black civilians. Nevertheless, the war signific

antly boosted the selfconfidence of many blacks. Black veterans, who were fully aware that 

they had helped to defeat Naziracism, were determined not to return to an American society 

that treated them as second class citizens. On the contrary, they were most willing to put up a 

fight to win all the rights already possessed by white citizens.

When the war was finally over and the soldiers returned home, they were not greeted by a 

society that wanted to bring about change, but rather by a middle class society that wanted do

mestic bliss and economic success. A strong anticommunist sentiment was also prevalent. It 

is therefore not surprising that calls for social reforms were often perceived as disloyal and 

antiAmerican. The combination of the fear of communism and the dawn of the Cold War 

eventually culminated in president Truman’s* taking action against communism by issuing 

the Federal Employee Loyalty Program (1947). In this program, the lives of all government 

employees were examined to establish whether they were “true Americans” or whether they 

secretly harboured procommunist sentiments. This led to a heated atmosphere, giving rise to 

such injustices as the Rosenberg trials* and culminating in Senator McCarthy’s* “crusade 

against communism” (1950–1954) which brought a lot of pain and misery to unsuspecting 

and innocent Americans from all walks of life.

At the same time, blacks – mostly war veterans – refused to be forced back into their tra

ditional “Uncle Tom”* role in the southern states and began to fight for their civil rights. 

Their ambitions were met by the blunt physical intimidation of white conservatives. In 1946, 

for example, a black man was blinded for refusing to sit in the rear of a bus in South Carolina. 

It took the initiative of former First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt to give a voice to the blacks. She 

was supported in her endeavour by the NAACP* and liberal groups which joined forces and 

founded  the  National  Emergency Committee  Against  Violence.  This  organisation  and the 

bravado of the former first lady eventually forced President Truman to act on behalf of the 

5

10

15

20

25

30

35



black citizens of the USA. In 1946, he initiated the “President’s Committee on Civil Rights” 

which was supposed to scrutinize the relationship between blacks and whites. Based on the 

Committee’s report, President Truman wanted to end racial discrimination and segregation in 

America. Having won a landslide victory in the 1948 elections, Truman officially ended se

gregation in the army. His position on discrimination was also backed by decisions taken by 

the Supreme Court which made it illegal to bar minorities from buying or renting properties. 

Despite these successes, Truman proved unable to force his civil rights policies through Con

gress. The Cold War and the ensuing fear of communism and reforms proved to be obstacles 

that the president failed to overcome. Eventually, in 1952, President Truman was succeeded 

by the republican war hero Dwight D. Eisenhower. 

Although  Eisenhower  predominantly  focussed  on  the  wellbeing  of  the  white  middle 

class, he also helped the cause of the black population by appointing liberal judges – the most 

prominent being Earl Warren* – to the Supreme Court. As a result, the Supreme Court ruled 

that segregated schools were unconstitutional (Brown vs. Board of Education of Topeka, May 

17, 1954). Eisenhower immediately started to implement this decision by officially ending se

gregation in the public schools of Washington D. C. However, he sternly refused to put pres

sure on the white southerners to accept the court’s decision. This wavering attitude of the 

president certainly helped the southern states to boycott the law. Not only did the Ku Klux 

Klan* resurface to intimidate the blacks in the Deep South*, but also southern government of

ficials made it virtually impossible for blacks to enrol in white schools by simply denying 

state aid to those schools which opted for desegregation. The result was that, even in 1956, 

not a single school in the Deep South was actually desegregated. 

Eventually, the year 1957 was to witness a change in the attitude of most northern whites 

towards  blacks.  TV broadcasted a  dramatic  occurrence which  took place at  Little  Rock’s 

Central High School. The National Guard had actually been called there to prevent nine black 

students from entering the school. When the US government withdrew the National Guard, 

the places of the soldiers were taken over by southern rednecks*. The president immediately 

reacted and officially asked the ‘mob’ to “disperse forthwith.” The whites refused to listen to 

their president and continued with their “disgraceful behaviour.” Then, Eisenhower himself 

resorted to the help of the National Guard. This time the soldiers had to protect the black stu

dents and to ensure their safety. This did not prevent the whites from verbally abusing the 

black students. What most people in the north witnessed on their TVscreens was the attempt 

of black students to gain access to a high school while being harassed by unpleasantlooking 

white racists. This swung public opinion around, and 90% of whites outside the south sided 

with the fate of the black minority. Although nothing had substantially changed by what went 

on in Little Rock, the public conscience seemed readier to embrace the idea of equality. 

