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About the book

In "The Playbook," James Shapiro, a distinguished Shakespeare scholar,

presents a compelling analysis of the intersection of theater and American

democracy during the 1930s. Central to his exploration is the Federal

Theatre Project (FTP), a groundbreaking initiative launched in 1935 that ran

until 1939. Aimed at providing employment for struggling artists during the

Great Depression, the FTP produced more than a thousand performances,

attracting an audience of thirty million, many of whom were experiencing

live theater for the first time.

Shapiro highlights the visionary leadership of Hallie Flanagan, who

spearheaded the project, fostering innovative productions that tackled

pressing social issues of the time, from public health crises to the alarming

rise of fascism. Within this vibrant artistic landscape, future legends like

Orson Welles and Arthur Miller emerged, helping to redefine the American

theater scene.

However, as the FTP flourished, it attracted fierce criticism. Labeled as

"un-American," the project faced mounting accusations that ultimately led to

its dismantling. Shapiro argues that this downfall not only marked a

significant cultural shift but also foreshadowed the era of McCarthyism—a

time when artistic expression was increasingly scrutinized for political

conformity.
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At its core, "The Playbook" underscores the vital role of the arts in a healthy

democracy. By showcasing how the FTP aimed to engage communities with

relevant social commentary while also providing a platform for creative

expression, Shapiro reveals a critical chapter in American cultural history.

He intricately connects the tactics used to undermine the FTP to broader

themes of political repression and the ongoing struggle for artistic freedom

in contemporary discourse.

Through gripping storytelling and thorough scholarship, Shapiro transforms

our understanding of this pivotal moment, illuminating its lasting

implications for the relationship between art, politics, and the public sphere

in America.
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About the author

James S. Shapiro, an eminent scholar of Shakespeare and the Early Modern

period, serves as the Larry Miller Professor of English and Comparative

Literature at Columbia University, a position he has held since 1985. His

extensive research and insight into Shakespeare’s works have positioned him

as a leading figure in the field, earning him prestigious fellowships from

esteemed organizations like the National Endowment for the Humanities, the

Guggenheim Foundation, and the New York Public Library’s Cullman

Center for Scholars and Writers. In 2011, his significant contributions were

recognized when he was inducted into the American Academy of Arts and

Sciences. Beyond academia, Shapiro actively contributes to the arts as a

Shakespeare Scholar in Residence at the Public Theater in New York City,

where he fosters a deeper understanding of Shakespeare's relevance in

contemporary theater.

In the chapters of his work, Shapiro explores the intricate tapestry of

Shakespeare's life and the cultural, political, and social contexts that

informed his plays. He delves into the historical backdrop of the Elizabethan

and Jacobean eras, highlighting the religious tensions, the rise of the English

language, and the burgeoning of theater as an essential form of public

expression. Through analytical examination, Shapiro reveals how

Shakespeare's experiences and the events of his time, such as the plague and

the political upheavals surrounding the monarchy, influenced his writing.
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Throughout these chapters, readers are introduced to a range of new

characters from Shakespeare’s life—friends, rivals, and patrons—who

played pivotal roles in shaping his career. These figures include actors,

fellow playwrights, and members of the royal court, each contributing to the

dynamics of the theatrical world in which Shakespeare thrived. Shapiro’s

synthesis of biographical narratives and contextual analysis provides a

coherent understanding of how Shakespeare's works mirrored the

complexity of his society.

Overall, Shapiro's exploration not only enhances the reader’s comprehension

of Shakespeare’s literary legacy but also invites a deeper appreciation of the

enduring impact of his writings on modern theater and literature. By

interweaving scholarly insights with historical context, Shapiro crafts a

meaningful discourse that speaks to both Shakespeare enthusiasts and

newcomers alike, making his work a valuable resource for understanding the

Bard's genius.
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Chapter 1 Summary: Is Marlowe a Communist?

Chapter One: Is Marlowe a Communist?

The chapter opens with a description of the pivotal Congressional hearing

that took place on December 6, 1938, led by the House Un-American

Activities Committee, commonly referred to as the Dies Committee, named

after its chairman, Martin Dies. This committee was tasked with

investigating alleged communist and subversive activities linked to various

public programs, notably the Federal Theatre Project (FTP), which was

created to provide employment to artists during the Great Depression.

