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IT WAS A DRAMATIC TABLEAU unveiled before a nation: an older man, courtly,
folksy, and usually gentle, rebuking a headstrong, bullying U.S. senator. Locked
in a dispute with the Army, Wisconsin Republican Joseph R. McCarthy had just
attacked a junior member of his adversary’s law firm, who was not involved in
these Senate hearings, for his past membership in an organization linked to 
Communists. McCarthy had dominated the proceedings, producing doctored evi-
dence to indict his foes, interrupting to raise a “point of order,” giving lectures,
and making crude, personal attacks upon the participants.1 But on 9 June 1954,
Joseph N. Welch, the Army’s chief counsel, whose appearance and demeanor
diverted attention from his shrewdness as a lawyer, exploited the moment.
Seeming close to tears, he lamented the injury that McCarthy, “so reckless and
so cruel,” inflicted on the “young lad” and demanded: “Have you no sense of
decency, sir, at long last? Have you left no sense of decency?” A brief silence,
then loud applause, answered Welch’s remarks. Unaccustomed to losing control
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of such forums, McCarthy knew he had looked bad, without knowing why.
“What did I do?” he asked. “What did I do?”2 

Accepting the assessments of contemporary observers, much of the historiog-
raphy dealing with McCarthy suggests that the confrontation was the pivotal
moment of the nationally telecast hearings. According to this position, with the
senator’s tactics and behavior exposed to the country, much of the public turned
against McCarthy, clearing the way for the Senate to condemn and neutralize him
politically. Supporters of this argument, Richard M. Fried, David M. Oshinsky,
Leo Bogart, Eric F. Goldman, Erik Barnouw, David Halberstam, Michael O’Brien,
Thomas C. Reeves, John Patrick Diggins, and Arthur Herman among them,
assumed that a large audience had access to, and watched, television coverage of
the investigation, or that the hearings damaged McCarthy’s image with hitherto-
neutral viewers.3 A few scholars, including G. D. Wiebe, Edwin R. Bayley, Stephen
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J. Whitfield, James L. Baughman, and Ellen Schrecker, pointed to flaws in the
assertion that the hearings precipitated McCarthy’s downfall, although they did
not deal with the issue in depth.4 To broaden the discussion, this study examines
public attention to the hearings as gauged by television ratings, the extent of tele-
vision coverage, and limits on the effects of the hearings among viewers. The
inquiry finds that the hearings were shown in their entirety only on the two
weakest television networks, whose coverage was broadcast on an extremely
small number of stations, that viewer interest was relatively low, and that there
are several reasons to doubt whether the telecasts stirred significant and decisive
public opposition to the man who inspired the word “McCarthyism.”

McCarthy made national headlines beginning in February 1950 with the 
claim that Communists had infiltrated the State Department. A Senate commit-
tee would conclude that the assertion was baseless, yet he persisted, investi-
gating charges of subversives in the federal government and the armed 
forces—despite furnishing scant proof of his accusations. Then in March 1954,
Army officials charged that the senator and his aides had tried to obtain privi-
leged treatment for Private G. David Schine, a member of McCarthy’s investiga-
tive team who had been drafted into military service. McCarthy replied that Army
officials had attempted to blackmail and bribe him and his staff in an effort to
derail their inquiries into suspicions of Communist infiltration of the Army.5 

The Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations, a McCarthy vehicle 
for investigating communism, subsequently launched hearings into the
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Army–McCarthy affair (the Wisconsinite stepped down from the panel for the
proceedings), offering the first protracted and televised look at the senator by a
national audience.

Convened on 22 April 1954, the hearings would be the subject of 18 meetings,
followed by a one-week recess, and 18 more sessions, ending on 24 June; in all,
they would preempt 35 days of regular telecasts and consume around 187 hours
of airtime. At the outset, the Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS) declined to
offer live coverage, fearing the loss of revenue from its daytime shows, including
Arthur Godfrey Time and Art Linkletter’s House Party. The National Broad-
casting Company (NBC) telecast the sessions live the first two days before with-
drawing because of scant viewer interest and substantial losses in advertising
money (the subcommittee did not permit commercial sponsorship of broadcasts
of the first two weeks of the hearings). NBC, which provided 45-minute sum-
maries of the hearings daily throughout the investigation, as did CBS, lost
$125,000 over those two days of live coverage—preemption of the Home show
and the Kate Smith Hour particularly hurt the network’s bottom line—and stood
to lose $300,750 weekly if it continued with expensive live telecasts of the slow-
paced hearings. The ten-day cost of the coverage alone was projected at more
than nine million dollars for all networks.6

