
McCarthyism & 
The Second 
Red Scare 

What was McCarthyism? 
 

How did the paranoia of the Red 
Scare influence American society? 



How did the events of Europe & Asia 
influence American society? 

•  From Europe, to China, to 
Korea, Americans were on 
edge about Communism 
–  Fearful due to their 

misunderstanding 
–  Fearful due to propaganda 

(government & society) 

•  Fearful that foreign 
Communist were at work 
around them 
–  Plotting to destroy the US 



The Russian Revolution (1918) 



Rise of Vladimir Lenin / Bolsheviks 
(1918-1925) 



US’ First “Red Scare” (1917-20) 



US Propaganda (1945-1955) 



What defenses did the US put in place 
to protect their citizens? 

•  President Truman was 
insistent on searching out 
Communists in the US 
government 
–  Did not want to be seen 

as “weak” on Communism 

•  Encouraged: 
–  Loyalty Review Boards 
–  Creation of the CIA 
–  The House Un-American 

Activities Committee 
(HUAC) 



Loyalty Review Boards 



The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) 

•  Analyze foreign threats to national security 
– Mostly concerned with foreign threats 

(communists … Soviets …) 



The House Un-American Activities 
Committee (HUAC) 

•  House of Representatives set up this 
committee to investigate Communists in 
the US / Federal government 
–  “Are you now or have you ever been a member of the 

communist party?” 
–  No one was immune to investigation 



How did the HUAC impact the 
lives of everyday citizens? 

•  No one was immune 
for investigation 
–  Government officials 
–  Academics (colleges) 
–  Hollywood 
–  Everyday citizens 

•  Made up of eight (8) 
members & a 
chairperson 



HUAC interrogation of 
suspected communists 

HUAC ruined reputations and lives.  Anyone called to testify was 
believed to be guilty.  This was all done in the name of security. 



Protests against the HUAC 



Who were some of the individuals 
called before the HUAC? 

•  In 1947, a number of 
Hollywood actors, producers, 
and writers were called 
before the HUAC 
–  Believed some of their 

work promoted 
Communism 

•  Many refused to answer the 
Committee’s questions 
(“Plead the Fifth”) 
–  Charges with contempt 
–  “Blacklisted” 



Pro-Soviet Propaganda during World War II 



Pro-Soviet Films during World War II 



Walt Disney (1901-1966) 



Anti-Communist Films (1940’s-1950’s) 



“The Hollywood Ten” 



Who were some of the individuals 
called before the HUAC? 

•  Government officials / diplomats 
were major targets for the 
HUAC 

•  Alger Hiss 
–  1904-1996 
–  American lawyer & 

government attorney 

•  Worked for the State 
Department during World War II 
–  Accused of espionage for 

the USSR  



Hiss’ ‘Exposure’? 

Elizabeth Bentley Whittaker Chambers 



Hiss’ Testimony before HUAC 



Hiss & His Wife during his testimony 



Rep. Richard Nixon (1913-1994) 



“The Pumpkin Papers” 



Alger Hiss After Prison (1954-1994) 



Who else became a target during the 
Second Red Scare? 

•  One of the most infamous cases 
was that of Julius & Ethel 
Rosenberg 
–  Convicted & executed for 

espionage 

•  Julius Rosenberg 
–  1918-1953 
–  Served in the US Army 

during World War II 
–  Worked at Ft. Mammoth 

laboratories 
–  Had access to US nuclear 

secrets through his brother-
in-law, David Greenglass 



Julius and Ethel prior to 1951 



How did Julius’ wife, Ethel, 
figure into this? 

•  Both Ethel and Julius had 
ties to active pro-Soviet 
groups 
–  Ethel had organized a 

strike 
–  Openly spoke her 

political leanings 

•  Was arrested due to 
testimony she transcribed 
notes for her husband’s 
spying 



What happened to the Rosenbergs 
due to their spying? 

•  Both were tried for 
espionage and were 
convicted in 1951 
–  Sentenced to death in 

the electric chair 

•  Became the only pair 
of US citizens to be 
executed for spying 
during the Cold War 



The 
Rosenberg’s 
mug shots in 
New York State 
 
They would be 
executed in the 
electric chair at 
New York’s 
infamous Sing 
Sing Prison in 
1953 



Jell-O Evidence? 



A final kiss following the guilty verdict… 



Public Reaction to the Trial 





Bodies After the Execution 



Guilty or Innocent Today? 



How did the Rosenberg case 
influence American society? 

•  The Rosenberg case provided 
justifiable evidence of Soviet 
spies at work in the US 

•  In 1950, a new round of 
investigations were undertaken 
in the US Senate 
–  Targeted “known” 

Communists in the Federal 
government 

–  Led by Sen. Joseph 
McCarthy 



Who was Sen. Joseph McCarthy? 

•  Sen. McCarthy was the most 
famous figure of the “Second Red 
Scare” 
–  1908-1957 
–  Senator from Wisconsin 

•  From 1950 to 1954, claimed 
openly that “disloyal Americans” 
were at work in the US 
government / attempted to root 
them out 
–  “McCarthyism” = “witch-hunts” 



McCarthy’s Background 



“The Wheeling Speech” 



McCarthy’s Style 



McCarthy’s Clashes with Truman & 
Eisenhower 



The Kennedy’s Support for McCarthy 



McCarthy's Clashes with the Media 



Much like HUAC, lives were 
ruined, reputations were 
destroyed.  McCarthy was a 
demagogue for years and 
NEVER exposed a real 
communist. 
McCarthy led a 4-year hunt.  
He accused high ranking 
officials, army officers event 
the Secretary of State 

Resulting paranoia and 
hysteria became known as 
McCarthyism 

Never any evidence … “the 
big lie” 

 

The cartoon to the right 
reflects a typical McCarthy 
over reaction. 



What eventually brought 
down McCarthy? 

•  In 1954, McCarthy 
went after the US 
Army (usual charges) 

•  Many in his own party 
came to see him as a 
liability / lost popularity 
–  In 1954, is his 

censored by the US 
Senate (lost some 
power) 



How did McCarthyism and the Red Scare 
influence American society in the 1950’s? 

•  The “Red Scare” & 
McCarthyism helped to 
make the 1950’s a period 
of paranoia in American 
history 
–  Fear of outsiders 
–  Fear of anything 

different 

•  Many historians call the 
1950’s a period of 
“conformity” 


