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George Clooney and Grant Heslov’s 2005 film, entitled Good Night, and Good Luck, portrays the 

controversial 1954 conflict between seasoned CBS broadcast journalist Edward R. Murrow and the Junior 

U.S. Senator of Wisconsin Joseph McCarthy. Senator McCarthy’s mission to stop the spread of 

Communism in the United States is highly destructive and based on hearsay rather than fact because (as 

noted by various other governmental figures, and brave journalists portrayed in the film) McCarthy does not 

provide sufficient evidence to support his accusations, and thus has effectively destroyed the livelihoods 

and reputations of many honest American citizens. This highly publicized contest between Murrow and 

McCarthy was sparked by McCarthy’s accusation that an American Air Force soldier was a Communist 

because he was reading a Communist newspaper. Murrow’s position in challenging Senator McCarthy was 

that one should always provide evidence when producing accusations, and that such matters should be 

handled in the most respectful and responsible manner possible---especially when being handled in the 

public eye.  

The film portrays Ed Murrow’s challenge eventually resulting in the overall decline of McCarthy’s 

political career and credibility. This conflict (both in the film and in the reality upon which it is based) has 

challenged people to consider the role the media play in our lives--- particularly concerning its influence on 

our way of thinking. An example of this is how the result of McCarthy’s accusation resulted in the soldier’s 

discharge from the U.S. Air Force (although he was eventually retained as a soldier). Murrow’s own words 

describe the power of influence through media: 

“We are currently wealthy, fat, comfortable and complacent. We have currently a built-in 

allergy to unpleasant, or disturbing, information. Our mass media reflect this. But unless 

we get up off our fat surpluses and recognize that television in the main is being used to 

distract, delude, amuse and insulate us, then television and those who finance it, those 

who look at it, and those who work at it, may see a totally different picture too late.” 

(Clooney) 
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In the third edition of Media Literacy: Keys to Interpreting Media Messages (2008) Art Silverblatt 

holds that “Media literacy promotes the critical thinking skills that enable people to make independent 

choices with regard to: 1) which media programming to select and 2) how to interpret the information that 

they receive through the channels of mass communication (Silverblatt).” In the film, Good Night and Good 

Luck, Ed Murrow seeks to improve the way Americans understand and consume information they receive 

through the mass media so that they do not “buy in” to the assertions of a communicator because of the 

person’s stature, or influence, in society.  

In this highly publicized fiasco between McCarthy and Murrow, one might imply that McCarthy 

considers Communism (and it’s “sympathizers” amongst whom he includes Murrow) to be rebels against 

Americana, or “materials concerning or characteristic of America, its civilization, or its culture” (Merriam-Webster, 

Incorporated). Moreover, in the film (and in the history upon which the film is based), McCarthy represents 

mass theory’s “golden age” and Murrow represents the  rebels who want to destroy the society’s identity. 

Interestingly, the authors share that each generation experiences an identity conflict which forces people to 

evaluate who they are as individuals (and as a nation) and where they are “going” as the result (Davis 27). 

To elaborate, McCarthy believed that his efforts to root-out and destroy all traces of Communism from the 

United States was his way of preserving, and (essentially) re-establishing that American “golden age” which 

had defined and secured us as a nation. And seemingly, when he realized that his influence could supplant 

the need to provide sufficient evidence to support his accusations regarding individuals and groups as they 

relate to Communism, McCarthy embarked on a public rampage of destructive hearsay-based campaigns 

to destroy the presence and influence of Communism which devastated the lives of many people. 

McCarthy’s strategy was simply to persuade the American public to support his anti-Communist 

cause. Silverblatt holds that “Persuasion is a function in which the communicator’s objective is to promote a 

particular idea or motivate the audience to specific behavior or attitude change. The ultimate purpose of 

persuasion is control. (Media Literacy: Keys to Interpreting Media Messages 32)”. And as the film (and this 

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/america
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point in American history) illustrates, Senator McCarthy, through his fear-based campaigns managed to 

gain much control over the American public and media because was able to control (through persuasion) 

what the public believed and what the media reported about Communism and its supporters. One might 

imply that Ed Murrow’s stance in this fiasco agrees with that of Baran and Davis in their definition of mass 

theory as “…an inherently contradictory theory rooted in nostalgia for a “golden age” of rural community life 

that never existed and it anticipates a nightmare future where we all lose our individuality and 

become servants to the machines (Davis 27; emphasis added).” Silverblatt also explains that persuasion 

is a latent function or an instance “…in which the media communicator’s intentions are not immediately 

obvious to the audience… [and] it eventually becomes clear that the other person is not really interested in 

your opinions but instead is intent on converting you to a particular point of view (Media Literacy: Keys to 

Interpreting Media Messages 34)”. As illustrated in the film, McCarthy’s actions epitomized this latent 

function which resulted in the destruction of many people’s reputations and careers. 