The American Broadcasting Company (ABC) and the Du Mont network
offered live coverage throughout the hearings, although some stations dropped
the telecasts. Virtually without daytime programming, ABC, which supplied pro-
grams to just fifty to seventy-nine stations, and Du Mont, which numbered only
ten stations, lost no advertising revenue and could afford public affairs telecasts.
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Furthermore, because the American Telephone & Telegraph Company, whose
cables linked the two networks’ stations, charged ABC and Du Mont for a whole
day and evening of transmission, even if the networks were not providing pro-
grams, the networks had no reason not to televise the hearings.7

If the prospect of lengthy hearings strained some network officials’ patience or
budgets, or frayed Republican nerves, with some of the faithful believing that the
spectacle was damaging their party, the inquiry did not annoy the titular Grand
Old Party (GOP) (Republican) leader, President Dwight Eisenhower. Early in his
administration, Eisenhower had tried to ignore McCarthy and to avoid a conflict
with him. The strategy did not work; McCarthy continued to crusade against
Communist influence in government, even when the White House was under 
the control of his own party. McCarthy proved such a liability that ultimately
Eisenhower and his associates quietly moved against him, advancing the Army
allegations that helped prompt the hearings. Moreover, Eisenhower worked to
ensure the hearings were lengthy, so the country could get a good, long look at
McCarthy.8

Viewers saw a man whose appearance put him at a disadvantage in front of
cameras. Recognizing that a heavy beard gave him an unattractive afternoon
shadow, McCarthy shaved again daily after lunch, to no avail. His “freshly shaved
face caked with a cream-colored makeup gave a startling aspect to his jowls from
nearby,” said Michael Straight, a McCarthy critic and a keen analyst of the tele-
vised hearings. When McCarthy leaned across the table to speak, “a roll of flesh
beneath his black eyebrows came down over his upper eyelids, making slits of
his eyes, and giving his face an almost Satanic look.” As his countenance haunted
him, so did his conduct, according to New York Times columnist James B. Reston.
On television, Reston wrote, McCarthy

demonstrated with appalling clarity precisely what kind of man he
is. . . . The country did not know him before, despite all the headlines. Now
it has seen him. . . . People are still clearly divided on the substance of his
charges and the countercharges between him and the Army, but on one
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thing there seems little division: the Senator from Wisconsin is a bad-man-
nered man.9

Reporter Richard H. Rovere claimed that most of the country perceived
McCarthy as a “seditionist,” leaving the Senate no alternative but to rebuke him.
Years later, in an echo of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s observation that “Every hero
becomes a bore at last,” Reston’s Times colleague, television critic Jack Gould,
commented: “That coverage did McCarthy in. People started to laugh at him. He
became a joke, then a bore. He got tiresome.”10

Assessing the significance of the televised hearings, contemporary writers
focused on Eisenhower’s intentions to undercut McCarthy, on the agreement of
the press with the president’s aims, on poll data showing that moderates’ support
of McCarthy waned as they watched, and on the hearings’ potential for drama.
These commentators took for granted a large viewership. Fred W. Friendly, a
CBS-TV news producer, said the televised hearings were “the decisive blow
against the senator.” Newsweek declared,

It seemed that little else was talked about. From coast to coast—in homes,
bars, clubs, offices, even in GI day rooms—men and women clustered
around television sets to watch the developing battle between Sen. Joseph
McCarthy and the Army officials. . . . And while they looked, they argued
among themselves. Who was lying? Who was telling the truth?

