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Abstract:

This paper takes a look at the life and career of former Wisconsin Senator Joseph McCarthy while attempting to determine what role McCarthyism played at this time and also if McCarthyism is still evident today.  Some examples from Senator McCarthy’s early career as a lawyer and freshman politician help illustrate the possible foundation of McCarthyism and examines whether or not McCarthyism is found to be ideological in nature.
Introduction

It has been forty-nine years since the death of a former United States Senator from Wisconsin, Joseph Raymond McCarthy.  “In one sense [Joseph McCarthy] has never been laid to rest.  Joe McCarthy was and remains the single most despised man in American political memory— far more reviled than Aaron Burr or Richard Nixon or even George Wallace.”
  McCarthy’s death on May 2, 1957 marked the end of an era for Wisconsin, the United States, and the world—an era that consisted of the polarization of both political and moralistic ideals.
  It was a period filled with propaganda and discontent where Senator Joseph McCarthy exploited the American people using his political clout.   “McCarthy remains what the Germans would call vogelfrei—the ‘free bird’ everyone and anyone is free to take a shot at.”
  Since his time in office many, in an attempt to understand what motivated him to fuel such a chaotic event in world history, have examined Joseph McCarthy.  Nearly five decades after his death, McCarthy still exists in many people’s imagination almost solely as an icon of evil.


In approximately a decade of political action, Senator McCarthy made a name for himself and gained a reputation; he was both admired and abhorred.  Through his actions, he thrust “himself into the national spotlight, polarized political rhetoric for a decade, and contributed “a new ‘“-ism-’” to the lexicon of American politics.”
  Joseph McCarthy has been turned into a taboo figure, a caricature rather than human.  Because of this, there is widespread confusion and ignorance surrounding “what he did and the times in which he operated.”
   Senator Joseph McCarthy is most noted for his actions to halt communism on a national scale, but what is not to be forgotten are his actions on a more regional scale.  Despite his humble beginnings in the state of Wisconsin, he did not embody the popular conception of the stereotypical midwestern traits of a person born and raised in a Wisconsin environment.  Quite rightly, one might say, Senator McCarthy was a curious mixture of the progressive ideal, for which Wisconsin is known, and the radical ‘extremist’ that he was.  “Joe McCarthy was the Dairy State’s dirty little secret.  How could one of the most progressive states in the union, the original home of “Fighting Bob” La Follette, have sent that man to the U.S. Senate not once but twice…”
  The question that remains relatively unanswered is, how there can be such a great difference between the progressiveness of La Follette and the almost digressiveness of McCarthy?  This is to mean that Joseph McCarthy’s actions were almost a setback for Wisconsin on the larger political scale when compared to the progressive reforms Robert LaFollette introduced to the state while he was governor.

Even though there was a large contrast in ideals between Joseph McCarthy and the Wisconsin idea of progress, and even though his actions created such abhorrence among some, McCarthy still had strong backing in his home state and in the nation.  Much of his backing “came from the Republican party and most newspapers.”
  The people of Wisconsin supported McCarthy in his attempts to disagree with the Democratic Truman administration and seek out Communists in the United States.
  Joseph McCarthy was made up of characteristics that his followers admired and that elevated him to hero status in the eyes of many.
  How could a man of such stature and charisma lead the people of Wisconsin and the United States astray?  He could not.  In the beginning of his career the public trusted Joseph McCarthy and supported his ideas.  Not only were the people of Wisconsin of great help to Joseph McCarthy and his career, but the Wisconsin press had played a pivotal role in his success as well.  McCarthy “learned to master the art of press-agentry” and this skill helped launch McCarthy’s political career.
  By using the press to enhance his image, McCarthy moved from a “mediocre judge into a wise and prudent one and a dutiful marine intelligence officer into a glamorous tail gunner and war hero.”   Numerous times he used the newspapers to save face and keep his political career out of disaster’s reach.  As mentioned previously, McCarthy brought much political and moral discord to Wisconsin and the nation; however, the press “like all his Wisconsin admirers… showed remarkable indifference to the moral implications of his personal and legislative record.”
  Despite all of the support McCarthy drummed up over the course of his decade in the public eye, his success in Wisconsin was ultimately short-lived.

In many ways “it is easier to denounce McCarthyism than to understand it.”
  

