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Post-Secondary Level, Cold War concepts (Instructor’s Guide)  

Atomic Bomb – A high powered bomb whose energy is provided by nuclear fission. 

Arms Race – The competition between the United States and the Soviet Union to achieve superiority in 

quantity and power of nuclear weapons. 

Berlin Airlift – A joint effort by the U.S. and British air forces to deliver food and supplies to West Berlin 

after the Soviets blocked all routes into the city.   

Berlin Blockade – An event lasting nearly a year from 1948 – 49 in which Stalin shut off access of trains, 

planes, roads into East Berlin in an attempt to cut off Western influence. The Berlin Airlift foiled his 

plans. 

Berlin Wall – The barrier, built in 1961, which divided East Berlin and West Berlin. The wall symbolized 

the split between communism and democracy and came down in 1989. 

Brezhnehv Doctrine – The doctrine developed by Leonid Brezhnev in November 1968 affirming the right 

of the Soviet Union to intervene in the affairs of Communist countries to strengthen communism. 

Brinkmanship – Introduced during the Cold War, a policy or practice, especially in international politics 

and foreign policy, of pushing a dangerous situation to the brink of disaster in order to achieve the most 

advantageous outcome by forcing the opposition to make concessions. During the Cold War, the threat 

of nuclear force was often used as such a deterrent. 

Cold War – U.S. (democracy) vs. Soviet Union (totalitarian communist). The conflict lasted nearly 50 

years, from 1945 to early 1990s. The U.S. and Soviet Union vied for global ideological domination and 

pulled the rest of the world into the standoff. Also prominent during the era was the nuclear arms race 

between the two nations.   

Containment – The United States’ policy to prevent the spread of communism by establishing the 

Truman Doctrine to aid nations threatened by communism. 

Détente – The lessening of military and diplomatic tensions between countries. 

Domino Theory – A foreign policy principle that started in the 1950s that argued that if one country fell 

to communism, neighboring countries would also fall. 

Duck and Cover – Duck and cover was a method of personal protection against the effects of a nuclear 

explosion where people were instructed to crouch down and cover their heads and neck. Duck and 

cover drills were practiced in schools from the 1940s until the 1960s 

Fallout Shelter – An enclosed space specially designed to protect occupants from radioactive debris or 

fallout resulting from a nuclear explosion. 

Glasnost – The declared public policy within the Soviet Union of openly and frankly discussing economic 

and political realities that was initiated under Mikhail Gorbachev in 1985. 
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Iron Curtain – After WWII, Winston Churchill coined the phrase to describe the division between free 

and communist societies that was occurring in Europe. 

Korean War – The Korean War was fought from 1950 to 1953. The North was supported by the USSR 

and later the People’s Republic of China while the South was supported by the U.S. and a small United 

Nations force. The war ended in a stalemate, and Korea remains divided as North and South today. 

Marshall Plan – An economic recovery plan proposed by U.S. Secretary of State George Marshall in 

1947. The plan called for large amounts of aid to be sent from the U.S. to help rebuild Europe following 

the devastation of WWII, which would keep the countries provided with aid within the U.S. sphere of 

influence. 

McCarthyism – A campaign against alleged communists in the U.S. government and other institutions 

carried out under Senator Joseph McCarthy from 1950–54. The accusations and trials were often made 

and decided with very little evidence. 

Mutually Assured Destruction – Deterrent policy in which neither the U.S. nor USSR would use nuclear 

weapons because their use would cause the complete annihilation of both sides. 

N.A.T.O. – North Atlantic Treaty Organization. Created in 1949 under U.S. leadership to create an 

alliance between most of the Western powers (including Canada) in defense against possible Soviet 

aggression. 

Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty – Signed in 1970, this treaty attempts to keep nuclear technology 

from spreading beyond the countries that already possessed nuclear weapons:  the U.S., France, Great 

Britain, and Russia. The signers agreed that they would rely upon disarmament, non-proliferation, and 

peaceful uses of nuclear energy to ensure that countries with nuclear weapons would move towards 

disarmament, countries without nuclear weapons would not acquire them, and all countries could 

access peaceful nuclear technology. 

Propaganda – Ideas, facts, or allegations spread deliberately to further one's cause or to damage an 

opposing cause. 

Red Scare – The period of anti-communist hysteria in the United States that lasted from the 1940s 

through the 1960s. 

S.A.L.T. (Strategic Arms Limitation Talks) – Diplomatic talks that looked to curtail the production and 

number of nuclear arms. Two such discussions took place, one in 1969 and another in 1986. 

Satellite Nations – Countries under the control of the Soviet Union or the United States. 

Superpower – A country with great political and economic power around the globe. 

Tehran Conference – A conference in Tehran, Iran in 1943 at which the USSR, U.S. and Britain agreed to 

strengthen cooperation during WWII. 
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Truman Doctrine – U.S. policy of giving military and financial aid to those countries resisting communist 

rule. 

Warsaw Pact – Alliance formed by the Soviet Union and other communist countries in Eastern Europe in 

response to NATO. 

 

 