Rovere claimed that the audience “was almost beyond belief—upward of twenty
million at a time, or not much less than the population of the entire country just
before the Civil War”; he also said that “hundreds of thousands” saw every hour
of the hearings. John M. Fenton, the managing editor of the Gallup Poll, noted
that 45 million Americans had seen part of the hearings on television, although
he did not elaborate on how much people had seen, or on whether (if they were
not among his critics in the first place) they had seen enough to turn them against
McCarthy.11
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Later, Bayley and Whitfield acknowledged the limited scope of the coverage,
but they did not challenge the conclusion that the hearings helped scuttle
McCarthy. Baughman cautioned against making too much of television’s role in
the senator’s fall. Schrecker noted that the senator’s public stature had begun to
ebb months before his exchange with Welch. These scholars did not deal with
the issue in detail, however, and most writers accepted the view that the hearings
were critical. They emphasized that the hearings made an impact as a collection
of dramatic images, rather than as a fact-finding enterprise, on an audience of
“millions of viewers,” as Fried and Oshinsky put it. Oshinsky also mentioned
that surveys showed two-thirds of people with TV sets were watching the hear-
ings the first week, and that department stores reported an increase in television
sales and a decrease in daytime shopping because people stayed home to watch.
The hearings, he said, had a “powerful effect on the uncommitted,” in which
they turned against McCarthy by two to one, according to pollster George
Gallup’s unpublished findings. Robert Griffith wrote of “heavy attrition” among
“moderates who had long tolerated McCarthy, despite or in ignorance of his
methods.” Herman denied that the telecasts eroded McCarthy’s support base, yet
he suggested that the hearings, plus the repeated highlights of them in news pro-
grams and newsreels, made many neutral or casual observers into doubters, and
doubters into “McCarthy-haters.”12 Oshinsky, Griffith, and Herman, though, 
did not quantify just how many moderate, neutral, or casual citizens became
McCarthy foes, so the strength of their claims is in doubt.

Like Oshinsky, Bogart cited viewership surveys, and Goldman, Barnouw, 
Halberstam, O’Brien, Reeves, and Diggins joined in emphasizing the reach and
power of television. Goldman and Barnouw pointed to McCarthy’s self-inflicted
wounds. Goldman said, “He went on looking for the haymaker and the right
man [Welch] was present to see to it that when the Senator swung his wildest,
he swung himself flat on his face.” Barnouw said, “A whole nation watched him
in murderous close-up—and recoiled.”13

Ratings information yields a clearer and quite different picture. Overall, the
hearings never attracted more than 15 percent of the television audience during
the first two days. NBC also pointed to a survey showing that not more than
twelve in one hundred homes with TV sets were tuned in to the proceedings (an
estimated 27.5 million families, or 58 percent of all families in the country, owned
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sets). Hooper ratings for Monday, April 26, in New York City, where three 
stations carried the hearings live, were 5 and 7 for the morning and afternoon,
respectively, down from 9 and 12 the previous Friday, and from 10 in the first
afternoon of the inquiry. (The ratings reflected percentages of television sets tuned
in to the programming; a rating of 9 meant that nine people of every one hundred
with TV sets were watching the hearings, for instance.) Had the hearings scored
9–12 on one station instead of on three, they would have been in good company,
Gould observed. Godfrey’s show and The Big Pay-Off each drew a 10, and The
Pinky Lee Show a 9, in the first week of April. Typically, daytime soap operas
received a 9 or 10, yet some dramas attracted just a 2 or 3. The average network
program reached about 5.4 million, or 18 percent, of all TV homes.14

ABC agreed that surveys showed the hearings’ ratings dropped after the first
day or so, but it then detected a sharp upswing, to an estimated 8.5 million TV
sets in the ten cities where the network had affiliated stations. Nonetheless, the
national audience, estimated at thirty million the first day, swiftly and markedly
declined as the hearings became bogged down in procedural detail and red tape.
By 4 May, the hearings “appear to have settled into a groove as television’s latest
soap-opera—long-run, low-rated and sexless,” the entertainment industry news-
paper Variety declared.15

Trendex ratings underscored NBC’s decision to drop live coverage. Ratings 
in ten key NBC cities on the first day of the hearings were 6.9 in the morning
and 6 in the afternoon (they were 1.7 for the morning in seven ABC cities, 1 for
the afternoon in six ABC cities, and 1.7 in the afternoon for three Du Mont 
cities). NBC’s ratings were higher than those of the network’s regularly scheduled
programming in the first week of April: 3.1 in the morning and 3.8 in the after-
noon; for Du Mont, the rating for regular afternoon programming—the only
rating available for the network—was 3.1. Still, to NBC, its improvement repre-
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sented only a qualified success. The ratings were “disappointing” in light of the
advance publicity the hearings received, and because the number of TV sets in
use did not increase substantially during the hearings, public interest in the 
proceedings seemed to be lacking. On the second day, the hearings fared better
in the Trendex ratings, as NBC realized an 8.8 in the morning and a 9.2 in the
afternoon, ABC received a 1.8 and a 1.4, and Du Mont recorded 0.4 and 2.4.
Again, though, the ratings for NBC were disappointing.16

