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Directions: 
 You are to analyze each document and answer the corresponding questions that accompany 

each document, written or visual. 

 After answering the questions for documents 1-9 you should then respond to the essay 
 prompt using the information from the following documents. 

 This essay prompt is designed to test your ability to construct a well-written, informative 
 essay based upon historical documents. 

 Your score will be based on your ability to integrate and utilize relevant information from 
 the documents provided to create a well organized essay. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Historical Background and Context:  During the late 1940's and into the 1950's one of the 

great fears of American society was the possible worldwide domination of Communism.  During this time 
of national paranoia, a number of people used the fears of the people to make false accusations and 
claims in the name of national loyalty.  Sadly, Civil Rights were at times trampled by the efforts of 
individuals such as Joseph McCarthy to expose people who had Communist sympathies in America.  
McCarthy, the junior Senator from the state of Wisconsin, would first gain national fame by stating in a 
speech at Wheeling, West Virginia that he had a list of names of Communist Party members working at 
the State Department in 1950.  People around the nation were willing to believe him, at least, at first.  
However, as time went on American citizens and politicians began to question whether McCarthy was 
acting appropriately and wondering how much damage he was doing to the American people himself, all 
in the name of exposing Communists.  Ultimately, the antics of Senator McCarthy will backfire and he will 
face a great amount of public criticism and condemnation himself. 
 

Document 1:  Excerpt from a speech given by Senator McCarthy in Wheeling, West Virginia on 

February 9th, 1950 

The reason why we find ourselves in a position of impotency is not because our only powerful potential 
enemy has sent men to invade our shores . . . but rather because of the traitorous actions of those who 
have been treated so well by this Nation. It has not been the less fortunate, or members of minority 
groups who have been traitorous to this Nation, but rather 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. . . .  

I have here in my hand a list of 205 . . . a list of names that were made 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. . . .  

Essay Question:  What were the causes and public accusations/statements that eventually led to the 

downfall and discrediting of Joseph McCarthy? 



1.  According to Joseph McCarthy, who is responsible for the "impotency", or the inability of the United 
States to defend itself from Communist aggression? 
 
2.  What is contained on the list that McCarthy claims to have?  Why is this information so dangerous to 
the safety of the United States? 
 
 

Document 2:  Photocopy of a draft from President Truman in response to McCarthy's earlier telegram.  

It should be noted that although the Truman response was prepared, it was likely simply filed and never 
actually sent to Joseph McCarthy. 
 

 
 
3.  What reasons are stated by President Truman that indicate that he believes that McCarthy acted in an 
improper manner? 
 
4.  Based on the tone of this telegram, what does the word "insolent" mean in context? 
 
5.  Why does Truman state that he is sure that the people of Wisconsin must be "very sorry" about 
electing Joseph McCarthy? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Document 3:  Excerpt from a speech given by Senator Margaret Chase Smith titled the "Declaration of 

Conscience" on the Senate floor on June 1, 1950. 
 
 

 
6.  What are the two rights or freedoms that Senator Smith instructs the members of the U.S. Senate to 
remember? 
 
7.  Based on her statement, why are these protections provided by the U.S. Constitution? 
 
 

Document 4:  Excerpt from a speech given by Senator Margaret Chase Smith titled the "Declaration of 

Conscience" on the Senate floor on June 1, 1950. 
 

 
 

8.  According to Senator Smith, what are the American people growing tired or. 
 
9.  Why is she concerned about the freedom of speech that all Americans should enjoy according to the 
U.S. Constitution? 
 
 



Document 5:  The inside of a political flyer that was printed during Joseph McCarthy's reelection 

campaign of 1952.  This flyer was printed by the campaign of Leonard Schmitt, a Republican primary 
challenger who was running against McCarthy during this election. 
 
 

 
 
10.  What seems to be the general theme of these printed opinions about the actions of Senator 
McCarthy? 
 
11.  What are some of the most notable charges or accusations made against Senator McCarthy in The 
Commonwealth--Catholic Weekly Magazine? 

 

Document 6:  Excerpt from an exchange between Joseph McCarthy and Boston lawyer Joseph Welch.  

This exchange took place during the Army-McCarthy hearings after Joseph McCarthy began to insist that 
the military itself might be a haven for Communists.  These hearings were televised across the nation and 
many Americans were finally exposed to the rude manner in which McCarthy had behaved over the 
previous years.  This exchange took place on June 9, 1954.  The following statement was delivered by 
Mr. Welch after Senator McCarthy incriminated a young associate of Mr. Welch, Fred Fisher, of possibly 
having Communist ties to a national television audience. 



 

Mr. Welch:  Until this moment, Senator, I think I never really gauged your cruelty or your recklessness. 
Fred Fisher is a young man who went to the Harvard Law School and came into my firm and is starting 
what looks to be a brilliant career with us.  