Strictly as a generalization, it is easier for one to be unsympathetic toward something one disagrees with rather than take the initiative and time necessary to be open to understanding the driving forces behind the issue with which one disagrees.  “McCarthyism… touched most areas of American political and cultural life” and to ignore or refuse to understand some of the definitive events of this time period would be turning one’s back on America’s political heritage.
  To simplify McCarthyism one might say it is a fight between good and evil, but McCarthyism is much more than that; it forces one to look at “the role of ideology, the power of the state, and the nature of modern American society.”
 

Since the McCarthy era, many scholars have attempted to try to understand the events that took place and many different theories about the definition of McCarthyism have emerged from their research.  Some historians argue McCarthy himself was a demagogue—“a logical fulfillment of a political style made popular by Franklin Roosevelt—direct appeals to the people against their elected representatives.”
  Another theory suggests that McCarthyism was equivalent to totalitarianism.  Even though McCarthy’s actions were not directly comparable to those actions of famous European dictators like Stalin and Hitler, the argument is that McCarthyism was totalitarian in psychology and gesture.
  Conservative commentators see McCarthyism as something much different; some go so far as to say “those who did not want to see communism exposed, attacked, and uprooted” invented McCarthyism.
  Some conservative scholars note the “orthodoxy of outlook on fundamentals in every society” and claim that “anti-communism is the American orthodoxy of outlook, and that McCarthyism was simply a hardening of that orthodoxy.”
  Simply put, these scholars believe McCarthyism was a physical expression of the ‘average’ American ideological outlook concerning the threat of Communist infiltration in the United States, more specifically, the United States federal government.
  Metaphorically speaking, the American society is a machine.  In order to function properly, that machine needs to be clear of any obstructions that have the potential to slow or harm the machine’s function.  If the obstructions are not removed there could be damage done to that machine and in some cases the damage could be not be reversed.  If the American society, as previously mentioned, is thought of as a machine, then McCarthyism was the mode by which the obstruction—the threat of Communist infiltration in the federal government—should be removed in order for that society of function ‘properly.’
  Therefore, being anti-communist was simply a way of removing the obstructions to the American societal ‘machine’ and McCarthyism was simply a solidifying of the idea that it was all right to remove the obstructions.  Other scholars claim that McCarthyism is not the real reason people were divided in the 1950s.  McCarthyism “was the symptom, rather, of a graver although largely unclarified choice of courses which every free nation had to make in the late 1930s, namely, whether totalitarian movements would be permitted to emerge in their midst.”
  While all of these theories contain some validity, still different theories were researched and presented by other historians.  One explanation places Joseph McCarthy parallel to traditional American Populism.
  Another claims McCarthyism was sociological and a product of status politics, social anxieties, or social strain.
  These sociological explanations differ very little and many of the justifications for each theory overlap with each other.  Finally, some scholars suggest that McCarthyism was merely a grass-roots effort at popularizing Republicanism.
  With all of these theories, questions arise as to what exactly was McCarthyism and what did it mean for the United States, the state of Wisconsin, and conservatives?  “It is for every student of McCarthy and his times to judge for himself whether McCarthyism was an expression of irrationalism and frustration in the American society, or a justifiable response to a genuine threat to the national security.”

Even though McCarthyism was strongly rooted in Wisconsin, there was one important respect in which McCarthy’s impact was limited.
  During a time that many civil liberties in the United States, after World War II, were undermined “Wisconsin for the most part defeated legislative assaults on basic freedoms.”
  Michael O’Brien maintains that except for Wisconsin, no other state had concerns about subversive thought and activity that so readily and regularly manifested itself within the confines and protective barrier of education.
  Wisconsin was being cautious of what its young people were learning in schools because that state understood how easily influenced children could be; however, unlike other parts of the United States, which “enforced censorship, enacted loyalty oaths, conducted legislative investigations, and fired teachers,” which are examples of the types of precautionary activities condoned by McCarthyism, Wisconsin worked steadily to defuse the assaults on academic freedoms.
  Wisconsin understood that the educational system should support the free flow of ideas and if that state were to enact some of the precautionary measures listed above, they would be compromising their principals concerning the purpose behind public education.  By going against the grain of McCarthyism and defending academic freedoms in such a way, Wisconsin was making an attempt to break away from the ideology instilled by McCarthy.  Some could now consider the state that once presented the greatest support for Senator Joseph McCarthy as the state that wanted to see him out of political office.  