More evidence of low public interest came from a comparison of estimated
Nielsen ratings for the second day of the hearings with ratings for other special
daytime events. The estimate of 11 for the hearings paled beside the 43.4 rating
for the New York Yankees–Brooklyn Dodgers game during the baseball World
Series on 4 October 1953 and the 33.9 for the presidential inauguration cere-
monies on 20 January 1953. Other special programs with ratings that dwarfed
those of the hearings were the Jersey Joe Walcott–Ezzard Charles heavyweight
boxing match on 18 July 1951 (51.7), the Academy Awards show on 25 March
1954 (44.8), the campaign speeches for Democratic presidential nominee Adlai
Stevenson on 3 November 1952 (25.3), the Army–Navy football game on 28
November 1953 (25.1), and the national election returns programming on 4
November 1952 (24.8).17

But the ratings against which the hearings were most frequently measured were
those of the 1951 Senate investigation into organized crime, an important event
in television coverage in this period. The Crime Investigating Committee hear-
ings under Tennessee Democrat Estes Kefauver involved top underworld figures
and were a national sensation. Networks preempted morning and afternoon 
programming to televise the hearings, whose ratings eclipsed those of the
Army–McCarthy hearings. In New York City, the latter hearings attracted just
around half the number of viewers who were tuned in to the Kefauver hearings
at their high point—even though there were far more TV sets in 1954. Of 2.24
million homes with television in March 1951, about 716,000 sets were tuned to
the Kefauver proceedings, which had a top Hooper rating of 34. Coverage of the
second day of the Army–McCarthy hearings, when there were 4.15 million TV
homes, was on roughly 373,000 sets in the morning, for a low Hooper rating 
of 9, and 498,000 in the afternoon, a rating of 12. The 1954 hearings were at a
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disadvantage in this comparison: they involved figures who were not as dramatic
as the crime bosses in the Kefauver investigation, and they were televised oppo-
site a formidable CBS lineup, whereas the earlier hearings did not have such 
competition. The critical point, though, is that the Army–McCarthy hearings fell
far short of expected ratings. “Apparently, a Senate investigating subcommittee,
together with ‘Dragnet’ and ‘I Love Lucy,’ is now subject to television’s inviolate
law of the popularity rating,” Gould opined.18

ABC and Du Mont achieved some ratings coups. ABC’s Hooper ratings for
particular afternoon sessions in May were as high as 30 in Boston, where the
Irish Catholic McCarthy was quite popular, and 12 in Houston. In early May in
New York City, ABC and Du Mont coverage attracted close to 60 percent of the
TV audience and raised the number of sets in use from 50 to 75 percent over 
the average. ABC’s Hooper ratings there ranged from 10 to 13 during a two-
day period. According to Trendex, over another two-day span in the city, the Du
Mont station WABD had an average rating of 8, beating the ABC station WABC,
which averaged 2—better than the figures for the leading afternoon programs,
House Party (6.3), The Bob Crosby Show (5.8), Big Payoff (5.1), and Welcome
Travelers (5.3). In late May, Hooper ratings in New York, Boston, Houston, and
Washington demonstrated that interest in the ABC and Du Mont coverage
remained high, although it was “somewhat lower” than the level registered earlier
in the month. ABC’s ratings were perceived as a triumph for the fledgling network
because they helped it gain goodwill and a position of respectability, the platform
from which it became competitive. But sporadic successes should not obscure the
general ratings disappointment. Relatively few people sampled more than one 
or two of the telecasts, and some affiliate stations that picked up ABC’s cover-
age had a sharp ratings drop.19

The low number of complaints to networks and stations that did not cover the
hearings live furnished another signal of lackluster viewer attention. NBC did not
find that the volume of protests it received, 449 in the first three days after live
telecasts were halted, was significant. “Without attempting to disparage their
importance, it should be pointed out that other program terminations often gen-
erate far more adverse comment,” a network memorandum stated. The seasonal
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ending of the situation comedy Mr. Peepers drew 6,482 communications in 1952,
and the decision to pare the puppet show Kukla, Fran and Ollie from thirty to
fifteen minutes elicited 6,042 comments in 1951. But in Washington, the NBC-
owned station recorded “relatively few” complaints about the halt to the hear-
ings, and the CBS station registered about a half dozen daily. The response to
Southern NBC affiliates was less pronounced: 125 calls to a station in Atlanta,
some merely of an inquiring nature, but none to Memphis. The protests to NBC
were higher on the West Coast, including more than 4,000 in Los Angeles and
nearly 2,000 in San Francisco, mainly because by 27 April, no station there
offered live coverage.20

