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Topics for Cold War Unit  

Potential Unit Investigation Questions: 

1. How did the political, economic, and social realities at the end of World War II, which led to the 
emergence of the Cold War, also lead to the creation of a Three World Order? 

2. Why did the Cold War break out, and how did it affect the U.S., the U.S.S.R., Europe, and specific 
countries and former colonies in Asia, Africa and Latin America? 

General Outline of Phases, Eras or Topics: 

I. US AND WORLD COMBINED  
Origins/Causes of the Cold War (1945-1960): Topics 
- Power Shifts at end of WWII: (sphere of influence vs. universalism foreign policy), Yalta, 

nuclear weapons, United Nations 
- Ideological differences 
- Competition over geostrategic & economic interests 
- Soviet expansion, Iron Curtain, divided Germany, Berlin Blockade & Berlin Wall 
- Truman Doctrine, containment and Marshall Plan 
- NATO,  Warsaw Pact, SEATO 

Potential Lesson Focus Questions: 

- What were the ideological, political and economic roots of the post-World War II World 
Order?  

-  How did economic interests and the location of geostrategic resources combine with 
ideological positions to cause the Cold War? 

- What were the perspectives of the United States and the Soviet Union on nature of 
world order in the post-war world?   

Potential Teaching Thesis:  

In the postwar period, the US and Soviet Union emerged as superpowers, and created 
competing blocs, as they sought to spread their respective ideologies – liberal capitalism 
and Communism.  A series of crises in post-war Europe – Soviet expansion in Eastern Europe 
and conflicts over Germany and Berlin – led the US to form the policy of containment, and 
the two superpowers to engage in a cold war characterized by a nuclear arms race and 
rivalry in the Third World. 

 
II. WORLD STRAND  

Decolonization and the Formation of the Three World Order (1945-1965): Topics 
- European weakness & nationalist movements in Asia & Africa  
- Decolonization & race  
- Interests of new nations (as distinct from U.S. & U.S.S.R.); neo-colonialism? 
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- Competition for influence by superpowers & impact on third world 
- Egypt – Suez Canal Crisis, Congo 
- Communist revolution in China, Mao Zedong, land reform 
- Cuban Missile Crisis [what decolonization means in Latin American context, intersection 

of poverty & color; U.S. counterinsurgency] 
- Proxy Wars: Vietnam, Korean War [U.S. & U.S.S.R. see struggle as free world-communist 

conflict, while the colonized see struggle as anti-colonial; U.S. misses this point] 

Potential Lesson Focus Questions:  

- Why and how did decolonization occur?  
- How were the interests of the newly emerging nations different from those of the 

U.S. and the U.S.S.R.?  
- How did Cold War competition affect the development of Third World nations? 
- How did the Cold War and decolonization combine to create a Three World order? 

Potential Teaching Thesis:  

As the power of the Europeans and Japanese declined, anticolonial leaders in Asia and Africa 
won independence, and Latin American leaders tried to strengthen their nations.  
Decolonization was a movement that was not caused by the Cold War, but because it 
happened at the same time, the two struggles became intertwined.  The combination of the 
Cold War and decolonization created the Three-World Order.  The First (US & allies) and 
Second (USSR & allies) worlds competed for influence over the Third World (the newly 
independent colonies.)  Third World nations had a different agenda, focusing on the 
problems of neocolonialism, development and racism, than the US and USSR. 

 
III. WORLD STRAND  

Challenges in Three-World Order (1965-1980): Topics 
- First World (racial discrimination; welfare state) 
- Second World: Uprisings in Poland, Hungary & Czechoslovakia 
- First & Second World: Arms Race 
- Second & Third World: Maoism 
- Third World: Chile 
- Third World: Competing Nationalisms in Israel/Palestine 

Potential Lesson Focus Questions: 

- How did racial and economic inequalities fracture the three worlds?   
- What solutions were proposed to solve those inequalities and how successful were 

they? 

Potential Teaching Thesis: 
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While the First and Second Worlds tried to convince their Third World clients of the 
superiority of their systems, each faced problems.  Racial discrimination in the US 
undermined its appeal, while the USSR had to use military force and authoritarianism to 
crush rebellions in Poland, Hungary and Czechoslovakia.  Maoists and other Third World 
revolutionaries adopted radical plans for transforming societies which differed from both 
western capitalism & Soviet Communism.  The escalating arms race threatened world peace 
and the economic prosperity of the superpowers.  The Third World nations tried to pursue a 
“third way” or a “non-aligned” position, but they were squeezed by the superpowers on one 
side and their inability to reduce poverty on the other.     

