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COMMUNISM and global opposition by USA 
 
Communism is a concept that has appeared in the writings of many philosophers and theorists from the 16th 

century European Reformation through to Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in the 19th century, who blamed 

capitalism for the misery of the "proletariat", a new class of urban factory workers who laboured under often-

hazardous conditions. Capitalism is an economic system based upon private ownership of the means of 

production (natural resources, land, property, mines, factories, equipment, tools and investment funds) and the 

creation of goods and services for profit. Socialism encompasses a variety of ideologies characterised by social 

ownership (public, co-operative or collective) and democratic control of the means of production, for the benefit 

of the people. 

 

20th century communism was a social, political, and economic ideology based on socialism, which held that 

capitalist society was composed of two major social classes - the majority working class (proletariat), who must 

work to survive, and the capitalist class, a minority who derive profit from exploiting the proletariat. Communism 

intended to establish a society with a structure based upon the common ownership (by the people) of the means 

of production and the absence of social classes, money and the state. Although Marx had conceived that the 

implementation of communism would stem from an uprising of the industrial working class, it actually began with 

the 1917 revolution in Russia, one of the poorest countries in Europe, which had a massive, largely illiterate, 

agricultural peasantry but a minority of industrial workers. 

 

During the Russian revolution, workers' councils ("soviets") were established, which soon came under the 

control first of the Socialist Revolutionary Party, then the bolsheviks (the "majority") led by Vladimir Lenin, 

whose successful rise to power made use of slogans such as "peace, bread, and land" which expressed the 

overwhelming public desire for an end to Russian involvement in the World War, the peasants' demand for land 

reform and popular support for the soviets. During the subsequent Russian civil war, the Bolsheviks nationalised 

all productive property and imposed a policy of "war communism", which put factories and railroads under strict 

government control, collected and rationed food, and introduced some state-appointed management of industry. 

From 1921 the name "Communism" was applied to the core objective of the party and government.  

 

The leadership of the Communist Party (and hence the government of the country) was restricted to an elite 

group who could be relied upon to maintain the discipline of the party's ideology, ironically named "democratic 

centralism" (democratic meaning that all party members may debate a policy, but centralism meaning that the 

majority decision is then enforced, without dissent). In 1922 the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR, or 

Soviet Union) was declared, in place of the former Russian empire, and in 1928 Josef Stalin became the leader 

of the Communist Party, introducing a series of "Five Year Plans" to reform the Russian economy and at the 

same time commencing to eradicate any possible dissent within both the party and the general population. 

 

Stalin's "Marxist-Leninism" model of communism was imposed upon eastern European countries occupied by 

the USSR in 1945 and adopted independently by Yugoslavia and Albania. The Soviet model was also adopted 

by the Chinese when the People's Republic was declared in 1949, but was subsequently repudiated in 1960 

when Chinese and Russian ideologies parted. During the following decades, countries that also adopted a 

similar form of ideology and government included North Vietnam (1945-1976), North Korea (1948), Cuba 

(1959), South Yemen (1967-90), Somalia (1969-91), (French) Congo-Brazzaville (1970-91), Ethiopia (1974-91), 

Benin, formerly Dahomey (1975-90), Laos (1975), Cambodia (1975), Angola (1975-90), Mozambique (1975-94), 

Afghanistan (1978-92), Grenada (1979-83) and Nicaragua (1979-90). At various times, these countries were 

allied to the Soviet Union and formed part of the "Communist Bloc", alongside the United Arab Republic (1958-

61) and Iraq (1968-92). However, most of these governments were unpopular and were eventually replaced by 

more democratic administrations, so that in the 21st century, only China, Cuba, Vietnam and Laos continue to 

have communist governments. 