Nor were complaints entirely in favor of covering the hearings, for the dis-
placement of entertainment programming sometimes prompted protests. At
WNAC, the only Boston station with live coverage after the NBC outlet in the
city dropped its offerings, the tide of comment turned from positive to negative
after an on-air appeal for viewer reactions. Likewise, New Yorkers objected when
their area NBC station preempted The Tonight Show to air a summary of the
hearings. Gould said that viewers complained if public service programming was
not on the air, or if it was on because it disrupted regular shows. He noted the
stations’ predicament by observing, “Moral: there’s a reason for having a televi-
sion ulcer.” Striking a lighter note, James D. St. Clair, one of Welch’s assistants,
said his two children had asked, “When is Daddy going to get off [television] so
we can see Howdy Doody again?”21

Lack of coverage on the West Coast pointed to another problem: coverage was
erratic and unavailable in major regions of the country, only 60 percent of which
would have access to it. NBC’s withdrawal of live coverage meant that markets
without ABC—whose telecasts never went west of Lincoln, Nebraska—or Du Mont
stations would have no such coverage. The Los Angeles area was among these
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June 1954, 7. Two decades later, St. Clair was again involved in a national political drama
that played out before television cameras. He was counsel for President Richard M. Nixon
during the impeachment crisis that led to Nixon’s resignation in 1974.



markets (but KTLA, after losing NBC coverage, offered a live audio feed with still
pictures flashed on the screen). ABC had dropped its coverage on the West Coast
because not enough viewers were awake to see the start of the morning sessions of
the hearings at 7:30 in their time zone, and because the cost was prohibitive.22

Even when stations around the country picked up live coverage of the hearings,
their schedules were abbreviated.23 Only morning sessions were seen in the
Seattle–Tacoma area of Washington because CBS needed the lone TV cable there
to show its afternoon programs. Major-league baseball struck out the hearings in
Cleveland, where Indians games preempted the afternoon coverage, as well as in
Baltimore, where coverage was dropped altogether to accommodate telecasts of
the Orioles games. Many other stations declined the coverage, and the number of
stations carrying the coverage fluctuated. At first, ten Du Mont cities and forty-
eight of seventy-three ABC cities carried the hearings, but by 29 April, a week into
the proceedings, Du Mont was down to eight cities and ABC rose to sixty-seven.
By 12 May, Du Mont was down to one station and ABC to eleven stations, none
west of the Mississippi River; by 24 May, ABC coverage was being shown on just
fifty-four stations in forty-nine markets, and Du Mont was up to ten outlets (the
totals do not include affiliates alone, as some stations not affiliated with ABC or
Du Mont picked up those networks’ telecasts). Coverage of the hearings was “no
ringing victory for public-affairs television,” MacDonald wrote.24

Commercial sponsorship likewise suffered, possibly indicating that advertisers
detected low interest in the hearings. The televised sessions were first made avail-
able for sponsorship, with some limits on advertising, on 13 May, with the St.
Louis Post-Dispatch initially the lone taker.25 Only 12 ABC affiliates reported
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advertising sales by the second week in May.26 Sponsor reluctance might have
worked to limit coverage because stations would likely be unwilling to pay for
the coverage without revenue from commercial sales.

Gallup Poll numbers, also relevant in assessing opinions about McCarthy,
showed that his favorable rating had dipped significantly since January 1954,
when it peaked at 50 percent. It was down to 46 percent in March, 38 percent
in April before the hearings, 35 percent in May, and 34 percent in June.27 

These numbers, however, reflected overall public opinion, not opinion among
viewers only, which would have been more meaningful as a measure of the hear-
ings’ significance. More important, McCarthy’s slide in the poll had started well
before the hearings, suggesting that other factors had influenced public views of
the senator and that the hearings’ power was not as great as many writers
hinted.28

Although these did not question TV viewers exclusively, published results of
Gallup surveys that asked people about the hearings showed that the inquiry did
not appreciably damage McCarthy. In fact, the greater shifts in opinion went
against the Army, not the senator. Before the hearings, more of the public (46
percent to 23 percent) agreed with the Army rather than with McCarthy. After
the proceedings, the Army continued to lead, although the margin narrowed to
40 percent to 25 percent. Also before the hearings, just 34 percent thought that
the Army had tried improperly to prevent McCarthy from investigating at Fort
Monmouth, New Jersey—a figure that jumped to 54 percent by the conclusion
of the proceedings. By contrast, McCarthy’s support remained fairly static. Before
the hearings, 70 percent believed that McCarthy and his chief aide, Roy Cohn,
exerted undue pressure on the Army to get favors for Schine; after the hearings
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this segment dipped slightly, to 68 percent. The Army’s loss of support, and
McCarthy’s inability to gain correspondingly, prompted people to wish for a
plague on both houses, Fenton remarked.29

