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The Cold War: How did anti-communist fear affect
American politics and Culture in the 1950s?

INTRODUCTION FOR STUDENTS

During the course of the twentieth centu-
ry, Americans frequently worried about the
impact of communism on society. In 1919,
the United States experienced its first “Red
Scare,” as government officials attempted to
deport foreign-born labor activists. During
the Depression, however, some Americans
who were disenchanted with
capitalism joined the Communist
Party (CP). Then, during World
War 11, the USSR was an ally with
the United States. As the Cold
War began to take shape, fears
about the threat of domestic com-
munism reappeared. During this
period, politicians such as Senator
Joseph McCarthy used accusations
of communism to attack political
opponents. At the same time, the
federal government began a se-
ries of anticommunist campaigns
aimed at finding communists in
American institutions such as la-
bor unions, schools, universities,
and the entertainment industry.
The most famous of these efforts
was the House Un-American
Activities Committee (HUACQ),
a Congressional committee that
pressured witnesses to “name
names” of associates involved in
their activities.

In this lesson, you will begin by
discussing the First Amendment
and some of the limits that were
placed on the freedom of speech
between 1919 and 1950. In the
second half of the lesson, you will
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review testimony and government surveil-
lance documents to learn about commu-
nism in American society during the 1940s
and 1950s. You will then discuss whether
the threat of communist subversion justi-
fied restrictions on civil liberties in the
United States during the Cold War.

'Amnlca UNDER COMMUNISM!

Cover of Is This Tomorrow, a color comic book published by
the Catechetical Guild Educational Society of St. Paul, MN

Source: Michael Barson and Steven Heller, Red Scared, p. 157



FREEDOM OF SPEECH

The first four documents of this workshop will ask you to think about freedom of speech.
It will also ask you to consider how fear of communism caused Americans to place limits
on this freedom.

Document 1: First Amendment (1789)
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What does “freedom of speech” mean? Can you give any examples of “freedom of
speech”?

“freedom of speech” means:

examples of “freedom of speech™

According to the excerpt, under what circumstances may the government limit the
freedom of speech? Do you think there should be limits?

limitations on “freedom of speech™:

agree/disagree with limitations:
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tected by any constitutional right.

proximity—closeness

degree—a measure of
depth or rank

hindrance—a drag (on a
cause)

utterance—vocal
expression

endured—suffered
patiently
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Document 3: Smi
. : Smith Act. C
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Whoever knowingly of willfully advocates, abets,
advises, or teaches the duty, necessity, desirability,
or propriety of overthrowing oF destroying the gov-
ernment of the United States OF the government of
any State, Territory, District OF Possession thereof, or
the government of any political subdivision therein,
by force of violence, or by (he assassination of any
officer of any such government; OF---

_..Whoever organizes Of helps or attempts 1O
organize any society, group, of assembly of persons
who teach, advocate, Orf encourage the overthrow
or destruction lof the United States] by force or
violence; OY becomes Or 15 2 member of, or affiliates
with, any such society, group or assembly of per-
sons, knowing the purposes thereof--

Shall be fined under this title of imprisoned not
more than twenty years, OF both, and shall be in-
eligible for employment by the United States or any
department OF agency thereof, for the five years next
following his conviction.

< .
uggestions or advice

desirability—the fact
of believing that

something would be
good

propriety—

appropriateness

overthrowing—bringing

the downfall or defeat
of

1. What kind
of acti -
actions or activities were illegal under the S
r the Smith Act?
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The Col : i
old War: Containment at Home and Abroad 39
a



Document 4: National Security Council Paper

68 (1950). This top-secret document claimed that
only the United States could stop Soviet expansion.
It argues for the foreign policy of “containment”
(definition: the act of preventing the expansion of a
hostile power). The following excerpt addresses fears

about communism in American society.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS:

dominion—rule

subvert—to ruin or
corrupt

infiltration—enter
secretly

intimidation—threat of
force

stultify—to make useless

1. According to the document, how did the Soviets plan to gain control of the free world?

2. What organizations or institutions would be the target of Soviet threats? Are these
institutions the same as those outlined in the Smith Act?

3. How could anticommunists use NSC-68 to support their crusade against domestic
communism? Who would be the targets of the crusade?
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HOUSE UN-AMERICAN TESTIMONY

During the 1940s and 1950s, many individuals testified before the House Un-American
Activities Committee. The next section will ask you to consider the activities of some
Americans who testified before HUAC and/or were investigated by the Federal Bureau
of Investigation. As you read these documents, you will be asked to decide whether the
person’s activities constitute subversion. Before you begin reading, you may want to
think about how you would define “un-American activities.”

Testimony #1 (October 23, 1947)

Ronald Reagan was the president of the Screen Actor’s Guild in 1947. He later
became Governor of California (1966) and then President of the United States
(1980).

STRIPLING: As a member of the board of directors, as president of the Screen
Actors Guild, and as an active member, have you at any time observed or
noted within the organization a clique of either communists or fascists who
were attempting to exert influence or pressure on the guild?