In McCarthy’s mind, Murrow (the rebel) wanted to destroy traditional values and promote the 

destruction of the American way of life. The issue is not that Murrow ever said that McCarthy was wrong for 

trying to dispel the influence of Communism in the United States, but that McCarthy was upset that Murrow 

publically challenged him to provide sufficient evidence to support his highly controversial claims. It seems 

that McCarthy perceived Murrow’s challenge as an attack on his anti-Communism efforts, and ultimately, 

as an attack on the welfare of Americana. As the result, McCarthy also accused Murrow of being a 

Communist. Murrow’s position was that people should take the responsibility to support their claims--- 

especially when making serious allegations through the mass media. Moreover, the film implies that 

McCarthy could not provide sufficient evidence for the allegations he held against many other individuals 

and groups.  

In this regard, and because he took it upon himself to launch an information campaign in response 

to which he is also trying to incite the public’s action, one might imply that the Senator began to play the 
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role of a journalist. To this, one might imply that Murrow was holding McCarthy to a Code of Ethic as 

declared by the Society of Professional Journalists: 

“The public’s right to know of event of public importance and interest is the overriding 

mission of the mass media. The purpose of distributing news and enlightened opinion is to 

serve the general welfare. Journalists who use their professional status as representatives 

of the public for selfish or other unworthy motives violate a high trust (The Society of 

Professional Journalists).” 

In addition, the overall set of values to which one might suggest Murrow held McCarthy (as one who 

distributes information to a mass audience) are (1)Seek truth and report it, minimize harm, act 

independently, and be accountable (The Society of Professional Journalists). 

 After learning about this tantamount media fiasco, one may have expected the journalist (or, 

media) to be the party which tried to manipulate America’s perspective on Communism because it is 

generally media personalities which use persuasion (among other latent functions) to encourage a desired 

action, or attitude. Nevertheless, in this film, and the history on which it is based, we find that the Senator 

(whose work is to ensure the welfare of the American people through honesty and integrity) is the party 

who takes advantage of his position and influence for what one might imply are a selfish political agenda. 

Furthermore, it is understandable how people who watch this film (or learn about this pivotal story 

in American history) relate it to the latest Bush Administration’s claims that Iraq possessed weapons of 

mass destruction, and thus was the key target to destroy in order to dismantle the terrorist group which 

attacked the United States on September 11th, 2001. Just as Communism and its ideologies generated fear 

amongst the American public in the 1950s and 1960s, the attacks of 9-11 created mass hysteria--- a 

perfect opportunity for an ambitious political leader to promote a desired agenda. Moreover, as McCarthy 

did not provide sufficient proof to support his claims, the Bush Administration did not provide any proof that 

Sadaam Hussein (then-Iraqi dictator) possessed any weapons of mass destruction, nor did the Bush 
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Administration prove that the former Iraqi dictator had any association with the terrorist acts of September 

11th, 2001.  

Like McCarthy, the Bush Administration vehemently attacked its target in the public eye. 

Interestingly, one might recall a particular word which seemed to supersaturate the Bush Administration’s 

language regarding the subject: “Terrorist”. In addition, if it was not this particular word, it was “terrorism”. 

These words seemed to create a cloud over the American public even to the degree that Americans 

seemed to grow suspicious of their friends and neighbors of Middle Eastern descent--- a people group 

which has experienced increased attacks and undue scrutiny as the result (Carty). And similar to the fate of 

Senator McCarthy, the American public eventually developed a deep distrust and distaste of the Bush 

Administration. 

 In conclusion, Good Luck and Good Night chronicles a historical conflict which centers on what a 

people group considers to be the responsible usage of the mass media, and how that responsible usage 

should happen. This film (as the textbook) concludes that “fearful” journalism can have destructive effects 

on all who are involved. The film provides an excellent example of the powerful role media play in its 

consumers’ lives, and illustrates succinctly, through the person of Ed Murrow, Art Silverblatt’s concept of 

media literacy. The power of charismatic people on a public, the accessibility and immediacy of information 

through diverse media and the climate of a nation all play major roles in what influence people to support, 

or oppose, a subject and therefore, can be beneficial or detrimental to that people and how they perceive 

reality. Those who use and control media should do so responsibly always considering that their powerful 

and influential positions can ultimately enable them to control, and possibly destroy, entire people groups 

and nations. 
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