The FTP had come under scrutiny for purportedly promoting communist

ideologies through its theatrical productions, leading to an environment rife

with tension during the hearing. Committee members were eager to probe

into the FTP’s influence on American culture, setting the stage for intense

back-and-forth discussions with the witnesses.

Among these witnesses was Hallie Flanagan, the director of the FTP, whose

upcoming testimony was highly anticipated given the committee’s previous

sessions, featuring testimonies that criticized the FTP without allowing its

representatives to defend themselves. Flanagan stepped up with the intention

to articulate the cultural and educational value of the FTP, arguing that its
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productions were designed to engage audiences with significant social issues

rather than to incite class conflict.

Tensions escalated as Flanagan faced aggressive interrogation and

interruptions from the committee members. Chairman Dies made attempts to

pressure her into recognizing that some plays may contain leftist themes,

which the committee sought to portray as synonymous with communist

propaganda. Despite the hostile environment, Flanagan adeptly countered

these accusations, emphasizing the FTP's role in fostering awareness and

dialogue about pressing societal matters.

A particularly memorable incident arose during the hearing when committee

member Starnes, in his frustration to find evidence of Flanagan’s supposed

communism, inadvertently brought up the name of the Elizabethan

playwright Christopher Marlowe, sparking laughter in the hearing room.

This moment highlighted the absurd nature of the allegations being thrust

upon Flanagan and served to underscore the surreal atmosphere of the

investigation.

As the hearing drew to a close, Flanagan’s defense resonated with those who

understood the importance of theater as a platform for societal reflection and

dialogue. However, she felt the committee's biases heavily weighing against

her, and, in a disheartening turn, she was cut off before she could fully

articulate her arguments. The hearing concluded without her written
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statement being incorporated into the Congressional Record, revealing the

committee's intention to dominate the narrative surrounding the FTP and its

alleged communist ties, ultimately shaping public perception rather than

fostering a fair examination of the facts.
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Chapter 2 Summary: The Creation of the Federal
Theatre

Chapter Two: The Creation of the Federal Theatre

Theatre's Significance in America

Before the dominance of Hollywood, theater held a vital place in American

society, even in smaller towns like Lincoln, Nebraska. Notable authors such

as Willa Cather, who began her career as a theater reviewer, shed light on

the rich theater culture of the time. In the 1890s, Lincoln's stage was

bustling, defying economic hardships with numerous performances that

engaged a diverse audience, showcasing theater's role as a communal space.

Playgoing as a National Pastime

Playgoing became a cherished national pastime, encapsulated in annual

guides that detailed the thriving theater scene across the country. Cather

underscored theater's significance for community cohesion, as it fostered

social interactions among various social classes and immigrant groups. This

cultural cornerstone illustrated the vibrant exchange of ideas and

camaraderie that only live performances could bring.
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The Decline of Live Theatre

However, by the 1920s, live theater faced a drastic decline due to changing

economic conditions, escalating competition from the burgeoning film

industry, and waning public support. As audiences flocked to cinema, theater

attendance plummeted, leaving numerous actors without work amid the

financial turmoil of the Great Depression.

Emergence of the Federal Theatre Project

In response to this crisis, the Federal Theatre Project was born, aimed at

providing employment for artists and reviving interest in live performances.

Spearheaded by Harry Hopkins, the initiative represented a new kind of

work relief, prioritizing artistic engagement over traditional welfare

measures.

Hallie Flanagan's Role and Vision

Central to the Federal Theatre's establishment was Hallie Flanagan, an

influential figure with a strong foundation in both theater and education. Her

vision was to create a national theater reflective of the American experience,

showcasing local talent and addressing pressing societal issues through

performance.
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Challenges and Implementation of the Federal Theatre

Flanagan encountered substantial challenges, including staffing difficulties,

regional representation, and securing sufficient funding. Though initially

met with setbacks and a slow rollout, she successfully opened offices and

cultivated audiences in various cities. Nonetheless, the complexities of

managing a federally funded initiative, alongside bureaucratic red tape,

created significant hurdles.

Innovative Productions and Censorship Issues

The Federal Theatre Project was characterized by its innovative spirit,

introducing formats like the "Living Newspaper," which focused on

contemporary social issues. However, this creativity was often stifled by

censorship and political pressures from government entities, highlighting the

ongoing struggle between artistic expression and governmental oversight.