This was a turning point in the career of Senator McCarthy.  To have his home state, one which nurtured his growing political career and aided in the launch of the era of the “ism”—an era that symbolized “serious infringement on basic freedoms,”—to now actively preserve those basic freedoms better than almost any other state in the nation, was a blow that contributed to the downfall of McCarthy and his political career.
  A glimpse into the life and career of Senator Joseph McCarthy will best aid in examining and understanding the paradox between the more liberal state of Wisconsin and its production of an extremely conservative man.  This examination may lead to discovering what exactly McCarthyism was, what contributions McCarthy made to protecting America’s freedoms, and why Joseph McCarthy was the frontrunner of this movement.

The Making of a Senator

Joseph Raymond McCarthy was born November 15, 1908 on a farm in the town of Grand Chute, near Appleton, Wisconsin.  He completed his education through the eighth grade, started his own chicken business while a teenager but lost his flock to disease.  He then worked as a grocery clerk in Appleton and was promoted to manager.  He transferred to manage a new grocery store in Manawa, Wisconsin and while in Manawa he decided to attend high school and get his diploma.  He entered Little Wolf High School and completed the entire four-year curriculum in only nine months.
   It was during this time that McCarthy began to come into his own self and historian Robert Griffith writes:

He matured from a shy, almost painfully awkward boy into a loud, amiable, and boisterously aggressive man.  If there were still occasional glimmers of the old fear and insecurity, they were not masked by the fierce intensity and energy which he brought to every undertaking.  He did nothing by half-measures.  Both his work and play were marked by a relentless though sometimes misdirected competitiveness.  There was even a forced quality in his demanding conviviality.

The image of Joseph McCarthy that has been portrayed throughout history has been representative of the aforementioned personality characteristics and it is from this quote one can begin to understand the underlying substance of Joseph McCarthy.  It is worthy to note that the personality characteristics mentioned above were developing in Joseph McCarthy long before he entered the world of politics and perhaps this information could help explain why he felt compelled to actively seek out potential Communists in the federal government.


Joseph entered Marquette University located in Milwaukee, Wisconsin in 1930 where he began his undergraduate career as a student in the school of engineering, but shortly after entering the school he switched to law.  In 1935 he graduated and was admitted to the Wisconsin bar.  He began to practice law in Waupaca, a small country town outside of Appleton, and from that apprenticeship was offered employment with Mike G. Eberlein, a prominent lawyer from Shawano, yet another town outside of Appleton.
  Though working with Eberlein gave Joseph McCarthy “security and a place in the community,” Eberlein was an older lawyer, more strict and domineering, and McCarthy’s personality did not blend well with his.
  Joseph McCarthy practiced law for a few more years in various small towns in Wisconsin and made his first attempt at public office running for the position of Shawano District Attorney as a Democrat in 1936.  Though McCarthy was unsuccessful in his bid for this elected position, he sought another position a few years later.  In 1939, Joseph McCarthy ran for the nonpartisan seat of judge in the tenth circuit court.  Following his character traits of ‘intensity and energy,’ McCarthy campaigned tirelessly and defeated the incumbent judge of 24 years.
  Joseph McCarthy became the youngest circuit court judge ever elected in Wisconsin history.
  Most notably, however, is that this benchmark was only just the beginning of the historical headlines McCarthy would make during his political career.

“Tail-Gunner Joe”


McCarthy was not satisfied with his position as tenth circuit court judge and soon after his election he began looking towards the future and possibly running for the United States Senate.  His friend, John Wyngaard, suggested he run for governor; however McCarthy was not interested in that political position.  Historian Michael O’Brien suggests that “perhaps the esteem in which Wisconsinites had held Fighting Bob La Follette impressed McCarthy as a youth and riveted his attention on national politics.”
  Though O’Brien’s suggestion for McCarthy’s interest could be plausible, for whatever reason, Joseph McCarthy decided to run for office on the Republican ticket, rather than the democratic one he ran on for the previous election, because “Republicans were the winning party in Wisconsin, and McCarthy wanted to win.”
  “In 1941, Republicans held all of the state constitutional offices and one United States Senate position.”
  Republicans held six of ten congressmen positions in Wisconsin and McCarthy’s own assemblyman, state senator, and congressman were members of the Republican ticket as well.  In the Fox River Valley, where McCarthy lived, the county office at the Outagamie Courthouse employed a majority of Republicans and also, the newspapers in the area promoted Republican candidates.
  If McCarthy wanted to win a seat in government at a higher level than tenth circuit court judge, it would only seem logical that, due to the statistics, he would change political parties.  What is interesting to note is that McCarthy never once pretended that his change in political parties was anything other than opportunistic and this again exemplifies his ‘intensity and energy’ and his ‘competitiveness.’
 