Wiebe’s 1958 study underscored the hearings’ apparent failure to evoke appre-
ciable anti-McCarthy feeling. His surveys of 21 middle-class homemakers and 25
middle-class shopkeepers found that only two interviewees changed their minds
and became hostile to McCarthy because of the hearings. Moreover, among the
study subjects, the hearings did not prompt a defense of civil rights against a law-
maker whose anticommunist crusade, critics said, had threatened such liberties.30

“The abiding tragedy” of the hearings “may well be that only half of us have
seen this in them,” journalist Marya Mannes wrote.

The other half—the man looking at TV in the bar? the woman next door?
the cousin in Akron?—will have seen a loyal American, Joseph R.
McCarthy, battling to protect his country from the inroads of treason.31

Even if the televised investigation mobilized the public outrage that many
authors presumed, it was far from certain that the indignation would have trans-
lated into the action needed to topple McCarthy. Other examples of political com-
munication suggest that any ire would likely have faded quickly. Studying the
impact of the Kefauver hearings on 260 New Yorkers who watched the sessions
on television, Wiebe discovered that 65 (25 percent) “felt like” doing things that
could be called “problem-solving,” such as talking to others about the hearings,
voting more carefully, getting active in good-government groups, or writing to
elected officials. Thirty-three people (13 percent) actually did things that, inter-
preted liberally, could be referred to as problem-solving; thirty eight people (14
percent) were convinced that what they did made a difference, but of these, only
six really engaged in problem-solving activity. In all, just 21 percent thought 
the hearings would help improve conditions, 21 percent believed they might
improve, 49 percent thought things would remain much the same, and 2 percent
thought they would worsen. Later, David O. Sears and Steven H. Chaffee found
that following the 1976 presidential debates between Republican incumbent
Gerald R. Ford and Democrat Jimmy Carter, the effects on voters were fairly
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short lived, leaving little cognitive residue after the election, and they paralleled
the effects of other campaign information sources that were available even had
there been no debates.32

What W. Phillips Davidson described as the “third-person” effect in commu-
nication might well have influenced scholars who credited the Army–McCarthy
hearings with a huge television audience that was agitated enough to defeat the
senator.33 The effect leads people who read or view a convincing communication
in mass media to see it as having a greater impact on others: “I might not be con-
vinced, yet they might be swayed.” This is not to deny that the hearings had an
impact on viewers, particularly among those who had been undecided about
McCarthy. Perhaps the hearings did solidify antipathy against him or prompt
people to see him as a liability to the anticommunist cause, as Fenton suggested.34

More important, perhaps perceptions that McCarthy was self-destructing before
millions of eyes, whatever the real audience size, led top Republicans and sena-
tors to think that he was sufficiently weakened and encouraged them to move
against him.35 The hearings, and press coverage of them, might well have influ-
enced elite opinion more than mass opinion.36

Actions of elite leaders—who had not launched major challenges to McCarthy
earlier—indeed figured prominently throughout 1954. There were Army officials’
disclosure of their accusations against the senator, Eisenhower’s decision to 
undermine him, journalists’ criticisms (especially a documentary on Edward R.
Murrow’s influential See It Now, a CBS program), Vermont GOP Senator Ralph
Flanders’s introduction during the hearings of a Senate censure resolution, and
senators’ subsequent condemnation of McCarthy for conduct unrelated to the
hearings. The new elite opposition, particularly in the Senate, was pivotal. Most
damaging to the Wisconsinite, the Senate condemnation eroded his influence
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inside and outside Washington. His political health declined, as did his personal
health, and he died on 2 May 1957 of liver disease associated with alcoholism.

The question of just what animated the actors who nullified McCarthy politi-
cally is worthy of investigation beyond the scope of this study, which posits not
a final answer about the impact of the hearings but an historiographical correc-
tive and a stimulus for scholarly discussion, starting with the point that the 
prevailing position on public reaction to the telecasts should not be accepted
uncritically. That position, like many early TV sets, needs fine-tuning.
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