
America as a World Leader

“The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in moments of comfort and convenience, but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy.”

—Martin Luther King, Jr.

1941 - Japanese Attack on Pearl Harbor ; World War II

On September 1, 1939, World War II began when Germany invaded Poland. Just as it had during the outbreak of World War I, the United States managed to keep itself out of the conflict with the war taking place in Europe, Africa, and Asia. But due to America’s economic embargo of Japan, the Japanese seeking conquest in the Pacific attacked America in the hope that it would end the embargo and allow them to gather the resources necessary for conquest. On December 7, 1941, at 7:48 AM, Japanese bombers attacked the American naval base at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. During the attack, eight battleships and three cruisers were sunk, and almost two hundred aircraft were destroyed.

This attack led to America’s entrance into World War II on December 8 when Congress declared war on both Japan and Germany. Harnessing the incredible manufacturing power that America had built during the Great Depression, America systematically set out to out-build and overpower its enemies. During the course of the war, America demonstrated that modern warfare was about three basic things: amount of material (arms and other weapons) available, the communication between commanders and soldiers, and the speed of an army’s advance. These ideas dispelled the historical view of warfare that said that advanced technology and highly trained soldiers always won a war. And so, despite Germany’s technological advantage and superior training, the Allies came out victorious.

1945 - America Uses First Atomic Weapons

After the defeat of Germany in World War II, America turned its full attention toward defeating Japan. Given the religious and militaristic Japanese culture, America struggled to dislodge Japan from its many occupied territorial possessions. However, with sheer willpower, America pushed Japan back onto its home islands, at which point America had to contemplate an invasion of Japan itself. American strategists estimated that an invasion of Japan might cost as many as a million American lives. With this possibility, President Truman sought an alternative. Throughout the course of the war, America had been working on a secret superweapon, the atomic bomb. This weapon was designed to destroy an entire city with one bomb, and cause such fear that an enemy would immediately surrender upon its threat of use.

In order to demonstrate the effectiveness of this weapon to Japan, America dropped an atomic bomb on the Japanese city of Hiroshima on Aug 6, 1945, at 8:15 AM. The city was instantly destroyed. Approximately 146,000 were killed, the majority of casualties being civilians. America then sent an ultimatum to Japan that anything short of unconditional surrender would result in another bombing. When Japan failed to surrender, America dropped a second weapon. On August 9 at 11:02 AM, this second bomb destroyed the Japanese city of Nagasaki, with a total of approximately 80,000 dead. After this, Japan surrendered, and World War II came to an end. The beginning of the nuclear age was a significant factor in the eventual Cold War, which would shape world events for the next 50 years.

The United States of America remains the only country in the world to have used atomic bombs in war against another nation.

1947 - Truman Doctrine and Marshall Plan Outline Foreign Policy

After World War II ended, an era known as the Cold War began. This was not a direct conflict, but rather an ideological competition between the forces of communism and capitalism. As neither side could launch an attack without the assurance of being destroyed by the other side’s weapons, a stalemate occurred. Instead of fighting, both sides sought to create more allies and to have their ideas outgrow the other side’s, to isolate and ultimately bring them to an end.

The United States, as the center of capitalist ideology, attempted to sway nations that were well within the Soviet (communist) sphere of influence. On March 12, 1947, President Truman addressed a full session of Congress to propose aid to the nations of Turkey and Greece, which had been ravaged by World War II and were being threatened by a possible communist takeover. This address became known as the Truman Doctrine and said that America would give both military and economic aid to any country that desired to remain free from communism. A year later, Secretary of State George Marshall gave a commencement address at Harvard University in which he laid out a plan for rebuilding any nation affected by World War II, including the Soviet Union if it had asked (which it never did). This plan for aid, called the Marshall Plan, was also a plan of action to make allies, which would eliminate the possibility of another world war, and isolate the Soviet Union and its communist ideals. The Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan formed the basis for American foreign policy for well over 40 years.

