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Joe McCarthy’s Oversight Abuses 

Joseph McCarthy was sworn into the U.S. Senate as a Republican from Wisconsin 
in 1947 and remained a senator until his death in 1957. During his tenure, he sat 
on the Senate Government Operations Committee, serving as full committee 
chair from 1953 to 1955. From 1953 to 1954, he also served as chair of its 
Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations (PSI), a panel charged with 
investigating and exposing waste, fraud, and abuse in a wide range of 
government programs. Focusing on Cold War fears of communism and 
subversion, Senator McCarthy became infamous for abusing his congressional 
oversight powers, spreading disinformation, and acting without regard for 
individuals’ dignity and constitutional rights. 

McCarthy’s Rise to Prominence 

Senator McCarthy first rose to prominence in early 1950 when he claimed to 
have a list of 205 communists who worked in the U.S. State Department. The 
Senate Subcommittee on the Investigation of Loyalty of State Department 
Employees was formed to investigate his accusations. The committee determined that the nine State Department 
employees actually named by McCarthy during hearings were not communists and declared the list as “a fraud and a 

hoax.” However, simply by making the allegations, the relatively unknown 
senator gained national attention. 

He was not the first or only one to assert that spies were operating within the 
U.S. government. In 1947, President Harry Truman created the Federal 
Employee Loyalty Program, which directed the FBI to investigate government 
employees suspected of communist affiliation. Other investigations, such as 
the hearings examining the so-called “Hollywood Ten” film writers were 
occurring around this time. In 1951, Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were convicted 

of espionage and executed in 1953, sparking public attention and concern regarding the government’s response to the 
apparent threat of communism. 

McCarthyism and Its Tactics 

Senator McCarthy’s speech about unnamed communists who had supposedly infiltrated the State Department stoked 
public fears about communism – often referred to as the Red Scare – that had 
already been awakened by the communist take-over of Eastern Europe 
following World War II, the 1949 communist revolution in China, and 
emerging communist movements in countries around the world. Senator 
McCarthy also targeted employees and service-members he claimed to be 
members of the LGBTQ+ community in the lesser-known “Lavender Scare,” 
causing numerous government employees to lose their jobs because of their 
assumed sexual orientation rather than political leanings. In response to Senator McCarthy’s actions, Herbert Block 
published an unflattering political cartoon coining the term “McCarthyism.”  

While some in the Senate opposed Senator McCarthy’s tactics, calls to reject McCarthyism did not deter Senator 
McCarthy from sowing disinformation and suspicion. In January 1953, when the Republicans assumed majority control of 

Senator Joseph McCarthy, 1954  
Source: Library of Congress 

Chair: Member who conducts and 
guides committee meetings. 

Subversion: Undermining the power 
and authority of an institution. 

Subcommittee: A subdivision of a larger 
congressional committee that considers 
specific issues and reports back to the 
committee. 

Espionage: The act of spying and 
gathering secret information, often in 
the government to obtain political and 
military information. 

Red Scare: The spreading of fear of the 
possible rise of communism or 
anarchism.  
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the U.S. Senate, Senator McCarthy became chair of the Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations (PSI). He hired the 
abrasive, 26-year-old Roy Cohn as his chief counsel and instructed him to search for communists in the U.S. government.  

He began holding both non-public and public hearings with a 
wide variety public hearings with a wide variety of public officials, 
academics, and private citizens, subjecting many to unfair 
questions and accusations. 

Senator McCarthy’s relationship with his PSI colleagues was rocky. 
He denied other members of the subcommittee full access to the 
information being gathered, provided inadequate notice of 
hearings and meetings, and refused to allow subcommittee 
Democrats to hire their own staff. 

Senator McCarthy plowed ahead with several investigations and 
hearings into the State Department's foreign-language radio 
station, Voice of America, the U.S. Information Services Libraries 
around the world, and university professors. In these hearings, he 
rejected the value of allowing a range of political opinions in a 
democracy and ignored principles of academic and intellectual 
freedom. 