Conclusion and Impact

Early productions faced challenges in carving out a unique identity, resulting

in mixed reviews and criticism. Despite these tribulations, the Federal

Theatre ignited vital discussions regarding theater's role in society and

grappled with the intricate balance of art, politics, and public support during

a tumultuous historical moment. This invocation of dialogue marked a

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


significant chapter in the evolution of American theater, laying the

groundwork for future artistic endeavors.
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Chapter 3 Summary: Macbeth: The First Hit

Chapter Three Summary: Macbeth: The First Hit

Introduction to Voodoo Macbeth  

This chapter opens with the historic premiere of "Macbeth" at the Lafayette

Theatre on April 14, 1936. This groundbreaking production featured an

all-Black cast and reimagined Shakespeare’s tale within a Haitian context

infused with voodoo elements, earning it the moniker "Voodoo Macbeth."

The play became a sensational hit, drawing nearly 120,000 attendees over

six months, and it represented a significant triumph for the Federal Theatre,

which had faced numerous challenges in its early days.

Contributions and Controversies  

Directed by the visionary Orson Welles and produced by John Houseman,

"Voodoo Macbeth" became a focal point of both admiration and controversy.

One notable incident involved theater critic Percy Hammond, whose

scathing review preceded his untimely death from pneumonia, which

sparked wild rumors of a voodoo curse. This anecdote, though exaggerated,

cast a long shadow over the play’s reception and highlighted the sometimes

superstitious narratives that surrounded ambitious artistic endeavors.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Historical and Cultural Context  

The chapter contextualizes the production within the broader landscape of

racial discrimination on Broadway, where Black actors faced systemic

barriers and exploitation, particularly during the Great Depression. The

Lafayette Theatre emerged as a beacon for Black talent, engaging with

influential figures in the Black theater scene, such as Rose McClendon, who

was initially appointed to lead the Negro Unit. Despite her illustrious status

as the "First Lady of the Negro Stage," McClendon’s declining health

necessitated a transfer of leadership to Houseman, who then selected the

inexperienced Welles to direct the ambitious adaptation.

The Production's Challenges and Unique Aspects  

"Voodoo Macbeth" encountered numerous obstacles, including skepticism

from the Harlem community regarding issues of representation. However,

the unique Haitian backdrop provided fertile ground for a creative

exploration of the Macbeth narrative, with Welles prioritizing visual

spectacle over deep character reflection. This choice elicited diverse

reactions and raised questions about the integrity of the adaptation.

Community Reception and Aftermath  
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Upon its opening, the production received enthusiastic support from the

community, transforming its debut into a cultural celebration that resonated

deeply within Harlem. This event was not merely entertainment; it marked a

pivotal moment in the cultural landscape, prompting discussions about the

complexities of Black representation in Shakespearean roles.

Critical Response and Racial Dynamics  

As the chapter progresses, it scrutinizes the mixed critical responses,

particularly from Black reviewers, who were divided in their reactions: some

praised the production as a significant advance for representation, while

others critiqued it for failing to authentically portray the Black experience.

Simultaneously, many white critics' condescending remarks underscored the

racial biases present within the theater community.

Legacy and Conclusion  

Ultimately, the chapter reflects on the enduring influence of "Voodoo

Macbeth." Following its successful run, the production embarked on a

national tour, challenging racial boundaries within the arts. However, despite

this momentous achievement, the chapter concludes by acknowledging that

the success of the production did not alleviate the ongoing struggles faced by

Black actors, who continued to encounter significant barriers in securing

roles in theater and film after the disbandment of the Federal Theatre.
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Chapter 4: It Can’t Happen Here: Going National

### Chapter Four: It Can’t Happen Here: Going National

Background and Initial Response

In September 1935, prior to the publication of Sinclair Lewis's provocative

novel, MGM acquired the film rights for what would be a critical

examination of American society under the threat of fascism. The adaptation

was entrusted to Sidney Howard, a noted playwright, whose screenplay

illustrated the chilling prospects of a fascist regime taking hold in the United

States. The script drew sharp parallels to the atrocities seen in Nazi

Germany, capturing the attention of critics who hailed it as a forceful

critique of totalitarianism. As star actors were cast, excitement mounted for

what was anticipated to be a significant cinematic release.

Sinclair Lewis's Influence

Lewis’s inspiration for "It Can’t Happen Here" stemmed from the political

climate and discussions he had with his wife, journalist Dorothy Thompson.

