
The McCarthy Era was the 
product of Joseph McCarthy, 
one of the most notorious 
politicians in United States 
history. Obsessed with routing 
out communists, McCarthy 
persecuted thousands 
of innocent Americans, 
destroying careers and ruining 
many lives. His tactics of 
making public accusations based on innuendo instead of 
proof became known as McCarthyism. 

From the time he was a child growing up in Wisconsin, 
McCarthy burned with ambition. As a teenager he started 
his own business; he earned his high school diploma in less 
than a year; and he became the youngest circuit court judge 
in state history. When he was elected to the U.S. Senate, he 
became the youngest senator in Congress. 

By the 1950s, average Americans viewed communism 
as a direct threat to their democratic way of life. McCarthy 
played on those fears to persecute anyone suspected of 
having communist affiliations. His crusade brought him 
power and fame—and ultimately led to his stunning public 
downfall.
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Senator Joseph McCarthy (left) and attorney 
Roy Cohn confer in 1954 during a congressional 
investigation over whether communists had 
infiltrated the U.S. Army. 
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The Hollywood Ten
The years following World War II should have been the best of times. America 
was at peace. Jobs were plentiful, and the country was prospering. But it was 
also a time of fear and mistrust. Although the Allies had defeated Adolf Hitler’s 
Nazis, a new, insidious enemy had emerged—communists. To most Americans, 
communism was more than a political and economic ideology; it was a threat 
to the fundamental freedoms that defined their very way of life. And it seemed 
to be spreading unchecked across the globe. 

The Soviet Union, ally of the United States during World War II, was 
now a hostile Cold War foe, intent on incorporating its Eastern European 
neighbors into its sphere of influence. China had already been “lost” to com-
munism when Mao Ze-dong became leader, as had North Korea. Among citizens 
and politicians alike, there was a genuine fear that communists would try to 
infiltrate the United States government to undermine America’s democracy. 
There was also concern that communists in the arts would use popular media 
to spread their message and attract new followers.

“America emerged victorious from the Second World War, both eco-
nomically and morally the leader of the world. But somehow it got caught by 
a panic that suddenly resulted in a witch hunt,”1 Giora Bernstein, founding 
musical director of the Colorado Music Festival, noted during a 1989 symposium 
he organized called “Culture and the Red Scare.” In 1955, as a young Israeli 
student at Juilliard, Bernstein was required to swear under oath that he was 
neither a Nazi nor a communist. He had to report to his visa officer five times 
a year.

Under this perception of communist encroachment, the House Un-
American Activities Committee, or HUAC, began investigating the Hollywood 
motion picture industry in September 1947. Forty-three people were put on 
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the HUAC witness list. The majority were expected to be “friendly” witnesses, 
including Walt Disney and future president Ronald Reagan. These witnesses 
intimated, or suggested, that communists were infiltrating Hollywood in order 
to infuse movies with Red propaganda. 

Nineteen of the witnesses were expected to be “unfriendly” because 
they had, either in the past or currently, been members of the American Com-
munist Party. They indicated they would not answer questions before the 
committee, including the crucial, “Are you now or have you ever been a member 
of the Communist Party?”

It is important to note that membership in the Communist Party was 
not then, nor has it ever been, illegal in the United States.

Of the nineteen unfriendly witnesses, eleven were called to testify. Only 
playwright Bertolt Brecht answered the questions posed by the committee. 
Afterward, he immediately left the United States and returned to Germany. 

The Hollywood Ten were the first to be
blacklisted by Hollywood.

They included one 
director (Edward 
Dmytryk) and 
nine screenwriters 
(Herbert 
Biberman, Albert 
Maltz, Lester Cole, 
Dalton Trumbo, 
John Howard 
Lawson, Alvah 
Bessie, Samuel 
Ornitz, Ring 
Lardner Jr. and 
Adrian Scott)—all
of whom refused 
to answer HUAC’s 
questions. 
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The other ten witnesses—Alvah Bessie, 
Herbert Biberman, Lester Cole, Edward Dmytryk, 
Ring Lardner Jr., John Howard Lawson, Albert 
Maltz, Samuel Ornitz, Adrian Scott, and Dalton 
Trumbo—read a statement denouncing HUAC and 
refused to cooperate, citing their First Amendment 

rights to freedom of speech and assembly. 
The hearings’ chairman, J. Parnell 
Thomas, ordered them removed from 
the room by armed guards. 

Several well-known Holly-
wood celebrities, including director 

John Huston and actors Gene Kelly, 
Humphrey Bogart, and Lauren Bacall, orga-
nized the Committee for the First Amendment, 

or CFA. They traveled to Washington, D.C., 
and protested the government’s targeting of their 

industry and rallied to support the Hollywood 
Ten. They soon backed down as their involvement threatened to damage their 
own careers. 

In November the Hollywood Ten were officially charged with contempt 
of Congress. It wasn’t long before the film industry turned their backs on the 
Ten as well.

When the first subpoenas had been sent out, the Motion Picture Asso-
ciation of America, or MPAA, denounced the action. But after the Hollywood 
Ten were cited for contempt, the film industry backtracked. On November 24, 
1947, fifty studio executives—and many of their financial backers—convened 
in New York City at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel for a private meeting. Fearing 
negative publicity and not wanting to take on the federal government, the execu-
tives, acting under the authority of the MPAA, agreed to ban the screenwriters. 
The only way back in would be for the writer to declare under oath that he was 
not a communist.

The next day, on November 25, Hollywood announced that no com-
munists or other subversives would be employed by the motion picture industry. 
The industry had officially established a blacklist.

Humphrey Bogart
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This announcement became known as the Waldorf Statement. By issuing 
it, and by sacrifi cing the Hollywood Ten, the studio executives hoped to put 
an end to HUAC’s scrutiny of the industry. 