Eisenhower’s Executive Order 

Senator McCarthy also attacked the military, leading to a chain of 
events that put him at 
odds with the Army and President Dwight D. Eisenhower, and that eventually 
led to his downfall. In August 1953, Senator McCarthy held PSI’s first closed-
door session investigating the Army. Earlier that year, in April 1953, President 

Eisenhower had issued Executive Order 10450 requiring the reinvestigation of government personnel previously 
suspected of disloyalty.  

In response to the Executive Order, the Army intelligence unit reopened investigations into civilian engineers at Fort 
Monmouth’s laboratories who had previously been cleared of charges. Alleging that a communist spy ring was operating 
at Fort Monmouth, Senator McCarthy questioned several low-level civilian employees in a closed session and 
exaggerated to the press the evidence obtained. Forty-two Signal Corps employees were suspended, despite an FBI 
reinvestigation that found no evidence of a spy ring.  

On November 6, 1953, Senator McCarthy met with Army Secretary Robert T. Stevens and demanded information about 
the Army’s loyalty boards and investigations in defiance of President Truman’s Executive Order requiring such 
information to be kept secret and President Eisenhower’s extension of that order. 

Growing Public Attention and McCarthy’s Downfall 

On March 9, 1954, news broadcaster Edward R. Murrow dedicated his entire evening program, See It Now, to 
condemning McCarthyism and actions taken by the senator. As one of the most trusted journalists in the country, the 
broadcast drew increased public attention to Senator McCarthy’s tactics. In the days following the broadcast, due to 
growing factual disputes and claims of bias, the other PSI members voted unanimously to remove Senator McCarthy as  

Herbert Block’s cartoon in Washington Post on  
March 29, 1950 
Source: Library of Congress 

Executive Order: A rule or order issued 
directly by the president that acts as a 
law. 
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PSI chair for the duration of the Army inquiry. Senator McCarthy agreed to temporarily leave the subcommittee. The 
Army-McCarthy hearings, which would continue for 35 days, began on April 22, 1954, and the broadcasts garnered an 
enormous audience of around 20 million. Despite losing his position on PSI, Senator McCarthy used a variety of  

tactics, some abusing Senate institutional norms, to dominate 
the hearings. He testified as a witness for parts of six days and 
attended all the hearings, using his status as a senator to 
interrupt multiple witnesses by claiming a “point of order” — 
which became a catchphrase throughout the nation. For many 
Americans, the hearings were their first direct exposure to 
Senator McCarthy’s conduct, and many were shocked to see 
him attempt to introduce doctored photographs and documents 
into the record, bully witnesses, and make baseless 
accusations. By allowing the public to see the hearings in their 
entirety, as they occurred, PSI members limited the senator’s 
ability to manipulate the facts.  

The hearings ended on June 17, 1954, and the report cleared the 
Army of wrongdoing while noting that the Army should have brought complaints to the full subcommittee when officials 
felt Senator McCarthy and staff requests had become unreasonable.  

Censure of Senator McCarthy 

On July 30, 1954, Republican Senator Ralph Flanders of Vermont introduced a resolution to censure Senator McCarthy’s 
increasingly offensive conduct. In response, the Senate formed a bipartisan Select Committee to Study Censure Charges 
against Senator McCarthy. Senator McCarthy attacked the committee, calling it an “unwitting handmaiden of the 
Communist party.” On December 2, 1954, in a lame duck session called to consider the select committee’s findings, the 
Senate voted 67 to 22 to condemn Senator McCarthy for conduct “contrary to senatorial tradition,” with all Democrats 
voting for the measure and Republicans evenly split. In November 1954, elections cause Republicans to lose control of 
both chambers of Congress, and Senator McCarthy never regained his position as chair of PSI. 

The Aftermath 

Senator McCarthy’s abuse of his congressional investigative powers forced wholesale changes within the Permanent 
Subcommittee on Investigations. These changes included requiring authorization of investigations by both the chair and 
ranking member, allowing minority members to initiate their own preliminary investigations and hire staff, and giving all 
members full access to all information obtained by the subcommittee. 

The Supreme Court warned that in abusing its power to conduct investigations, Congress had encroached on the most 
cherished of American freedoms including the right to privacy and the freedom of speech, press, religion, and assembly. 

Point of Order: Inquiring during a debate as to whether the proper rules and procedures are being followed. 

Censure: A formal expression of strong disapproval enacted by a majority vote. 

