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ABSTRACT

ALL PLAY AND NO WORK: THE PROTESTANT WORK ETHIC AND THE COMIC
PLAYS OF THE FEDERAL THEATRE PROJECT

by

Paul Gagliardi

The University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 2015
Under the Supervision of Professor Jason Puskar

Given the massive unemployment of the era, the subject of work dominated the politics
and culture of the Great Depression. In particular, most government programs of the New
Deal sought to provide jobs or reinforce long-standing American views of working.
These aims were reflected by the Federal Theatre Project (FTP), which was charged with
providing jobs of unemployed theatre workers and uplifting the spirits of audiences. But
the FTP also strove to challenge its audiences by staging overtly political theatre. In this
context, many comic plays —which have long been ignored by scholars of the FTP —
actually challenged work norms of the 1930s. Backstage comedies, which focus on the
lives of theatre workers, show characters who argue for the stage — and by extension the
FTP — to be more concerned with providing entertainment than making political
statements. In hedonistic work comedies, the belief that work and pleasure could coexist
for the middle class is disputed, while hedonistic work is promoted for laborers of the
working class as a way to escape the rigors of work. In confidence artist plays, not only is
swindling show to be a form of work, but also that conning could serve as a model for

workers to escape the rigors of what Max Weber called the iron cage of capitalism.
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Introduction

In Freedom from Fear: the American People in Depression and War, the
historian David M. Kennedy offers perhaps the most succinct observation about
American culture during the Great Depression. Describing Harry Hopkins’ Civil Works
Administration, one of the first relief agencies of Franklin Roosevelt’s presidency,
Kennedy argues that the prevailing principle of the program could be summarized in one
word: “The operative word was work” (176). Indeed, Kennedy’s statement can be applied
to much of the politics, history, and culture of the 1930s. From roughly the time of the
1929 Stock Market Crash to the United States’ entry into the Second World War, work
themes touched nearly every aspect of American society. Culturally, American novelists
and filmmakers portrayed unemployment and the search for work in many texts, ranging
from novels like The Grapes of Wrath to films like Gold Diggers of 1933. Politically,
conservatives, communists, and centrists promoted the importance of work, and much of
what historians have labeled the New Deal focused on procuring employment for the
millions of unemployed workers. In programs like the Civilian Conservation Corps
(CCC) and the Works Progress Administration (WPA), the Roosevelt administration not
only provided jobs for American workers, but also sought to restore the sense of self-
worth in those workers by restoring their own work ethics.

Yet the intersection of work and government was not always clearly about the
restoration of traditional work norms. In 1937 and 1938, the Federal Theatre Project
(FTP), a government agency charged with providing work to unemployed actors by
producing plays across the country, staged the farce Help Yourself. One of the most

popular plays performed by the Depression-era agency, the play centers on an



unemployed man named Chris Stringer who decides to work at the bank of one of his
college friends. However, Stringer is not actually employed by the bank. Like a
confidence man who adopts a false persona, Stringer performs the role of a banker, even
writing up a false memo regarding a defunct brick factory project. By a coincidence,
Stringer’s memo leads to a meeting between his bank and a competing bank. While no
one can remember the specifics of the proposal, Stringer convinces the trustees of the
banks to move ahead with the project. In the play’s conclusion, the bank president
promotes Stringer to vice president of the bank—even though Stringer was never actually
employed there in the first place. While the banking industry was not overly popular
during the 1930s, the existence of Help Yourself presents a conundrum: why during a
decade when the average yearly unemployment rate was 17 percent and when so much of
the culture was fixated on work did the government stage a play featuring a con artist
who pretends to work? (Kennedy 166).

This dissertation seeks to answer five major questions about the comic work plays
produced by the FTP during the 1930s. First, why were plays like Help Yourself, Ah,
Wilderness!, and Mississippi Rainbow so popular with audiences? Second, why during
the Great Depression would the federal government produce comic plays that offer
complicated portrayals of work? Third, given the New Deal’s promotion of traditional
work values, what does it mean that so many plays undermined traditional work norms?
Finally, how did these plays fit into the goals of the FTP and how do they compare and
contrast with other scholarly readings of the plays and the agency?

I argue in this dissertation that the work comedies were some of the most dynamic

plays produced by the FTP. Given that the FTP promoted plays that challenged American



audiences and uplifted the spirits of displaced workers, the work comedies not only
reinvigorated their audiences, but also challenged the work norms in Depression-era
America. In the backstage comedies, the idea that theatrical labor was political in
nature—a view espoused by the head of the FTP, Hallie Flanagan—is contradicted by the
portrayals of theatrical work in commercially-minded plays like Room Service and A
Moral Entertainment. Hedonistic work comedies show the problematic nature of
pleasurable work for middle-class workers, but promote hedonistic work as a form of
agency for the working classes. And in confidence artist plays like Help Yourself,
swindling is presented as a form of work and as a way for laborers to escape the
repressive elements of work at the height of the Depression. This project also explores
texts that have been garnered little or no critical attention from scholars of the program.
By examining these plays, this dissertation also seeks to expand the scholarship on the

FTP and the larger critical history of the New Deal.

Historical Background

In considering how the comic work plays of the FTP challenged the work norms
of the 1930s, this dissertation illustrates how these plays intersect with three major
historical constructs: the Protestant work ethic around the time of the Great Depression,
the work of the New Deal, and the ideology of the FTP. In analyzing work during the
Great Depression, this project primarily utilizes the efforts of labor historians like Daniel
Rodgers and the sociologist Max Weber. In particular, this project examines the impact
that the variations of the Protestant work ethic had on labor during the early to mid-

twentieth century. Weber describes the Protestant work ethic as the belief that labor



systematically done through one’s calling was a sign of divine grace (Protestant Ethic
108, 114). This ethos of hard-work, dedication to craft, and abstention from leisure
became prevalent in the United States during the Industrial Revolution as factory workers
and other laborers saw the Protestant work ethic as the pathway to economic
independence. But by the beginning of the twentieth century, the Protestant ethic had
evolved. As Weber detailed in 1905, work no longer carried any hallmarks of morality;
instead, the calling and work were repressive to workers, containing them in the iron cage
of capitalism. As Taylorism and Fordism influenced production norms, workers found
themselves performing highly-specific yet semi-skilled tasks and burdened by higher
production expectations from management. As Daniel Rodgers argues, many workers no
longer felt as though their work could uplift either their social rank or their sense of
community.

Alleviating the working conditions for workers became the goal for many
reformers of the 1920s and 1930s, especially with the onset of the Great Depression.
However, the majority of reformers around the time of the Depression preached a
rededication to traditional norms of work. Social conservatives advocated for workers to
work harder, while proponents of hedonistic work in the 1920s promoted the idea that
one should find pleasure in one’s labor rather than in leisure. In several respects, restoring
the value of work was a guiding principle for the work-relief programs of what historians
term the First and Second New Deals. Throughout his presidency, Franklin Roosevelt
espoused rhetoric about work that drew upon traditional norms of labor and disavowed
the relationship of his work programs to charity. In a 1935 message to Congress,

Roosevelt voiced concern that relief would have a detrimental effect on the American



workforce as workers would be “sapped by the giving of cash.” Instead, relief work
would restore the body and spirit of laborers. As he notes, “We must preserve not only
the bodies of the unemployed from destitution but also their self-respect, their reliance
and courage and determination” (Roosevelt “Annual Message to Congress”). This belief
in the restorative power of work would be reflected in federal work relief projects like the
Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) and the Civil Works Administration (CWA). These
programs provided jobs to unemployed workers in various contexts and aimed to
reinvigorate workers by having them do work that aided the greater good. In the Second
New Deal in 1935, Roosevelt and his trusted assistant, Harry Hopkins, created a more
specialized works program, the Works Progress Administration (WPA). This program
would cater work-relief to the skills of the unemployed from a variety of fields, including
displaced workers in the arts and theatre.

Perhaps the most controversial program of the new WPA was the FTP. The FTP
provided work to unemployed actors, directors, and other theater workers by staging free
or low-cost plays across the country in a variety of genres and forms, such as Vaudeville,
musicals, Shakespeare, children’s plays, and contemporary drama. To oversee the
program, WPA head Harry Hopkins selected Hallie Flanagan, a professor of Theatre at
Vassar who had extensive experience with modernist and political theatre. Flanagan also
understood the many challenges her program was facing. In particular, the idea that the
federal government would be funding a theatre program during the Depression was rather
controversial. Many considered the agency a boondoggle, and theatre had never been

considered work by many Americans. While all the arts projects of the WPA garnered



criticism from congressional opponents and a hostile press, the FTP seems to have drawn
the most vocal criticism from those who viewed theatre as the antithesis of work.

In order to convince the American people that her program was worth their
expenditure, Flanagan promoted the FTP as an agency that would give theatre to the
people and revolutionize the art form. Throughout her tenure, Flanagan promoted her
vision that the agency should not just entertain audiences, but also create theatrical
communities in which actors and directors could “identify enemies,” challenge their
audiences, and “stimulate others to celebrate culture and analyze its failings” (Fraden 3).
And many of the agency’s most celebrated productions reflected these ideals. In places
like New York, Los Angeles, and Seattle, audiences saw Living Newspaper plays which,
through a combination of non-naturalistic acting and mixed-media sets, promoted social
action. In Harlem, Orson Welles staged his famous “Voodoo” Macbeth which featured an
all African American cast. And, on October 27, 1936 at theaters across the nation, the
FTP staged an adaptation of Sinclair Lewis’ novel It Can’t Happen Here that drew
national acclaim.

However, the agency also garnered a great deal of criticism for the leftist themes
in its productions. As John Frick notes, “from practically its first day of operation,
conservative critics challenged its collectivist approach to social issues, scrutinized its
productions, and attempted to exercise social controls over its offerings” (230). Indeed,
many conservative critics of the FTP, such as Texas senator Martin Dies, chairperson of
the House Un-American Activities Commission (HUAC), charged that the FTP was
nothing more than a communistic organization and “one more link in the vast and

unparalleled New Deal propaganda machine” (qgtd. in Quinn 245). Just four years after



the program was passed, the FTP was cut from the 1940 federal budget and the
experiment in federally-subsidized theatre ended.

This study of the prevailing perspectives of work during the 1930s, the aims of
the work programs of the New Deal, and the ideological positions of the FTP serves two
primary purposes. First, illustrating these perspectives historicizes work during the New
Deal era. Second, detailing work in its various forms during the 1930s and the politics of
the FTP provides a template to interpret the work comedies of the FTP. With a few
exceptions, these plays counter the dominant views of work of the era, including the
theatrical work promoted by Flanagan. In asserting such perspectives, this project in turn

counters much of the prevailing scholarship on the FTP.

