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Senator Joseph R. McCarthy, March 14, 1950.  Source:  National 

Archives and Records Administration, ARC Identifier 6802721. 

Major Topics:  

¶ Domestic Containment 

¶ House Un-American 

Activities Committee 

¶ Julius and Ethel 

Rosenberg 

¶ Civil Defense 

¶ Nuclear Power 

¶ Kitchen Debate 

¶ The Nuclear Family 

¶ Civil Rights 

¶ Integration of the Armed Forces 

How was the Cold War  fought  at home?  

This lesson asks students to analyze 

how America fought communism 

domestically.  Students will consider 

different events and ideas of 

containment, examine the ways in 

which gender and sexuality was a 

subtle but important element of 

containment, and consider the vexing 

problem of race as the government 

tried to fight Communism at home 

and abroad.   

 

This lesson contains two main 

activities ð conceptual analysis and 

historical investigation that requires 

students to develop a question of 

historical significance and support 

their own interpretation through a 

careful analysis of an extensive 

primary source collection. 

 

 

Cold War America #3: 

Anti-Communism at Home 
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Temporary Basement Fallout Shelter (artistõs rendition), ca. 1957.  Federal Emergency 

Management Agency.  Source:  National Archives, ARC Identifier #542104 

Procedures  
 

Step 1: Defining Domestic Containment (15 minutes) 
 

Briefly review the idea of 

containment as it was applied to 

foreign policy and explain that 

containment was also important 

domestically, or within the United 

States.  (Refer to George Kennanõs 

The Sources of Soviet Conduct, 

CWA 1.9 and President Trumanõs 

Containment Doctrine, CWA 1.10 if 

needed). Although the word was 

rarely explicitly applied to domestic 

affairs at the time, historians 

looking b ack on the early Cold War 

Era have argued that the concept 

framed dominant attitudes held by 

politicians, government officials, 

and many regular Americans 

toward the possibility of internal 

subversion, about womenõs roles, 

and toward minority rights, 

particularly for Black Americans.  

The teacher will tell students that in 

this series of lessons, they will be 

looking at ways to answer the 

question:  How was the Cold War 

fought  at home? 

 

Distribute Defining òContainmentó (CWA 3.1). The teacher will ask students to read 

through the excerpt from Homeward Bound, using the vocabulary list as needed.  

Working in pairs or groups of three, have students fill in the missing blanks to 

summarize Mayõs main points.  Circulate around the room to make sure students 

understand the text and can understand the connection between containment abroad 

and containment at home.  Once all students are on the same page, tell students that 

they will delve deeper into this topic by examining a variety of primary sources that 

document the role of the government, individual Americans, and popular culture in 

containing communism domestically in order to answer this lessonõs investigative question:  How did the US 

contain communism at home?   

 

  



  

Page 3 

Cold War America Lesson #3:  Anti-Communism at Home 

Copyright © 2013 , The Regents of the University of California, All Rights Reserved 

Step 2:  Domestic Containment Museum (200 Minutes) 
 

Tell students that they will now design a customized museum exhibit that seeks to 

answer a significant question related to domestic containment.  Specifically, students 

will consider four components of domestic containment:  1) Containing Sub versives 

(CWA 3.2.1 ð 3.2.14), 2) Containing Nuclear Power (CWA 3.3.1 -3.3.12),  3) 

Containing Women , Sexuality, and Families (CWA 3.4.1 ð 3.4.6), 4) Containing the 

Race Problem (CWA 3.5.1 ð 3.5.7).  Each of the four components includes a 

secondary overview explaining how these efforts attempted to contain communism in 

the United States, followed by selected primary sources with detailed citations. 

 

Organize students into mixed-ability groups of thr ee to four.  Distribute the four -page directions for 

Containing Communism at Home, a Museum Exhibit (CWA 3.2)  to each student.  Go over directions with 

the class in detail, answering any questions they may have. Next, distribute one full 

packet of domestic containment sources (CWA 3.2.1 through CWA 3.5.7)  to each 

group, either in hard copy packets organized by the four containment strategies or 

online through a class wiki or shared files.  Direct students to review each collection, 

starting with the secondary overviews (CWA 3.2.1, 3.3.1, 3.4.1, and 3.5.1) .  