Despite Eisenhower’s reluctance to considerably improve the situation of blacks, his pres

idency brought about many changes in American society.  The USA became the most  ad
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vanced country in the world. The America people enjoyed a very high standard of living and 

could spend their new wealth on all kinds of goods. The car became the commodity of choice 

for most Americans. This newly won mobility also made it possible for many people to move 

out of the clogged cities into the “suburban bliss.” Eisenhower, however, warned that too 

much of the money spent by Americans was actually earned in the weapons’ industry which 

was experiencing a boom on account of the Cold War and the arms race* that had already be

gun. 

Ironically enough, there were very many poor people in the richest country in the world – 

very many of them black and living in the south. In contrast to former times, these people 

were not easily intimidated and also not willing to give up their fight for equality although 

their voices were not really heard in Washington. In 1955, a young, black minister called Mar

tin Luther King Jr. used the courage of Rosa Parks, who had refused to give up her seat on the 

bus to a white man, to help organise a large scale boycott of buses in Montgomery (Alabama). 

During this boycott, King gave many speeches which called out for the end of segregation. 

King’s example and his speeches led many blacks to embrace the truly American principle of 

civil  disobedience and to  become active in  the fight  for equality.  It  certainly also helped 

King’s cause that, after one year of constant boycotting, the courts finally decided that segreg

ation on buses was illegal. 

In the late 1950s, not only black Americans were dissatisfied with their lives. Many white 

young Americans were also rather displeased with the complacency of this consumerorient

ated middle class America. They started to listen to music influenced by rhythm and blues, to 

read books written by disillusioned writers such as Ginsberg, Kerouac, or Ellison* and began 

to criticise their middleclass parents themselves. Then, in 1960, the disenfranchised and the 

disillusioned eventually saw a tangible sign of hope. A new president was elected; he had won 

the election by the narrowest of margins,  but  he promised change.  John F.  Kennedy was 

young himself and a father of young children. He, at last, was a president who many young 

Americans could identify with and whose ideals gave hope to the black minority. Change – so 

it seemed – had finally materialised.

The start of Kennedy’s presidency did not bring about any change for blacks, however, since the  

new president seemed to be just as wavering on the issue of civil rights as Truman and Eisenhower be

fore him. On the other hand, black resistance did not relent. There was a growing number of peaceful  

protests, such as sitins and freedomrides, which constantly reminded Kennedy of the fact that Amer

ica was indeed a nation divided by race. On Good Friday in 1963, the boiling point was finally reached 

when Martin Luther King organised an avalanche of freedom marches and sitins in Birmingham, 

Alabama. In this situation, the police authorities decided to crush the protest movement by applying 

blunt force. Once again flickering TV screens showed white Americans – this time even white police

men – using electric cattle prods and other truncheons to put peaceful protesters in their place. This  

day forced President Kennedy to take action to end segregation. In June 1963, the president publicly 

sided with black citizens when he appeared on TV and gave moving speeches on their behalf. In order 

5

10

15

20

25

30

35



to help the president put pressure on Congress, Martin Luther King organized a march on Washington 

on August 28th. About 250,000 people – some 70,000 of them white – heeded King’s call and rallied in 

front of Washington’s political monuments. It was there in the stifling afternoon heat that Martin Luth

er King gave his famous “I have a dream” speech which eloquently summarised the great injustice of 

segregation and racial discrimination. However, neither the march nor the speech helped to sway the 

opinion held by the southern members of Congress, but the perception of segregation had somehow 

changed. Finally – so it seemed – people were at least willing to listen properly to what black people 

were complaining about. Before the young president could react to the new domestic situation, he was 

assassinated in Dallas on 22nd November 1964. Lyndon Baines Johnson, the former vice president, 

succeeded Kennedy and had to deal with the many unsolved problems – both domestic and abroad.