Rationale

In examining comic plays, this dissertation positions itself in opposition to much
FTP scholarship, which focuses on the overtly political and modernist productions of the
agency. In the decades since its demise, many academic studies of the FTP have centered
on its radical, leftist productions. For example, in her analysis of the FTP in comparison
to national theatres in Europe, The National Stage: Theatre and Cultural Legitimation in
England, France, and America, Loren Kruger argues that the FTP went further than
similar programs in England and France in “articulating a popular theatre that might be
‘national’ in scope and ‘democratic in attitude’” (184). For her, the productions that
exemplified this “national” theatre were “canonical” Living Newspaper plays like Triple
A Plowed Under, One Third a Nation, and Injunction Granted (168). Similarly, in his

treatment of the Seattle FTP Unit, The Federal Theatre Project: A Case Study, Barry



Witham focuses on avant-garde and political plays produced by that unit, including
Living Newspaper plays like Power, which promoted the Tennessee Valley Authority,
and Spirochete, which was performed in coordination with Roosevelt’s attempt to pass
the Wagner National Health Act (114).

In the midst of this emphasis on the modernist and political theatre of the FTP,
scholars have rarely discussed comic plays. This dismissal of comic plays can partially be
traced back to the FTP itself. The agency never seemed overly concerned with promoting
such plays and often gave little guidance to individual theaters over how to stage comic
plays or what parameters theater managers should use in selecting comic plays to stage.®
In addition, Flanagan seemed lukewarm to comic plays. While she never outright
dismissed them as director, she often spoke of eliminating tired productions, such as
older comedies, from her agency’s repertoire. In addition, in her memoir of the FTP,
Arena, Flanagan rarely mentions comedy save for the work of such playwrights as
William Shakespeare, Bernard Shaw, and Eugene O’Neill. Scholarly treatments of the
FTP, such as the works of Kruger and Witham, also tend to neglect the role of comic
plays in the agency. Comedy is even deemphasized in scholarly texts that do not focus on
the radical or high-modernist plays of the agency studied in other analyses. For instance,
in her study of the Negro Units of the FTP, Blueprints for a Black Federal Theatre, Rena
Fraden examines lesser-known productions of that unit, such as the social-problem drama
Big White Fog and the musical Run, Little Chillun. While Fraden does examine the Negro
Unit’s adaptation of Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Mikado—entitled the Swing Mikado—she
generally discounts the role of comic plays, such as Mississippi Rainbow or The Show-

Off. In addition, recent studies such as Elizabeth Osborne’s Staging the People:



Community and Identity in the Federal Theatre Project and Leslie Elaine Frost’s
Dreaming America: Popular Front Ideals and Aesthetics in Children’s Plays of the
Federal Theatre Project have contributed to FTP scholarship by examining how under-
analyzed plays fit into the agency’s complicated history, but on the whole, comic plays
are deemphasized in these works.

While comic plays have generally been ignored by scholars, there is an even
greater dearth of analysis on the comic work plays analyzed in this project. While Eugene
O’Neill’s Ah, Wilderness! has garnered critical attention, the other comic work plays only
appear sporadically in scholarly treatments of the FTP. For example, Help Yourself is
dismissed as “a very mild comedy” by Malcolm Goldstein in his The Political Stage:
American Drama and Theatre of the Great Depression (268) while Witham mentions the
audience reports of the Seattle Unit’s Help Yourself as a way to gauge the socio-
economic make-up of that theater’s audience (4). A significant reason why these plays
have received such little attention from scholars is that, with a few exceptions, these
playwrights and plays are relatively unknown to contemporary readers.? In addition, most
of the plays examined in this dissertation represent models of comedy and theatre that
some viewed as out-of-date or too-commercial in the 1930s. As Michael North says,
comedy in the 1930s existed between “Old Humor” and “New Humor.” Old Humor grew
out of the Victorian era and “emphasized the necessity of...formal balance and...a strong
sense of realism” (6). In many respects, much of commercial theatre’s comedy reflected
this more realistic, organic narrative style. However, by the 1920s and 1930s, New
Humor threatened both genteel critics and proponents of Old Humor. A combination of

mass-market publications, ethnic humor, and Vaudeville, New Humor emphasized the
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gag and the incongruous moment over realism. Proponents of New Humor favored
“nonsensical routines” that amused “because of their inconsequence” and “bits of shtick”
(North 9). This anachronistic comic style, seen in the work of such troupes as the Marx
Brothers and the Three Stooges, has drawn the attention of writers such as Henry Jenkins
and North, while older forms of comedy, such as the plays examined in this project, have
received much less attention from scholars.

While much of this project counters the scholarly tradition of the FTP, this
dissertation does align with other aspects of FTP scholarship. For instance, in Chapter
One, | detail how the organizational structure of the agency often complicated its
mission. As scholars like Jane De Hart Matthews and Loren Kruger detail, local FTP
theaters often staged productions that contradicted the aims of the agency at large.
Similarly, regional directors often rejected the wishes of Flanagan and other leaders in
Washington. By extension, this project draws heavily from the work of scholars like
Rena Fraden, who notes in her analysis of the Negro Unit that many productions in
Chicago and New York like the Swing Mikado or the “Voodoo” Macbeth presented
themes that complicated both WPA hiring practices and American views of race.
Additionally, this project also follows the lead of scholars such as Barry Witham and
Elizabeth Osborne who illustrate how the themes of many FTP plays actually coincided
with the politics of figures like Roosevelt or Hopkins or the goals of many New Deal
programs like the Tennessee Valley Authority or the FTP itself.

In addition, this project builds on the work of several cultural historians who
evaluate how the programs of the First and Second New Deals altered the social contract

between not only government and American citizens, but also between relief programs



11

and artists. As Michael Szalay argues in New Deal Modernism: American Literature and
the Invention of the Welfare State, the establishment of New Deal programs like Social
Security provided citizens with security that had not existed before. As he argues in his
analysis of the various work programs of the WPA, especially the Federal Writers
Project, writers sought protection from the rigors of the marketplace by working
collectively and anonymously in producing texts like the Guidebooks series.®
Additionally, many cultural historians have questioned the effectiveness of New Deal
legislation in aiding women and African Americans. For example, Alan Brinkley shows
how programs like the Agricultural Adjustment Association failed to alleviate the
struggles of African-American farmers in the South (64). At the same time, Lauren
Rebecca Skarloff argues that while the New Deal was fundamentally flawed and unable
to correct the social conditions for many workers, programs like the FTP and WPA
provided some level of economic and artistic security for African Americans as they were
allowed to produce plays that promoted black causes and undermined or subtly showed

how inequitable other federal programs were.

Methodology

Given that there is so little scholarly analysis of FTP work comedies, one of the
major obstacles to developing this project was finding plays to analyze and organizing
those texts into genres. To this end, | am indebted to the editors of George Mason
University’s Federal Theatre Project: A Catalog-Calendar of Productions, which details
the production dates of every play staged by the FTP during its four-year history.

However, this resource does not note the genre of the majority of plays, which
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necessitated a great deal of cross-checking play titles with resources like The Cambridge
Guide to American Theatre. In order to answer some of the larger social and cultural
implications of the performances of these work comedies, | focus on those productions
that were most frequently produced by the agency. While 1 do analyze specific
productions of certain plays, such as the Yiddish Unit’s staging of The Show-Off, for the
most part, the analysis in this project considers the implications of the production of these
plays on a national scale. | also classified and named the three genres of plays examined
in this dissertation through this research.

Given my training in literary studies, my general approach to analyzing these
plays is through a literary lens, as | focus on the content of their scripts to construct new
readings of these works. In addition, I also connect these plays to the larger social and
cultural issues of work, the New Deal, and the FTP. I also draw parallels between the
content of these plays and larger literary trends in the United States during the Great
Depression, such as the modernist fiction of authors like Nathanael West and the writings
of figures like Kenneth Burke. Additionally, I also link certain plays to historical and
cultural development. For example, | connect a play like Mississippi Rainbow to the
growth of speculation as detailed by Jackson Lears in Something for Nothing: Luck in
America. In addition, the various con artist plays examined in Chapter Four are related to
the archetypal con man character from the nineteenth century. While I follow the
approaches of several scholars as a framework to analyzing the comic work plays, |
particularly use Sean McCann’s Gumshoe America: Hard-Boiled Crime Fiction and the

Rise and Fall of the New Deal as a model for evaluating literary texts through a historicist
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lens, and as a way of incorporating larger social, political, and cultural trends into my
readings of these plays.

In addition to engaging in literary analysis, this project also attempts to evaluate
the reception of the work comedies through press and audience reviews. However, one of
the problems I encountered in researching the reception of the plays is the relatively
limited press coverage. Unlike high-profile plays like Orson Welles’

“V00doo” Macbeth or It Can’t Happen Here, the comic plays of the FTP generally
garnered comparatively little attention from the press. In many reviews, especially for
those plays performed in New York City, there were only brief mentions in outlets like
The New York Times and The New York Daily News. Other reviews, such as those for Los
Angeles productions of To the Ladies, mainly focus on the attractiveness of the actors.
There are likely three major reasons for this general dearth of press reviews. First, several
plays were staged not long after their Broadway premieres, such as Accent on Youth, or
1930s revivals, such as The Show-Off. Second, most of the plays examined in this project
competed for press coverage with film adaptations during the decade. In particular, The
Torchbearers, Room Service, and Ah, Wilderness! were overshadowed by film versions
that starred, respectively, Will Rodgers, the Marx Brothers, and Lionel Barrymore. Third,
most of the plays lacked outwardly political elements that would have attracted press
attention. While Help Yourself, A Moral Entertainment, and O Say Can You Sing all had
political content, the plays did not have the same overt political themes seen in plays like
One Third of a Nation or Waiting for Lefty. Generally speaking, the media coverage of
the FTP (as well as of the New Deal on the whole) was highly critical, especially when

that coverage examined the radical plays staged in New York or Chicago by the agency.
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Given that many newspapers were eager to condemn the FTP, the fact that there is so
little press coverage of these plays suggests that editors did not treat comic plays as
seriously as overtly political drama.

While the availability of press reports about work comedies is inconsistent, | do
utilize individual play reports in this project. Located in the Federal Theatre Project
Archive at the Library of Congress, these play reports were submitted to the Play Policy
Board (PPB) of the FTP at the conclusion of an individual production’s run. Generally,
each play report consists of press clippings from local newspaper reviews, copies of
playbills, triplicate carbon copies of the play script (often with directorial changes to lines
or staging notes), photographs of the production, reports of audience surveys, and
reviews and notes from the director of the play. Despite these general parameters, the
content of the play reports varies widely, especially in terms of audience reports. For
instance a report from the Des Moines, lowa production of Ah, Wilderness! includes
dozens of audience reports, while the file for the production of Help Yourself in Omaha,
Nebraska simply states that the audience reaction was “very favorable” (Omaha Help
Yourself). While it is prudent to be skeptical of the accuracy of many reports, as it is
plausible that many directors would include only the best reviews of their work, there are

a surprising number of negative surveys and reviews in several play reports.