Select Committee: Small committee formed for a specific purpose and disbanded afterwards. 

Lame Duck Session: A meeting of Congress that occurs after election day, but before the next Congress meets the 
following January.  This term can also apply to Presidents and other elected officials. 

Jurisdiction: The limits or territory within which authority may be exercised. 

 

Attorney Joe Welch and Senator Joe McCarthy at the Army-
McCarthy hearings on June 9, 1954  
Source: U.S. Senate 
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The Supreme Court also issued several rulings in the 1950s that strengthened the rights of witnesses called before a 
congressional inquiry. The high court upheld the investigative powers of Congress while holding that: 1) a congressional 
committee had to state the specific jurisdiction and purpose of the committee 
when attempting to force a witness to share information; and 2) a witness at a 
congressional proceeding may invoke their right against self-incrimination by 
merely mentioning the Fifth Amendment. 

Conclusion 

In the 15 months that Senator McCarthy chaired PSI, he called over 500 persons to appear before the subcommittee, 
producing over 9,000 pages of transcripts. By statute, all records pertaining to congressional investigations are sealed for 
50 years, so it was not until 2004, that the unpublished McCarthy-era records were unsealed. At that time, PSI Chair Carl 
Levin and Ranking Member Susan Collins prefaced the release of the records with a joint statement that included the 
following: 

Senator McCarthy’s zeal to uncover subversion and espionage led to disturbing excesses. His browbeating tactics 
destroyed careers of people who were not involved in the infiltration of our government. His freewheeling style 
caused both the Senate and the Subcommittee to revise the rules governing future investigations and prompted 
the courts to act to protect the constitutional rights of witnesses at congressional hearings. These hearings are a 
part of our national past that we can neither afford to forget nor permit to reoccur. 

 

Learn more about Senator McCarthy’s oversight abuses: 
• Congress Investigates: A Critical and Documentary History, Volume Two, Chapter Six by the Robert C. 

Byrd Center 
• Investigating Power: Timeline of McCarthyism 
• McCarthy: Power Feeds on Fear (PBS documentary) 
• McCarthyism and the Red Scare 
• Sixty-five years ago, a divided Senate was called upon to judge a rogue politician 
• U.S. Senate: McCarthy and the Army-McCarthy Hearings (includes links to Executive Session 

Transcripts unsealed in 2004) 
• Levin Center Portraits in Oversight: Joe McCarthy's Oversight Abuses 

Jurisdiction: The limits or territory 
within which authority may be 
exercised. 

https://www.byrdcenter.org/congress-investigates.html
https://www.byrdcenter.org/congress-investigates.html
https://investigatingpower.org/mccarthyism/
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/films/mccarthy/#part01
https://millercenter.org/the-presidency/educational-resources/age-of-eisenhower/mcarthyism-red-scare
https://www.washingtonpost.com/history/2020/01/07/sixty-five-years-ago-divided-senate-was-called-upon-judge-rogue-politician/
https://www.senate.gov/about/powers-procedures/investigations/mccarthy-and-army-mccarthy-hearings.htm
https://www.levin-center.org/joe-mccarthys-oversight-abuses/
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Abusos de Supervisión de Joe McCarthy 

Joseph McCarthy prestó juramento en el Senado de Estados Unidos como 
representante republicano del estado de Wisconsin en 1947 y permaneció en el 
puesto hasta su muerte en 1957. Durante su nombramiento fue parte del Comité 
de Operaciones Gubernamentales del Senado y presidió el comité de 1953 a 1955. 
De 1953 a 1954 presidió el Subcomité Permanente sobre Investigaciones (PSI por 
sus siglas en inglés), subcomité que se encargaba de estudiar e investigar la 
cooperación con reglas, normas y leyes en diferentes áreas como salud, seguridad y 
crimen. Al enfocarse en los temores de la Guerra Fría sobre el comunismo y la 
subversión, el senador McCarthy se hizo famoso por abusar de los poderes de 
vigilancia en el Congreso y por actuar sin tener en cuenta la dignidad y los derechos 
constitucionales de las personas. 