REAGAN: ...There has been a small group within the Screen Actors Guild which
has consistently opposed the policy of the guild board and officers of the
guild, as evidenced by the vote on various issues. That small clique referred
to has been suspected of more or less following the tactics that we associate
with the Communist Party.

STRIPLING: Would you refer to them as a disruptive influence within the guild?

REAGAN: | would say that at times they have attempted to be a disruptive
influence.

STRIPLING: You have no knowledge yourself as to whether or not any of them
are members of the Communist Party?

REAGAN: No, sir, I have no investigative force, or anything, and I do not know.

STRIPLING: Has it ever been reported to you that certain members of the guild
were communists?

REAGAN: Yes, sir, | have heard different discussions and some of them tagged as
communists.

STRIPLING: Would you say that this clique has attempted to dominate the
guild?

REAGAN: Well, sir, by attempting to put their own particular views on various
issues, I guess you would have to say that our side was attempting to
dominate, too, because we were fighting just as hard to put over our views,
and I think, we were proven correct by the figures—Mr. Murphy gave the
figures—and those figures were always approximately the same, an average
of 90 percent or better of the Screen Actors Guild voted in favor of those
matters now guild policy.
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Questions about Testimony 1:

1. Does Ronald Reagan testify that there are communists in the Screen Actors Guild?

2. Does the group to whom Reagan refers seem dangerous or subversive?

3. Why would the FBI be interested in possible communist activities in the entertainment
industry? What does the entertainment industry have to do with national security?

Questions about Testimony 2 (on the following page):

1. Why, according to Mr. Scherer, has Mr. Robeson been asked to testify in front of
HUAQC?

2. Mr. Robeson claims that he felt like “a full human being” when he went to Russia.
What does he mean? Besides the Cold War, what else was happening in the United
States during the 1940s and 1950s?

3. When Mr. Scherer asks Robeson “Why do you not stay in Russia,” what is Robeson’s
response? What Americans or American images does Robeson mention? Do you
think the response was effective?
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Testimony #2 (June 12,1956)

Paul Robeson was an African-American actor and singer. Angered by racism and
discrimination in American society, Robeson developed leftist beliefs during the
1930s; he protested lynchings and urged African Americans to resist the draft after
World War Il. Because the government determined that the actor and his wife

were members of the Communist Party, they were not able to use their passports
between 1947 and 1958, when the Robesons moved to Europe. Robeson appeared
before HUAC in 1956. His testimony is excerpted below:

MR. ARENS [quoting a speech by Paul Robeson]: If the American warmongers
fancy that they could win America’s millions of Negroes for a war against
those countries (i.e., the Soviet Union and the peoples’ democracies) then
they ought to understand that this will never be the case. Why should
the Negroes ever fight against the only nations of the world where racial
discrimination is prohibited, and where the people can live freely? Never! 1
can assure you, they will never fight against either the Soviet Union or the
peoples’ democracies.

Did you make that statement?

MR. ROBESON: I do not remember that. But what is perfectly clear today is
that nine hundred million other colored people have told you that they will
not. Four hundred million in India, and millions everywhere, have told
you, precisely, that the colored people are not going to die for anybody:
they are going to die for their independence. We are dealing not with
fifteen million colored people, we are dealing with hundreds of millions.

[more testimony]

MR. ROBESON: In Russia I felt for the first time like a full human being. No
color prejudice like in Mississippi, no color prejudice like in Washington.
It was the first time I felt like a human being. Where I did not feel the
pressure of color as I feel [it] in this Committee today.

MR. SCHERER: Why do you not stay in Russia?

MR. ROBESON: Because my father was a slave, and my people died to build
this country, and I am going to stay here, and have a part of it just like you.
And no Fascist-minded people will drive me from it. Is that clear? T am for
peace with the Soviet Union, and I am for peace with China, and I am not
for peace or friendship with the Fascist Franco [Spain], and I am not for
peace with Fascist Nazi Germans. I am for peace with decent people.

MR. SCHERER: YOU are here because you are promoting the Communist
cause.

MR. ROBESON: | am here because | am opposing the neo-Fascist cause which
[ see arising in these committees. You are like the Alien [and] Sedition Act,
and Jefferson could be sitting here, and Frederick Douglass could be sitting
here, and Eugene Debs could be here.
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FBI FILES; DALTON TRUMBO

Between 1942 and 1958,
the FBI investigated the
Communist Party’s sup-
posed infiltration of the mo-
tion picture industry. Ten
individuals—later =~ known
as the
refused to answer HUAC's
questions regarding their
affiliation with the Com-
munist Party; they were
convicted of contempt and
blacklisted by Hollywood.

Source: http://foia.fbi.gov/compic.htm

Figure 1: Dalton Trumbo

Dalton Trumbo, a screen-
writer with leftist sym-
pathies, was one of the
“Hollywood Ten.” During
World War 11, he wrote the
screenplay for films such
as “Thirty Seconds Over
Tokyo,” but he was black-
listed by Hollywood after
he refused to testify before
HUAC. Writing under a dif-
ferent name, Trumbo wrote
the Oscar-winning original

stories and screenplays for
films like “Roman Holiday”
and “The Brave One.”