To be successful in his bid for a higher office, McCarthy needed to gain some political strengths because his were not substantial enough to help carry him through an election, nor did he have enough funds to organize a potentially expensive statewide campaign.  McCarthy also lacked in the matter of public image because outside of his district he was “colorless; most people in Wisconsin have never heard of him.”
  He also faced restrictions due to his nonpartisan position as tenth circuit court judge.  There were limited opportunities where McCarthy would have been able to speak out and give his opinion on partisan issues, issues that would help win him acceptance amongst his Republican peers.  Although, later McCarthy overcame this potentially hazardous political handicap.
  


With the United States entering World War II after the bombing of Peal Harbor, McCarthy had considered joining the military even though he was exempt due to his duties as a judge.  McCarthy was, at first, naïve about the advantages to enlisting in the military and he feared that military service may hurt him politically.  It is suggested by scholar Michael O’Brien, that “perhaps [McCarthy] feared he would be required to resign his judicial position and return from the war with no job and no political base.”
  McCarthy’s apprehensions about enlisting in the military were soon lost after he witnessed the praise his fellow politician, Carl F. Zeidler, received upon announcement of his enlistment and Zeidler told McCarthy to consider the possibility of enlisting more thoroughly than he had in the past.
  McCarthy took Zeidler’s advice and enlisted in the United States Marine Corps.  On June 2, 1942, McCarthy contacted Major Saxon Holt, a marine recruiting officer in Milwaukee, and met with him the following day.  McCarthy announced his enlistment to newsmen with great intention of making comments that would capture the attention of voters.  McCarthy told the newsmen “he had offered to enlist ‘as a private, an officer or anything else… I want to join for the duration.’  He was ‘more interested in a gun than a commission.”
  All of this pomp brought McCarthy much praise, the praise he was actively seeking, and a newspaper article in Appleton’s local newspaper, The Post-Crescent, claimed McCarthy’s act of enlisting “breathes the spirit that founded America, developed its rugged slopes, harnessed its ceaseless energies and is not only willing but anxious to protect it.”
  

McCarthy’s utilization of the news media to bring attention to himself and gain some political support is demonstrative of his mastering ‘press-agentry.’
  McCarthy took using the press to his advantage one step further and while serving in the Marine Corps, stories from the front began to surface that propelled McCarthy to a hero status amongst the civilians back in the United States.  McCarthy never corrected these stories because he knew this type of attention would win him support.  While overseas “McCarthy got so much play that he came up to Kimball [Penn Kimball, the P.R. office on Guadalcanal] waving a sheaf of [newspaper] clippings and said ‘this is worth 50,000 votes.’”
  While in the Marines, “McCarthy had learned to fire the twin machine guns on the dive bombers” and occasionally went on missions as a tail gunner, or he went with a camera to take aerial photographs.
  Stories began to surface of McCarthy being a tail gunner that shot down numerous enemy planes and flew dangerous enemy missions, more than any other Marine in history and when McCarthy came back from serving overseas he received the nickname ‘Tail-Gunner Joe’ and this was single best media tactic McCarthy used to gain public attention and support towards his bid for United States Senator.

Senator at Last


In 1946, Joseph McCarthy defeated incumbent Robert La Follette, Jr. in the primary election for United States Senate by 5,378 votes.  That election marked a crucial turning point in the lives of both Republican candidates.
  A relatively unknown farmer’s son had defeated the La Follette political legacy.  For McCarthy this meant great progress “on the road to international prominence—and notoriety.”
  For La Follette, it meant the end of an era, and soon after, the end of his life.  La Follette became overburdened with loneliness and depression and as a result committed suicide.
  In the general election to follow, McCarthy easily defeated his Democratic opponent [Howard J. McMurray] and went to Washington at age 38, the youngest member of the new Senate.”
  