They explored the ascent of fascist leaders in America, such as Huey Long, a

Louisiana senator known for his populist and authoritarian tactics, and

Father Charles Coughlin, a controversial priest who used radio broadcasts to
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spread anti-Semitic views. Critics raised eyebrows at the flatness of some of

his characters, yet Lewis effectively captured the prevailing anxieties of the

American populace, transforming these dialogues into a gripping narrative

that found resonance with its readers.

Plot Overview

The story unfolds in the fictional town of Fort Beulah, where Doremus

Jessup, an editor, faces a new reality as Senator Windrip rises to power,

echoing the traits of notorious fascist figures. Windrip's regime promotes

violent oppression and targets minorities, sparking radical changes in

Jessup's life. The narrative escalates into scenes of defiance and desperation,

as Jessup's stand against tyranny leads to his imprisonment in a

concentration camp—an emblematic representation of resistance against

encroaching totalitarianism.

Censorship Challenges

Despite the initial enthusiasm from MGM, the political undertones of

Howard's adaptation drew scrutiny from the Hays Office, the industry’s

regulatory body established to enforce moral standards in film. Concerns

over censorship and potential backlash from real-life fascist regimes led to

significant revisions, culminating in the film's cancellation in February 1936.

This decision faced opposition from various sectors of society, including

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Jewish leaders who advocated for the stories that mirrored their real

struggles.

Federal Theatre Initiative

In the wake of Hollywood's failure to adapt Lewis's work, the Federal

Theatre Initiative stepped in, aiming to create a non-partisan theatrical

version of the novel that would resonate on a national scale. Lewis agreed to

collaborate, recognizing the project's potential to counter Hollywood's

dominance and stressing the urgency of addressing rising totalitarian threats

through the medium of theater.

Production Developments

As the Federal Theatre began production, they encountered challenges in

translating Lewis's expansive narrative into a cohesive stage adaptation

within a tight timeline. With an impending opening night set for October 27,

1936, the team scrambled to finalize revisions and ensure that the political

themes remained intact, albeit tempered for safety and broader acceptance.

Opening Night and Reception

The opening night was well-received, drawing enthusiastic applause that

echoed across various cities, signaling a resurgence of interest in theater that
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engaged with pressing political issues. While critics delivered mixed

reviews, they acknowledged the play’s importance in fostering public

discourse around critical themes of democracy and freedom.

Audience Impact and Legacy

The success of "It Can’t Happen Here" highlighted its ability to attract a

diverse and engaged audience, rekindling interest in plays that confront

contemporary societal challenges. The Federal Theatre's initiative served as

a testament to a broader movement dedicated to preserving democratic ideals

and encouraging political dialogue through free expression in theater,

underscoring the essential role of the arts in safeguarding democracy against

authoritarian encroachment.
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Chapter 5 Summary: How Long, Brethren?: Radical
Dance

Chapter Five: How Long, Brethren? - Summary

Chapter Five delves into the fusion of radical dance and the socio-political

landscape of late 1930s America, centering on the Federal Theatre Project

and its efforts to showcase African American experiences through modern

dance and music. 

Political Context

In August 1938, Hazel Huffman’s testimony against the Federal Theatre

Project highlighted the controversies surrounding its productions. She

referenced Hallie Flanagan, the project’s director, who championed plays

like *How Long, Brethren?* and *Professor Mamlock* as powerful

commentaries on racial intolerance and democracy. Flanagan’s defense drew

parallels between Jewish persecution and the African American struggle,

illuminating the political urgency behind these artistic expressions.

Evolution of African American Music

The chapter notes a significant transformation in African American music
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during the 1930s, transitioning from traditional spirituals to protest songs.

This shift reflected a growing cultural resistance and was captured by

musicologist Lawrence Gellert, who collected these songs and helped

elevate their status as cornerstones of the leftist protest movement,

empowering marginalized voices through performance.

Tamiris: A Radical Dance Pioneer

Helen Tamiris emerged as a pivotal figure in modern dance, influenced by

her own experiences as a Jewish immigrant. She sought to convey the

struggles of Black Americans through her choreography, merging her

expressive dance style with African American spirituals and protest music.

Her works emphasized themes of oppression and resilience, positioning her

art as a conscious response to societal injustices.