Circulate around the class, making sure that each group understands how each 

strategy was used to contain communism at home and answer any questions they 

may have. 

 

Once each group has reviewed all the documentation, have them brainstorm a list of 

possible questions to center their museum exhibit. (See CWA 3.2 for specific 

directions).  Circulate around the room, reviewing and approving their questions, 

making sure that they can be answered with the sources provided (or through minimal 

additional research), that they focus on the topic of domestic containment, and that 

they are not simplistic yes or no questions.  Please also note that while their questions 

can center on one form of domestic containment (such as containing subversives), they 

do not have to focus solely on one of the four  and could design an interesting and 

significant question that actually reflects two or more strategies.  

 

Over the next couple of class periods, provide students time and guidance as they develop their museum 

exhibits, either online or hard copy, making sure that they include all required components (see CWA 3.2), 

including preparation of their cover sheets.   Once they are ready, have each group present their exhibits to the 

class.  Evaluate using the rubric provided. 
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CWA 3.1 ð Defining òDomestic Containment ó 

Directions:  Read the following excerpt from Homeward Bound: American Families in the Cold War Era (Elaine 

Tyler May (BasicBooks, 1988) pp. 13-14).  In this excerpt, May first describes American goals and aspirations 

and then explains how these goals affect American policy, government actions, and popular culture.  In your 

groups, review her argument in order to summarize her main points below.  

 

ê[Americans] wanted secure jobs, secure homes, and secure marriages in a 

secure country.  Security would enable them to take advantage of the fruits of 

prosperity and peace that were, at long last, available.  And so they adhered  to 

an overarching principle that would guide them in their personal and political 

lives: containment.  Containment was the key to security.  The word was used 

only in its foreign policy version, first articulated by George F. Kennan, the 

American charg® dõaffaires in Moscow, in 1946.  The power of the Soviet 

Union would not endanger national security if it could be contained within a 

clearly-defined sphere of i nfluence .  But the term also describes the response 

to other postwar developments.  The terrifying destructive potential of the 

atomic bomb would not be a threat if it could be contained, first in the hands of 

the United States and later through peaceful applications .  If that atom were 

òharnessed for peace,ó as the proponents  of nuclear energy claimed, it would 

enhance, rather than threaten, our security.  Domestic anticommunism was 

another manifestation  of containment: if presumably subversive  individuals 

could be contained and prevented from spreading their poisonous influence 

through the body politic , then society could feel secure. 

 

In the domestic version of containment, the òsphere of influenceó was the 

home.  Within its walls, potentially dangerous social forces of the new age 

might be tamed, where they could contribute to the secure and fulfilling life to 

which postwar women and men aspired.  Domestic containment was bolstered  

by a powerful political culture that rewarded its adherents and marginaliz ed its 

detractors.  More than merely a metaphor  for the cold war on the homefront, 

containment aptly describes the way in which public policy, personal behavior, 

and even political values were focused on the home. 

 

Security was important to Americans because it would ___________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________.  To achieve security, Americans emphasized  

_________________________________________, both in foreign policy and _______________________________________________. 

Americans hoped to contain communism by controlling access to and use of ____________________________________ 

____________________________________, limiting the influence of subversive individuals in the US, and 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________. 

adhered:  followed  

 

charg® dõaffaires: a 

diplomat  

 

sphere of influence:  area of 

power or control  

 

applications:  uses 

 

proponents:  supporters 

 

manifestation:  example 

 

subversive:  undermining 

power or authority  

 

body politic:  the people of a 

nation, state, or society 

 

bolstered:  supported, helped 

 

marginalized:  treated as 

unimportant  

 

metaphor:  an idea or word 

representing something else  
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Fallout shelter built by Louis Severance adjacent to his home near Akron, Mich., ê., ca. 1960.  