McCarthy demonstrated his eagerness with politics in various ways during his rise to the Senate seat.  Though McCarthy was both influential and revered in Wisconsin, Washington D.C. quickly proved to the junior Senator that there was an entirely different political world than what he had familiarized himself with.  “As an institution, the Senate tended to deaden the sounds emanating from that outside world.  Most observers compared the Senate to a gentleman’s club.  A more accurate image might be of two concentric rings, with an inner and outer circle.”
  The United States Senate, a stereotypical boys club, where the elite males gather to discuss politics and socialize.  The center circle holds the power while watching as the outer circle attempts to break through the barriers to reach a false feeling of superiority.  Joseph McCarthy, as an ambitious junior Senator from Wisconsin who wanted nothing more than to achieve the same notoriety in Washington D.C. as he did in his home state, would more than likely attempt to penetrate through to the inner circle and be one of those elite males at the center of the boys club.  Perhaps this notion of infiltration is what led McCarthy to be such a strong opponent against Communism.  Maybe on an unconscious level, McCarthy was not really fighting Communism, but rather he was fighting himself.  The human psyche has a complex way of functioning and perhaps McCarthy was fighting against what he was becoming.  McCarthy, in the Senate, was the one who was attempting to break through and get at the inner workings of the elite, much like how the Communists were attempting to break through the private walls of the federal government to get information from the inner workings.  
Anti-Communist Actions

 On February 9, 1950, Senator Joseph McCarthy made the first of his very public attacks on Communism, more specifically Communists in the Federal government, during a speech in Wheeling, West Virginia.  “The good ladies of the Ohio County Republican Women’s Club would not have suspected…that they were providing the stage for a historic event.”
  Some of the most famous words in American history every uttered, were uttered by McCarthy on that day.  McCarthy “delivered the speech… launching an episode of fear and loathing in the Senate and in the country at large that has had few parallels in American history.”
  While addressing the Women’s Club McCarthy said:

While I cannot take the time to name all of the men in the State Department who have been named as members of the Communist Party and members of a spy ring, I have here in my hand a list of 205 that were known to the Secretary of State as being members of the Communist Party, and who nevertheless, are still working and shaping policy in the State Department.

McCarthy, during his speech at Wheeling, laid out for his audience some reasons as to why Americans should be concerned about the state of the Nation and take a stand against Communism.  McCarthy said:

 The great difference between our western Christian world and the atheistic Communist world is not political… it is moral… the real, basic difference, however, lies in the religion of immoralism… invented by Marx, preached feverishly by Lenin, and carried to unimaginable extremes by Stalin.

McCarthy’s speech had a two-fold purpose.  It was meant to provide people with information concerning a pertinent issue in the Nation and it was also meant to motivate people to get involved with McCarthy and his opposition to Communism.  McCarthy goes on to further explain why America is finding itself in this unfavorable state:

The reason why we find ourselves in a position of impotency is… because of the traitorous actions of those who have been treated so well by this Nation.  It has…[been] those who have had all the benefits that the wealthiest Nation on earth has had to offer… the finest homes, the finest college education and the finest jobs in government we can give.  This is glaringly true in the State Department.  There the bright young men who are born with silver spoons in their mouths are the ones who have been most traitorous…

These are powerful words McCarthy used in attempts to explain why he concluded there was Communist infiltration in the State Department.  These words that he spoke so candidly about his fellow Americans are words that helped shaped an ideology—the ideology of McCarthyism.


Communist infiltration was a major threat to National Security and both FBI and military intelligence officials had long suspected Soviet agents were among some of the scientists who worked on the Manhattan Project—the secret cash program that built the bomb during World War II.
  One of the more notable cases of the anti-communist crusade is the case concerning Julius and Ethel Rosenberg—the husband and wife duo accused of leaking American secrets to Communists.  It is important  to first understand how the Rosenberg’s were found because the number of steps taken by the FBI to locate these ‘Communist spies’ demonstrates, to some extent, the extreme that McCarthyism would go to.  Shortly after the initial investigation on finding the Soviet leak in the Manhattan Project, the authorities found an important spy, Klaus Fuchs, an ex-Communist German refugee scientist in Great Britain who had worked in the Manhattan Project’s laboratory in Los Alamos, New Mexico from 1944-1946.  Fuchs was arrested in February 1950 and the FBI began to search for Fuchs’s American contact.  Harry Gold, a Philadelphian chemist who confessed to having worked for Fuchs as his courier, mentioned Fuchs had another contact in Los Alamos and the FBI was led to David Greenglass, a former member of the Young Communist League.  Greenglass was questioned by the FBI and instructed to inform them about any of his contacts and Greenglass gave the FBI the name of his sister’s husband, Julius Rosenberg.  Julius Rosenberg was arrested on July 17, 1950, but he refused to talk to the FBI.  Even the arrest of his wife, Ethel in August of 1950 would not lead Julius to confess. The entirety of the case rested solely upon Greenglasses’s claim that Julius had recruited him to help carry American secrets of the bomb to the Soviets.  Greenglass claimed that Julius “cut the top of  a Jell-O box in two, giving half to Greenglass, and explaining that his courier would identify himself with the other piece.”
  Whether or not The Rosenberg’s were Soviet agents remains unclear; however, the United States did not want to take a risk and The Rosenberg’s were electrocuted on June 19, 1953, mainly because they would not confess.