Collaboration and Artistic Vision

The Federal Theatre Project fostered collaboration among diverse artists,

including Gellert and Tamiris, who aimed to create a dance theatre that

addressed pressing social issues. The establishment of the Federal Dance

Theatre represented a concerted effort to amalgamate various dance styles

within a politically engaged framework, pushing the boundaries of artistic

expression.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Reception and Controversy

*How Long, Brethren?* emerged as a groundbreaking exploration of social

issues, receiving significant public acclaim and resonating deeply with

audiences. However, it sparked debate among critics. Some commended the

production as a profound political statement, while others raised concerns

about the appropriateness of White dancers embodying Black experiences,

igniting discussions around representation and authenticity.

Legacy and Aftermath

With the eventual dissolution of the Federal Theatre, Tamiris faced

challenges securing work due to her association with leftist ideals. Although

celebrated for her contributions to modern dance, her legacy became mired

in accusations of cultural appropriation, mirroring broader societal tensions

surrounding race and identity.

Conclusion

This chapter underscores the profound impact of art as a catalyst for social

change, as well as the complexities surrounding racial representation.

Tamiris’ work illuminates the intricate interplay of race, politics, and artistic

expression during a critical period in American cultural history, emphasizing

the ongoing relevance of these themes in contemporary discourse.
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Chapter 6 Summary: One Third of a Nation: Riling
Congress

### Chapter Six: One Third of a Nation: Riling Congress

#### Introduction to the Federal Theatre's Challenges

In the aftermath of the successful production of *Power*, Hallie Flanagan

faced substantial challenges in managing the Federal Theatre. The initial

radical political edge of productions began to wane, particularly after

controversies surrounding the play *Injunction Granted*, which led to a

reassessment of the theatre's direction.

#### The Political Context

Flanagan was under increasing pressure as the Works Progress

Administration (WPA) slashed funding for the arts, particularly in response

to the politically charged works being produced. Joseph Losey, known for

his avant-garde approach, found himself scrutinized, prompting Flanagan to

steer productions like *Power* in a way that aligned more closely with

Democratic Party objectives, especially concerning the pressing issue of

housing championed by President Franklin D. Roosevelt.

#### Housing Crisis in America

Amidst the growing housing crisis, Roosevelt highlighted the dire living
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conditions faced by many Americans, underscoring the necessity for

legislative action. Congressional debates became increasingly complex, as

some lawmakers resisted government intervention to resolve these pressing

housing issues.

#### Development of One Third of a Nation

In response to the housing crisis, *One Third of a Nation* was developed as

a groundbreaking effort to innovate the Living Newspaper format, which

dramatizes contemporary social issues through journalism-inspired

storytelling. The play's title and overarching themes shifted to focus

explicitly on the urgent housing issues plaguing the nation.

#### Production and Reception

The premiere of *One Third of a Nation* was marked by its striking realism

and engaging narrative, which addressed New York’s housing struggles in a

compelling way. The production garnered significant audience interest and

critical acclaim, resulting in its replication in theatres across the country.

#### Impact of Controversy on the Federal Theatre

The success of the play did not come without challenges; it drew opposition

from the Senate, particularly from Senator Josiah Bailey, who objected to

the portrayal of congressional debates within the play. In a misguided

attempt to critique it, Bailey read selections from the play on the Senate

floor, unintentionally illuminating the tensions between the Federal Theatre's
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objectives and the reservations of Congress.

#### Legacy and Critique

While *One Third of a Nation* achieved acclaim, it also faced criticism

from intellectuals like Mary McCarthy, who argued that its alignment with

New Deal policies limited its artistic potential. This sparked a larger

discussion about the delicate balance between federal support for the arts

and the need for artistic freedom, especially concerning significant topics

like government involvement in public housing.

#### Film Adaptation and Transformation

The adaptation of *One Third of a Nation* into a film stripped away much

of its critical political commentary, reflecting the influence of funding

sources on creative expression. Consequently, the film ultimately

underperformed commercially, highlighting the essential need for unfiltered

portrayals of societal concerns rather than sanitized narratives aiming for

private solutions.

