McCarthy

The impact of the McCarthy era was apparent in the realm of international affairs. Opposition to the Cold War had been so thoroughly identified with communism that it was no longer possible to challenge the basic assumptions of American foreign policy without incurring suspicions of disloyalty. As a result, from the defeat of Henry Wallace in the fall of 1948 until the early 1960s, effective public criticism of America's role in the world was essentially non-existent. The insecurities bred by McCarthyism afflicted the State Department for years, especially with regard to East Asia. Thus, for example, the campaign against the loss of China left such long-lasting scars that American policy-makers feared to acknowledge the official existence of the People's Republic of China until Richard Nixon, who was uniquely impervious to charges of being soft on reds, did so as President in 1971. And it was in part to avoid a replay of the loss-of-China scenario that Nixon's Democratic predecessors Kennedy and Johnson dragged the United States so deeply into the quagmire of the Vietnam War. The nation's cultural and intellectual life also suffered. While there were other reasons why TV offered a bland menu of quiz shows and Westerns during late 1950s, McCarthy-era anxieties clearly played a role. Similarly, the blacklist contributed to the reluctance of the film industry to grapple with controversial social or political issues. In the intellectual world, Cold War liberals also avoided controversy. They celebrated the "the end of ideology," claiming that the United States' uniquely pragmatic approach to politics made the problems that had once concerned left-wing ideologists irrelevant. Consensus historians pushed that formulation into the past and described a nation that had never experienced serious internal conflict. It took the civil rights movement and Vietnam War to bring reality back in. Ironically, just as these social commentators were lauding the resilience of American democracy, the anticommunist crusade was undermining it. The political repression of the McCarthy period fostered the growth of the national security state and facilitated its expansion into the rest of civil society. In the name of protecting the nation from communist infiltration, federal agents attacked individual rights and extended state power into movie studios, universities, labor unions, and many other ostensibly y independent institutions. During the McCarthy years, the collaboration of private institutions and public agencies in suppressing the alleged threat of domestic communism ate away at the political freedom of all Americans.