1955 - Rosa Parks and the Bus Boycott

At the same time America was helping its allies rebuild after World War II, it was lagging far behind in social equality. Despite the contributions of African Americans to World War II and the Korean War, the racial gap in America had widened during the 1950s to the point that African Americans were not allowed to use the same drinking fountains, attend the same schools, or sit in preferential seats on public transportation. And so, in 1955, an event occurred that would lead to the Civil Rights Movement and bring America one step closer to racial equality.

On December 1 in the city of Montgomery, Alabama, an African American seamstress named Rosa Parks boarded a bus to go home from work. Segregation laws at the time had designated a black and white area of the bus, and Parks sat in the first row in the black section. As the bus filled up, all of the seats in the white section were occupied, and when white passengers were forced to stand, the bus driver asked Parks, along with three other passengers in that first row of the black section, to surrender their seats so that the white passengers could sit. Because she was tired, Parks refused to vacate the seat. Eventually, the police were called and Parks was arrested for the crime of sitting wrongfully on a bus.

Because Parks had been an active member of a civil rights group, she was aware of the precedent she was setting, which stiffened her resolve. Due to Parks’ arrest, the Civil Rights Movement in Montgomery instituted an African American boycott of the bus service until the bus laws were repealed. In 1956, the Supreme Court found the Alabama laws to be illegal, and they were overturned. This led to great tension between African Americans and whites in the south and was a precipitating factor in the Civil Rights Movement. Rosa Parks’ conduct was an inspiration for Martin Luther King, Jr., who would go on to be the public face of the movement in the 1960s.

1968 - Martin Luther King, Jr. Assassinated

The 1960s were a challenging time for the United States. Embroiled in the Vietnam War, the Space Race, and the Cold War, the United States was also reeling from social unrest. The Civil Rights Movement, which had begun the 1950s had reached full swing, and there were riots, protests, and violence in the streets in many southern states. Although many civil rights leaders advocated peaceful resistance (most notably Martin Luther King, Jr.), the idea of civil rights and equal integration into society was anathema to many southern whites.

On April 4, 1968, King was assassinated at his motel in Memphis, Tennessee by an escaped convict named James Earl Ray. King’s death was a setback for the Civil Rights Movement as it created a vacuum in the power structure of the movement, one that was filled by leaders with much more extreme and violent methods of securing civil rights. The elevation of these leaders meant that the Civil Rights Movement of the 1970s would be significantly more violent and focused on revenge rather than growth. King’s death was not only a loss for the Civil Rights Movement but for America as a whole because he had been a remarkable leader and statesman, who likely would have persuaded Congress to pass equal rights legislation—something that was set back years due to his untimely death.

1969 - Moon Landing

July 20, 1969, marked a first in human history. For the very first time, a human set foot on another world. In the 1960s there had been a competition known as the Space Race between America and Russia as part of the Cold War. The objective was to be the first country to land on the moon. Both countries spent the decade and billions of dollars creating spacecraft capable of reaching, and landing on, the moon. The free market system of American capitalism provided faster and larger technical leaps than the Soviets could manage, thus allowing Americans to reach the moon first.

On July 20, Neil Armstrong became the first man to walk on the moon, and his first words, “One small step for man, one giant leap for mankind,” became immortalized. His companion Edwin “Buzz” Aldrin became the second man to walk on the moon. Both men stayed on the surface for just over two hours, collected several rock samples, and planted an American flag. Afterward, they returned to their craft, and several days later, returned to earth. During the landing and spacewalk, the whole world joined together to celebrate this momentous occasion, and few events in history have had a similar effect. Armstrong and Aldrin paved the way for further exploration of the moon, and eventually, other parts of the solar system. The impact of the moon landing can still be felt today, as America again prepares to start sending humans to the moon and perhaps to Mars.

1975 - Vietnam War Ends

After World War II and the swiftly following Korean War, America entered a time of relative peace. However, starting in 1955, a conflict in Vietnam would eventually drag America into war once again. Throughout the 1960s and early 1970s, America had a large military presence in Vietnam as a result of the Truman Doctrine. The Vietnam War, which ran from 1955 to 1975, was a conflict between the forces of capitalism and those of communism and was part of the overall Cold War pattern of indirect confrontation. This war fundamentally changed the relationship between American citizens and their government, as the citizenry vocally and violently did not support the conflict while the American government supported it passionately.

