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The anti-Communist hysteria that swept America in the early
years of the Cold War was sparked, at least in part, by President
Harry S. Ti'uman's establishment of a loyalty program in March
1947. Reactionary congressmen successfully using the Communist
issue in the elections of 1946 had prompted his program, which
required every federal government employee (over six million
people) to undergo a Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) check
for evidence of disloyalty. Individuals accused of disloyalty on the
basis of their subscription to a radical magazine or their entertaining of a person of another race had to prepare their defense
without knowing the specific accusation. Those charged with insufficient loyalty were fired but could appeal througb their regional loyalty board to a national Loyalty Review Board for a
reversal. This program gave official endorsement and national
consensus to the concept (long held by right-wing politicians) that
Communism was not a political party but an international conspiracy, that members of the Communist Party, United States of
America (CPUSA) were a part of this conspiracy, and that its members were willing to lie and commit treason, or any act of violence,
to overthrow the United States government. Local Communists
were suddenly perceived as being Soviet agents dedicated to toppling the United States government by force. Congressional committees, especially the House Committee on Un-American
Activities (HUAC) and the Senate Internal Security Subcommittee (SISS), accelerated their search for American Communists and,
beginning in earnest in 1948, became especially interested in the
pursuit of atomic research spies. Later they would turn on
academics.
What was the actual danger this menace posed to the United
States? J. Edgar Hoover, director of the FBI and guru to the antiCommunist forces, was never one to underestimate his enemy.
He concluded that there were one hundred thousand Communists
in the country in the postwar period, but, he darkly warned, there
were at least ten sympathizers to every card-carrying member of
CPUSA. Everyone seemed to take his estimate of the Communists'
numbers as fact. Assuming, however, tbat bis figure of one hundred thousand was correct, though it was undoubtedly an exaggeration, the statistic meant that even if all the United States
Communists were firmly united in purpose and gathered in one
spot, they would have difficulty overthrowing the state government in Pierre, let alone that in Austin or Sacramento. But fear
of this subversive force grew, as did belief in the notion that
citizens should prove their allegiance to their country by swearing an oath.
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In 1949, the California Board of Regents imposed a loyalty oath
on their college and university faculties. Many states followed suit
in the next year or two. Opponents argued that these types of
oaths singled out a certain group for humiliation and degradation
and were useless gestures because real Communists would be
eager to sign tbem to obtain a cover. Proponents argued that it
was necessary to identify domestic Communists and if one signed
the oath he or she could then be prosecuted upon discovery.^
Therein, of course, lay tbe difficulty. Wben many academics,
whatever their reasons, refused to swear a loyalty oath, the attention of investigation committees switched from locating spies
to searching out subversives in higher education. Investigators
were convinced that any teacher belonging to CPUSA was committed completely and unthinkingly to the Marxist-LeninistStalinist line and was using tbe classroom as a forum to indoctrinate students with this philosophy. Communist teachers,
therefore, must be purged from the profession.
Second after government employees and perhaps third after the
entertainment industry, academia suffered most from the excesses
of McCarthyism, as the anti-Communist movement was labeled
(for Wisconsin senator Josepb R. McCarthy, one of the movement's most zealous proponents).^ As investigating committees
exposed "red" teachers and employers made plans to fire them,
teacher organizations sought to establish an interpretation of
academic freedom that would provide them with the philosophy
and means to resist. In 1947, the American Association of University Professors (AAUP), long considered to be the principal
deifender of academic freedom in the United States, adopted the
policy that if a teacher "should advocate the forcible overthrow
of the government or should incite others to do so" or "should
use his classes as a forum for communism," he should then be
dismissed because of "bis acts of disloyalty or because of professional unfitness and not because he is a Communist." Significantly, tbe policy statement went on to say that "lying and subterfuge
with reference to political affiliation are in themselves evidence
of unfitness for the academic profession. "Thus, the pervasiveness
1. See George R. Stewart, The Year of the Oath: The Fighl for Academic Freedom,
at the University of California (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday & Co., 1950), and
David P. Gardner, The California Oath Controvei'sy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967).
2. Ellen W. Schrecker, Noltiory Tower: McCarthyism and the Universities (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1986), contains the best study of this phenomenon.
A vast amount of literature on McCarthyism exists, but, surprisingly, Mi Ivory
Tower is the first general survey of this hysteria in higher education.
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Wisconsin senator Joseph it McCarthy gained national notoriety
in th^ 1950s as a zeaUnis seeker of Communists in government.