When I decided to work for this committee I asked Jim St. Clair, who sits on my right, to be my first 
assistant. I said to Jim, “Pick somebody in the firm who works under you that you would like.” He chose 
Fred Fisher and they came down on an afternoon plane. That night, when he had taken a little stab at 
trying to see what the case was about, Fred Fisher and Jim St. Clair and I went to dinner together. I then 
said to these two young men, “Boys, I don’t know anything about you except I have always liked you, but 
if there is anything funny in the life of either one of you that would hurt anybody in this case you speak up 
quick.”  

12.  What positive statements does R. Welch have about Fred Fisher? 
 
13.  What does Mr. Welch ask of Fred Fisher and Jim St. Clair during their diner conversation? 
 

Document 7:  The second half of Mr. Welch's statement towards Senator McCarthy after McCarthy 

implied that as associate of Mr. Welch had Communist ties. 
 
Mr. Welch:  Fred Fisher said, “Mr. Welch, when I was in law school and for a period of months after, I 
belonged to the Lawyers Guild,” as you have suggested, Senator. He went on to say, “I am secretary of 
the Young Republicans League in Newton with the son of Massachusetts' Governor, and I have the 
respect and admiration of the 25 lawyers or so in Hale & Dorr.”  
 
I said, “Fred, I just don’t think I am going to ask you to work on the case. If I do, one of these days that will 
come out and go over national television and it will just hurt like the dickens.”  
 
So, Senator, I asked him to go back to Boston.  
 
Little did I dream you could be so reckless and cruel as to do an injury to that lad. It is true he is still with 
Hale & Dorr. It is true that he will continue to be with Hale & Dorr. It is, I regret to say, equally true that I 
fear he shall always bear a scar needlessly inflicted by you. If it were in my power to forgive you for your 
reckless cruelty, I will do so. I like to think I am a gentleman, but your forgiveness will have to come from 
someone other than me.  
 
14.  Why does Mr. Welch tell Fred Fisher that he should return to Boston and not take part in the case? 
 
15.  What damage was done by the statements that were made by Senator McCarthy about Fred Fisher? 
 
16.  Why was Mr. Welch so shocked by the comments made by Senator McCarthy according to this 
statement? 
 
 

Document 8:  The following image is a political cartoon featuring Senator Joseph McCarthy holding 

some "documents".  notice that the title, "I have here in my hand..." is a direct quote from his 1950 speech 
in Wheeling, West Virginia.  

 
 
 



 
 

17.  What are the documents that Senator McCarthy appears to be holding? 
 
18.  As you analyze this image, how does the artist suggest that McCarthy might be a little 
uncomfortable? 
 
19.  In what ways does the artist suggest that McCarthy might be guilty of some type of wrongdoing? 

 
 

Document 9:  The following is a section of Senate Resolution 301, the official censure of Joseph 

McCarthy. 



  Sec 2. The Senator from Wisconsin, Mr. McCarthy, in writing to the chairman of the Select Committee to 
Study Censure Charges (Mr. Watkins) after the Select Committee had issued its report and before the 
report was presented to the Senate charging three members of the Select Committee with "deliberate 
deception" and "fraud" for failure to disqualify themselves; in stating to the press on November 4, 1954, 
that the special Senate session that was to begin November 8, 1954, was a "lynch-party"; in repeatedly 
describing this special Senate session as a "lynch bee" in a nationwide television and radio show on 
November 7, 1954; in stating to the public press on November 13, 1954, that the chairman of the Select 
Committee (Mr. Watkins) was guilty of "the most unusual, most cowardly things I've ever heard of" and 
stating further: "I expected he would be afraid to answer the questions, but didn't think he'd be stupid 
enough to make a public statement"; and in characterizing the said committee as the "unwitting 
handmaiden," "involuntary agent" and "attorneys-in-fact" of the Communist Party and in charging that the 
said committee in writing its report "imitated Communist methods -- that it distorted, misrepresented, and 
omitted in its effort to manufacture a plausible rationalization" in support of its recommendations to the 
Senate, which characterizations and charges were contained in a statement released to the press and 
inserted in the Congressional Record of November 10, 1954, acted contrary to senatorial ethics and 
tended to bring the Senate into dishonor and disrepute, to obstruct the constitutional processes of the 
Senate, and to impair its dignity; and such conduct is hereby condemned. 
 
20.  Based on his statements of November 4th how did Senator McCarthy describe Mr. Watkins? 
 
21.  What was Mr. Watkins guilty of according to McCarthy's quoted statements? 
 
22.  How did McCarthy characterize the Select Committee (said committee) and how did this committee 
imitate Communist methods, according to McCarthy? 
 
23.  According to the Senate Resolution, how did McCarthy's actions reflect upon the body of the U.S. 
Senate as a whole? 
 
 

Directions for the essay portion:   
 

 Your essay should include an introductory paragraph, a body of several paragraphs with 
supporting evidence/facts, and a conclusive statement. 

 You should use information from the documents, both written and visual, to include supporting 
details and examples to develop your essay. 
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