In order to prove himself and as a tribute to Kennedy, President Johnson forced an unpre

cedented number of laws through Congress. Of course, these laws were not only a direct res

ult of Johnson’s negotiating skills, but they were also a result of him having won a vast liberal 

majority in the Senate and in the House in 1964. Finally, still in 1964, the longawaited Civil  

Rights Act was passed. This Act officially ended segregation in public accommodations, made 

discrimination in most employment illegal, allowed federal powers to protect voting right of 

blacks, and saw to it that the desegregation of schools was sped up. In addition, Johnson had 

decided to  wage a  war  on poverty.  Therefore,  his  administration used  a  lot  of  money to 

provide young underprivileged people – both white and black – with an access to education in 

order to help them to improve their standard of living. Despite this show of determination to 

help the black and underprivileged population, Johnson did not really manage to make his vis

ion of a “Great Society”* come true. Undeniably, his laws had actually helped to decrease the 

number of the poor in America, but in the long run, his programmes were underfunded. This 

was mostly due to America’s increasing involvement in the war in Vietnam. 

Meanwhile, many young blacks were pushing ever harder to win the same voting rights as 

the whites. They were therefore willing to endure humiliation and even intimidation – espe

cially in the Deep South where the Ku Klux Klan rampantly fought against the growing self

confidence of blacks by using blunt force and even murder. Eventually, in August 1965, they 

saw at last some light at the end of the tunnel when Congress finally passed the Voting Rights 

Act which expanded black suffrage in the Deep South and forever changed southern politics. 

Over the next four years, the percentage of black voters increased dramatically, e.g. from as 

little as 7% to 59% in Mississippi. This forced a number of radical white supremacists out of 

office, but did not put an end to discrimination and inequality as such. Discontent would erupt 

in the very near future.

It did not take much to light the fuse of all that pentup anger. Only five days after the 

signing of the Voting Rights Bill, Los Angeles was engulfed in the most severe race riots that 

the country had ever witnessed. For six whole days the ‘City of Angels’ was in the grip of vi

olence: 34 people were killed and property worth $30 million was ransacked. Violent race ri

ots took hold of other American cities as well: Chicago, Springfield, and worst of all Newark 
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and Detroit.  In 1968, the assassination of Martin Luther King – the enduring advocate of 

peaceful resistance – did, of course, only help fuel the riots. In the midst of this chaos, a 

young radical surfaced who taught blacks to be proud of their skincolour and demanded them 

to live a life apart from the whites in order to be able to create their own culture. He became 

known as Malcolm X* and even his assassination in February 1965 did not put an end to his 

ideas since his autobiography became the bible for the growing Black Power movement. It 

was this movement which eventually gave black Americans the strength to see themselves as 

powerful enough to define their own culture and to shape their own destiny. Instead of spend

ing money on cheap but sound publichousing, on providing jobs for blacks, on putting an end 

to black ghettoes in the large American cities, President Johnson supported the local police 

forces to give the majority of  the frightened whites the false impression that the government 

was doing everything to guarantee their safety. 

It would not do justice to President Johnson to say that he had simply closed his eyes and 

refused to see that his domestic policy did not exactly lay the right foundation for his vision of 

a “Great Society.” By the mid1960s, his hands were bound by the escalating war in Vietnam. 