of McCarthyism led even academics to establish a narrow concept
of academic freedom by which to judge their colleagues.''
The narrowness of the concept becomes apparent when one considers what happened to witnesses who appeared before investigating committees and used their constitutional right to plead the
Fifth Amendment. Even though they took this position out of principle and had never been a member of the CPUSA, or had left
the party long before, such individuals were branded as "Fifth
Amendment Communists" and were considered guilty until they
proved their innocence of nonmembersbip. The litmus test of
loyalty for past members usually took the form of naming names
of former associates in the CPUSA as proof that the accused had
really left the party. Former comrades could then be forced to
testify to this fact, and tbe committee had more names to investigate.'' In addition, some people were branded as Communists
3. Ibid., p. 94.
4. See especially Victor S. Navasky, Naming Names (New York: Viking Press,
1980).
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through the process of "guilt by association." Many investigators
considered J. Robert Oppenheimer, for example, to be "red" or
"pink" because his brother Frank, a brilliant physicist at the University of Minnesota, had joined the CPUSA in his youth. Young
intellectuals like Frank Oppenheimer had joined the Communist
party in the 1930s because of the Great Depression and the failure
of the New Deal to cope with it successfully. The Nazi-Soviet Pact
of 1939 had disillusioned them, and most had ended their affiliation, either at once or eventually through inactivity. This membership came back to haunt them when professional witnesses
began to name names during the era of McCarthyism. When Frank
Oppenheimer later admitted this early membersbip to HUAC, the
University of Minnesota fired him because he had previously
denied membership.''
In South Dakota, the course of McCarthyism followed the national trends, in part, at least, because of Karl Mundt and the news
media. As early as 1939, Representative Kari Mundt was aware
of the dangers of "godless Communism," and in 1943 he became
an aggressive member of HUAC. Later, Senator Mundt played a
key role in SISS and chaired the famous Army-McCarthy hearings
in 1954. Whether Mundt helped shape anti-Communism in South
Dakota or the conservative political atmosphere in the state accentuated his political beliefs is a chicken-or-egg enigma. The
state's leading newspaper, the Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader,
also helped mold public opinion. David Lawrence and George
Sokolsky, extremely conservative columnists, appeared regularly on the editorial page, and Fred Christopherson, the editor, was
a close friend of Mundt's and a warm supporter of his political
career. He seemed always eager to print anti-Communist news
stories the senator sent him. Other South Dakota newspapers,
such as the Huron Daily Plainsman and the Rapid City Journal, were equally conservative, if not more so, in their political
views of the dangers of Communism. It became such a burning
issue that politicians successfully campaigned up and down the
state, alleging that Communism was being taught in the colleges
and universities.**
In 1948, when atomic research spies were on the "mostwanted" list, the University of South Dakota (USD) brought Henry
5. David Caute, TTie Great Fear: The Anti-Communist Purge under Truman
and Eisenhower (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1978), p, 468.
6. For one phase of Mundt's anti-Communist career, see R, Alton Lee, "New
Dealers, Fair Dealers, Misdealers, Hiss Dealers: Karl Mundt and the Internal Security
Act of 195Ü," South Dakota History 10 (Fall 1980): 277-90.
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Pratt Fairchild to the campus to speak without any major incident or opposition. Fairchild, a well-known professor of sociology
at New York University and president of the American Sociology
Society in 1936, had traveled widely in the Soviet Union and was
a radical liheral. Among other things, he helped to form the Committee to Aid Constitutional Challenges to the McCarran Act
(which established SACB, the Subversive Activities Control Board)
and headed the group that asked the United Nations Commission
on Human Rights to investigate the contempt citations that HUAC
persuaded Congress to impose on the Hollywood Ten and fifteen
other witnesses who had refused to testify. As early as December
1948, Fairchild publicly urged academicians not to sign loyalty
oaths, in 1951, he helped organize the Emergency Civil Liberties
Union, which was described as non-Communist (as opposed to
anti-Communist), to help higher education resist McCarthyism.''
Professor Fairchild was in great demand as a speaker. William
O. Farher of the Department of Government at USD and chairman of the university's General Convocation Committee, was
pleased to complete arrangements with Fairchild to include the
university in his speaking tour in late February 1948. Other university personnel, however, read accounts of Fairchild's tour and
speeches with increasing anxiety. When news of his speech in
Texas, in which he advocated nationalizing land and other types
of property, reached USD president I. D. Weeks, the president
grew alarmed at the prospect of such a radical appearing on his
campus. Weeks appealed to E. M. Mumford, chairman of the
Board of Regents, for advice. "Go ahead and let the man speak
his piece," was Mumford's response, and Fairchild addressed a
university convocation in addition to appearing at a question-andanswer session where he espoused and defended his views on
Communism.^
The student newspaper reported a lively exchange, with Fairchild "undergoing a baiTage of questions." The editorial remarked
that he had acquitted himself well because he drew on his experiences in traveling in Russia, but a number of his statements
"were taken by many as evidence of his 'pink' complexion." His
7. New York Times, 22 Dec, 1948, 18 June 1949, 11 May 19r,0, 21 Feb. 1951.
For the provisions of the McCarren Act and information on the opinion.s of the
Supreme Court concerning the act's violations of the Firsl Amendment protections of freedom of political expression and the Fifth Amendment protection against
self-incrimination, set'Lee, "New Dealers, Fair Dealers, Misdealers, Hiss Dealers."
8. Interview with WiUiam 0. Färber, Vermillion, S.Dak., 1Ü Jan. 1989.
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views, the editor concluded, did not "appeal to the average University of South Dakota student," but "the best way of fighting
the doctrine he is spreading is to let such people continue on their
way, preaching to whomever will listen." He "awakened many"
in the university audience "to the real danger of the ideology"
he was espousing, concluded the Volante, so "Let's have more
Dr. Fairchilds."^
Of course, there were some USD faculty who, if not sympathetic
to the "pink's" opinions, held extremely liberal views. Bert James
Loewenberg of the Department of History was one. He had com9. Volante, 2 Mar. 1948.