El Ascenso de McCarthy a la Prominencia 

El senador McCarthy alcanzó notoriedad por primera vez a principios de los años 50 
cuando señaló que tenía una lista de 205 comunistas que trabajaban en el 
Departamento de Estado de Estados Unidos. Para investigar dichas acusaciones, se formó el Subcomité del Senado sobre 
la Investigación de la Lealtad de los Empleados del Departamento de Estado. El comité determinó que los nueve 
empleados del Departamento de Estado nombrados por McCarthy durante las audiencias no eran comunistas y declaró 

que la lista era “un fraude y un engaño”. Sin embargo, gracias a dichas 
acusaciones, el poco conocido senador recibió atención nacional. 

Él no fue el primero o el único en afirmar que había espías operando dentro 
del gobierno de Estados Unidos. En 1947, el presidente Harry Truman creó el 
Programa de Lealtad del Empleado Federal a cargo del FBI para investigar a 
empleados gubernamentales sospechosos de contar con afiliación comunista. 

Hubo otras investigaciones en estos años, como las audiencias a los escritores del documental Hollywood Ten. A la par, 
en 1951, Julius and Ethel Rosenberg fueron condenados por espionaje y ejecutados en 1953, lo que detonó la atención 
pública y la desconfianza en el manejo del gobierno acerca del comunismo. 

Macartismo y Sus Tácticas 

Aunque el Terror Rojo había ido disminuyendo en 1950, el anuncio del 
senador McCarthy acerca de los comunistas anónimos que supuestamente se 
habían infiltrado en el Departamento de Estado reavivó el temor público. 
También acusó a empleados y miembros del servicio de ser parte de la 
comunidad LGBTQ+ conocido como “Terror Lavanda”, episodio que derivó en 
la pérdida de innumerables puestos en el gobierno bajo el argumento de la 
sexualidad más que de las inclinaciones políticas. En respuesta a las acciones del senador McCarthy, Herbert Block 
publicó una caricatura política poco halagadora, lo que dio pie al término Macartismo.  

Las tácticas del senador McCarthy también fueron condenadas en el Senado, pero los llamados para rechazar el 
Macartismo no disuadieron al senador McCarthy de seguir propagando desinformación y sospecha. Más bien, en enero 
de 1953, el senador McCarthy se convirtió en presidente del Subcomité Permanente sobre Investigaciones(PSI) e 
intensificó el mal uso de su autoridad investigadora. Contrató al agresivo Roy Cohn de 26 años como abogado principal 

Subcomité: Subdivisión de un comité 
más amplio en el Congreso que analiza 
temas específicos y entrega reportes al 
comité. 

Subversión: Debilitar el poder y 
autoridad de una institución. 

 

Espionaje: El acto de espiar y recopilar 
datos secretos, con frecuencia en el 
gobierno, para obtener información 
política y militar. 

Terror Rojo: Propagación de temor de 
un posible surgimiento de comunismo o 
anarquismo. 

Senador Joseph McCarthy, 1954  
Fuente: Biblioteca del Congreso 
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principal y le solicitó que buscara comunistas en el gobierno 
de Estados Unidos. 

La relación del senador McCarthy con sus colegas de PSI fue 
áspera. Les negó a los otros integrantes del subcomité 
acceso total a la información recopilada, les proporcionaba 
notificaciones inadecuadas sobre audiencias y reuniones, y 
se rehusaba a permitir que los integrantes demócratas del 
subcomité contrataran su propio personal. 

El senador McCarthy siguió adelante con algunas 
investigaciones y audiencias a la estación de radio en lengua 
extranjera “Voice of America” que era parte del 
Departamento de Estado, a Bibliotecas de Servicios de 
Información de Estados Unidos en varias partes del mundo 
y a profesores universitarios. En estas audiencias, desestimó 
la importancia de permitir diferentes opiniones políticas en 
una democracia y disintió de los principios de la libertad 
académica e intelectual. 

La Orden Ejecutiva de Eisenhower 

El senador McCarthy también atacó al ejército, lo que 
desencadenó una serie de eventos que lo llevaron a estar 
en desacuerdo con el Ejército y el presidente Dwight D. 
Eisenhower, lo que a la postre lo condujo a su desplome. En 
agosto de 1953, el senador McCarthy sostuvo la primera 
sesión a puerta cerrada del PSI en la que se investigaba al Ejército. A principios de ese año, en abril de 1953, el 
presidente Eisenhower había emitido la Orden Ejecutiva 10450 que solicitaba la reinvestigación del personal de gobierno 
previamente considerado sospechoso de deslealtad. 