Overview of Chapters
The first chapter of this dissertation, “The Politics of Work, Relief, and the FTP,”
examines the work ethic in the first half of the twentieth century. Focusing on Max

Weber’s analysis of the of the work calling in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
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Capitalism, this chapter shows not only how pervasive the Protestant work ethic was in
the first decades of the 1900s, but also how the call to work became repressive for many
laborers. In many of his subsequent writings, Weber considered how to free workers from
“the iron cage of capitalism,” positing that small communities of workers and bureaucrats
would be able to counter the increasing power of the modern capitalist state. For New
Deal administrators, the solution to the problem of work was the restoration of the moral
component of the work ethic. For many New Dealers, including Franklin Roosevelt, this
meant emphasizing the connections between work and relief. For other New Dealers,
such as Hopkins and Flanagan, the New Deal was an opportunity to revolutionize the
relationship between workers and their work and government. In several respects,
Flanagan sought to construct the FTP as a model of Weberian values by decentralizing
power from the agency’s central office to regional theaters. Flanagan also promoted a
revolutionary vision for her agency as the FTP would produce plays that would challenge
the status quo of theatre and American society. However, despite her attempts to
decentralize her agency, Flanagan soon realized that a hands-off approach to running a
national organization was creating a host of problems, including regional directors who
defied her authority and plays that did not adhere to her vision for the agency.

Chapter Two of this project, entitled “Backstage Comedies: The Labor of the
Stage, and the Reforming of the FTP,” examines the internal battle in the FTP over the
definition of theatrical work. For FTP director Flanagan, the meaning of theatrical work
was based on her experiences with amateur, collegiate, and avant-garde theatres—which
I collectively refer to as non-commercial theatre—during the 1920s and 1930s. While

each of those communities promoted a slightly different vision of theatre work, they
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shared a belief that ideal theatrical labor should be aware of social issues and advance
leftist political priorities. In contrast, for workers trained in professional theatre, the
purpose of theatrical work was to please their audience. For many of these workers, the
FTP should reject non-commercial theatre and embrace the tenets of commercial theatre.
By rejecting commercial theatre, the FTP was endangering its long-term feasibility by
emphasizing plays that presented radical solutions to social problems rather than
reinforcing traditional American work norms. The embrace of commercial theatre is seen
in plays like Samuel Raphaelson’s Accent on Youth in which a playwright embraces
security through his commercial work and John Murray and Alan Boretz’s Room Service
in which a theatrical manager tailors his play to the demands of his backers. Other plays
downplay the role of politics in the FTP. The musical revue O Say Can You Sing rejects
the FTP’s interest in Marxism and reminds audiences that work-relief is only temporary.
In addition, Richard Maibaum’s satirical play A Moral Entertainment, rejects overtly
political theatre and also reminds audiences that one of the purposes of the FTP was the
job security of its actors.

Chapter Three, entitled “Hedonistic Work Comedies,” focuses on plays that
examine whether or not work and pleasure could be combined. During the 1920s, many
work reformers and intellectuals promoted a merging of pleasure and labor for workers of
the middle class who were alienated from their work. However, by the onset of the
Depression, hedonistic work was viewed as a luxury by many workers. In a play like
Eugene O’Neill’s Ah, Wilderness!, pleasurable work is negatively portrayed as a threat to
the stability of middle-class life. The dangers of too much pleasure in work are also seen

in Marc Connelly and George Kaufman’s To the Ladies, in which a young husband
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ismore content with consuming products than with actually working. Instead, it is his
wife who finds pleasure in work and undermines the male authority of work culture.
Other hedonistic work plays show characters gaining agency through their embrace of
new work ethics. For instance in the performances of George Kelly’s The Show-Off by
the Yiddish Unit of the FTP, a braggart character is able to secure financial security for
his family not through work, but through chance. In John Brownell’s Mississippi
Rainbow, an African American character who is presented as an idler actually secures the
financial security of his family by out-thinking the white owner of a riverboat company in
a daring speculation.

Chapter Four, “Confidence Artist Plays: The Work of the Con,” considers some
of the most popular plays performed by the FTP and their relationship to the goals of
Flanagan’s agency. By the post-World War | era, the confidence artist—a figure often
celebrated in the literature of the nineteenth century—had been transformed into a stock
figure that was hardly heroic. Yet by frequently staging plays that featured confidence
artists, the FTP actively sought to restore the character to its more heroic status from the
nineteenth century. In addition, the confidence artist plays also illustrate how the lines
between supposedly reputable capitalism and disreputable swindling are hardly stable.
Moreover, these plays show how many Americans tolerated swindling, and how conning
could provide some agency for workers who felt overwhelmed by the capitalist super-
structure. In Room Service, Gordon Miller becomes a heroic figure when he swindles a
hotel manager in order to protect his acting troupe. Similarly, in John Brownell’s The Nut
Farm, an aspiring director is forced to out-swindle a nefarious Hollywood producer in

order to save his family. In Lynn Root and Harry Clork’s The Milky Way, audiences
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embrace a scrawny milkman who participates in a series of staged boxing matches and is
promoted as the middleweight champion of the world. By actively engaging in the
extended con, audiences are swindling the system that has long swindled them. Finally,
Paul Vulpius’ play Help Yourself, which features Chris Stringer pretending to work in a
bank, satirizes the banking industry and illustrates how performance was becoming
increasingly relevant in various industries. By showing a character who is able to
convince workers that he is a real employee, the play provides a way for workers to
alleviate the rigors of work: simply pretend to work hard.

The title of this dissertation is not just a pun of the proverb “All work and no play
makes Jack a dull boy.” The title certainly contradicts the long-standing view of many
Americans that theatre was devoid of work, but also alludes to the complicated
relationship between work and play. While many have drawn a sharp distinction between
the two ideas, in actuality, the lines between work and play are far from clear. As this
dissertation argues, even during a time when work dominated the cultural landscape, play
in all forms manifested itself in work and as work. For the actors who staged backstage
comedies, their work was providing entertainment to audiences, overtly challenging the
idea that there was no work on the stage. Similarly, the idea that workers of all
backgrounds—not just from the middle class—could find pleasure in one’s work can be
seen in several hedonistic work comedies. Additionally, the con artist characters
demonstrate that playing, performing, and swindling all are far more important to the
contemporary workplace that most proponents of traditional work would ever admit.
Through their serious discussions of work, these comic plays challenged audiences in

ways that were unmatched in the FTP.
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Notes Introduction

1. In my research conducted thus far in the archives of George Mason University
and the Library of Congress, | have found only a few agency memos that relate directly
to comedy, but far more documents that detail the agency’s guidelines for staging Living
Newspaper plays, regionally-themed performances, and the works of Shaw and O’Neill.

2. With the exception of figures like Eugene O’Neill, writer of Ah, Wilderness!,
and Marc Connelly and George Kaufman, who co-wrote To the Ladies, the playwrights
and plays examined in this project are largely unknown even to theatrical scholars. | was
reminded of this during my participation in a roundtable on the FTP held at the 2013
Northeast Modern Language Association Conference in Boston. After presenting an
overview of the work comedies, my colleagues participating in the roundtable confessed
to having never heard of most of the playwrights and texts | mentioned in my

presentation.
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Chapter One: The Politics of Work, Relief, and the FTP

According to her memoir Arena, Hallie Flanagan’s first serious discussions about
the FTP were on a train ride with her fellow Grinnell College alum Harry Hopkins, the
soon-to-be head of the Works Progress Administration (WPA) (27-28). As they traversed
the Midwest to campaign on behalf of Roosevelt’s Second New Deal, Hopkins laid out
his vision for the FTP, and eventually convinced Flanagan to take the reins of the
program. The memory of one of these campaign stops in particular would resonate with
Flanagan. As Hopkins told the assembled crowd at lowa State University about the nature
of the WPA, and specifically about the humanities programs of what would be termed
Federal One, he heard vocal dissent from the assembled crowd as one of the farmers
yelled, “Who’s going to pay for all that?”” As Flanagan recalls, Hopkins calmly responded
to the objection by admitting that the taxpayers would be paying for it as the program
would benefit all Americans:

He [Hopkins] looked out over the crowd. He took off his coat, unfastened
his tie and took it off, rolled up his sleeves. The crowd got perfectly still.
Then he said, “You are’. His voice took on urgency. ‘And who better?
Who can better afford to pay for it? Look at this great university. Look at
these fields, these forests and rivers. This is America, the richest country
in the world. We can afford to pay for anything we want. And we want a
decent life for all the people in this country. And we are going to pay for

it. (Flanagan, Arena 28)
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Hopkins” whistle-stop campaign was part of a concerted effort by the Roosevelt
administration to persuade the American public that its work programs would restore the
virtues of the Protestant work ethic. As this chapter argues, the work programs of the
New Deal drew on not only German models of work-relief, but also on the perspectives
of Max Weber, who hypothesized ways for individuals to combat modern life. The New
Deal sought to reinvigorate work by temporarily providing relief for the unemployed. In
turn, Hopkins and Flanagan believed that their agencies could restore Americans’ faith in
themselves and enrich the lives of Americans by bringing art to citizens. Flanagan also
believed that the art of her agency should challenge the beliefs of audiences not only by
embracing new theatrical styles, but also by promoting leftist visions of work and
theatrical labor. As she and others sought to maintain this vision of her agency, the FTP
ended up suppressing the very anti-bureaucratic Weberian perspective that it had

intended to promote.

The Iron Cage, Rationalization, and Bureaucracy

When Max Weber wrote The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism in
1905, he sought to explain how market capitalism came to dominate Western societies
and economies. Weber argues that the various doctrines of Protestantism—especially
Calvinism—encouraged workers to seek their fortunes through their own enterprises. In
turn, those workers began to look for signs in their work that signaled divine grace. In
time, the calling of work would come to dominate nearly every facet of life in places like
Germany and America. However, from Weber’s perspective, the work ethic had come to
repress individuality and spirituality. As he famously commented: “The Puritan wanted to

work in calling; we are forced to do so” (Protestant Ethic 123). This exploration of work
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and the relationship between the individual and the liberal state became the focus of
much of Weber’s intellectual labors. But such issues also concerned the planners of the
New Deal. While Weber is not often associated with liberal reform or New Deal ideology
like John Dewey or John Maynard Keynes, his desire to see individuals and society freed
from the iron cage was adopted by many New Dealers.