The largest of McCarthy’s public displays of dissatisfaction with Communism came in 1954 with the onset of the well-known Army-McCarthy Hearings.  McCarthy was chairman of the Senate Committee on Government Operations and its Subcommittee on Investigations and at this time McCarthy had been investigating the presence of Communist Party members and sympathizers who were employed in the government or with government contractors.
  The United States Army had accused McCarthy and Roy Cohn, McCarthy’s chief counsel, of pressuring the Army to give privileged treatment to a former McCarthy assistant and friend of Cohn's, G. David Schine.  McCarthy and Cohn claimed that the accusation against them was made unnecessarily and claimed the Army was only doing this to keep McCarthy from exposing Communists within the United States military. Under Senator Karl Mundt, a committee was established to judge these charges and the hearings were opened on April 22, 1954.
  

After hearing 32 witnesses and millions of words of testimony, the committee concluded that McCarthy had not exercised any improper influence on the behalf of Schine; however the committee found that Cohn had engaged in some "unduly persistent or aggressive efforts" on Schine’s behalf. The committee also reported disobedient behavior from the Army.  It was found that Army Counsel John Adams "made vigorous and diligent efforts" to block subpoenas for members of the Army Loyalty and Screening Board "by means of personal appeal to certain members of the [McCarthy] committee."

During the Army-McCarthy Hearings, the public repeatedly watched McCarthy bully, harass, and never produce any hard evidence against his opposition.  The support from his constituents was beginning to diminish and Americans regained their good judgment.  By the end of 1954, the United States Senate had “decided that its own honor could not longer put up with McCarthy’s abuse of his legislative powers, and it censured him in December by a vote of 65 to 22.”
  In Senate Resolution 301, McCarthy was accused of “obstructing the constitutional processes of the Senate, and that [his] conduct…is contrary to senatorial traditions and is hereby condemned… [McCarthy] acted contrary to senatorial ethics and tended to bring the Senate into dishonor and disrepute.”
  With all of the controversy surrounding McCarthy at this time, it was not a surprise that legal action would be taken against him to remove him from political office.

McCarthyism as an Ideology

Senator McCarthy was a very influential politician during this time in American history.  His passion for purging the Federal government of Communist infiltration called for what some might label as ‘extreme’ measures; however McCarthy thought his actions were justifiable, as did several citizens and government organizations.  Perhaps McCarthy’s ideas became an ideology due to his “relentless determination to keep before the public eye the issue that they understood best: the threat of domestic subversion.”
  Few were willing to expose themselves to the possibly of torment from their peers, but not McCarthy.  He firmly believed in his anti-communist tactics and took it on as his responsibility to solve the ‘communist problem.’  Living in a world proceeding a world war and having to go through the tedious rebuilding stages, perhaps the people of the United States were looking for someone who would lead them and instruct them on how to protect themselves and their country against another international threat.  The Japanese, at Pearl Harbor, had just attacked the United States six years prior to McCarthy taking the senatorial seat and there is the glaring possibility that people were still shocked by that event.  

