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Name:             Notes #:  

Social Studies 8            Date:   

Introduction to the Cold War 
 

The United States had spent the years 1941-1945 fighting 

World War II. Now, the country was a at peace. The aircraft 

industry and other defense plants were changing over to 

making goods for peacetime. As part of this process, most 

industries reduced their work force. Factories shut down, and 

more than 10 million returning war veterans were looking for 

work. Returning servicemen flooded the job market. Veterans 

won out over female workers in the competition for jobs in the 

first years after the war. In the aircraft industry, more than 800,000 workers, mostly women, 

were laid off. Several years after the war ended, as the economy boomed, employments rates for 

women began to return to wartime peaks. However, often these jobs were in traditional women’s 

fields – such as office work and teaching.  
 

Instead of slowing down, as many had feared, the nation’s economy boomed following WWII. 

During the war years, few consumer goods had been produced. After the war, people were starting 

families and buying new homes. They wanted cars, washing machines, toasters, and all the other 

goods they had put off buying during wartime. American factories were fitted out with new 

machinery and tools to make different products.  
 

After the war, the number of marriages increased. At first, a housing 

shortage caused many newlyweds to move in with relatives. Government-

guaranteed housing loans for veterans under the GI Bill spurred the 

demand for new houses. Businessman William Levitt saw a way to meet 

the demand for new houses. He applied assembly-line techniques to 

home building. His mass-produced houses were so cheap that many 

people could afford them, he built Levittown in 1947 on Long Island, 

New York. Three years later, 17,500 homes had turned the farmland 

into an instant suburb.  
 

Not everyone benefitted from the post-war boom as those in the suburbs did. Union members 

and business owners clashed over wages, and many industries went on strike – including miners 

and railway workers. President Harry Truman, who had taken office when FDR died in 1945, tried 

to ease these problems. African Americans were also still excluded from the prosperity and full 

equality in the postwar world. World War II had raised the hopes of African Americans for 

greater equality. Many African American veterans expected their wartime service to be 

recognized. Particularly in the South, however, little had changed. In many Southern states, 

African Americans who attempted to vote were threatened, fired from their jobs, and even 

lynched (murdered). 
 



 President Truman attempted to solve many of these domestic problems when he 

was re-elected in 1948. He proposed his plan he called the Fair Deal – something 

that he saw as a way to continue the policies of FDR’s New Deal. This plan included 

programs that would create new jobs, build public housing, and end racial 

discrimination in hiring people for jobs. Congress passed few of Truman’s 

proposals and only his low-income public housing measure became law. 
 

As Truman was trying to solve domestic problems, a larger problem loomed overseas…the Cold 

War was heating up. After World War II, the capitalist Western democracies (Great Britain, 

France, & the US) came into increasing conflict with the communist Soviet Union. Their differing 

economic and political systems resulted in misunderstandings. During the war, western 

democracies were allied with the Soviet Union – they were united in the struggle to defeat Nazi 

Germany. However, as victory grew nearer, the West and the Soviet Union distrusted each other 

more and more.  
 

The most difficult issue was the political future of Eastern Europe. In the final battles of WWII, 

the Soviets freed Eastern European nations from Nazi rule. Then Soviet forces occupied these 

nations, including the eastern half of Germany. The Soviet leader, Josef Stalin, promised free 

elections to these nations, however, when the war ended Stalin installed pro-Soviet governments 

throughout eastern Europe. Stalin feared that the free elections would result in anti-Soviet 

governments along the Soviet Union’s borders. The Western democracies saw Stalin’s occupation 

of Eastern Europe differently. President Truman believed that Stalin intended to spread 

communism (an economic and political system where the government has complete control) 

worldwide. 
 

Truman was determined to protect Western Europe from the threat of 

Soviet expansion. As the gap between the Soviet Union and Western 

European democracies widened, tensions developed. The resulting Cold 

War was a conflict that pitted the United States against the Soviet 

Union. The two super-powers NEVER directly confronted each other on 

the battlefield, however, the threat of deadly conflict lasted for 

decades.  
 

Directions: Use the background information to answer the following questions. You MUST 

highlight (or underline) AND annotate where you found your answers in the reading. 
 

1. How did production in the US change after World War II ended?     

                

2. What happened to women workers after the war was over?      

                

3. Why did the US economy boom after WWII ended?       

                



4. How did the GI Bill help returning veterans?        

                

5. Who saw a way to meet the demand for new houses?        

6. When was Levittown built?            

7. How were homes in Levittown built?         

                

8. Why did workers and business owners clash during this time?      

9. What problems did African Americans face during this time?      

                

10. Who tried to help solve these domestic problems?        

11. What was Truman’s “Fair Deal”?          

                

12. What countries make up the “Western Democracies”?       

                

13. Who did these countries begin to clash with after the war ended?      

14. What caused these misunderstandings?         

                

15. What did Stalin do in Eastern Europe after defeating the Nazis there? Why did he do this? 

               

               

                

16. What did Truman believe Stalin was trying to do?       

                

17. Define communism.             

18. What is the Cold War?           

               

                

               