While Calvinist doctrine was based on predestination, Weber notes that Calvinists
often struggled with being locked into damnation or salvation and instead looked for
earthly signs of divine grace. This was especially true for those gifts bestowed through
one’s adherence to the asceticism of work achieved through the labor of a calling
(Protestant Ethic 115). The calling was the idea that one would find a career, apply
oneself systematically in it, and reap the rewards of that labor (Weber, Protestant Ethic
108). The calling gave all aspects of one’s “every-day worldly” life—including work—
religious significance (Weber, Protestant Ethic 40). While they were skeptical about the
pursuit of money, Puritans still accepted the ethos of capitalism as long as there was no
“enjoyment” or the “irrational use of wealth.” This view that work should not be
enjoyable helped cement the idea that sport, leisure, and theatre were antithetical to work,
a view that would remain influential for future generations (Weber, Protestant Ethic
115). But the Puritans also condemned dishonesty, impulsive avarice, and the
accumulation of wealth for wealth’s sake. However, if wealth was attained “as a fruit of
labour in a calling” then it “was a sign of God’s blessing” (Weber, Protestant Ethic 114).
This desire for divine grace not only focused the energy of a Calvinist on himself or

herself, but also did not permit for any empathy for the “sins of neighbors” (Weber,
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Protestant Ethic 74-77). In this worldview, charity and laziness were conditions that
society should condemn.

By the time that Weber wrote The Protestant Ethic, however, the work ethic less
often carried this spiritual overtone. The concept that hard work would equate success
became, in Weber’s mind, devoid of any ethical or spiritual connotation. The calling had
became so entrenched in Western societies that many workers no longer questioned
whether or not it held any moral value:

But victorious capitalism, since it rests on mechanical foundations, needs
its support no longer. The rosy blush of its laughing heir, the
Enlightenment, seems also to be irretrievably fading, and the idea of duty
in one’s calling prowls about in our lives like the ghost of dead religious
beliefs. Where the fulfillment of the calling cannot directly be related to
the highest spiritual and cultural values, or when, on the other hand, it
need not be felt simply as economic compulsion, the individual generally
abandons the attempt to justify it at all. (124)
For Weber, the compulsion to work without a spiritual calling was best illustrated in the
United States. While Americans promoted many Puritan work ideals, American work
was stripped of any semblance of religious or ethical meaning. In effect, work had
become a “mundane” passion, with “the character of sport” (Protestant Ethic 124).
Weber’s critique of the American view of labor is echoed by Daniel Rodgers in his
history of work ethic in the United States. Mid-nineteenth century artisans and small-
scale farmers dreamt “of success” and the “faith in work as a creative act.” These beliefs

were spurred on by literature that “ingrained the idea” in laborers that “hard work, self-
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control, and dogged persistence” would lead them up “the highroad to independence,
wealth, and status” (Rodgers 10). But by the late-nineteenth century and early-twentieth
century, the rise of industrialization and scientific management had helped create an
alienated class of workers who had fewer connections to their work and who had fewer
opportunities for social advancement from their work.

Weber’s decrying of the demise of the work ethic was an outgrowth of his larger
criticism of the modern nation state. In many of his writings, Weber condemned
rationalization—the elimination of traditional values and emotions—in education,
bureaucracy, and government as antithetical to both democratic ideals and the classical
liberal individual. Writing in Economy and Society, Weber critiques the rise of
professional bureaucracy in both business and government as nothing more than a new
model of status in modern society, more akin to the system of titles in old Europe than to
any democratic paradigm (Economy and Society 242). Despite the democratic
pronouncements of office holders, such “cultivated men” of rational society actively
sought to exclude the public from their ranks, thereby securing their positions in the
social structure. Weber was even more concerned by the influence of the social sciences
in government, especially the usage of empirical analysis. In his mind, the examination of
issues “by the numbers” could compromise the ethical and moral force of government. A
government therefore could inflict laws upon its populace without adhering to due
process. For Weber, government officials had no real stake in enacting change since their
primary motivation for action was the maintenance of the status quo. In the age of
rationalization, any attempt to challenge the status quo could be downplayed as irrational

by the cultivated men of the ruling bureaucracy.
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Weber’s concerns over work and modern bureaucracy extended to his ruminations
on the welfare state. This is not to say that Weber was against some federalized
intervention in society or the economy. Writing on the conflict between a pure market
economy and a centrally directed economic model, Weber acknowledged the necessity of
some form of a welfare system to provide assistance for workers struggling to sell their
labor on the open market. While he seems to have preferred the competitive marketplace,
Weber did not believe that any market economy would survive if it did not provide a
degree of social welfare that allowed the working classes political and economic agency.
But Weber did express, as J. Wolfgang Mommsen notes, a concern that institutional
welfare systems might undermine personal responsibility and unduly influence both labor
and capital (Mommensen 118-19). In a frequently repeated quote, Weber forecasts the
dominance of modernity’s iron cage:

In America, “benevolent feudalism,”” in Germany’s so-called “welfare
institutions,” in the Russian factory constitution—everywhere the iron
cage of future serfdom is ready. We just have to wait until the slowing
down of technological and economic ‘progress’ and the triumph of “rents”
over “profits,” associated with the exhaustion of remaining “‘free’ soil and
remaining “free” markets, finally makes the masses ready to accommodate
themselves in it. (qtd. in Mommensen 119)

While Weber maintained, as James Kloppenberg notes, a generally “gloomy”
view of modernity, Weber did theorize several ways in which society could escape the
iron cage (408). Weber suggests that “entirely new prophets will arise” and “there will be

a great rebirth of old ideas and ideals” (“Politics as Vocation” 89). In part, Weber
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forecast that a model leader could eliminate or ease the iron cage’s repression of workers.
In “Politics as VVocation,” Weber hypothesized a leader who, with “passion and
perspective,” could help society:
Certainly all historical experience confirms the truth—that man would not
have attained the possible unless time and again he had reached out for the
impossible. But to do that a man must be a leader, and not only a leader
but a hero as well, in a very sober sense of the word...Only he has the
calling for politics who is sure that he shall not crumble when the world
from his point of view is too stupid or too base for what he wants to offer.
Only he who in the face of all of this can say ‘In spite of all!” has the
calling for politics. (85)
In Weber’s description of the ideal political leader, he emphasizes someone who will
willingly stand up to the ineffectual solutions proposed by the citizenry. For Weber, these
attributes are only found in those who have a calling for politics. For him, these were
leaders who would provide strong leadership and who would approach their jobs in a
moral fashion. Such leaders, Weber argues, could help alleviate the struggles of alienated
workers in society.

Weber also saw the anti-bureaucratic group as a model for how people could
operate more freely in modern society. While he was critical of the American view of
work, Weber also saw potential in the United States. In fact, America was a continual
source of fascination to Weber throughout his life. As Lawrence Scaff notes, one of the
few trips Weber took outside of Germany was a tour of the United States in 1904. His

visit—especially Weber’s observations of revivalist faith services in the Southwest and
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Appalachia and his meeting with William James (the exact nature of their conversation is
unknown)—strongly influenced elements of not only The Protestant Ethic, but also some
of Weber’s later works on bureaucracy. In particular, Weber believed that small groups
of highly ethical and educated citizens (whom he termed Berufsmensch) could operate in
opposition to the modern state (Kim 93). It was Weber’s guarded hope, especially after
the First World War, that these new citizen groups would spur a “competition and
struggle among various voluntarily organized associations, economic interest groups, and
political parties” that would culminate “in a national, democratically constituted
parliament that would counterbalance administrative democracy” (Kim 169). His answer
to what might free workers from the iron cage of modern capitalism, bureaucracy, and
work was the construction of a society of small-scale, moral, ethical and pluralistic
groups that would work against the dominance of both government and capitalism.

Historically, Weber’s observations about work and bureaucracy have not been
connected to discussions of the New Deal or neoprogressivism. However, many of the
philosophers and social scientists that influenced the policies of the Roosevelt
administration actually have more in common with Weber than many historians have
observed. As James Kloppenberg summarizes, many liberal thinkers of the 1910s and
1920s promoted incremental social changes that were led by a combination of skilled
technicians and educated bureaucrats. But they also advocated the importance of
incorporating ethical overtones to their collected visions. According to Kloppenberg,
“They understood that unless the reorientation of values they sought manifested itself in
the reorganization of politics and the redistribution of power, change would remain a

chimera. In that case, the preservation of freedom for some would mean only the more
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effective subordination of others” (410). For these reformers, such as John Dewey, there
was a legitimate fear over how the bureaucratic system would repress the rights of the
individual. In contrast to Weber, many of these reformers still believed that the solution
to the social and economic ills of the era lay with a functioning class of educated
individuals. For New Deal planners, the central challenge of restoring American society
was balancing the need to reinvigorate the individual’s faith in work with a bureaucratic
system that did not repress the rights of the individual. To accomplish this, the New Deal
would rely on charismatic leaders who would, in theory, implement parts of Weber’s

philosophy.

The New Deal Work Ethic

There are few commonalities between the various programs of what is loosely
termed the New Deal. Some programs sought dramatic reforms of the economic
landscape, such as the National Recovery Act (NRA), while other agencies, like the
Public Works Administration (PWA), functioned, in essence, as a stimulus program for
private enterprise. And for many commentators during the 1930s, the New Deal was
hardly a radical series of programs. For instance, American communists saw the New
Deal as nothing more than the Roosevelt administration maintaining the economic status
quo. And as many historians and cultural theorists note, such critics were correct,
especially in regard to the New Deal perspective on work. The programs enacted by the
Roosevelt administration and Congress often promoted traditional work values that were
familiar to adherents of the Protestant work ethic: zealous labor, dedication to craft,

admonishment of laziness, and contempt for “the dole.”
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Yet the rhetoric of work in the New Deal was not purely reactionary. Indeed,
many of the work programs of the 1930s appear to have been influenced by progressive
programs that were, in a Weberian sense, concerned with restoring workers’ faith in
capitalism. Working against long-standing American attitudes toward relief, Roosevelt
promoted the idea that temporary work-relief could benefit the American worker.
Additionally, other New Dealers saw the work of their programs as having more
revolutionary benefits. WPA chief Harry Hopkins claimed that the programs of his
agency, including those of Federal One, could uplift the spirits of all Americans. For both
Roosevelt and Hopkins, government and bureaucracy could restore the spiritual values of
work for workers during the Depression.