Step by step Johnson had allowed America to be drawn into this conflict that would prove dis

astrous to the reputation of the USA. Following the path laid down by the Gulf of Tonkin Res

olution (1964)*, he “Americanized” the Vietnam War by sending thousands of American sol

diers there to help defeat communist North Vietnam. By the end of 1967, as many as 485,000 

US soldiers were actually deployed in Vietnam. Of course, waging this war cost money that 

Johnson had planned to spend on his dream of the Great Society and the actual fighting done 

in that war proved even more detrimental to Johnson than he had anticipated. On the one 

hand, many Americans were appalled when they saw on TV how “their boys” were fighting 

that war. They were shocked by images of small children severely burned by napalm or appar

ently innocent Vietnamese farmers being forcefully relocated. On the other hand, the wider 

public became aware of the fact that most enlisted soldiers actually came from a poor, work

ing class background while most of the more affluent avoided being enlisted by e.g. attending 

college. It did not take long before the Vietnam War became a controversial issue which was 

heatedly debated on many university campuses. Students began to fight against America’s in

volvement in an unjust war and wanted to force politicians to withdraw US troops as quickly 

as possible. At first, many of these protests were rather peaceful, but in the course of time a 

more disruptive mode of opposition developed and a new youth culture was born. In 1966, the 

SDS* began a large scale organisation of protests that swept the country. Slogans like “Make 

Love – Not War” could be heard on virtually every American campus. This rather diffuse 

sense of disobedience eventually gave rise to a nationwide rebellion against the dominant 

middleclass values that had “ruled America and led to domestic turmoil and war.” Young 

people everywhere started to look for alternative lifestyles; many discovered freelove and 

drugs and preferred living in communes to adhering to the oldfashioned gospel of individual
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ism and private property. The epitome of this “hippymovement” took place in Woodstock in 

the summer of 1969. There, almost half a million young people came together to indulge in 

the new rock ‘n’ roll music, recreational drugtaking, and free love. The American establish

ment was indeed shocked.

However, this pinnacle of the movement also marked its decline. It soon became known 

that even this peaceful alternative society was not immune to violence of the most shocking 

kind. In 1969, the media made the most of the crime committed by Charles Manson and his  

commune who had brutally murdered a pregnant movie actress. Also, other less spectacular 

explosions of violence at rock concerts, for example, were also drawn to the attention of the 

public. For President Johnson the domestic situation and the war in Vietnam had, however, 

proved fatal. In 1968 he announced that he would not run for presidency again. The election 

campaign of 1968 was characterised by turmoil and violence. Martin Luther King was shot 

which led to a renewal of violent outbreaks in many American cities; Robert Kennedy, the 

candidate of the underprivileged, was also murdered. This violence certainly helped the re

publican candidate Richard Nixon who pledged to get America out of the war in Vietnam and 

to restore law and order at home.  

Despite pressing and serious domestic problems such as inflation, a declining economy, 

and a still  divided society, the start of Nixon’s presidency was excellent. For a short time 

America was a united country when Neil Armstrong landed on the moon on 21st July 1969 

and spoke these most memorable words: “[T]hat’s one small step for man, one giant leap for 

mankind.” This made most Americans forget their prejudices, and they celebrated together 

that “they” had managed to overtake the Russians in the space race. This mood, however, was 

not to last very long, and the USA was in domestic turmoil again. 

Attempting to fight against “crime and drug use” associated with the hippiemovement on 

the one hand and domestic radicalism on the other, the new president Richard Nixon resorted 

to rather dubious means. He employed both the FBI* and the CIA* to spy on a vast number of 

unsuspecting Americans. In this way, he ensnared people who had a different opinion in an in

visible net of espionage and was ready to expose them to government harassment to silence 

them. He did not even refrain from trying to impose censorship on the Times when this prom

inent newspaper published the Pentagon Papers (a rather critical history of the role America 

played in the war in Vietnam). Finally, it was the Supreme Court which reigned in the presid

ent on that particular issue. Nixon reacted by appointing conservative justices to the Supreme 

Court who would not be “soft on criminals.”