 

Anti-communism 

From the time of the Russian revolution, communism was seen by many in the United States as undemocratic, 

"un-American", and a threat to the "American Way of Life". The USSR was a single-party state, operating a 

planned economy, controlled press and holding the exclusive power to establish and govern communities, while 

the United States of America was economically and politically profoundly different, being a capitalist state with 

generally free elections and a free press, which also granted freedom of expression, freedom of movement and 

freedom of association  to its citizens.  
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American distaste for the tyrannical extreme actions of Stalin against all internal dissent was temporarily put 

aside to allow a wartime alliance against Nazi Germany. However, military success against Germany, and the 

consequential occupation of eastern Europe, turned the Soviet Union into a physical threat, as well as an 

ideological one, which the United States felt compelled to challenge. At home, fear of communism for political 

and economic reasons grew, with repeated scares of espionage (military, scientific and industrial) and the risk of 

attack by nuclear weapons. Anti-communism became a powerful movement, culminating in the persecution of 

many innocent individuals through the activities of Senator McCarthy. 

 

Eastern Europe 

Having in 1940 extended communist control over Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Moldavia, as well as eastern 

Poland, the Soviet Union in 1945 imposed communism on the countries of Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, 

Romania and Bulgaria, which had been liberated from the Germans by Soviet troops which then remained in 

occupation. However further west, Germany and Austria were only partly liberated by Soviet troops, which 

subsequently occupied the eastern portion of each country. In Germany, British troops occupied the north, 

French the west and US troops the south, while in Austria, US troops occupied the north, French the west and 

British the south. The capital cities of Berlin and Vienna were similarly divided between the four nations, 

however both were located deeply within the respective Soviet zones of occupation and depended upon the 

goodwill of the Soviet Union for ground access by the three other powers. From 1949, Soviet occupied Germany 

was made into a communist state, alongside the other occupied countries of eastern Europe, however in 1955 

the Soviet Union made a negotiated withdrawal from the occupation of Austria, the only peaceful withdrawal it 

made from any territory during the 70 year period up to 1990. 

 

Iron Curtain and Cold War 

From 1945, the USSR consolidated its control over the occupied countries of eastern Europe, behind the 

physical and metaphorical barrier that became known as the "Iron Curtain" (from a speech by Winston 

Churchill), while the USA extended military and financial aid to western Europe as part of a global strategy to 

contain Soviet power. The USSR tested the resolve of the USA and its allies by imposing a blockade on West 

Berlin (which was surrounded by Soviet-occupied territory) in 1948-49. This began what came to be known as 

the "Cold War" (from an article by George Orwell), a forty year period of rivalry between the two "super-powers".  

 

Under the shadow of a potential third global war, involving the use of nuclear weapons that could annihilate vast 

areas of population, the two opposing sides avoided direct conflict, but fought many proxy local wars by 

supporting opposing sides, with the USA ostensibly doing so to prevent the global advance of communism. The 

rivalry was also manifested in parallel races to build the most advanced nuclear weapons (the "arms race"), to 

travel into and explore space (the "space race") and competition in Olympic sports, while both powers used 

financial and military aid to compete for influence in the Middle East, southeast Asia, Latin America and with the 

decolonising states of Africa. 

 

Korea 

Unlike German-occupied eastern Europe, where the USSR took unilateral control, Japanese-occupied Korea 

was divided by agreement in 1945, with US troops in the south and Soviet troops in the north. By 1948, two 

separate governments had been established, both claiming control over the whole of Korea. Open warfare 

began in 1950, when the communist North Koreans (supported by the USSR and newly communist China) 

invaded the South. The recently established United Nations supported the South's claim of aggression and 

provided its first defensive force, which was actually composed of nearly 90% American personnel, while 

Chinese soldiers and covert Soviet airmen fought for the North. After several dramatic reversals of fortune, a 

war of attrition was fought for three years, ending after a massive bombing campaign against the North and 

resulting in permanent partition which has continued ever since. 