Even further, with McCarthyism as an ideology, “anti-communist investigators faced a dilemma.  For good or ill, McCarthy had made anticommunism his issue, and the nation’s issue.  Their livelihoods and their fates depended on it; to that degree they were fated to sail with him toward whatever shores he chose.”
  If McCarthyism were not an ideology, the anti-communist people in the United States would not have felt slated to go along with McCarthy and not only condone his actions, but also participate themselves.  A portion of the definition of ideology, from the Oxford English Dictionary, verifies that point by stating that ideology is “maintained regardless of the course of events.”
  The growth of ideology, especially in a person, calls for two components.  First, there should be an understanding of how the political world is composed (cognitive knowledge) and secondly, there should be an adoption of a personal stance toward the world (moral judgment).
  McCarthy had demonstrated an understanding and adoption of both components and through this method, his ideas concerning Communism in America transformed themselves into an ideology because it is the nature of the modern American society to gravitate towards the status quo.  

Some critiques may argue that McCarthyism is not an ideology.  Instead it is simply a man seeking attention and creating a scare to help him get the attention he is so desperately seeking.  Some may say that McCarthy created this Communist governmental infiltration scandal as amusement for himself, while still others could say he had his own personal issues with certain departments within the federal government and this was a way for him to seek revenge on those who did him wrong, for whatever reason that may have been.  Critics do not typically take the time and effort needed to fully go beyond face value of a given situation.  If they were to take the time to delve into McCarthy’s life more, study his past, seek out clues in his career, then perhaps they would not be thinking that he created this historical event for no other reason than entertainment.  

When put into the context of the larger frame at this time in history, the world was healing from a war and the threat of another war had the potential to loom overhead.  McCarthy felt he was doing his duty as a former Marine, to preserve and protect the freedom of the United States of America.  If by chance in his quest to preserve the national freedoms he created a following of people who felt compelled to offer their support towards McCarthy’s cause and if that on its own developed into an ideology of sorts, then there ultimately is no valid claim that McCarthy had a vested interest in creating an ideology at this time.  More often than not, things happen and we have no control over them.

Conclusion

By taking a glimpse into the life and career of Senator Joseph McCarthy doors open concerning understanding why he chose the direction he did to confront the issue of communism at home.  In the sermon given at McCarthy’s funeral in 1957, Reverend Adam Grill said, “McCarthy saw danger to his country and clothed in the shining armor of zeal and love and holding within his hands the sound of truth marched forward into battle with the cry on his lips, ‘For God and for my Country.’”
  To some McCarthy was a patriot, a true hero who took a chance to preserve and protect what he valued as sacred.  To others McCarthy was a terror, a bully who went to the extremes to preserve and protect what he valued as sacred.  Arthur Herman writes:

McCarthy and McCarthyism had not been entirely laid to rest.  Even as its last gleanings were being swept out of the American public sphere, the McCarthyite idiom was making an interesting double reappearance.  At one end of the political spectrum, it fed the rebirth of American conservatism.  At the other… it found its…host of new conspiracy theorists, this time from the far left rather than the right.

This new birth of conservatism was something that the United States had been lacking for quite some time and if McCarthy’s actions brought about this political revival, then perhaps he should not be as demonized as he was.  Maybe there is a reason as to why his extremist actions took place.  Perhaps both the democratic and republican political parties needed an event to happen which both had more vested interest in than the previous world war.  More often than not, if people are not directly affected by what is taking place around them in the world, then they will not pay as close attention and care so much than if it were actually happening to them. Perchance it took some relatives or close family member’s name to appear on one of McCarthy’s communist black lists before  politicians in Washington D.C. took note of the severity in which McCarthy spoke of the Communist threat.

McCarthy is, in essence, a creature shrouded in myth—an icon of evil, a doer of good.  Legendary of sorts that possibly his true story will never be told.  The effects of his actions have branded him with a specific stereotype and if any information were to come forward and refute what most know about McCarthy, then the myth behind this man is lost.  One scholar wrote, “from now on Joe is the man with the Scarlet Letter.  He has ‘C’ written on his coat, put there by the men who know him best.”
  This is one image of McCarthy that the public will never be able to forget.  He was the man responsible for creating a paranoia, of sorts, stories surrounding McCarthy and his life choices would have to change if new information is presented and McCarthy has reached the period in history, where his news has been so far removed from the forefront of the general public’s mind, that people would rather let the myth of McCarthy lie as is instead of attempting to disprove it.  American culture is one that embraces certain parts of the unknown.  

Tall tales are the basis for our Westward Expansion stories and the theme of Manifest Destiny runs throughout the course of American history and has embedded its theory into our daily lives.  Much like the tall tales of the West, McCarthy as a myth, is a large part of our American cultural history.  Even though he may not be the typical cowboy hero, or any hero at best, he still has taught the public about the ills within the system of politics and through his actions, he inadvertently demonstrated a valuable lesson concerning the actions that politicians need to be held accountable for.