By 1950, every member of the Hollywood Ten was in jail. Despite the 
Waldorf Statement, HUAC continued to probe Hollywood. In 1951, a new round 
of hearings began. This time the issue wasn’t so much fi lm content; this time 
HUAC was aiming for individuals. One hundred 
and ten witnesses were subpoenaed, and the 
committee demanded names. It wasn’t just a 
matter of naming people who had openly ex-
pressed communist beliefs: HUAC wanted people 
who might have left-wing views or who might be 
or have been sympathetic to communists. With 
HUAC, no proof was needed, just innuendo. And 
from that innuendo, Hollywood added names to 
its blacklist. On June 22, 1950, a pamphlet called 
“Red Channels” was distributed. It named 151 
entertainment industry professionals as “Red 
Fascists and their sympathizers.” These names 
were also added to the blacklist. 

Even though it was fi lm career suicide, hundreds of people refused to 
name names to HUAC, and the blacklist grew to over 300. Included were Stella 
Adler, Charlie Chaplin, Dashiell Hammett, Burl Ives, Orson Welles, and Arthur 
Miller. Actress Lee Grant was blacklisted for refusing to implicate her 
husband. 

Having learned a lesson from the Hollywood Ten, uncooperative wit-
nesses invoked the Fifth Amendment—the Constitutional right against 
self-incrimination—which also protected them from contempt of Congress 
charges. But it didn’t protect their careers. Actor Howard Da Silva, despite 
having appeared in over forty movies, was blacklisted from the fi lm industry 
for twelve years. Screenwriter Frederic I. Rinaldo, who had worked on thirty-
four movies, and actress Karen Morley, with forty-fi ve screen credits over the 
course of a twenty-year career, would never work in Hollywood again. 

But many did name names over the course of the hearings, including 
actor Lee J. Cobb, screenwriter Budd Schulberg, and director Elia Kazan. In 
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many cases, the person testifying did at some point have a communist associa-
tion. Elia Kazan, for example, briefl y belonged to the American Communist 
Party before becoming disillusioned with their ideology and renouncing the 
group. The HUAC wanted to know who else in Kazan’s circle of theater friends 
had attended meetings. At fi rst, Kazan refused to answer. But after the president 
of 20th Century Fox studios threatened that Kazan would never work in Hol-
lywood again, Kazan contacted HUAC and gave them what they wanted, 
identifying eight former colleagues. Although others in the industry named 
names, Kazan became the poster child for betrayal, in part because of his defi -

ant, unapologetic stance afterward. In all, 
approximately 324 people were named and sub-
sequently blacklisted.

Along with the blacklist was a less offi cial 
“gray list.” These people were never named by 
the HUAC, but they were considered unemploy-
able because they had either been friends with a 
communist, had at some point signed a petition 
deemed to be subversive, or was simply rumored 
to have Red leanings. For some people, it was a 
case of mistaken identity. Regardless, more ca-
reers and lives were ruined. The gray lists were 
compiled by two American Legion magazines, 
Firing Line and American Legion Magazine, that 
set themselves up as keepers of Democracy. 

Even though the HUAC hearings had failed to turn up any evidence 
that Hollywood was secretly disseminating communist propaganda, the fi lm 
industry remained gun-shy. Seemingly innocent productions, such as a fi lm 
about Hiawatha, were scrapped out of fear they could be construed as anti–Cold 
War movies. Since so many of the top writers had been blacklisted, the quality 
of fi lms suffered. Business being business, a screenplay black market evolved. 
According to the book Red Scare, “The writers worked for a fraction of their 
former fees and were denied the screen credit, but it did put food on the table. 
Over the next decade, aging veterans of the blacklist began making their way 
in Hollywood once more. But these were the minority. For every one who found 
the way back, ten or twenty were irretrievably lost.”2

approximately 324 people were named and sub-
sequently blacklisted.

“gray list.” These people were never named by 
the HUAC, but they were considered unemploy-
able because they had either been friends with a 
communist, had at some point signed a petition 
deemed to be subversive, or was simply rumored 
to have Red leanings. For some people, it was a 
case of mistaken identity. Regardless, more ca-
reers and lives were ruined. The gray lists were 
compiled by two American Legion magazines, 
Firing Line and American Legion Magazine,
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In an ironic twist that was deeply embarrassing to the studio execs, in 
1957 the film The Brave One won an Oscar for Best Screenplay. The listed 
writer was Robert Rich, but everyone in the industry knew Rich was a front 
for Dalton Trumbo. Three years later, Trumbo would receive his first screen 
credit—for Spartacus—in over twelve years. He would go on to write the films 
Exodus, Lonely Are the Brave, Johnny Got His Gun, and Papillon. Trumbo was 
finally officially presented with his Brave One Academy Award on May 2, 1975, 
a year before his death.

Now the blacklist is considered one of the most shameful chapters in 
American history—a time when careers, and in many cases lives, were ruined 
by rumor and innuendo. The fear of communism that prompted the acceptance 
of blacklists and political persecutions was also the avenue for an ambitious 
young politician from Wisconsin to make a national name for himself. And in 
the end, Joseph McCarthy would ironically also become a victim of his anti-
communism obsession.

Colorado screenwriter Dalton Trumbo with 
his wife, Cleo, at the House Un-American 
Activities Committee hearings in 1947.

After Dalton 
Trumbo spent 11 
months in jail, he 
moved to Mexico. 
Writing under 
the pseudonym 
Robert Rich, he 
wrote 30 scripts 
and won a Best 
Screenplay 
Academy Award 
for The Brave 
One in 1957. In 
the 1960s, he 
was reinstated 
into the Writers’ 
Guild, signaling 
the end of the 
blacklist.
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