Source:  National Archives, Records of the Defense Civil Preparedness Agency, (397-MA-2s-

160), http://www.archives.gov/exhibits/picturing_the_century/postwar/postwar_img80.html  

CWA 3.2 ð Containing Communism at Home, a Museum Exhibit  (page 1 of 4) 

Overview:  Working in groups of three or four, your task is to design a museum exhibit that explores domestic 

containment in an engaging and informative way.  Each group will be given a total of four packets, each 

detailing a specific component of domestic containment:  harnessing atomic energy for security, rooting out 

communists and subversives in American society, promoting certain  notions of sexuality and the American 

family structure, and containing the race problem.  Each packet begins with a short overview, followed by 

related primary sources.  Each group will use these sources to design its own exhibit, which will be shared with 

the rest of the class.  After each group shares their exhibit, all students will be asked to use this information to 

answer the following question:  How did the US contain communism at home? 

Specific Directions: 

1. To begin, each member of your 

group should review each of 

the four containment source 

packets.   Read the overview 

documents first ð ask for 

clarification if you donõt 

understand the topicõs relation 

to containment.   

2. Next, as a group, brainstorm a 

list of possible questions that 

could organize your exhibit  

around the theme of 

containment at home.  These 

questions should be open-

ended; yes or no questions 

arenõt appropriate.  For 

example, òHow were women 

affected by domestic 

containment efforts?ó works; 

òWere women affected by 

domestic containment efforts?ó does not.  In addition, make sure there is enough evidence in the 

source packets to answer the question.  Although you can do additional research on your own, the 

majority of your time should be spent analyzing your sources, not searching for them. Once your group 

has reached consensus, list your top two questions below for your teacherõs consideration.  (Questions 

must be pre-approved). 

First question:  __________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Second question:  ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

Teacher approval:  _____________________________________________________________________________________ 

  

http://www.archives.gov/exhibits/picturing_the_century/postwar/postwar_img80.html


  

Page 6 

Cold War America Lesson #3:  Anti-Communism at Home 

Copyright © 2013 , The Regents of the University of California, All Rights Reserved 

CWA 3.2 ð Containing Communism at Home, a Museum Exhibit (page 2 of 4) 

3. Now youõll need to prioritize your evidence . You canõt show everything to your audience ð what is the 

best evidence you can find to answer your question in an engaging fashion?  Each group should display 

eight to ten pieces of evidence to tel l their story. As a group, decide what evidence meets each of the 

following criteria:   

a. What evidence most directly answers your question?   

b. What evidence will be of the greatest interest?  

c. What evidence tells a story without lots of needed explanation?   

4. After prioritizing your evidence, draw a flow chart  that documents the path that visitors will take 

through your exhibit, starting with the question and ending with the feedback (see step 7 below).  This 

one-page chart will serve as your exhibit map, detailing the basic steps visitors need to take to see your 

exhibit in the right order.  

 

5. Finally, itõs time to construct your exhibit .  The format of your exhibit is up to you ð you can design 

either a virtual museum online at a dedicated website, an application for a tablet or smartphone, or 

create a hard-copy or actual display on paper. Whatever format you decide to use, pay attention  to the 

following criteria, which will be used to evaluate the quality of your exhibit:  

a. Do the sources selected address the question directly? 

b. Do the selected sources tell the story on their own with minimal narrative , or do they require 

substantial explanation? 

c. Do the sources engage the viewer? 

d. Does the exhibit include multimedia?  Specifically, does the exhibit include text, images, film, or 

other technology? 

e. Are the sources cited accurately and in sufficient detail? 

f. Does the exhibit help answer the question:  How did the US contain communism at home? 

6. After completing your exhibit, youõll need to create a one-page flyer  to advertise your exhibit.  Be sure 

to include pertinent logistical details (when, where, cost, etc.), with your investigative question.  Choose 

a creative and engaging design that will bring people to your museum.  

7. Create a three - to five -question survey  that participants will take after viewing your exhibit. Provide 

enough copies for the class to take the survey (or administer the survey online). 

8. Before presenting your exhibit, complete the Containment Exhibit Cover Sheet , detailing your work, 

why you chose the selections you did, and other information your teacher will need to evaluate your 

exhibit. 