In the late 1940s, award-winning political cartoonist Jim Berryman
commented on Karl Mvridt's acti7;ities in .search of Comrnnnist snhrersives.

IF HE CAN FIND
A MEADLIME IH
IHEEE, HE5
GOOD!
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pleted his Ph.D. at Harvard University during the Great Depression when teaching positions were extremely scarce. The fact that
he was a Jew further handicapped him in his search for a position. To make a living wbile seeking work, he and Ray Allen Billington had agreed to edit the Works Progress Administration
guide for Massachusetts, in which they presented their views on
the miscarriage of justice in the 1927 Sacco-Vanzetti case and, in
the process, angered conservatives. The governor of Massachusetts sought unsuccessfully to prevent the printing of the guide-

/. D. Weeks sensed
as president of the
University of South Dakota
during the McCarthy era

book. When Loewenberg joined the staff at the University of
South Dakota, "someone back East" denounced him as a Communist in a letter to President Weeks. Gilbert Fite, then a student at USD, took Loewenberg to his hometown, Wessington
Springs, to speak. The professor defended the New Deal programs,
which many conservatives equated with Communism or worse,
and, in effect, told his farmer audience they were ingrates for opposing Franklin Roosevelt. Someone in the audience later called
President Weeks aud inquired about "that Communist history professor." Later, when Loewenberg moved to Sarah Lawrence Col-
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lege in Bronxville, New York, he managed to make the American
Legion's "hit list" for his liberal views. South Dakota historian
Herbert Schell remembered that Loewenberg was temporarily
denied a passport for his Fulbrigbt Fellowship because be attended
a meeting where Communists were present.'" Perhaps this
meeting was the Encampment for Citizenship that Loewenberg
directed in the summer of 1948 in Riverdale, New York. The New
York Times described this six week educational forum, which was
sponsored by the American Ethical Union, as "non-sectarian and
nonpartisan."''
The University of South Dakota also had a faculty member who
was accused of being a "card-carrying Communist." One day early
in 1951, Senator Mundt called President Weeks to report that
Senator John Bricker (R., Ohio) had seen the FBI file on a certain
person that definitely proved he was a Communist. The teacher
had earlier been on the faculty at Ohio State University, and when
Bricker told the authorities there of his background, he bad been
fired. Ohio State had given him good recommendations, however,
and he had obtained a position on the teaching staff of the Medical
School at the University of South Dakota. Weeks immediately
called Walter Hard, dean of the Medical School, and told him to
fire the scoundrel. "He did not want a guy like that around," the
president told Hard.'^
The dean agreed that he, too, did not like Communist philosophy. ' 'Considering the personality this fellow had and some of his
statements and actions—I was ready to believe be was a Communist," Hard recalled. Nevertheless, he told the president that
he could not fire the person on hearsay; he had to have solid
evidence before be could act. Weeks recommended that he call
Mundt to get the incriminating facts. The senator told Hard that
his information came from FBI files, but Mundt refused to make
an accusation in writing. The dean again informed the president
that he could not fire the villain on this basis. The faculty member
in question was doing a competent job and had already been promised that his position would be continued the next year. Given
the new circumstances, the administration decided that the best
course of action was to advise the young teacher that he was not