The following informa-
tion is an excerpt from the
FBI's files on communism
in Hollywood. The black-
ened marks represent in-
formation—like informant
names—that is still consid-
ered confidential.

- Dalton Trumbo was born in lontrose, Colorads, Decexber 9, 1905. I

is said to have been the writer of “Tender Comraden, recently produced by RK(

and has also been employed as a screen writer by MGl studios,

Availedle -

-cmmi..-t. Party membership lists in‘'Ios Angeles.indicate he was a mewbder .of -
 Sranch- ji,” Rorthwest Section, ‘Communist Party, Los Angeles County, wider the

Party neze Hal Conger.
League of

p-.\bllcai.;.on of the Hollywood Tziters icbilization.

Trumbo is a member of the Screen Triterst Gulld, the
American Eriters, and was a contributor to the "Clipoer®, the
He wuc & mer.ber ::nd
specker at the meetings of the Amaricen Peace lobilization, and the
Federation for Constitutional Libert.ies.
pamphlet.-in defense of Harry Bridges, and
in the Cammunist West Coast news organ, the "Peoples ¥orld."

2tionzl

ctetes Truido wrcte a
itten articles appearing -

He hac bun :

- one of the most active members in the Hollywod Democratic Comuittes and was
oxtremely active in wo ~against the lotion Picture Alliancc for ...,
the Fraservation of Demoorstic Ideals, an anti-Conmmnist group forwed recent.
to fight Communiam in the motion picture industry.
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Figure 2. Excerpt from document concerning the CP influence on Hollywood
unions and cultural organizations. Dalton Trumbo was the editor of the Screen
Writers Guild member publication, “Screen Writer.”

Screen writers Guild

The Motion Picture Alamanac for 1942 and 1943 reflected that the Screen
Writers Guild was an affiliate of the Authors Lsague of imerica, Inc. The Hollywood
Press Times for November 10, 1944, reflected that the Screen Writer 1d was orga~-
nized in 1933 in the Hollywood motion picture industry. Informant has reported
that this was one of the first wnions in the cultural field to come r the influe
of Comrunists in Hollywood. He related that among the original organizers were John
Howard Iawson, Samuel Ornitz, and Guy Endore. Thne individuals who have been ident

fied as Communists are referred to in Section ¢ s memorendum where their Com-—
munist affiliations are set forth. According to John Howard lawson, Robert
‘~Rossen, lester Cole, Hugo Butler, Waldo Salt, an lardner, Jr., are among the

. leading Commumists in the Ouild who have been most influential in the forming of its
~policies. All of these individuals bave been identified as Communists and their
Commmnist affilistions are set out in Section I of thia mnnd:u-.

According to the organisationts official pnbliut:l.m i.nli‘hmn of 1945 there
were a.pprn::intely 13,000 umborl ot t.ho Bunn m-i'aon Guﬂd m t.h:Ll nunbar about
100 w m . .

L5
of 'I'.l:

sm.tunI
nransocn
or members of’ D"

memorandum. JIn addit.im a gmt many others, nncoxﬂi.ng to
Communists reported to be sympathetic to Communist ideologies
Communist froomt organizations,

‘ As an example of the influemce had by these Commmiste within the
organigation, I desirs to call to your atteation the October, 1946, issus of the
“Scresn Writer." In this publication, an editorial appears comcerning the Communist
inspired American Authors Authority; an article concerzing the scope of the Screen
¥riters Ouild; a third article by Commmists Eowmrd Dimsdale and Guy Bidore; a fourtl
article on a technical phase of writing:; the fifth on opinions and motion pictures:
and the sixth by Comrunist screen writer Lester Cole bn wage negotiations for screen
vriters. The Communist affiliations of Howard Dimsdale, Guy Endore and Lester Cole
reforred to as Communigts are set out in Section I.

s It is through the Communists in this group, the Screen ¥Writers Guild,
that Communist 1declogy is disseminated to the fellow traveler, Communist sympathise:

and unsuspecting writers who are affiliated with the Ouild in the motion plcture

* 4nfustry., The Communists and Commwunist pressure in the Guild thus caused the
injection into motion picture scripts of Communist propagands and the sliminatien of
snti-Communist statements and scenes from original motion p!ctm seripts.

- 4-.‘-*-..
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Questions about Dalton Trumbo:

1. Was Dalton Trumbo a member of the Communist Party?

2. According to the files, what kind of activities did CP members like Trumbo engage in?
Do you think these activities were subversive (i.e., a threat to American institutions)?

3. When Dalton Trumbo testified before HUAC, he refused to answer questions about
his CP membership on the grounds that the First Amendment guaranteed his right to
free speech. Looking back at the First Amendment, do you agree that the amendment
protected his decision?
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