9. If youõd like extra credit, consider designing an item for your gift shop .  What would you sell and how 

would you incorporate your theme and / or one of your sources?  



  

Page 7 

Cold War America Lesson #3:  Anti-Communism at Home 

Copyright © 2013 , The Regents of the University of California, All Rights Reserved 

CWA 3.2 ð Containing Communism at Home, a Museum Exhibit (page 3 of 4) 

Containment Exhibit Cover Sheet (page 1 of 2) 

Names: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Investigative Question: ____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Title of Source  Citation (URL or Hard 

Copy Source)  

Why did you select this source?  How does it 

answer your question?  

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

In no more than three sentences, answer your investigative question:  
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CWA 3.2 ð Containing Communism at Home, a Museum Exhibit (page 4 of 4) 

Containment Exhibit Cover Sheet (page 2 of 2) 

Is there anything else youõd like us to know about this exhibit? 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Critical Analysis of Containment Museum Exhibit 

Criteria  Comments  Points 

Possible 

Points 

Earned 

Do the sources selected 

address the question 

directly? 

   

Do the selected sources 

tell the story on their own 

with minimal narrative, or 

do they require 

substantial explanation? 

   

Do the sources engage 

the viewer? 

   

Does the exhibit include 

multimedia?  Specifically, 

does the exhibit include 

text, images, film, or other 

technology? 

   

Are the sources cited 

accurately and in 

sufficient detail? 

   

Does the exhibit help 

answer the question:  

How did the US contain 

communism at home?  

   

Is the flyer both accurate 

and creative? 

   

Does the survey address 

the investigative question 

and the sources selected? 

   

Any extra credit?    

Totals 
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Senator Joseph R. McCarthy, March 14, 1950.  Source:  National Archives and 

Records Administration, ARC Identifier 6802721,  

CWA 3.2.1 ð Containing Subversives  Overview  

The federal government believed that 

an important way to influence public opinion 

away from Communism was for the American 

media to always provide a clear pro-

American message.  The Smith Act of 1940 

made it a criminal offense to promote in any 

way the act of overthrowing the United 

States government ð which eventually 

included supporting Communism.  As a 

result, the House Committee on Un-American 

Activities Committee (HUAC) had legislative 

grounds to prosecute people  whose purpose 

seemed to be to advance Communism in the 

United States.   

The Hollywood trials are a famous 

example of HUACõs anti-Communism 

investigations.  In 1947 HUAC held hearings 

to investigate whether Communists were 

creating films with pro -Soviet propaganda.  

HUAC interviewed òfriendlyó witnesses, like Ronald Reagan (president of the Screen Actors Guild) and Walt 

Disney, who both believed Communists were a threat in the film industry.  HUAC also interviewed workers in 

the film industry who were believed to be associated with the American Communist Party ð either currently or 

in the past.  The òHollywood Tenó (the ten Hollywood employees who refused to answer certain questions in 

front of HUAC) were òblacklistedó ð put on a òdo not hireó list and sent to jail to serve one-year sentences.  

These were only ten of hundreds of people barred from the industry throughout the 1950s  and early 1960s.  

HUAC succeeded in creating a culture in which the film industry was afraid to produce any works that appeared 

to be anything but 100% American. 

This Hollywood òwitch-huntó was in keeping with the larger Second Red Scare (the first scare came with 

the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia in 1917).  This scare allowed for the success of Republican Senator Joseph 

McCarthy who, hoping to secure re-election in 1950 despite an undistinguished record, latched on to the idea 

to accuse the federal government of employing numerous Communists.  He lied about the numbers, trying to 

create a sensation, and it worked.  For several years McCarthy held popular support, and helped spread 

paranoia among citizens that Communists could be operating anywhere to spread their influence over 

American culture and politics. 
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Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, separated by heavy wire screen as they leave U.S. Court 

House after being found guilty by jury / World Telegram photo by Roger Higgins, 

1951.  Source:  Library of Congress, http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/97503499/ 

CWA 3.2.1 ð Containing Subversives  Overview (continued)  