Was McCarthy a victim of the political system or was he merely caught in the trap of the boys club, attempting to get into the inner circle?  As a junior senator, McCarthy entered a political world unlike the one he left home in Wisconsin.  This political world was one where the powerful survive and watch as the weak stumble to gain ground.  Perhaps McCarthy, who was the powerful politician in Wisconsin, felt the need to compete within this boys club called the United States Senate, and he got overwhelmed when the task became much harder than he had anticipated.  Once McCarthy found an issue that could catapult him into the inner circle—the threat of Communist infiltration in the federal government—he used all means necessary to achieve his ultimate goal while at the same time not considering those people whom he would be harming on his way to the top.  Perhaps McCarthy did not get entangled in the boys club persona that the United States Senate held, but that is not to say that McCarthy still did not attempt to achieve notoriety in the Senate.  His actions before he was an elected official displayed his true self in that he wanted to be known.  He wanted to be the frontrunner of some large political movement and he found his niche with the anti-communism.

When looking at McCarthy’s life one has to note the role of the individual in shaping history and in McCarthy’s historical situation, he has played a large role.  As a Baltimore, Maryland resident once noted in an interview, “Joe McCarthy did more to put Wisconsin on the map than all the cheese in the state” and essentially this is true.
  What McCarthy did in a decade of political office is just as memorable and momentous as what the La Follette’s did for Wisconsin over multiple generations.  Though much different than the La Follette’s, concerning the methods he used to bring about change, McCarthy’s actions were still noted.  For example, McCarthy used “browbeating tactics [that] destroyed careers of people who were not involved in the infiltration of our government”.
  Now even though his actions were extreme, they helped shape modern American political culture and for this, one should take notice.  Frank Meyer, a writer for National Review, in a 1958 column claimed if there was one thing McCarthyism did for America, it had established four key truths and they are:

1) That communism and modern liberalism share the same basic goal—socialism.  2) That the key difference between them is not the end but the means to get there.  3) That both regard ‘all inherited value,’ such as church, family, and national traditions, as invalid and without binding authority.  

4) That modern liberalism has shown itself unfit ‘for the leadership of a free society.’

No matter the actions of an individual, whether they may be deemed as ethical or unethical, that individual played an important role in the larger scheme of events that shaped our American culture.


What was McCarthyism?  Does anyone really know what it means?  Many have speculated about the meaning of McCarthyism, trying to unwrap the secrets behind it; however, McCarthyism is not an easy code to crack being that the term itself could be considered subjective.  Does McCarthyism stand for only the actions of Senator McCarthy while in the senatorial office?  Or is McCarthyism a way of living?  Does McCarthyism take into account the greater status of the world at this time in history?  Or is McCarthyism too a myth much like the man whose name it is derived from?  The answers to these questions are complex because so many have their own opinions on the matter; however, no one knows for certain, or can agree upon one option as a representative answer.  

Much like McCarthy himself could be deemed a myth, McCarthyism too could be seen as that way.  Even though the question “What was McCarthyism?” is subjective, by taking the time to examine some different aspects to Joseph McCarthy’s life such as his education, his past careers and some scandals he was involved in, one should begin to piece together their own thoughts concerning what they believe McCarthyism was.  

The harder question to answer, however, is “Is McCarthyism still around today?”  With present day politics in the state that they are in, with democrats and republicans playing mind games with each other and continuously damaging each party’s reputation, in some cases almost to the point of no repair, perhaps one could say that a piece of McCarthyism is still around today.  Again, this is completely subjective based upon one’s own opinion concerning what they believe McCarthyism is, but the purpose behind these questions is to get one to think about how the past, no matter how far removed one may think it is, it still affects the present and will even continue on to effect the future.

The power of the state and that nature of modern American society lends one to think that all events will come full circle and eventually, what was experienced in the past will be experienced in the future.  Joseph McCarthy left a stain on American politics.  “Senator McCarthy has certain manic brilliance… but his brilliance outran his knowledge, and his ambition outran them both.”
  For a man of such great political potential, to let himself become his own worst enemy while simultaneously his largest supporter, moves one to think that perhaps politics is a lonely game, one in which only the strong survive.
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