One of the challenges faced by New Deal planners was promoting work programs
to the American people. Historically, Americans, influenced in part by Puritan and
Protestant views of charity, have long had a problematic relationship with relief to the
unemployed, viewing governmental aid as either “earned” or “unearned” and recipients
of aid as “deserving” or “undeserving” (Wagner 49). The deserving poor were comprised
of the sick, the widowed, and the weak, while the undeserving poor were comprised of
women who bore children out of wedlock and any able-bodied men. In nineteenth-
century workhouses and farms, there was little distinction between poverty and
criminality. Many overseers subjected dole recipients to routine floggings as a means of
building “proper” work habits in the workers (Wagner 49). Moreover, the only way for
the “undeserving poor” to receive relief was through public and “clearly useless” work
such as “digging ditches and filling them up again, or moving piles of stones from one

side of a workyard to the other and back” (Rose 18). Such a provision for relief was
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intentional, as many believed that such public demonstrations would discourage “anyone
who could possibly work for wages from going on relief” (Rose 18). These views of
relief as earned or unearned have become a hallmark of American social policy, ranging
from the “earned” Civil War veterans pensions to the “unearned” welfare associated with
the Child and Welfare Dependent Acts.

These American views of relief certainly influenced Franklin Roosevelt when he
and other New Dealers began to develop their work programs. As Cass Sunstein notes,
Roosevelt “despised the dole” (195). But Roosevelt’s rhetoric about relief parallels
Weber’s call for the moral element to be restored to work. In addition, Roosevelt’s
rhetoric also aligns with Weber’s view that relief could undermine the independence of a
worker from the state. In laying out his plans for the New Deal, Roosevelt noted that he
had “no intention or desire to force either upon the country or the unemployed themselves
a system of relief which is repugnant to American ideals of self-reliance” (qtd. in
Sunstein 195). He also declared that he “was not willing that the vitality of our people be
further sapped by the giving of cash...We must preserve not only the bodies of the
unemployed from destitution but also their self-respect, their reliance and courage and
determination” (“Annual Message to Congress”). And throughout his presidency,
Roosevelt was consistent about his anti-dole stance. In 1938, Roosevelt stressed that
relief should be “given to every able-bodied person who was able to work” (“Excerpts
from Press Conference”). The dole only provided the bare minimum to keep “body and
soul together” (Roosevelt, “Excerpts from Press Conference”). By consistently including

imagery of body, mind, and soul throughout his speeches on relief, Roosevelt connects
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the concept of work relief with the spiritual overtones of Weber’s description of the
Protestant ethic.

The model of work relief adopted by the federal government during the Great
Depression was, in part, modeled on the German Elberfield system of socialized aid. As
George Steinmetz says, this system was “the cornerstone of an overall strategy of
increased discipline of the poor, intended to force an orientation to the labor market and
to combat welfare dependency” (160). Aid was not permanent, only a short-term
reprieve. By stressing the temporary nature of this aid, proponents of this model believed
that workers would develop a stronger sense of self-reliance and would be encouraged to
seek employment. While the German system was not devoid of the moralizing that often
plagues relief organizations, adherents of the Elberfield System sought to buoy the spirits
of displaced workers. In some cities, the local relief boards even gave more generous
support to out-of-work laborers (but not the destitute poor) believing that treating workers
with respect would bolster their self-esteem and make them feel as if they were not
receiving a hand-out (Stenmetz 159-60). But like the New Deal work programs, the
Elberfield System’s ultimate goal was to prepare its aid recipients to return to the free
market labor system (McDonald 5). By borrowing many ideas from German relief
models, as well as similar aid programs from American urban centers of the late-
nineteenth century, New Deal work programs convinced many Americans that work
relief was a viable solution to economic deprivation. These programs, as Edwin Amenta
argues, demonstrated that work relief could function as social welfare without the stigma
of the traditional Protestant and Anglican “dole” (74). While work had been a component

in some capacity throughout the history of relief, the promotion of temporary relief and
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relief that was only obtainable through work eased the concerns over relief for both the
public at large and the unemployed.

Part of the challenge of restoring the value of work in New Deal America was
providing work-relief that met the needs of a variety of workforces. The Roosevelt
administration’s first attempt of work relief was the Federal Emergency Relief
Administration (FERA), a rebranding of the Emergency Relief Administration (ERA)
created by Herbert Hoover in 1932. Headed by Hopkins, FERA distributed federal aid to
individual state relief agencies just as the ERA had to states like New York, where
then-Governor Franklin Roosevelt was incredibly proactive in setting up various works
programs for the unemployed. FERA was increasingly concerned with not only
eliminating direct-relief and replacing the dole with work relief programs, but also
diversifying the type of work offered by the government. After studies commissioned by
Hopkins revealed a high percentage of unemployed white-collar workers on relief-rolls,
FERA began to promote education agencies, domestic projects, and other work programs
for women and middle-class workers. But like the ERA, FERA could not control how
states spent federal aid. In 1933, Roosevelt persuaded Congress to fund the more
centralized Civil Works Administration (CWA). The CWA provided labor-intensive
projects that did not utilize the useless “made work” of older work relief models. Instead,
CWA work consisted of projects “falling somewhere between constructing sewage
systems and the collection of garbage” (Amenta 75). By the time of the passage of what
many historians have called the Second New Deal in 1935, Roosevelt and Hopkins
understood the need for a form of work relief that was not simply about the “made work”

of the CWA or the park projects of the Civilian Conservation Corps. Their new Works
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Progress Administration would professionalize relief, “rigorously distinguishing between
made work and work that fit the specialized capacities of each worker” (Szalay 61). As
Michael Szalay notes, the WPA would ensure that a worker’s windfall would be
connected to his or her training: “Whereas dole or programs of direct relief provided the
worker with either a gratuity or undifferentiated work....the WPA....imagined that each
worker’s unique skill was an extension of his or her ‘only true capital’ and that he or she
could earn money only by tapping into that particular skill” (61).

The New Dealers’ emphasis on “true capital” alludes to the importance of
professionalizing relief and also signals a connection to the work calling. Government
programs would now provide workers with jobs in their professions, including those who
felt their calling was in the professional arts. The notion that the arts would be part of
relief programs was first experimented in the CWA, as bands and chamber ensembles
performed free concerts, artists assisted teachers in public schools, and actors gave plays
in public parks (McDonald 59). But these were amateur performances and after increased
pressure from professional organizations, Hopkins oversaw the formation of what would
be called Federal Project Number One (often shortened to Federal One). Federal One
consisted of five programs: the Federal Writers Project (FWP), the Federal Art Project
(FAP), the Historical Records Survey (HRS), the Federal Music Project (FMP), and the
FTP.

While the American public generally came to support the efforts of the WPA,
Federal One, especially the FTP, would dominate discussions of Hopkins’ program. The
idea that relief money was given to workers in the arts was (and still is) controversial to

many Americans. To combat the controversy around the work relief of Federal One,



34

Hopkins, along with Eleanor Roosevelt, began to actively campaign for the WPA and
Federal One during 1936. In addition to touring the country speaking on behalf of the
WPA, Hopkins also penned a treatise on the benefits of the Second New Deal entitled
Spending to Save: The True Story of Relief. In that book, Hopkins stresses the importance
of New Deal legislation and the idea that the work of the WPA could, in Weberian
fashion, uplift the spirits of Americans from the rigors of the Depression. In the chapter
dedicated to the WPA, Hopkins adamantly argues that people who demonstrate talent and
skill have the right to earn a wage for their labor. And just as farmers or factory workers
have the right to procure living wages, so do the skilled professionals of the arts and
humanities. Hopkins argues that it was the labor of teachers, historians, artists, and
performers that provide the “greatest contributions” to American society, even if those
contributions are less tangible than the public works projects of other agencies (174).
Hopkins also connects these workers’ dedication to their craft with the calling of the
Protestant work ethic:
If it is more ironical for one person to be on relief than another it is seen in
the fact that scientists, writers, musicians and all the rest of those persons,
who by the virtue of gifts and discipline have arrived in that upper fraction
of the people....should find themselves without recognition, livelihood, or
any means to continue the benefits which only they can bestow. (174)
By emphasizing their virtues and gifts, Hopkins argues that these workers can transform
American society. While manual laborers can produce creature comforts in a modern
society, the artist can improve the quality of life of the American populace. Art can

envelop the senses and offer beauty to the people and writers can assist the government in
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creating educated men and women or, as Hopkins terms them, “thousands of new
literates” (174). For Hopkins and many other New Dealers, the value of programs like
those in Federal One lay in how the work of those on relief benefited the whole of
society.

While Roosevelt often promoted the benefits of relief through work, Hopkins
went further than Roosevelt by suggesting that the work of the WPA could initiate a new
paradigm of labor. In his mind, the workers employed by the WPA in Federal One
programs would not only create more literate and well-rounded citizens, but also assist in
an “upward movement of labor.” For Hopkins, this new movement would alleviate the
suffering of workers in the iron cage by filling their lives with “something more than the
competitive struggle for existence.” Hopkins concludes his chapter on the arts programs
of the WPA by envisioning a new work paradigm:

If leisure, once the privilege only of the rich, is now to belong to
everybody, one objective of any move to share the world’s wealth has
already been accomplished. It would be curious if we found that the
mastering and enjoyment of this leisure, which was forced upon us under
such economic stress, would be the means of easing that same stress.
Often in the past we have turned to blood-letting for unemployment.
Besides famine and disease war has been our handiest depopulator. We
have thought of less rather than more life as a way out of the conundrums
which mechanical progress keeps always on the desk of government. We

have tried colonial expansion in every direction but upward; sideward for
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new land, downward by decimation. A mass impetus may prove to be

more than an equivalent for war. (174)
Hopkins’ vision of a new, more leisurely life reads like a combination of Marxist
idealism and Revivalist moralizing, but contained within this passage is his argument for
beneficial government. Leisure, which includes the products of the arts programs of the
WPA, will free workers from the iron cage of modern society. But while Weber is
skeptical about government’s capacity to provide a solution to economic modernity,
Hopkins argues that government could establish a new way to ease unemployment.
Rather than rely on wars to “depopulate populations” and technology which controls
workers, Hopkins argues that government programs like the WPA could not only provide
jobs to Americans, but also could promote the idea that government’s duty in economic
calamity was not to wage war, but provide employment.