Nixon desperately wanted to be reelected in 1972, so he set up a “Committee to Reelect 

the President” (CREEP) to spy on the opposition. Eventually, CREEP decided to wire the tele

phones  at  the  Democratic  National  Committee  headquarters  in  the  Watergate  building  in 

Washington in order to be informed of what the opposition planned to do. The mission back

fired when the team that was supposed to install the listening devices was caught redhanded 
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by a vigilant security guard in the early hours of 17th June 1972. The White House denied 

everything  and  launched  a  coverup.  Surprisingly  enough,  government  intimidation  and 

money were enough to save the president. As a result, Nixon won the election of 1972. Unfor

tunately for Nixon, Carl Bernstein and Bob Woodward, two Washington Post reporters, were 

suspicious of the president’s claims not to have been involved in the breakin into the Water

gate building. They began to dig into the affair and managed to uncover the involvement of 

CREEP.  This  discovery  led  to  an  official  investigation  of  the  “Watergate  affair.”  Despite 

Nixon’s desperate attempts to defend himself and his office by firing former close allies and 

putting up a brave face, the lines of his supporters slowly disintegrated and some finally vo

lunteered information to the committee that had been installed to investigate the president. 

After a futile struggle that had lasted almost two years, Nixon resigned on 7th August 1974. 

Nixon’s presidency and its infamous end only helped to make Americans turn from public to 

private concerns. Disillusioned by politics, many people focussed on their private wellbeing 

and refused to care about politics. This attitude provided many AfricanAmericans with an op

portunity to move up the social ladder into the middleclass while those who could not keep 

pace were abandoned and left behind without a chance to improve their situation. Ronald Re

agan, the president of the 1980s, and his policy of Reaganomics*only helped to widen the gap 

between rich and poor. The cry for less government involvement in domestic questions did 

not really help the poor. A great number of especially African Americans were left behind to 

dwell  in  inner  city  slums.  Here  unrest  and violence  were  prevalent,  espeically  visible  in 

“gangrelated” killings which shocked the welltodo. But nothing was really done to tackle 

those problems. The Reagan administration was helped by a superficial consumerism which 

climaxed in many Americans passively turning to their TV sets to show them the ideal society 

in such sitcoms as The Cosby Show or series as Dallas and Dynasty. Hollywood also made the 

most of that mood by producing “Rambo” films which helped to heal the trauma of many war 

veterans. 

On the domestic front nothing really changed. Life went on, the more affluent managed to 

increase their wealth, and many blacks were included in that class – here money counted, not 

the colour of your skin. In the course of time, America seemed to have overcome its racial di

vide: Colin Powell was the first African American who became the Chairman of the Joint 

Chiefs  of Staff* in 1987. In that  capacity  he was also fully responsible  for the operation 

Desert Storm* in 1991. Later in 2001 George W. Bush even made him the first black Secret

ary of State. In 2005 the USA witnessed another “first”: This time it was Condoleezza Rice, 

the first  African American woman to be promoted to  Secretary of State.  Hollywood also 

changed when in 2001 Halle Barry won the Oscar for best actress. She was the first African 

American woman to win that prestigious award and her tearchoked speech bore witness to 

the importance of that event. Then, in 2008, America was finally ready for the first black pres

ident: Barack Obama. These names and dates imply that America has indeed come a long way 
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from a country deploying a segregated army to fight for freedom and equality in the Second 

World War to a  country of freedom and equality for all races and people. 

When we look at America’s recent history, the names of very successful African Americ

ans mentioned above only show a part of the true picture. Race and discrimination are still an 

issue in the USA as shown in the race riots in Los Angeles in 1992 which caused the deaths of 

more than 50 people. Even worse was what happened in New Orleans when the hurricane 

Katrina struck that city in 2005. Then and there did it become obvious that a distinct differ

ence existed between the affluent white upper class and the rather destitute predominantly 

black lower class. While the latter was abandoned and left to fend for itself in a ruined New 

Orleans, it took President George Bush days until public pressure forced him to eventually 

supply some help. 

Where does that leave the USA? On the one hand, America has certainly changed for the 

better. Blacks and whites have established a common ground to live and work together. On 

the other hand, the line of demarcation in today’s America is money, and many African Amer

icans still find themselves on the wrong side of that line. 