10. Interview of Herbert S. Schell, by Gerald W. Wolff, 22 Feb. 1978, Oral History
Center, University of South Dakota, Vermillion, S.Dak.
11. NeiA! York Times, 25 Apr. 1948, p. 57.
12. Walter L. Hard to the Author, 29 Dec. 1988.
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in the school's "plans to permanently staff the department," and
he left at the end of the academic year. The dean talked to Mundt
later, telling him what had transpired. The senator agreed. Hard
recalled, that it had all worked out for the best because the individual had continued to attend "cell" meetings in Sioux City,
and this fact had made it easy "to keep an eye on him and his
activities."''
Senator Mundt told a different, and briefer, story in one of his
weekly newsletters in the summer of 1951. He noted that the FBI
took an annual census of Communists every December. In December 1950, South Dakota had been listed as having thirty-seven.
Mundt was "happy to report that through the combined efforts
of the FBI, Senator Mundt, and a good South Dakota citizen" that
number had been reduced to thirty-six. "Good riddance of red
rubbish!" he crowed.'•* Given his track record as one of the most
ardent anti-Communists in ('ongress, one wonders why Mundt did
not ferret out the other thirty-six South Dakota reds.
South Dakota also had its loyalty oath. Like most states that
enacted such pledges during the McCarthy era. South Dakota borrowed heavily from the text of the California oath. Adopted in
1949, the California text read:
I do solemnly swear (or affirm) that I will support the Con.stitution of
the United Stales and the Constitution of the State of California, and
that I will faithfully discharge the duties of my office according to the
be.st of my ability; that 1 do not believe in, and I am not a member of,
nor do I support any party or organization that believes in, advocates,
or teaches the overthrow of the IJnited States Government hy force or
by any illegal or unconstitutional method,s.'''

In the middle of the 1950s (surprisingly late). South Dakota veterans decided that their state also needed a loyalty oath, and the
Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW) passed a resolution in state convention endorsing the idea.
Representatives of the American Legion and the VFW studied
"two or three" state loyalty oaths and made this composite;
I,
do solemnly swear or affirm that 1 will support and
defend the Constitution of the United States and the Constitution of the
state of South Dakota, against all enemie.s, foreign and domestic; that
I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same; that I take this obligation freely, without any mental reservation or for the purpose of eva-

13. rbid.
14. Your Washington and You! 13, no. 22 (1951), Record Group IX, Box 1267,
FF 10, Karl E. Mundt Archives, Dakota State College, Madison, S.Dak.
15. Gardner, Califoimia Oath Controversy, p. 26.
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J. Edgar Hoover, right, director of the Federal Bureau
of Investigation, receives the Distinguished Service Citation
of the All American Conference to Combat Comm/unism on. 22 May 1953.
Senator Karl Mundt of South Dakota, center, looks on as Daniel A.
Poling, chairman of the conference, presents the award.
sion; and that 1 will faithfully and impartially perform the duties of the
office of
acc(»rding to law, and to the best of my ability. And I do further swear or affirm that I do not advocate, nor am I
a member, nor have I been within a period of a year a member, of any
political parly or organization that advocates, the overlhrow of the
government of the IJniied States ur of this .state by force or violence;
and that during such time as I am in this position I will not advocate
nor become a member of any political party or organization that adv(K;ates
the overthrow of the government of the United States or of this state
by force or violence. So help me God.

