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McCarthyism
Today we’re going to talk about McCarthyism...in just a minute.

The early Cold War era was marked by heightened tensions between the US and the Soviet Union for
ideological influence around the world. As the USSR tried to expand communism globally, many Americans
feared communists would infiltrate the US government and society, and the country fell into a state of
paranoia. As the second Red Scare swept the nation, one politician in particular took advantage of increased

anticommunist sentiments to advance his own political agenda—Senator Joseph McCarthy.

In 1950, McCarthy delivered a speech in which he claimed to have a list of 205 communists working in the
State Department. Even though this accusation was unfounded, it effectively fueled fear and suspicion.
McCarthy’s methods were often considered dishonest and reckless, but he continued to accuse government
officials, educators, and even people in the entertainment industry of being affiliated with communists. Many

careers and reputations were ruined due to these allegations.

The term “McCarthyism” was coined to describe this period of witch hunting. McCarthyism reached its peak
in 1954, when McCarthy accused the US Army of sympathizing with communists. The televised Army-
McCarthy hearings revealed McCarthy’s intimidation and guilt-by-association tactics to the public, weakening

his credibility and popularity.
Later that year, McCarthy was censured by the Senate for his conduct during his investigations, marking the
end of his political career. The term McCarthyism is still used today to describe the practice of making

public accusations of treason or disloyalty without sufficient evidence.

Where else in history have you seen a political leader take advantage of fear and paranoia?