#### Conclusion

The narrative of *One Third of a Nation* encapsulates the artistic struggle

during a politically charged time in America. It exposes ongoing concerns

about housing, ownership, and the intricate relationship between government

intervention and artistic expression, reflecting the broader societal dilemmas

of the era.
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Chapter 7 Summary: Liberty Deferred: Confronting
Racism

### Chapter Seven Summary: Liberty Deferred: Confronting Racism

In Chapter Seven, the narrative delves into the complex interplay of art,

racism, and censorship within the Federal Theatre during a critical period in

American history. The chapter opens with the ambitious yet thwarted

attempts of the Federal Theatre to address racism through innovative

productions, particularly a Living Newspaper intended to expose racial

injustices. However, censorship issues stymied these efforts, notably

highlighted by Elmer Rice's resignation over the government’s unease

surrounding his play "The South." This work aimed boldly at shedding light

on the endemic racism in the Southern states, including brutal topics like

lynching and police violence against Black individuals.

After grappling with setbacks for over a year, the Federal Theatre received

approval for a new Living Newspaper titled "Stars and Bars," which sought

to critique Northern biases against Black Americans. However, similar fears

of political backlash ultimately prevented its production. In response,

playwrights Abram Hill and John Silvera, both deeply engaged with the

racial issues pervasive in America, crafted the play “Liberty Deferred.”

Originally titled "One-Tenth of a Nation," the play was renamed to reflect
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the ongoing denial of civil liberties faced by Black Americans.

"Liberty Deferred" featured striking scenes, such as the surreal

“Lynchotopia,” where lynching victims emotionally narrated their traumatic

experiences, encapsulating the horror and brutality of racism. Yet, despite its

poignant content, the play encountered substantial hurdles to production.

Emmet Lavery, who supervised its development, insisted upon incorporating

a narrative angle that showcased progress made by Black Americans,

believing the play needed a more optimistic outlook. This push for a positive

portrayal clashed with Hill and Silvera's vision, which was grounded in the

stark reality of Black oppression.

While the Black community's feedback celebrated the importance of the

play, production was still halted. Additionally, criticism from various Black

organizations underscored the urgent demand for greater representation of

Black artists within the Federal Theatre Project. Despite the initial approval

and discussions for production in different units, "Liberty Deferred" never

made it to the stage before the Federal Theatre Project's closure in 1939.

This failure not only represented the systemic challenges faced by Black

creatives but also highlighted the broader struggle for racial representation in

the arts.

In the aftermath of the Federal Theatre’s dissolution, Abram Hill sought to

establish the American Negro Theatre, while John Silvera transitioned to
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other careers. Despite its unproduced status, “Liberty Deferred” emerged as

a poignant symbol of the obstacles that Black playwrights confronted in their

quest for acknowledgment and the opportunity to stage their work within the

American theater landscape.
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Chapter 8: The Creation of the Dies Committee

Chapter 8: The Creation of the Dies Committee

In June 1938, Martin Dies, a congressman from Texas, emerged as a pivotal

player in the establishment of the House Un-American Activities Committee

(HUAC). Born in 1900 in Colorado City, Texas, Dies tailored his

background to resonate with his constituents, reflecting the political turmoil

of the time. Influenced by his father's nativist beliefs, which emphasized

white supremacy and anti-immigrant sentiments, Dies crafted a political

persona that capitalized on the anxieties of the Great Depression.

As he began his political career, Dies effectively connected with voters by

criticizing the injustices of capitalism and advocating for agricultural

recovery. His rhetoric occasionally mirrored Communist ideology; however,

he later pivoted toward more conservative positions, a reflection of shifting

political dynamics. Embracing anti-New Deal sentiments prevalent within

Congress, Dies adeptly positioned himself against political opponents,

employing a dual strategy of isolation and media mastery, utilizing both

traditional and emerging platforms like radio to bolster his influence.

Dies' ambition to lead a specialized committee investigating so-called

"un-American" activities culminated in the formation of HUAC. Initial
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proposals from his colleagues had been met with skepticism, but a

confluence of political pressure and a pervasive fear of foreign threats

allowed Dies to successfully advocate for the committee's establishment in

May 1938. The committee aimed to scrutinize individuals deemed

sympathetic to communism and Nazism, reflecting the anxieties of an

America on the brink of a global conflict.

As HUAC began its operations, Dies adeptly manipulated public perception,

framing the committee's work as a patriotic defense of American democracy.

This narrative served his personal and political ambitions, even as critics

raised alarms about the potential for harassment and civil liberties violations

stemming from the broad and ambiguous definitions of "un-American"

activities. This chapter of American history illustrated the growing

divisiveness in politics, encapsulated in the rise of a climate that would

eventually foster McCarthyism.