 
IV. US STRAND  

Anti-Communism Abroad/Cold War Heats Up (1947-1963) 
- National Security Act, the Imperial President, domino theory 
- Economic Strategies: Marshall Plan 
- Military Aid: Truman Doctrine 
- Proxy Wars: Korea, Iran 
- A Divided Europe 
- Cuban Missile Crisis 

Potential Lesson Focus Questions: 

- How did the United States wage the Cold War abroad? 
- How was containment used to fight the Cold War abroad? 

Potential Teaching Thesis: 

In order to wage the Cold War abroad, the United States government re-organized 
within to fight against a new enemy in a new kind of war.  It centralized government 
operations and it established a new interventionist foreign policy devoted to supporting 
anti-communists all over the world.  To carry out this policy, American presidents – with 
more power than ever before to execute policy – worked with the American military 
and CIA to aid people who were trying to confront communists abroad.  

V. US STRAND  
Anti-Communism at Home (1947-1964) 

- Containment within the Government: Loyalty Oaths, HUAC, McCarthyism 
- Espionage Investigations (Hiss, Rosenbergs) 
- Science and Technology Development: Atomic Testing, Space Race, Military 

Industrial Complex 
- Containment of the Family and of the Home: Suburbs, Cold War Domesticity 
- Cold War Civil Rights 
- Environmental Impacts 
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Potential Lesson Focus Questions: 

- How did containment work as a strategy to fight the Cold War at home? 
- How did the government and ordinary citizens mobilize to fight the Cold War on the 

home front? 

Potential Teaching Thesis: 

Containment helps explain how Americans fought against a perceived Communist threat 
at home.  Within governments, agencies worked to eliminate all potential Communist 
influence.  The government as well as businesses told Americans that what 
distinguished them from the Soviet enemy was their way of life, which more people 
than ever before pursued in suburban neighborhoods through their newfound post-war 
affluence.  The government invested heavily in the weapons, science, and technology to 
compete with the Soviets, which had a dramatic effect on the development and 
landscape of the west.   

 
VI. US STRAND  

Escalation in Vietnam (1964-1973) 
- Escalation and the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution 
- Ho Chi Minh and the Viet Cong 
- Ground War and Air War 
- Changing Perceptions at Home: Tet Offensive and the role of the media, MyLai 
- Draft and Student Movement 
- Vietnamization 

Potential Lesson Focus Questions: 

- What were the consequences of escalating the war in Vietnam? 
- How was containment used to fight the Cold War abroad? 

Potential Teaching Thesis: 

American involvement in Viet Nam stretched back to World War II, but escalated with 
the Gulf of Tonkin resolution.  As an extension of Cold War policy, American 
involvement was premised  

 
VII. US AND WORLD COMBINED  

End of the Cold War & Collapse of Three-World Order (1980-1991) 
- Economic failure of communist model in U.S.S.R. & China 
- Pressure of arms race 
- China’s solution: abandon Maoism; capitalism & authoritarianism, Tiananmen 

Square uprising 
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- Pressure from Poland, Hungary & Czechoslovakia 
- Gorbachev, glasnost & perestroika 
- Fall of Berlin Wall, breakup of U.S.S.R. 
- Splintering of Third World into advanced & deeply poor; lack of unity; impact of 

globalization & market economy 
- [[Final decolonization: South Africa]] 
- Israeli-Palestinian conflict & Arab nationalism 

Reagan Doctrine and the Waning of the Cold War (1980-1992) 

- Détente 
- Evil Empire Speech 
- Anti-Communism in Latin America and the Middle East 
- Disarmament and Diplomacy 

Potential Lesson Focus Questions: 

- Why did the Cold War end? 
- How was decolonization both a success and a failure? 
- How has competition over oil resources, the Cold War, and Israeli-Palestinian 

Conflict affected the development of Arab nationalism? 

Potential Teaching Thesis:  

The Cold War came to an end because of systemic economic failures of communism and 
the expense of the arms race.   The Chinese communists responded by abandoning 
Maoism for capitalist development and authoritarianism; while Gorbachev’s 
liberalization of the Soviet system opened the door for renewed independence 
movements in Eastern Europe which resulted in the demise of the Soviet bloc and then 
the Soviet Union itself in 1991.  Under the impact of globalization and the market 
economy, the Third World splintered into a spectrum of more highly advanced to even 
more poverty-stricken areas. 

 

 

 