 

Hungary and Suez 

In 1956, the USSR brutally crushed a democratic rebellion in Hungary, demonstrating the impotence of the USA 

and its European allies, which were reluctant to be provoked into direct military conflict. In the same year, both 

powers covertly supported opposing sides in the brief war which became known as the Suez "Crisis", because 

of the risk that it could develop into a nuclear conflict if the two powers became directly involved. From both 

events, Premier Nikita Khrushchev concluded that the blackmail threat of nuclear war was the most effective 

tool for achieving the USSR's goals in foreign policy. However he also recognised that not all non-communists 
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had to be treated as enemies and commenced a diplomatic offensive to win influence over "non-aligned" 

emerging nations (such as Egypt, Syria and Iraq) which had allegiance to neither the USA nor USSR, but were 

hostile to the western former colonial powers.  

 

Cuba 

In 1959 the USSR supported the revolution on the Caribbean island of Cuba, led by Fidel Castro, and 

subsequently provided vast financial and technical support to build a communist state on the USA's doorstep, 

only 90 miles from the mainland. This political provocation prompted a failed attempt at military invasion of the 

island in 1961 by the United States, after which the USSR significantly increased the shipping of armaments to 

Cuba. In 1962 the USA discovered that these shipments appeared to include missiles which could easily attack 

the mainland and may have the capability to carry nuclear warheads. The Cuban "Missile Crisis", following on 

from the provocative construction by the USSR in 1961 of the dividing wall across Berlin, was a brief period of 

intense global political insecurity where the two powers came closest to direct military conflict. 

 

Vietnam 

From 1946, French control of Indochina was challenged in Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia by communist Viet 

Cong rebels in a war of independence, supported by Chinese communists and from 1949 by the Chinese 

government. The Viet Cong were supplied with weapons by the USSR and the French by the USA. By 1954, the 

communists were fully established in the North, the French abandoned Indochina, and the South became an 

independent republic, which almost immediately came under communist attack again, escalating eventually into 

the Vietnam War, which continued until 1975, spreading into Laos and Cambodia. With over 50,000 men still 

permanently based in Korea in 1963, the numbers of US personnel supporting South Vietnam were increased 

dramatically from 1000 to 16,000, then to 100,000 in 1965, eventually rising to a total of 2.7 million men over the 

period 1963-75.  

 

1975-2001 

The United States' involvement in the Vietnam War had been massively unpopular with the American people, 

which resulted in considerable reluctance by the US government after 1975 to become involved in any further 

direct military action in global defence against the advance of communism. However in Africa during the late 

1970s the USA actively supported military opposition to communist revolutions, in particular aiding South 

African forces fighting in Angola, where the communists were being assisted by Cuban troops. Small scale 

covert US activities continued against communist regimes (and also socialist regimes, such as Allende in Chile 

in the early 1970s and Chavez in Venezuela in the early 2000s), particularly in Central America, where in 

Nicaragua during the 1980s the United States supported the non-communist ("Contra") opposition with military 

aid and personnel. Unusually, in 1983 the United States launched a full military invasion of the Caribbean island 

of Grenada to depose the new communist government. 

 

Afghanistan 

In 1978, communist revolutionaries seized power in Afghanistan, with Soviet support which soon became 

military and was followed by a full invasion. During the next nine years, the war in Afghanistan became the 

USSR's equivalent to the Vietnam war. With reversed roles, the United States provided funding to support the 

forces opposed to the Soviet occupation, but restricted its military involvement to minor covert activities, similar 

to those in Central America. Economically and politically depleted by its involvement in Afghanistan, the Soviet 

Union was unable to resist the 1989 rebellion of the eastern European countries, whose communist 

governments were overthrown and the symbolic Berlin Wall and Iron Curtain were dismantled. The Soviet Union 

itself was dissolved at the end of 1991 and the United States was able to relax its attitude to the threat of global 

communism. After the September 2001 attack on New York, the focus of United States foreign policy switched 

from global communism to global terrorism. 

 

 
 (For more detail on Suez Crisis, see also separate piece entitled Arabs and Jews) 
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