The creation of HUAC marked a significant shift in American politics,

ushering in a period of heightened scrutiny of dissenters and impacting civil

rights and liberties for generations. Dies' trajectory demonstrated a potent

mix of personal ambition and strategic political maneuvering, establishing a

precedent for investigative committees that would resonate throughout the

corridors of Congress for years to come.
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Chapter 9 Summary: The Dies Committee v. the Federal
Theatre

Chapter Nine Summary: The Dies Committee v. the Federal Theatre

Introduction

This chapter examines the decline of the Federal Theatre Project in the late

1930s, centering on the influential role played by Congressman Martin Dies

and his committee, which initiated investigations based on alleged

Communist influences within the theatre.

Key Players and Events

The chapter opens with *Hazel Huffman*, a key figure who testifies before

the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC). She claims that the

problems facing the Federal Theatre can be traced back to American Nazis

and the death of Congressman Randolph Perkins. *Martin Dies*, eager to

boost his political career, spearheads the investigations against the Federal

Theatre. His efforts are backed by other prominent figures such as *J.

Parnell Thomas* and investigators like *Stephen Birmingham*. However,

the investigation suffers from poor management and a lack of clear

objectives, as Dies's initial aim for fairness quickly wanes.
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Accusations Against the Federal Theatre

Accusations begin to surface from Thomas and Huffman, who allege that the

Federal Theatre is a disseminator of Communist propaganda, branding it as a

platform for leftist ideologies. Huffman's testimony, laden with claims of

Communist ties within various productions, is compelling yet fails to

provide solid evidence to substantiate the allegations.

Public and Media Response

As the hearings unfold, media dynamics shift dramatically. The press plays a

pivotal role in intensifying the sensational charges against the Federal

Theatre, aiding the burgeoning anti-Communist sentiment among the public.

This shift in sentiment reflects a broader transformation in the national

political landscape, aligning with the increasing paranoia of the era.

Tactics and Manipulations

Dies deftly manipulates media narratives, ensuring that even unfounded

allegations remain prominent. He prioritizes sensationalism over fairness,

often bypassing due process and curating selective testimonies that align

with his agenda. This strategy not only sustains public interest but also

secures ongoing budget requests for investigations.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/scWO9aOrzTb


Political Ramifications

The chapter notes that the midterm elections reflect a significant backlash

against President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal. The findings and

publicity generated by the Dies Committee contribute to the growing

anti-Roosevelt mindset among the electorate. Despite facing criticism, Dies

thrives in the attention, artfully framing the hearings to bolster his reputation

and further his personal political ambitions.

Conclusion

The collaboration between the Dies Committee and the media signifies a

profound shift in American political culture, where sensationalism begins to

overshadow factual integrity. This chapter encapsulates a pivotal moment

that foreshadows the rise of McCarthyism, illustrating a climate where

dissent and progressive ideals are increasingly depicted as dangerous and

un-American.
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Chapter Ten: The End of the Federal Theatre

In this chapter, the focus is on the decline of the Federal Theatre Project

(FTP), a vital cultural initiative established during the Great Depression to

provide employment for artists while making theater accessible to the public.

However, by the late 1930s, the FTP found itself embroiled in political

controversy and ideological conflict. Key figures in Congress, particularly

Martin Dies and Clifton A. Woodrum, led a campaign against the project,

accusing it of harboring Communist sympathies and mishandling federal

funds.

The chapter highlights the challenges faced by Hallie Flanagan, the FTP's

director, who faced mounting hostile scrutiny from conservative lawmakers.

Critics targeted the project not only for its left-leaning political stance but

also for its commitment to racial integration—a progressive feature that

resonated with audiences but incited backlash in a divided nation. Although

the FTP enjoyed considerable public and cultural backing, these political

pressures culminated in a congressional vote that effectively defunded the

project while allowing other initiatives under the Works Progress

Administration (WPA) to continue.
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In this tense climate, defenders of the FTP—comprising influential artists,

supporters, and even sympathetic senators—struggled to articulate the

project's value in the face of vehement opposition. Their efforts ultimately

proved futile, leading to President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s reluctant

sanctioning of the project's closure.

Flanagan's reflections on the FTP’s challenges underscore the broader

implications of its dissolution, signaling a retreat from progressive politics

and reduced cultural representation during a critical period in American

history. The chapter concludes on a poignant note, contemplating the legacy

of the Federal Theatre and the political apathy among progressives that

hindered its preservation, leaving a significant gap in the American cultural

landscape.
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