For New Dealers, the solutions to the Depression and, by extension, the
repression of workers, were the federal attempts to restore Americans’ faith in work. As
Roosevelt often noted, the temporary work given to the unemployed during the 1930s
was as much about restoring the self-worth of workers as it was about reinvigorating the
economy. At the same time, figures like Hopkins believed that the ultimate benefit of
specialized work programs would be a dramatic shift in the work experiences of all
Americans. While Hopkins’ belief in the more radical possibilities of New Deal programs
was very likely not shared by Roosevelt, many of the heads of Federal One programs felt
that their work could contribute to a great shift in the American experience. And perhaps
no leader felt as strongly about the capacity of a program to accomplish Hopkins’ aims

than Hallie Flanagan.
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The Work of the Federal Theatre Project

In several respects, Hallie Flanagan was the ideal leader that Weber described in
his writings. As histories of the FTP have long noted, Flanagan was a dynamic
personality who fought against many in Washington who thought the FTP was wholly
unnecessary. Famous for wearing opulent hats and a red-lined cape she bought while in
traveling in the Soviet Union, Flanagan battled against rivals in other New Deal
programs, like Harold Ickes of the Public Works Administration (PWA), as well as a
skeptical public and a hostile Republican Party. Her testimony in front of Senator Martin
Dies and his committee has become legendary to the point that nearly every history of the
agency includes a detailed account of her defense of the program. Flanagan also believed
wholeheartedly in the charge of her agency, as well as in the capabilities of the FTP and
other programs of Federal One. Flanagan actively tried to share her art with the American
people, and believed that the work of her agency could uplift the audiences who attended
her productions. For her, the FTP would restore the stage to its democratic roots and
cement the idea of a national theatre in the minds of Americans.

At first glance, one of her major obstacles to a successful federally-funded
national theatre project was the longstanding view in the United States that theatre is
devoid of work. This sentiment has its roots in a number of contexts, but mainly descends
from Puritan views of theatre. As Jonas Barish shows, the Puritans saw the stage as
symbolizing “a whole complex of attitudes anathema to the sober burgesses” of proper
Londoners. For the Puritan, the stage “stood for pleasure, for idleness, for the rejection of

hard work and thrift as the roads to salvation. Its siren song held prentices from work and
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fickle parishioners from the church pew”(165). In the Protestant Ethic, Weber offers the

same observations:
The theatre was obnoxious to the Puritans, and with the strict exclusion of
the erotic and of nudity from the realm of toleration, a radical view of
either literature or art could not exist. The conceptions of idle talk, of
superfluities, and of vain ostentation, all designations of an irrational
attitude without objective purpose, thus not ascetic, and especially not
serving the glory of God, but of man, were always at hand to serve in
deciding in favour of sober utility as against any artistic tendencies. This
was especially true in the case of decoration of the person, for instance
clothing. That powerful tendency toward uniformity of life, which today
so immensely aids the capitalistic interest in the standardization of
production, had its ideal foundations in the repudiation of all idolatry of
the flesh. (Protestant Ethic 113-14)

The Puritan antitheatrical prejudice, in its various forms, still held sway over both
Britain and the United States well into the nineteenth century. While there was (and still
remains) skepticism in America about theatrical labor as a mode of work, by the onset of
the Great Depression many Americans appear to have accepted, or at the least tolerated,
theatre as a form of labor. This changing view of theatrical labor can be explained, in
part, by how theatre functioned on a micro level as a representation of democratic
participation. Around the time of the Civil War, the theatrical realm was a leisurely
communal space where a motley collection of artisanal republicans and members of the

middle and upper classes engaged in “directing actors on stage, demanding encores...or
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booing people off stage” (Fraden 31). With the advent of touring companies and large
commercial theaters in urban areas of the country and the rise of the motion picture
industry in the 1910s, theatrical labor was increasingly seen by even conservative critics
as an avenue in which actors could entertain and, at times, inspire the masses. As Robert
Maland claims, one of the ways actors and film stars like Charlie Chaplin achieved
cultural acceptance was by promoting their dedication to craft, as well as their aims to
create more high-brow art. In a film like The Tramp, Maland argues that Chaplin was
able to broaden his personal appeal to a variety of audiences and legitimize comic acting:
Charlie’s reticence and complete devotion once he falls in love project
tenderness at the start of the relationship but prove heartrending when he
realizes he must renounce his love. Although in later films Chaplin
handles his romantic relationships and pathos more effectively, it is
important to reiterate here that Chaplin’ romances increased his appeal to
men who had been rejected in love because of inadequate wealth, prestige,
or power; to women who admired his tender and nurturing spirit; and to
viewers with genteel sensibilities for whom the romance helped to negate
the “vulgarity’ that worried them. (23)

Additionally, the rise of community and college theatre programs in the late-
nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries had altered the perception of theatre as the
antithesis of work for many Americans. Considered part of the Little Theatre Movement,
both community and college theatre promoted the idea that the stage could be benefit
society-at-large. Many local theaters staged plays that upheld various tenets of

Progressive Era genteel values, while college theatre programs helped train young
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women actors for future non-theatrical professions. As Dorothy Chansky argues, the rise
of higher education theatre programs helped convince Americans that women could earn
a respectable living as educators with theatre training. While theatre studies students
constituted a small percentage of the overall college population, Chansky asserts that
there was a surge in the employment opportunities for unmarried women in high schools
for teaching theatre courses. In the minds of many reformers of the era, trained
professional women who could teach theatre would “persuade insiders and outsiders that
theatre...could serve America’s needs”:
Just as women teachers in the nineteenth century had been valued as
beacons of spirituality and morality whose main task was to produce
citizens with a work ethic, those of the early twentieth century were
supposed to impart the building blocks of citizenship within an
industrialized world characterized by systematized schemas for nearly
everything from the production of goods to ideas of personal hygiene.
(165)
This belief that the teaching of theatre, with its emphasis on acting, set-design, and
cooperation, would help students adjust to a new work environment was part of a larger
cultural movement that sought to manage the “practical” and the *“creative” in education.
By the mid1920s, this model of teaching theatre had helped to give theatre and other
creative arts an increased cultural legitimacy.
While college theatre was changing the perspectives of Americans toward
theatrical work, there was increasingly a conflict over how “taste” and tradition

determined what specifically constituted theatrical work. After the Civil War, middle-
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class and upper-class patrons began to flock to different modes of entertainment than
their lower-class counterparts: “mannered” audiences went to see productions of opera or
Shakespeare, while the working classes sought bawdier entertainment. Eventually,
middle and upper-class audiences began to conceive of actors or dancers who performed
high-cultural forms—such as Shakespeare and ballet—as serious professionals while
those who acted in “lower” forms—such as some melodrama or politically motivated
avant-garde performances—as amateurs. Additionally, for audiences of the upper and
middle classes, if an actor was involved in commercial theatre, then his or her labor was
more respectable. As Mark Franko argues in his analysis of the politics of the Federal
Dance Project, the precision of a chorus line in a large scale Broadway show evoked the
ideology of Taylorism; as such, conservative commentators were more accepting of such
performances as labor because they represented a connection to certain social and cultural
norms. Similarly, many commentators praised comic texts—Ilike the sentimental work of
Chaplin or many of the comic work plays examined in this project—that represented the
values and ideological perspectives of the upper and middle class. In contrast, the more
anachronistic New Comedy favored by immigrants was deemed unacceptable by many
genteel patrons.

For Flanagan, one of the challenges of her job was how to mold her agency to
meet the changing understanding of theatre in the United States. And for her, the FTP
should produce work that reflected the progressive mentality of community and college
theatre, and bring high art to the masses. As Flanagan would recount in Arena, which was
written in 1940 after the demise of the agency, the democratic duty of her agency was to

provide access to theatre for all Americans:
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Was it not true, however, that for the worker in the theatre as well as for
the painter, sculptor, or musician, connection with a much wider audience
must be established? Was it not our function to extend the boundaries of
theatre-going, to create a vigorous new audience, to make the theatre of
value to more people? Over the past decade free concerts and free musical
instruction in the schools, not to mention radio and recordings, had made it
possible for everyone to hear music...But theatre instruction in schools
was limited, and aside from a few community theatres throughout the
country, there was no way in which people could go to the theatre. (43-
44).
Flanagan wanted to give quality theatre to the masses, but perhaps more importantly she
also wanted to eliminate the notion that one would have to pay for access to good art. As
we will see, Flanagan strove to provide theatre that did not just serve upper-class patrons.
Flanagan’s belief in democratizing theatre contradicts Weber’s observations on how
bureaucracy normally functions. The cultivated bureaucrat, in this case Flanagan, is not
guarding her knowledge but is instead offering it to the American populace.

While the FTP would provide theatre to audiences that had no access to quality
productions, Flanagan also envisioned a new model of theatre. For her, the FTP should be
“socially and politically, aware of the new frontier in America, a frontier not narrowly
political or sectional, but universal, a frontier along which tremendous battles are being
fought against ignorance, disease, unemployment, poverty and injustice” (Arena 372).
She envisioned a national theatre that was both listening to the needs of the American

people and remaking the work and art of the stage. In her mind, the work of the FTP was
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not to satisfy the tastes of the “first ten rows” of theatre patrons on Broadway, but to
engage new audiences across the country. This impulse grew from her initial
conversations about the program with Hopkins. As Hopkins would advise Flanagan after
she accepted the job: “It’s got to be run by a person who isn’t interested just in the
commercial type of show. | know something about the plays you’ve been doing for ten
years, plays about American life. This is an American job, not just a New York one”
(Flanagan, Arena 20). Indeed, Hopkins’ dictate encouraged Flanagan to emphasize
theatrical work that sought to both change the minds of audiences and to create a new
relationship between audiences and the stage. For her, theatre must move away from the
commercial and traditional. In an editorial for the journal Theatre Monthly, Flanagan
attempted to summarize her beliefs about the need for theatre to modernize:
Architects today shatter facades and let the steel show, musicians shatter
melody and experiment with dissonance, painters turn away from
sentimentality...but the theatre still clings to melody, to the facade, to
sentimentality...
We must see the relationship between the man at work on Boulder Dam
and the Greek chorus, we must study Pavlov as well as Pavlowa...In short,
the American theatre must wake up and grow up—wake up to an age of
expanding social consciousness, and age in which men are whispering
through space....We cannot be too proud to study our medium. (qtd. in
Fraden 37)
Echoing Hopkins and Roosevelt’s belief that the work of the WPA could be as significant

as public works projects like the Boulder Dam, Flanagan believed the FTP could strive to
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change the lives of the “men...whispering through space.” Yet to do that required a new
model of theatrical work. As Rena Fraden notes, Flanagan’s insistence on a new work
ideal for theatre was based on the belief that the stage should connect to the lives of its
audience and democratize the art. Flanagan also saw that the movies and radio had
superseded the stage as the art of the people. In order to restore theatre to the cultural
prominence it had during the nineteenth century, Flanagan believed that the FTP must
uplift the spirits of its audience by providing them an experience “which they cannot get
in any other form of entertainment; and give it at a price which they can afford to pay”
(gtd. in Fraden 38).