En respuesta a la Orden Ejecutiva, la unidad de inteligencia del Ejército reabrió las investigaciones a ingenieros civiles en 
los laboratorios de Fort Monmouth que previamente habían sido liberados de 
cargos. Alegando que una red de espías comunistas operaba en Fort 
Monmouth, el senador McCarthy interrogó a varios empleados civiles de bajo 
rango en una sesión cerrada y exageró ante la prensa la evidencia obtenida. 

Como resultado, 42 empleados de Signal Corps fueron suspendidos, a pesar de que una reinvestigación del FBI no 
encontró evidencia de una red de espionaje. 

El 6 de noviembre de 1953, el senador McCarthy se reunió con el secretario del Ejército Robert T. Stevens y demandó 
información sobre las investigaciones y juntas de lealtad del Ejército, desafiando la Orden Ejecutiva del presidente 
Truman quien solicitaba que dicha información se mantuviera en secreto y de la extensión de dicha orden por parte del 
presidente Eisenhower. 

Atención Pública en Aumento y Desplome de McCarthy 

El 9 de marzo de 1954, el presentador de noticias Edward R. Murrow dedicó todo el programa nocturno See It Now a 

Orden Ejecutiva: Regla u orden emitida 
directamente por el presidente que 
actúa como ley. 

 

Caricatura de Herbert Block en el Washington Post el 
29 de marzo de 1950 
Fuente: Biblioteca del Congreso 
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condenar el Macartismo y las acciones del senador. Como uno de los más reconocidos y confiables periodistas del país, la 
transmisión incrementó la atención del público hacia las tácticas del senador McCarthy. 

En los días posteriores a la emisión del programa, a raíz de 
crecientes disputas fácticas y acusaciones de parcialidad, los 
otros miembros de PSI votaron por unanimidad que el senador 
McCarthy renunciara como miembro y presidente de PSI 
durante el período de la investigación. 

Las audiencias Ejército-McCarthy empezaron el 22 de abril de 
1954 y se extendieron a 35 días. Durante su emisión, los 
programas alcanzaron una enorme audiencia cercana a los 20 
millones. A pesar de perder su puesto en PSI, el senador 
McCarthy utilizó una variedad de tácticas para dominar las 
audiencias, incluso abusando de normas institucionales del 
Senado. Él testificó en partes de seis días y acudió a todas las 
audiencias, usando su estatus como senador para interrumpir a 
múltiples testigos al señalar “cuestión de orden”, lo que se convirtió en un eslogan en todo el país. Las audiencias fueron 
para muchos estadounidenses el primer contacto directo con la conducta del senador McCarthy, y muchos se 
sorprendieron cuando trató de introducir fotografías y documentos manipulados en el expediente, así como intimidar a 
testigos y hacer acusaciones infundadas. 

Al permitir que el público tuviera acceso total a las audiencias, como así ocurrió, los integrantes de PSI limitaron la 
capacidad del senador de manipular los hechos. Las audiencias terminaron el 17 de junio de 1954 y el reporte absolvió al 
Ejército de irregularidades, al tiempo que señaló que el Ejército debería haber presentado denuncias ante el Subcomité 
en pleno cuando los funcionarios consideraron que las solicitudes del senador McCarthy y del personal se habían vuelto 
irrazonables. 

Censura del Senador McCarthy 

El 30 de julio de 1954, el senador republicano de Vermont, Ralph Flanders, 
presentó una resolución para censurar la conducta crecientemente ofensiva 
del senador McCarthy. En respuesta, el Senado formó un Comité Selecto 
bipartita para Estudiar los Cargos de Censura contra el senador McCarthy. Éste 
atacó al comité y lo llamó “doncella involuntaria del partido Comunista”. El 2 
de diciembre de 1954, en una sesión lame duck y después de analizar los 
resultados del comité selecto, el Senado votó 67 a 22 para condenar al 
senador McCarthy por conducta “contraria a la tradición senatorial” con la 
totalidad de los demócratas y la mitad de los republicanos en favor de la 
medida. En noviembre de 1954, las elecciones provocaron que los 

republicanos perdieran el control de ambas cámaras del Congreso y el senador McCarthy nunca volvió a retomar su 
puesto como presidente de PSI. 