The draft was still in force during most of the conflict, meaning that young men could be made to go to war, regardless of their opinions on the matter. Because the war was a guerrilla war, the tactics used were often grotesque and seen as immoral. As more and more soldiers were killed in the fight to control the jungle (where most of the conflict took place), the American people became angrier and angrier with the government for being unresponsive to the will of the people. This distrust of government shaped the attitudes of many Americans in the 1970s and 1980s, and this was felt particularly strongly in music, where the theme of rebellion was championed.

In 1975, the communist forces of North Vietnam overran the capitalistic South Vietnam, unifying the country under the banner of communism. This was perhaps the most difficult defeat in war for America since early battles of the American Revolution.

1981 - Reagan Becomes President

The mid to late 1970s were a time of relative peace and stability between America and the Soviet Union, and this period was known as détente. America and Russia had conducted a joint mission in space and were working on trade agreements and nuclear weapons disarmament talks. In 1981, a former actor and governor of California, Ronald Reagan, was elected president. Reagan believed fundamentally that, the Soviet Union was the “Evil Empire”—as he labeled it during a speech—and that both ideologies could not coexist. As such, Reagan began a program to bring the Soviet Union to its knees. Reagan called for the construction of a 600-ship navy and began developing a series of new, highly sophisticated weapons with which to attack the Soviet Union. Russia began a massive buildup of its own, and relations between the two nations became decidedly hostile.

Russia eventually bankrupted itself during this arms race, resulting in the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 (after Reagan’s retirement) and the end of the Cold War.

1991 - First Gulf War in Iraq

Throughout the Cold War, the United States provided weapons to any country that claimed friendship and a willingness to reject communism. As a result, many nations that might otherwise have hated America were coopted as allies. When the Cold War ended and the threat of nuclear annihilation passed, many of those nations turned against the United States. One of these countries was Iraq.

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, America supported Iraq against its neighbor Iran, which was decidedly pro-communism at that point. But after the Iran-Iraq War, Saddam Hussein, the leader of Iraq, turned his attention toward a weak but wealthy neighbor, Kuwait. In 1990, Iraq invaded Kuwait for its expansive oil fields. The United States, in order to protect its ally Kuwait, the stability of the region, and the flow of oil, set out to retake Kuwait from Iraq.

After swiftly retaking Kuwait, the coalition ceased its advance, and Saddam Hussein would remain in power in Iraq until the United States invaded the country in 2003.

2001 - 9/11 Terrorist Attacks

On September 11, 2001, a group from the terrorist organization al-Qaeda hijacked four American aircraft. Two of these planes destroyed the World Trade Center Twin Towers, while another hit the Pentagon. The fourth plane, believed to be headed towards the White House, was recaptured by passengers and crashed into a field in Pennsylvania. During these attacks, around 3,000 people were killed. Following 9/11, the United States launched a “War on Terror,” which started in Afghanistan.

Over the course of the next decade, the United States would continue to seek out terrorists and try to bring them down. On May 2, 2011, Osama bin Laden, the al-Qaeda leader responsible for the 9/11 attacks, was located and killed by United States Special Forces Seal Team Six. Along with various other terrorist leaders that had been captured or killed, al-Qaeda lost its power, but in its wake, organizations like ISIL (also called ISIS) found a following and started gaining influence. Although the War on Terror is officially over, tensions remain in the wake of countless military and civilian casualties in the involved countries.

2007 - The Great Recession Begins

Despite the War on Terror, the late 1990s and early 2000s marked a period of economic growth for the United States. During this time, investor confidence was high. Lending institutions, falsely believing that the economic growth would continue unchecked, began a series of highly risky lending practices, including giving out mortgage loans that far exceeded the recipient’s ability to repay—just like what had happened before the Stock Market Crash of 1929. Beyond that, many investors began taking on assets that were toxic (i.e., they no longer held value due to changes in the market).

As a result of these actions, the United States saw a huge drop in the housing market in mid-2007, coupled with a massive drop in the financial market. Overnight, many investors lost between 30 and 90 percent of their investments. Not since the Great Depression had the American economy taken


2008 - Barack Obama Elected President