The theatrical experience that Flanagan promoted, especially during the first two
years of the FTP, was a type of experimental, non-commercial theatre that she had
studied throughout her academic career. Indeed, it was her experience in the non-
commercial theatre that helped convince Hopkins to hire her in the first place. After
instructing theatre at Grinnell College, Flanagan was accepted to the 47 Workshop taught
by George Pierce Baker at Harvard, after which she began to run Vassar’s theatre
program. She later would win a Guggenheim Scholarship and use her winnings to travel
across Europe to study the work of many directors and theaters, especially those in the
Soviet Union “which combined artistic and social vision” that “would always shape her
work” (Fraden 30). This impulse to combine the artistic and social coalesced into Can
You Hear Their Voices?, a play written and produced by Flanagan and her former Vassar
student Margaret Ellen Clifford. Their play was based on a short story by Whittaker
Chambers that appeared in New Masses, the American Marxist magazine, in March of

1931. The play centers on a group of poor Arkansas farmers who are struggling with the
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effects of the Dust Bowl. Frustrated by a lack of relief, the farmers attack a Red Cross
station and demand supplies. While Flanagan and Clifford kept much of Chamber’s story
intact, they also added characters, scenes of an apathetic Washington, DC, and changed
the ending. While Chambers’ story called for a communist solution to the farmers’ plight,
Flanagan and Chambers ended the play with a Brechtian direct address to the audience:
“Can you hear what the farmers are saying and what will you do about it?” (Bentley 121).
Can You Hear Their Voices? served as the template for the type of theatrical art
that Flanagan believed would best represent her vision of the FTP: theatre that was
overtly political and addressed the social issues of the Depression. And like many 1930s
American novels and films, many FTP plays selected for production addressed the
working conditions of laborers during the decade. One famous example of New Deal
theatre embracing political art was the agency’s performances of Clifford Odets” Waiting
for Lefty and Awake and Sing. Flanagan was especially fond of Living Newspaper plays,
which were based on the avant-garde aesthetics of her own work on Can You Hear Their
Voices? Living Newspaper plays employed limited scenery, non-naturalistic acting, and
special effects. Actors would portray scenes from then-current events which were
supported by images, music, and light. The scenes, or episodes, of the play would be
drawn from newspaper stories, testimonials, and committee research and then formulated
into a narrative by an editor (Witham 78). And many of these plays echoed themes and
presented situations that were sympathetic toward leftist groups. The play One Third of a
Nation showed vignettes of the living conditions of workers and immigrants in the
tenements of New York City. The first Living Newspaper play, Ethiopia, outwardly

condemned the invasion of that country by Italy and featured a less-than-flattering
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portrayal of Mussolini (Quinn 68). And perhaps the most famous Living Newspaper play,
Triple-A Plowed Under, portrayed stories about farmers and the agricultural industry,
including declining grain prices, civil strife, and the poverty faced by tenant farmers. In
addition, many Living Newspaper plays also only promoted New Deal programs. Many
in the administration believed that the creative arts programs of the WPA, including the
FTP, could not only employ workers who were not allowed equal employment in other
WPA agencies—such as African Americans and women—but could also contradict the
legitimate complaints of those groups by presenting “administration friendly” narratives.
Despite the repeated objections of Flanagan to critics that the agency was not engaged in
New Deal propaganda, many FTP plays promoted New Deal ideological positions. For
instance, the play Power, which shows characters who argue for the public ownership of
utilities and portrays how access to electricity is controlled by trusts and capitalists, was
performed at the height of the debate over the Tennessee Valley Authority; as Barry
Witham notes, “even a cursory reading of the play” is startling to “the degree to which
the private sector is hounded and vilified” (80).

As Flanagan envisioned, the work of the FTP was centered on providing theatre
to the American public that attempted to uplift the spirits of the audiences by “listening to
the voices” of the oppressed. Yet while much of Flanagan’s perspective was influenced
by changing American attitudes toward the stage, she perhaps erred in estimating the
public’s taste for political theatre. Increasingly, the aesthetic and ideological goals of
Flanagan and her colleagues in Washington, D.C. would become the focus of the national

debate over the FTP. Moreover, as will be examined in the next section, this ideological
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vision conflicted with Flanagan’s bureaucratic vision for the governance of the agency

and ultimately signaled the doom of the FTP.

The Rise and Fall of the FTP

Despite Flanagan’s larger-than-life persona, she was not able to save the program
from being eliminated in the 1940 Federal budget. Part of the agency’s failure can be
attributed to a number of external factors, including cuts to the program during 1937 and
Republican victories in the 1938 midterm elections that eliminated much of the
program’s congressional support. However, the overriding cause of the agency’s
downfall was the inability of Flanagan to reconcile the conflicting goals of the program.
From a Weberian perspective, the FTP could not maintain its goals of being both a
decentralized agency that stressed democratic involvement from regional theaters and a
centralized bureaucratic program that promoted certain ideological and aesthetic
perspectives.

Part of the FTP’s problem with administration connects to a larger shift in the
New Deal away from a more centralized power structure. Just as Weber was concerned
about the role of bureaucracy, many American intellectuals worried about the impact the
increasing size and power the federal government had on the people. As Sean McCann
argues, the “commitment to planning and expertise demanded a high price in alienation
and in the weakening of political association” (151). As such, many “New Deal policy
makers, critics, and political theorists in the later thirties voiced hostility toward the
centralized bureaucracy of federal programs and began to “search for ways to
reinvigorate political participation and popular community” (McCann 151). One such

theorist was John Dewey who during the New Deal era began to more consistently echo
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Weber’s hostility toward the corruption of monopoly capitalism and bureaucratic
government. For Dewey, like Weber, liberalism was not suited to addressing the issues of
twentieth-century capitalism, as “power rests finally in the hands of finance capital, no
matter what claims are made for government of, by, and for all the people” (“The
Challenge of Democracy to Education” 239). Moreover, he felt that “political
democracy” created individuals who were “externally controlled and subjected to
arbitrary power” from the family, church, business, and school (Dewey, “The Challenge
of Democracy to Education” 219). To combat the intersection of finance capital and
bureaucracy, Dewey proposed political and social reform in which every member of
society would have “the chance and opportunity to contribute whatever he is capable of
contributing” in a system where “the value of his contribution be decided by its place and
function in the organized total of similar contributions” (“The Challenge of Democracy to
Education” 220). Dewey’s belief in such a system parallels Weber’s own promotion of
anti-bureaucratic groups in which people could contribute equally not only to preserve
the individual, but also society in turn.

This anti-bureaucratic belief was actually echoed by the leaders of the programs
that comprised Federal One, especially Flanagan. Initially, Flanagan promoted a
decentralized vision of her agency that was based on the outline of the FTP given to her
by Harry Hopkins. In their initial conversations, Hopkins stressed to Flanagan the notion
of an uncensored theatre that also represented a democratic view of America; a program
that would present diverse plays that represented all of America and functioned as a
grassroots supported agency. To enact this vision, Flanagan and her fellow administrators

broke the agency into a series of geographic units that would oversee everything from



49

play selection to employment.® It was the hope of Flanagan that such a decentralized
approach to governance would give the agency a more democratic tone, but also
encourage the production of plays that represented differing views and locales and would
demonstrate, in a Weberian sense, uniqueness and diversity in the agency. For example,
the New York City FTP would stage plays that were tailored toward that audience, while
the Southern FTP would produce plays that represented the culture of the Deep South.
However, the agency’s struggles with such an approach began at its inception. As
William McDonald notes, the FTP was charged with three major purposes that, at times,
contradicted one another and caused confusion among administrators and regional
directors. On October 8, 1935, the recently appointed regional directors met with
Flanagan and WPA staff in Washington, DC. In this meeting, Flanagan “proceeded to
contrast the passing of individual patronage [commercial theatre] with the new emphasis
upon the theater as an agency of democratic education,” and then representatives from the
Treasury and the WPA explained governmental procedure. At the end of these meetings,
one regional director immediately resigned and “others were dissuaded with difficulty
from following his example” (McDonald 526). What these regional managers saw,
according to McDonald, was the promotion of a regional, democratic, and avant-garde
theatre that required “something more than actors whose background was exclusively
professional” (526-27). Indeed, when the directors listened to Flanagan, “they were
persuaded to think in terms of a new art theatre”; when they read Instructions (a
guidebook published by the agency outlining protocol) “they were persuaded that a

permanent community theater was the aim”; and when they interacted with WPA
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officials, regional directors “concluded that the sole purpose of the project was the
employment of professional actors” (McDonald 509).

Second, there were many employees, especially actors trained on the New York
and Chicago stages and theatre directors who had been successful in regional and stock
theaters, who resisted Flanagan’s aesthetic vision. As Jane De Hart Matthews notes, the
FTP was dominated by a “New Deal cultural elite” whose tastes favored experimental
theatre and conflicted with not only the tastes of the audiences, but also the theatrical
professionals performing the plays (329). While Flanagan and many of her colleagues
advocated for the performance of experimental and avant-garde plays to liven up the dead
horse of professional theatre, many of the very people Flanagan was to hire—theatrical
professionals—were incredibly hesitant to engage in overly political theatre. Many actors
were opposed to performing such plays and many theater managers did not want to stage
such plays in the first place. This was especially true in cities where community and little
theatre companies had succeeded by producing mainstream plays (Fraden 39-40).
Throughout the agency’s run, there remained a strong disconnect between the ideological
vision of Flanagan and the commercial and professional goals of her employees. And it is
difficult not to sympathize with the theatrical professionals on this point: it seemed more
practical to produce plays that would ensure the financial and commercial viability of
these theaters—and the agency on the whole—rather than engage in political art that
could threaten the FTP. This conflict between professionally trained actors and Flanagan
will be explored in more detail in Chapter Two, but in short, these differing views over

the nature of theatrical work would create a host of problems for the agency.
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Yet perhaps the biggest problem of the decentralized approach that Flanagan
promoted was in the choice of plays performed by the FTP. Initially, the FTP maintained
a looser control over which plays were produced by its regional theaters. In a memo from
May, 1936 directed to individual theater managers, the agency noted that no play could
be produced without “consulting and obtaining the approval of his State Director,” but
there is no mention, aside from procuring the correct copyright information, of getting
permission from the national office in order to stage a play (“Instructions for Play
Rentals™). In addition, the FTP told its regional managers that a play should be selected
for production for the “intrinsic value of the script,” the opportunity the play would give
*“actors, directors, and designers to do distinguished work,” the “entertainment value” of
the play “to the community,” and the play’s “relationship to the general theatre programs
or to the work of sponsoring educational or civic bodies” (“Instructions for Play Rentals”
3).