Las Secuelas 

Los abusos de poder en el Congreso por parte del senador McCarthy generaron cambios radicales dentro del Subcomité 
Permanente sobre Investigaciones. Estos cambios incluían solicitar autorización tanto del presidente como del miembro  

Cuestión de orden: Intervención 
durante un debate para saber si se 
están siguiendo las reglas y 
procedimientos adecuados. 

Censura: Expresión formal de fuerte 
desaprobación promulgada por el voto 
mayoritario. 

Comité Selecto: Pequeño comité 
formado con un propósito específico 
que es disuelto una vez alcanzado el 
objetivo. 

El abogado Joe Welch y el senador Joe McCarthy en las 
audiencias Ejército-McCarthy el 9 de junio de 1954  
Fuente: Senado de los Estados Unidos 
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de más alto rango del subcomité para hacer investigaciones, permitir que los miembros minoritarios iniciaran sus propias   
investigaciones preliminares, así como brindar a todos los integrantes acceso total a toda la información obtenida por el 
subcomité. 

La Corte Suprema advertía que, al abusar de poder para conducir 
investigaciones, el Congreso había invadido la más preciada de las libertades 
estadounidenses que incluía el derecho a la privacidad y la libertad de 
expresión, de prensa, de credo y de reunión. La Corte Suprema de Estados 
Unidos también emitió varios fallos en la década de 1950 que fortalecieron los 
derechos de los testigos cuando eran llamados a presentarse durante una 
investigación del Congreso. El tribunal superior confirmó los poderes de 
investigación del Congreso y sostuvo que: 1) Un comité del Congreso debería 
establecer la jurisdicción específica y propósito del comité cuando intentara 
forzar a un testigo a compartir información y 2) un testigo en un procedimiento del Congreso podía invocar su derecho a 
no auto incriminarse al simplemente mencionar la Quinta Enmienda. 

Conclusión 

En los 15 meses que el senador McCarthy presidió PSI, llamó a más de 500 personas para que se presentaran ante el 
subcomité y las audiencias produjeron más de nueve mil páginas de transcripciones. Por estatuto, todos los registros 
pertenecientes a investigaciones del Congreso permanecieron selladas durante 50 años; por lo tanto, no fue sino hasta 
2004 que se revelaron los registros inéditos de la era McCarthy. En ese entonces, el presidente de PSI, Carl Levin, y la 
integrante de alto rango del subcomité, Susan Collins, prologaron la publicación de los registros con una declaración 
conjunta que incluía lo siguiente: 

El afán del senador McCarthy por descubrir subversión y espionaje condujo a excesos inquietantes. Sus tácticas 
de intimidación destruyeron la carrera de personas que no estaban involucradas en la infiltración de nuestro 
gobierno. Su estilo deliberado hizo que el Senado y el Subcomité revisaran las reglas que rigieran futuras 
investigaciones e impulsó a los tribunales a actuar para proteger los derechos constitucionales de los testigos en 
las audiencias del Congreso. Estas audiencias son parte de nuestro pasado nacional que ni nos podemos permitir 
olvidar ni permitir que vuelvan a ocurrir. 

Sesión Lame Duck: Reunión del 
Congreso que tiene lugar después del 
día de elecciones, pero antes de que el 
próximo Congreso se reúna al siguiente 
mes de enero. Este término también se 
puede aplicar a presidentes y otros 
funcionarios electos. 

Jurisdicción: Los límites o territorio 
dentro del cual se puede ejercer 
autoridad. 

 

Más información sobre los abusos de supervisión del senador McCarthy: 
• Congress Investigates: A Critical and Documentary History, Volumen 2, Capítulo 6, Centro Robert C. 