Introduced as Senate Bill 122 by the Military and Veterans Affairs Committee, the oath was written to apply to all state employees, not just college faculty. Anyone who swore falsely would
be guilty of a felony and subject to a fine of one thousand dollars
and five years in prison."*
Supporters of the oath used the argument that "any good citizen" who wanted to work for the government should not object
16. South Dakota, Session Laws (1955), chap. 271, p, 385.
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to taking such an oath. It easily passed the senate 33 to 0. In the
lower chamber, Ralph Nauman (D., Gettysburg) moved to change
the penalty to "life" in prison, but this amendment lost. The house
then voted 72 to 2 to approve the bill. Only Morrell Solem (R.,
Volin) and George W. Mills (R., Wall) opposed. It was an easy bill
for legislators to support. If they voted "no, " it might cause tbem
trouble back home. Governor Joe Foss signed the measure into
law on 10 February 1955.''^
When I joined the staff of the University of South Dakota a
decade later, I objected to signing the oath because I considered
it to be degrading. "It is not important," my cbairman responded.
"Don't worry, we all held our noses and signed it and then forgot
about it." So I signed but could not forget. Faculty who were on
the campus in 1955 reported tbat tbere was widespread aversion
but no significant confrontation over the issue. The Sioux Falls
Daily Argus-Leader approvingly cited a Canova Herald editorial
that called the oath "one of the silly and unnecessary actions"
of that legislative session. "Most" teachers are loyal, the Herald
had noted, and signing the oath wouid not make anyone a loyal
citizen. The Argns-Leader agreed and added: "A citizen is a citizen
or he isn't. Loyalty is taken for granted as a part of American
citizenship.""*
The loyalty oath gradually faded as a political issue. In 1974,
the legislature repealed it, although not without a battle with the
veterans. The American Legion lobbyist who had worked for passage of the oath concluded that the legislature had originally complied "with any request of World War II veterans" in the euphoria
following Allied victory over Fascism, and the oath was repealed
"after this feeling had ended." A feeling that "you can't legislate
patriotism" prevailed later as war memories receded.^'^
The last vestige of McCarthyism in federal legislation appeared
in the National Defense Education Act of 1958. This program provided, among other things, for loans to college students who majored in math or science. It required students who received loans
to sign both a non-Communist affidavit and an oath of allegiance.
In 1962, Congress repealed the requirement for the affidavit but
17. South Dakota, Senate Journal (195^), p. 201; Hotise Journal (1955), p. 289.
18. Simix FalUi Daily Argus-Leader, 7 Feb. 1955.
19. Walter Travi.s to the Author, 7 .Jan. 1989. Travis was state adjutant of the
American Legion and lobbied for the oath. William Radigan, who is currently state
adjutant for tho VFW, helped write the oath in 1955 and lobbied against its repeal
in 1972. Telephone interview with William Radigan, 7 Jan. 1989.
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continued the oath. Howard Connors, dean of men at USD at the
time, reported no organized student opposition; undoubtedly,
most students needed money so badly they would sign almost
anything to get through college.^"
There were people in many academic institutions who wrongly
believed they were discriminated against for political beliefs. A
person on the support staff at USD who was terminated in 1969
confided to a professor that she believed sbe bad been a victim
of "guilt by association" because her father was a radical faculty
member wbo had fallen afoul of Senator McCarthy, and this situation, she feared, had affected her employment. Her immediate
supervisor, however, said he wanted ber fired because sbe failed
to follow instructions or report progress on her work assignments.
Richard L. Bowen, president at the time, recalled that she had
been discharged as an office troublemaker. Files in the university archives support the latter conclusion. No one could recall any
political issue being involved in this case.^'
Herbert Schell, in his USD Harrington Lecture in 1954, demonstrated that McCarthyism had its precedents and parallels. In the
Big Red Scare following World War I, the national government
had arrested and illegally deported radicals, universities had fired
professors for expressing liberal views, and states had required
teacber oaths, for example, that bound them not to express opinions that "conflicted with loyalty to American ideals." In the Second Big Red Scare following World War II, higher education again
faced challenges to academic freedom, especially on the Great
Plains where the political atmosphere was particularly conservative. It can be dangerous. Schell pointed out, when a nation allows
any one group to determine its ideals, to teach what is subversive to its society. Totalitarian regimes do this. In this respect,
McCarthyism posed as great a threat to the nation as Communism
did because both discouraged criticism and rewarded conformity.
The effect of McCartbyism at USD could have been mucb worse,
as it was at some universities, for no one at the University of South
Dakota was told what to teach (as far as I cau determine). Two
librarians who were on the staff during the McCarthy era reported
they could not recall an instance when materials were withdrawn
from library shelves because of tbeir political content. The dean
20. U.S., Statutes at Large, vol. 72, pp. 1580-1605 (oath at p. 1602), and vol.
76, pp. 1069-70; telephone interview with Howard Connors, 16 Dec. 1988.
21. Herbert T. Hoover to the Author, 16 Dec. 1988; telephone inter\'iew with
Uoyd Moses, 3 Jan. 1989; Richard L. Bowen to the Author, 29 Dec. 1988.
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of the Medical School demanded proof, not second-hand hearsay,
before he would discharge anyone. But, of course, the fear that
McCarthyism engendered undoubtedly made teachers more conscious of the content of their political statements and more
cautious in their utterances. The damage in this respect is immeasurable. It was the spirit of anti-Communism that was so demoralizing to free inquiry and the search for truth. The period of political
hysteria during the McCarthy era demonstrates what can happen
when academic freedom is left undefended.^^
22. Herbert S. Schell, "The Professor under Fire: 1954 Version." in The First
Scx)re: The Harrington Lectures, 1953-1972 (Vermillion: University of South Dakota,
1974), pp. 11-18.
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