McCarthyism

The actions of Senator Joe McCarthy of Wisconsin
led Americans to coin the term, "McCarthyism."
McCarthy constantly claimed that he had
uncovered Communist agents. In February 1950,
at a Washington press conference, he waved sheets
of paper claiming that he had uncovered 205
communist agents in the State Department. He
was soon accusing target after target of
communism, and creating an atmosphere of
paranoia in Washington. While many disagreed
with McCarthy, few dared to oppose him.

McCarthy's Tactics

McCarthy identified suspected
communists through a variety of
channels. Some were members of
organizations with reported communist
sympathies. Some were associates of
known communists, and homosexuality
was also an apparent cause of suspicion.
However they were identified, McCarthy
took aim at his targets with great
tenacity.

Once McCarthy's claims gained national attention, he became chairman of the Senate
Committee on Government Operations. This increased level of power afforded him the
opportunity to investigate the people he suspected of being communists or sympathizers.
Hundreds of witnesses were brought before the Senate committee, in both public and
private hearings. Transcripts of the Senate hearings, which became available in 2003,
confirm what the American public eventually realized about McCarthy's interview tactics.
He used severe intimidation, and often the threat of prison, when trying to get information
-- and he often had little or no solid evidence on which to base his claims.

The names of many witnesses and suspects were released publicly, resulting in defamation
of character and guilt by association. Careers and reputations were irreversibly damaged.
And when all was said and done, there were no convictions for subversion.

Liberals and conservatives alike agreed that McCarthy's actions were reckless and that his
methods were out of line. In fact, his actions directly resulted in a 1957 Supreme Court
ruling that secures the constitutional rights of witnesses during a congressional
investigation. In other words, even though congressional investigations don't take place in
an actual court, witnesses cannot be subjected to less-than-ethical interrogation methods.
One of the most enduring legacies of McCarthyism was its effect on Hollywood.

The Hollywood Ten:

The first 10 members of the Hollywood film industry questioned by McCarthy decided not
to cooperate with the investigation, choosing instead to claim their First Amendment right
to free speech. Unfortunately for them, they were not successful. Eight were sentenced to a
year in prison for contempt of Congress. The other two received six-month sentences.



Please answer in your
“Activities & Homework” Section

Be sure to answer in complete and detailed sentences if you want to receive full credit. Also
please be sure to use your own words when writing your response.

1) Explain who Joe McCarthy was to somebody who has never heard about him.

2) Explain how McCarthy “identified” his targets? Why do you think so few
people were willing to stand up to him and say they believed he was out of
line.

3) What tactics did he use to try to get information out of suspected
communists?

4) What was the Supreme Court’s response to the interrogation tactics of Joe
McCarthy?

5) Who were the Hollywood Ten and what was their involvement in McCarthy’s
fight against communism?