This democratic and decentralized approach to play selection created several
significant problems. Many regional and local theatre directors took the ethos of “free,
adult, and uncensored” theatre to heart and endangered the stability of the program by
staging plays that did not attract local audiences. Poor play selection by local theaters
seems to have been rampant in the Midwest outside of Chicago. Recounting the failure of
the Milwaukee FTP, for instance, Flanagan notes that the Cream City had a plethora of
talented actors who had trained at prestigious theaters like “the London Gate Theatre, the
Moscow Art Company, [and] the Dublin Abbey” (Arena 158). Yet, the plays chosen by
director Laura Sherry were “too special for the wide diversity of people our company, if

it wished to succeed, must attract” (Arena 158-59). Plays like The Mask and the Face,
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Old Heidelberg, and Three-Cornered Moon were not “appropriate to Milwaukee” and
were “reminiscent of a Little Theatre season” (Arena 159). She offered a similar critique
of the unit in Omaha. While the Nebraska Federal Theatre was cut after the agency’s
overall budget was slashed in 1937, it garnered critical support from the press and a
massive letter writing campaign from locals who were determined to save it. But even
with the relative success of the unit, Flanagan bemoaned that such theatres were not
challenging their audiences. In reference to Omaha and the excitement generated locally
by the Nebraska Federal Theatre, Flanagan wrote that “we did no classics, no originals,
and none of the “interpretations of the political and social trend of the times’” (Arena
178).

Additionally, the FTP suffered from the decision of local theaters, especially in
New York, to stage overtly political plays. While Flanagan promoted political theatre
throughout her tenure, the controversy over many political productions forced censorship
of plays from either the federal government or state WPA officials. Two New York City
FTP plays in particular stand out in this regard. The first Living Newspaper production of
that agency, Ethiopia, centered on the Italian invasion of that African country and
featured caricatures of political figures like Benito Mussolini. However, the play was
only performed in dress rehearsal as the US State Department protested its production,
fearing the repercussions of a government-produced play that openly mocked a foreign
head of state. The suppression of the play, which became something of a rallying cry for
anti-censorship advocates, almost forced Flanagan to tender her resignation. Instead, the
head of the New York FTP, Elmer Rice, protested the play’s cancellation by resigning.

The second production to be censored was John Houseman and Orson Welles’ production



53

of Marc Blitzstein’s The Cradle Will Rock in 1937. While the play was officially shut
down due to a combination of union issues and cost, many felt (and many critics still
assert) that the play was canceled due its strong pro-union message. Additionally, many
local WPA administrators interfered with or restricted productions. Perhaps the most
notorious instance of this was in California where Donald “Colonel” Connelly, the local
WPA administrator, was found to be editing content out of a number of plays or closing
productions that he felt were too controversial for his state. For instance, Connelly shut
down a production of Odon von Horvath’s critique of fascist Germany, Judgment Day,
because he believed the play to be communist in nature.

In addition, many Living Newspaper plays exhibited skepticism toward the
capacity of New Deal programs to adequately address the struggles of workers. One
Third of a Nation concludes with the argument that New Deal legislation would help
America in fighting its slums (Witham 107), yet the play mentions that the stripped down
Wagner-Steagall Act will only provide limited resources for the poor. Triple A Plowed
Under documents the struggles of the agricultural industry, but also openly critiques the
Agricultural Adjustment Administration (AAA), especially that organization’s treatment
of African American sharecroppers and the high prices of meat and other goods as a
result of the AAA’s strategy of supply reduction. And while many other plays, including
many of the Living Newspaper plays, represented a very Marxist perspective toward
labor and working conditions, one of the agency’s most famous productions—a 1936
adaptation of Sinclair Lewis’ novel It Can’t Happen Here—featured a less than favorable
perspective toward a number of political groups, including communists, centrists, and

conservatives.
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Due to increasingly poor play choices by regional offices, political pressure,
charges from the press, and other WPA agents who accused the FTP of only staging
overtly leftist productions, Flanagan understood that she needed to exert control over
what plays were being performed by her agency. In 1937, she established the National
Service Bureau (NSB). This “umbrella” organization was charged with duties ranging
from streamlining costs to transferring costumes and scenery from unit to unit. In
addition, the Bureau would be “the sole negotiating agency” for the entire project,
drawing up contracts with playwrights to produce their plays and ensuring the Play
Policy Board, one of the NSB’s sub-agencies, would have greater control over play
selection (Matthews 148-49). The more streamlined agency still accepted requests for
plays coming in from the field, but as Flanagan noted in Memoir, “the director in the field
could not compel the approval of a play; such approval was vested in the head of the
bureau” (158). One of the first documents from the PPB was an extensive list of plays
that Flanagan and her colleagues felt well represented the vision of the FTP. While the
document still encouraged local directors to suggest titles for production, it is clear that
the FTP’s new direction was to cement control from the top down. Not only were
directors frequently reminded that no play could be performed without permission from
both the regional and national office, but also they were reminded of what plays should
be performed by the FTP:

The list is not meant to place a limitation on the selection of plays. While
many good plays have been deliberately omitted from it [the list] because

they are hackneyed, or associated in the public mind with amateur
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production, doubtless others have been omitted inadvertently. (“Play

Policy Board Meeting 3.14) 2
The memo further notes that “the making of a constructive and challenging program is
not a problem of picking one play title instead of another” but “of bringing fresh
imagination” to the play selection process so that “the audience will feel that Federal
Theatre is a positive force in the community” (“Play Policy Board Meeting 2.14). And
among the “few reminders of the creative ingenuity of which Federal Theatre is capable”
are the following plays: The Living Newspaper, the “Negro” Macbeth, “multiple
productions of It Can’t Happen Here,” and proposed productions of Emperor Jones.

In the program’s final days, Flanagan even went to the lengths of envisioning a
revised FTP that would function more effectively. At the height of the attacks on her
program, Flanagan sent a ten-page proposal to Eleanor Roosevelt that outlined her plans
for a reorganized Federal theatre agency. Entitled “Plan for a Government Supported
Theatre,” Flanagan’s proposal sought to keep the dream of New Deal theatre alive, as
well as improve upon the FTP by addressing many of the issues that had plagued the
agency. As Barry Witham says, she was keenly aware of the issues raised about her
program by Congress and her employees, and sought to transform this new FTP into a
more democratic agency:

The centerpiece of the new proposal is a tax on admissions to plays and

films. This tax...would then be used to employ theatre professionals, up to
75 percent of whom could qualify for welfare relief. Major theatre centers
would be established in New York, Chicago and San Francisco to serve as

artistic hubs and to coordinate activities in smaller cities....The proposed
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repertory would also be substantially retained, reflecting Flanagan’s
concern for children’s and ethnic theatres, classical and contemporary
works, Living Newspapers, religious plays and pageants. Her vision was
that permanent theatres in twenty to thirty American cities would each
perform a thirty-six week season at affordable prices...The ultimate goal
would be for each theatre to raise enough local support so that it could
become a permanent member of the community with active local
sponsorship. (Witham 149-50)
Despite her ambitious plan, Flanagan’s last argument for a national theatre fell on deaf
ears. As Witham notes, the First Lady did pass along the proposal to her husband
sometime during the congressional debate over ending the FTP. Franklin Roosevelt’s
response was curt: “No use doing anything about this until the Relief Bill finally passes”
(gtd. in Witham 150). Despite these reforms and attempts to streamline and better control
the content of its productions, the FTP could not overcome the disorganization of its first
two years.
Certainly, there were a number of external factors that affected the stability of the
FTP. The Roosevelt Recession of 1937 forced massive cuts throughout the federal
government, including the FTP, which saw many of its smaller and underperforming
theaters in the West and the South close. In addition, the wins by the Republican Party in
the 1938 mid-term elections eliminated much of the Congressional support the FTP had.
Yet, the FTP also struggled with a great number of internal problems. Jane De Hart
Matthews argues that the FTP could never become an agency that balanced democratic

decentralization and bureaucracy. Matthews notes that in addition to being larger and
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more expensive than the other projects of Federal One, one of the major problems for
FTP was it was unable to cultivate grass-roots support and live up to its democratic
ambitions. While the FTP had strong support in California, Illinois, and New York, the
agency did not garner widespread local support in other parts of the country. In contrast,
the Federal Arts Project developed a more democratic set-up. As Matthews argues:
During the fall of 1935, an Art Project representative, Thomas Parker, had
traveled throughout the artistically barren South exploring possibilities for
WPA projects. Undeterred by the sparsity of good painters, Parker had
formed advisory committees of artistically knowledgeable citizens in
major towns and cities and, with the wholehearted backing of the
particularly local group, set up his one, two, or three qualified artists as
directors of Community Art Centers....By 1939 four hundred and twenty-
five Art Project workers staffed eighty-three Community Art Centers in
twenty-one states. Their activities, along with those of mural painters and
project workers preparing the Index of American Design, so expanded
services that the Project’s director, Holger Cahill, could boast of
operations in forty-one states and the District of Columbia. (311-12)

The FTP could not develop the grassroots organization that the FAP and other
agencies did, nor could it shake the sense that the labor of the group was overtly political.
In spite of Flanagan’s efforts to determine what plays were staged, actors were still able
to project political arguments in their performances. As Matthews asserts, “Henry
Alsberg [head of the Federal Writers’ Project] could edit or rewrite an offending passage

in a guidebook before publication, and at Hallie Flanagan’s insistence, Federal Theatre
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directors could make comparable revisions in a script, but in actual performance, the
inflection conveyed the original bias” (311). As many historians have noted, numerous
critics of the agency in the Republican Party and the national press condemned
productions like the Living Newspaper plays as nothing more than propaganda for
communism or the New Deal. These interpretations of the plays were often accurate, and
led to the FTP not only losing congressional support but also forcing many members of
the agency, including Flanagan, to testify in the first round of the HUAC trials in 1939.
From a Weberian perspective, the FTP represented both the best and the worst
bureaucratic solutions to 1930s work. In one sense, the agency succeeded in
democratizing theatre and providing it to people who did not have access to it. The
agency staged plays in places like Omaha, Des Moines, Raleigh, and Memphis that had
not, historically, been venues of commercial or high quality amateur theatre. And for a
time, each of those places produced plays that garnered the interest of local audiences and
gave those locales a sense of community that Weber observed in smaller communities
during his tours of the United States. In addition, the agency, at least initially, helped to
promote a national program that addressed the desires of local communities. In addition,
Flanagan believed that by promoting plays with her theatrical aesthetic to audiences, she
could uplift the spirits of workers who felt overly oppressed by the iron cage of
contemporary capitalism. While she never used that specific language, it is clear that the
types of plays that Flanagan preferred were them