Byrd 
• Investigación del poder: Cronología del Macartismo 
• McCarthy: El poder se alimenta del miedo (documental de PBS) 
• Macartismo y el Terror Rojo 
• Hace sesenta y cinco años, un Senado dividido fue llamado a juzgar a un político canalla 
• Senado de Estados Unidos: McCarthy y las audiencias Ejército-McCarthy (incluye enlaces a las 

Transcripciones de la Sesión Ejecutiva reveladas en 2004) 
• Retratos del Centro Levin sobre la supervisión: Abusos de supervisión de Joe McCarthy 

https://www.byrdcenter.org/congress-investigates.html
https://www.byrdcenter.org/congress-investigates.html
https://investigatingpower.org/mccarthyism/
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/films/mccarthy/#part01
https://millercenter.org/the-presidency/educational-resources/age-of-eisenhower/mcarthyism-red-scare
https://www.washingtonpost.com/history/2020/01/07/sixty-five-years-ago-divided-senate-was-called-upon-judge-rogue-politician/
https://www.senate.gov/about/powers-procedures/investigations/mccarthy-and-army-mccarthy-hearings.htm
https://www.levin-center.org/joe-mccarthys-oversight-abuses/


 

Joe McCarthy’s Oversight Abuses 

Comprehension Questions 

1) What is the role of the Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations? What acronym is used to identify this 
committee? 

 
 
2) What groups of people did McCarthy target during his campaign and investigations? 

 
 
 
3) What tactics did McCarthy use during his time as chair of PSI? 

 
 
 
4) What factors contributed to McCarthy’s loss of power? 

 
 
 
5) What changes were made to Congressional Investigations because of McCarthy’s actions? What protections for 
Congressional witnesses were put into place? 

 
 
 
Discussion Questions  

1. What else was happening in the United States in the 1950s and 1960s that allowed for the “Red Scare” to be so 
effective? Why do you think we hear less about the “Lavender Scare”? 

2. What is the message of the political cartoon on page 2 titled “You Mean I’m Supposed to Stand on That?” and 
who is its intended audience? 

3. Describe the process of oversight as it was used by McCarthy. Were these investigations in his jurisdiction? 

4. Who really had the power to stop McCarthy? 

  



 

Joe McCarthy’s Oversight Abuses ANSWER KEY 

Comprehension Questions 

1) What is the role of the Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations? What acronym is used to identify this 
committee? 

This subcommittee was tasked with studying and investigating cooperation with the rules, regulations, and laws across 
many areas including Congress, individuals, and companies. This committee was commonly referred to as the PSI. 

2) What groups of people did McCarthy target during his campaign and investigations? 

McCarthy targeted suspected Communists, academics, people in the LGBTQ+ community, people in the entertainment 
business, and eventually his peers in the US government and US military. 

3) What tactics did McCarthy use during his time as chair of PSI? 

McCarthy denied other members of the PSI access to information, provided inadequate notice of hearings and meetings, 
and refused Democrats on the PSI to hire their own staff. He also publicly targeted academics, libraries, and radio 
stations. Following Eisenhower’s Executive Order 10450 that reopened a closed investigation into a suspected spy ring, 
McCarthy held closed door meetings, questioned Army employees, and then released exaggerated information to the 
press and public about his findings.  

4) What factors contributed to McCarthy’s loss of power? 

By allowing the public to see the hearings in their entirety, PSI members limited McCarthy’s ability to manipulate the 
facts. The public was able to see McCarthy bully witnesses, use doctored evidence, and make baseless accusations about 
government and military employees. In 1954, Edward Murrow dedicated an entire evening program of the news to 
condemning McCarthyism. 

5) What changes were made to congressional investigations because of McCarthy’s actions? What protections for 
congressional witnesses were put into place? 

• PSI Chair and Ranking Member must agree to an investigation 
• Minority members are allowed to hire their own staff 
• All PSI members are allowed access to all information obtained 
• All committee members are required to respect the Constitutional rights of all hearing witnesses 

Discussion Questions  

1. What else was happening in the United States in the 1950s and 1960s that allowed for the “Red Scare” to be so 
effective? Why do you think we hear less about the “Lavender Scare”? 

2. What is the message of the political cartoon on page 2 titled “You Mean I’m Supposed to Stand on That?” and 
who is its intended audience? 

3. Describe the process of oversight as it was used by McCarthy. Were these investigations in his jurisdiction? 

4. Who really had the power to stop McCarthy? 
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