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selected by her husband, Alabama Governor Bibb Graves, to
fill a vacancy in 1937.° By the Cold War era, there were
more female Congressional members, but many had gone
through the same processes as their predecessors to earn their
seats.”* Through the examination of gender and political in-
tersection in a burgeoning Cold War society, it becomes clear
that Margaret Chase Smith’s unique position as a woman in
politics increased the significance of her remarks on June 1,
1950.

The Lady from Maine

Margaret Chase Smith once joked that as her hus-
band’s secretary in Congress, she was the product of nepo-
tism.”* However, throughout her life, she was widely known
as an intrepid crusader and hard worker, and someone who
was respected on the merits of her ideas and the fierceness of
her convictions. She was born on December 14, 1897, in her
native Skowhegan, Maine. From the age of thirteen, Smith
worked odd jobs, including a stint as a telephone operator in
Skowhegan, where she met her future husband, Clyde
Smith.*® Clyde, a local politician in Skowhegan, gave her a

* “Women Senators,” United States Senate, https://www.cop.sen-
ate.gov/senators/ListofWomenSenators.htm.

** More women would run in subsequent years for national seats,
but until the mid-1960s, this demographic was almost exclusively
limited to white women. When women of color did run and hold
national office, they were still disproportionately underrepresented
and disenfranchised as a whole.

** Frank Graham, Jr., Margaret Chase Smith: Woman of Courage,
(New York: The John Day Company, Inc., 1964), 28.

*® Clyde, divorced, rumored womanizer, and twenty-one years Mar-
garet’s senior, would call in every night at a quarter to eight to in-
quire about the time. It was through these interactions that the two
got to know one another, Patricia Ward Wallace, Politics of Con-
science: A biography of Margaret Chase Smith (Westport: Praeger
Publishers, 1995), 10.
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The “Declaration of Conscience” was structured in
such a way that grounded Smith’s argument in her unique
position as a Republican, woman, Senator, and American.
The confluence of identities informed the speech as she is-
sued a strong rebuke against sensationalism, smear, and inci-
vility. As a Republican, Smith hoped to see her party over-
take the Democratic majority, but not if it “embrac[ed] a
philosophy that lack[ed] political integrity [and] intellectual
honesty,” a philosophy that Smith reasonably meant as one
similar to McCarthy’s tactics. ** In one short mention of her
gender, Smith wondered aloud how women—specifically
“mothers, wives, sisters and daughters”—felt about “the way
in which members of their families have been politically
mangled in Senate debate.”™*® As a Senator, Smith disap-
proved of “the way in which the Senate ha[d] been made a
publicity platform for irresponsible sensationalism.”™’ Smith
hoped, as an American, to see the “nation recapture the
strength and unity it once had when [it] fought the enemy in-
stead of [itself].”** Margaret Chase Smith used each identity
to call attention to what she perceived as problems in and out
of the chamber and to advocate a more civil path forward.

The speech began by calling McCarthy’s actions in-
dicative of a larger *“...national condition. A national feeling
of fear and frustration that could result in national suicide
and the end of everything that we Americans hold dear.”*
These opening words highlighted the severity of McCarthy’s
rhetoric, placing it in the broader context of American Cold
War hysteria. Smith then narrowed in on Senate actions, im-
ploring all members to “do some real soul searching and
weigh [their] consciences™ about the ways in which they
might be “using or abusing [their] individual powers and

5 Smith, Declaration of Conscience, 15.
6 Ibid., 16.

47 Ibid.

¥ Ibid., 17.

4 Ibid., 12-13.
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perpetuate his harmful anti-Communist rhetoric largely un-
checked.

Legacies: Margaret Chase Smith, the “Declaration of
Conscience,” and the Cold War

The “Declaration of Conscience” catapulted Marga-
ret Chase Smith’s name into celebrity. It made an adversary
out of Joseph McCarthy. It is listed as one of the top one-
hundred American speeches of the 20th century.'” Yet the
speech and its contents failed to make a lasting impact on
Red Scare discourse. Some, like Smith biographer Patricia
Ward Wallace, credit the outbreak of the Korean War in late
June 1950 with giving McCarthy an advantage over his crit-
ics as the conflict validated his crusade against com-
munism.'” The fear already instilled in the American people
continued unchecked by rational thinking and sensible legis-
lation. The “Declaration of Conscience” receded into
memory as a relic of judicious consideration.

Yet, fear is only one component of the speech’s fail-
ure to impact the broader conversation; gender is inextricably
tied to its fate as well. Financier Bernard Baruch was quoted
the day after the speech as saying, “If a man had made the
Declaration of Conscience, he would be the next President of
the United States.”'”” Since Smith made the speech, critics

sevelt: Domestic Affairs," Miller Center at the University of Vir-
ginia, July 24, 2018, https://millercenter.org/president/fdroose-
velt/domestic-affairs.

' The list was compiled by researchers at the University of Wis-
consin-Madison and Texas A&M University, reflecting the opin-
ions of 137 leading scholars of the American public address. The
speech itselfis listed at #41, “Top 100 American speeches of the
20th century,” University of Wisconsin, https://news.wisc.edu/ar-
chive/misc/speeches/.

192 Wallace, Politics of Conscience, 110.

195 Smith, Declaration of Conscience, 1.
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discredited her according to prevailing gender perceptions.
Even supporters could not help but emphasize her gender. In
an era when to be a woman was to confine oneself to the do-
mestic sphere, Margaret Chase Smith, who looked at gender
as a component of politics but not its centerpiece, took a
stand against what she perceived as a problem that she could
help remedy. Not many other politicians could boast the
same commitment to their convictions, before or after
Smith’s time.

Margaret Chase Smith remained in the Senate for an-
other twenty-three years until Bill Hathaway defeated her in
1972, staying true to her principles and voting her conscience
until the end. In 1964, she ran for President of the United
States. Announcing her candidacy among female company at
the Women's National Press Club on January 28, Smith
noted that the odds were against her, including her gender.
Yet she saw those “reasons advanced against [her] running as
challenges.”'™ Harkening back to the summer of 1950, gen-
der played a role in her presidential candidacy, with some
calling her interest in military issues ** ‘Amazonian’ ™ and
wondering whether she would put ** *chintz in the oval office,
perfume in the cabinet room, [and] colored ribbons on con-
gressional bills.” ™" Nevertheless, Smith won over 26 per-
cent of the vote in Illinois against Senator Barry Goldwater
and held 27 votes at the Republican National Convention that
summer.'" Until the day she permanently retired from poli-
tics, Margaret Chase Smith challenged conventional while
simultaneously working within the system, and in the process
provided other women the opportunity to do the same in both
congressional and presidential bids.

1% Marjorie Hunter, “Margaret Chase Smith Seeks Presidency,”
New York Times, January 28, 1964, https://search-proquest-
com.libproxy. furman.edwdocview/1 15664591 2accountid=11012.
195 Sherman, No Place for a Woman, 187.

1% Ibid., 191, 198.
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