Christoph Karch
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Glossar
Harry S. Truman 1884–1972; he was the 33rd 

president of the United States 
(1945–1954)

Joseph Raymond McCarthy 1908–1957; republican senat
or 

Uncle Tom Originally the protagonist in 
Harriet Beecher Stowe’s nov
el Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852); 
later the name Uncle Tom was 
used to describe a black per
son who willingly catered to 
the white man’s needs

NAACP National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored 
People; this organisation was 
founded in 1909 to fight for 
the equality of all black 
people living in the USA.

Earl Warren 1891–1974; Chief Justice of 
the United States from 
1953–1969.

Ku Klux Klan Organisation with a long his
tory (reaching back to the 
19th century) in the southern 
states of the USA; members 
wore white robes and pointed 
hoods to cloak their identity 
and to scare their victims; in
flicted violence on blacks; did 
not refrain from lynchings in 
the Deep South.

Deep South Geographical region of the 
USA; there are different 
definitions which states actu
ally belong to the Deep South; 
but Alabama, Georgia, Louisi
ana, Mississippi and South 
Carolina are included in all of 
them.

Redneck Derogatory term used to de
scribe a rather uneducated 
and often racist white person 
living in the southern states of 
the USA.

Ginsberg, Kerouac, Ellison Allen Ginsberg (1926–1997); 
member of the beat poets vo
ciferously opposing con
sumerism, materialism and 
sexual repression; JeanLouis 
Kerouac (1922–1969); also a 
member of the beat poets; 
Ralph Waldo Ellison 



(1914–1994) is best known 
for his novel Invisible Man 
which was published in 1952. 

Great Society G. S. was an idea conjured up 
by President Johnson; put into 
practice it was basically a set 
of domestic programs to end 
poverty and injustice in the 
US; therefore the President 
wanted to spend money on 
education, health care and 
urban problems. 

Malcolm X Malcolm Little (1925–1965);  
an AfricanAmerican Muslim 
minister originally favouring 
separation of black and white 
Americans (contrary to the 
civil rights movement’s idea 
of integration); later won over 
by the civil rights movement, 
but still strictly adhered to the 
idea of black selfdetermina
tion. 

Gulf of Tonkin Resolution Resolution passed by Con
gress and the Senate; basic
ally seen as the reason of the 
Americanisation of the Viet
nam War; even today it is a 
hotly debated issue what 
really happened in the Golf of 
Tonkin on 2nd August 1964; 
it seems certain that the des
troyer USS Maddox clashed 
with three North Vietnamese 
torpedo boats; whether there 
was a subsequent second at
tack is still relatively unclear.

SDS Students for a Democratic So
ciety; leftwing student activist 
movement in the 1960s.

FBI Federal Bureau of Investiga
tion

CIA Central Intelligence Agency
Reaganomics refers to the economic 

policies of President Reagan, 
favouring tax cuts, less social 
spending, larger military 
spending, and a deregulation 
of domestic markets. 

Wirtschaftspolitik Präsident 
Reagans

Joint Chiefs of Staff ‘a body of senior uniformed 
leaders in the United States 
Department of Defense who 
advise the Secretary of 
Defense, the Homeland 
Security Council, the National 

Militärischer Beraterstab in 
den USA



Security Council, and the 
President on military matters.

Operation Desert Storm Code name for the Persian 
Gulf War 1991

‘Operation Wüstensturm’

Rosenberg trials In 1950 some scientists who 
had been involved in the 
Manhattan Project were arres
ted for espionage. They im
plicated Ethel and Julius 
Rosenberg, the children of 
Jewish immigrants favouring 
leftist ideas. In a show trial 
the Rosenbergs were found 
guilty of espionage and sen
tenced to death. In 1953 they 
were electrocuted in Sing 
Sing prison. Today many his
torians agree on the fact that 
Julius Rosenberg had indeed 
worked as a courier for Soviet 
spies, but Ethel’s role is still 
rather unclear.  

Arms race The nuclear arms race took 
place during the Cold War. 
Both the USA and the Soviet 
Union tried to build up a huge 
arsenal of nuclear weapons. In 
that process they really tried 
to “outrun” each other. The 
idea was that both nations 
needed to achieve a balance 
that would deter the opponent 
from attacking. 

Wettrüsten
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