This anti-Communism fear and 

paranoia was heightened in 1953, when Julius 

and Ethel Rosenberg were executed for giving 

atomic bomb secrets to the Soviets during 

World War II.  Julius was accused of being a 

spy in the army.  Historians now know that 

Julius Rosenberg did in fact run a large 

military spy ring during WWII (when the 

Americans and Soviets were allied) and for a 

couple years after the war, but at the time of 

his 1951 trial the jury only learned that 

Rosenberg passed to the Soviets tangential 

information about a lens involved in the 

construction of an atomic bomb. Rosenbergõs 

wife, Ethel, was not a spy but she knew that 

her husband was, and she refused to name 

names because of her Communist ideology 

and friends.  Federal judge Irving Kauffman, 

who presided over the case, claimed that by 

helping the Soviets gain atomic power the 

Rosenbergs had committed a crime worse 

than murder, and sentenced them to death.  

Their case represents a high point in 

communist and atomic fear. 

Fear of communism in the Cold War era also 

went hand-in-hand with fear of homosexuals.  

People that self identified as homosexual or 

were rumored to be gay were labeled òsecurity 

risks.ó  Throughout the 1950s the federal 

government held a number of investigations to 

identify and eliminate homosexuals that worked for the government.  Government officials worried that 

homosexuals posed a threat to national security, and therefore needed to be removed from their jobs.  

 

In the end thousands of Americans lost their jobs due to a suspected affiliation with the American 

Communist Party, and hundreds of government employees were dismissed simply for being gay, alcoholic, or 

left politica l sympathizers.  There was a narrow definition of acceptable political and social beliefs and behavior 

during the Second Red Scare of the 1940s, 1950s, and early 1960s.  Those whose actions were labeled outside 

these bounds were often afraid to express themselves for fear of retaliation.   
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CWA 3.2.2 ð Containing Subversives (Rosenberg Mug Shots) 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Ethel Rosenberg Arrest Photograph, August 8, 

1950.  From U.S. vs. Julius & Ethel Rosenberg and 

Martin Sobell, Government Exhibit 13, Photographs 

and mug shots of Ruth and David Greenglass, and 

Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, Department of Justice, 

Office of the US Attorney for the Southern District 

of New York.  Source:  National Archives and 

Records Administration, ARC Identifier # 596909. 
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CWA 3.2.3 ð Containing Subversives (Rosenberg Mug Shots) 

Julius Rosenberg Arrest Photograph, August 8, 

1950.  From U.S. vs. Julius & Ethel Rosenberg and 

Martin Sobell, Government Exhibit 13, 

Photographs and mug shots of Ruth and David 

Greenglass, and Julius and Ethel Rosenberg,  

Department of Justice, Office of the US Attorney 

for the Southern District of New York.  Source:  

National Archives and Records Administration, 

ARC Identifier # 278758 
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CWA 3.2.4 ð Containing Subversives (Lens Sketch) 

 

  

Lens Mold Sketch.  From U.S. vs. Julius & Ethel Rosenberg and Martin Sobell, Government Exhibit 6, Lens Mold Sketch, 

Department of Justice, Office of the US Attorney for the Southern District of New York.  Source:  National Archives and 

Records Administration, ARC Identifier # 278751 
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CWA 3.2.5 ð Containing Subversives (Tubular Materials Sketch) 

 
 Sketch of setup to implode 

tubular materials, delivered 

to Harry Gold, March 12, 

1951.  From U.S. vs. Julius & 

Ethel Rosenberg and Martin 

Sobell, Government Exhibit 

7, Department of Justice, 

Office of the US Attorney 

for the Southern District of 

New York.  Source:  

National Archives and 

Records Administration, 

ARC Identifier # 278752 
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CWA 3.2.6 ð Containing Subversives (E. Rosenberg Testimony) 
 

Editorõs Note:  the following  pages are excerpted from a transcript of Ethel Rosenbergõs August, 1950 Grand Jury testimony 

from Office of the US Attorney for the Southern District of New York.  Source:  National Archives and Records 

Administration, ARC Identifier # 2364090 
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CWA 3.2.6 ð Containing Subversives  (E. Rosenberg Testimony) 


