
Amongst film critics, it seems compulsory to attribute all the political problems experienced by Hol-
lywood filmmakers in the ‘40s and 50s to the malign influence of Senator Joe McCarthy. There was 
a typical example last Sunday. Hailing a new DVD of The Servant, Philip French, who, I am sure, 
knows better, referred to its director, Joseph Losey as a “McCarthy refugee” (New Review, Ob-
server, 7 April 2013).

A couple of years or so ago, at the time of the NFT’s Losey season, both the editor of Sight and 
Sound and a contributor referred, in separate articles, to “McCarthy’s HUAC” (June 2009: Nick 
James “In Search of Poshlust Times” and Brad Stevens “The Infiltrator”). 

The “H” in HUAC stands for “House”, and designates HUAC as a committee of the House of Repre-
sentatives (Congress). Its full name was the House Committee on Un-American Activities. Joe Mc-
Carthy was a member of the United States Senate, and thus could have no formal or legal involve-
ment with a committee of the House.

HUAC was, in fact, the respectable face of witch-hunting. It was voted into existence in the 1930s, 
initially as the House Special Committee on Un-American Activities. This was also known as the 
Dies Committee, after its Chairman, Texas Congressman Martin Dies. This was before McCarthy 
had ever been elected to public office, even in his home state of Wisconsin.

One of the Committee’s first targets was the Federal Theater Project, and its director Hallie Flana-
gan. The production which had caused most hostility was Losey’s Injunction Granted (1936) for 
The Living Newspaper. It was not till the end of 1938 that Flanagan was allowed to give evidence 
before the Committee, and defend the F.T.P.. On this occasion, Committee members notoriously 
asked her about the possible Communist affiliations of both “Mr. Euripides” and Christopher Mar-
lowe!

          Senator Joe McCarthy        James Fox, Joseph Losey and Harold Pinter

          Congressman Martin Dies                                   The Dies Commitee 



Fish’s father, Hamilton Fish II, was a member of a committee which, in 1933, agreed to publish a 
translation of Adolf Ehrt’s Communism in Germany, which credits the Nazis for saving civilization 
from the Bolsheviks. The purpose was to encourage a demand for effective measures to defend the 
U.S. system of government against Communists.

Thus it is clear that anti-Communist witch-hunting was not a practice that sprang fully formed from 
the fevered brow of Joe McCarthy. Nor did it promptly wither and die following his disgrace and 
death. HUAC remained in existence till 1975, whilst the forces and attitudes behind its existence are 
unashamedly on the prowl again today.

Tim Robbins’ film The Cradle Will Rock gives a fictionalised account of the Committee’s investiga-
tion of Flanagan and the F.T.P., as well as showing the creation of the Orson Welles, John House-
man production of the Marc Blitzstein opera of the same name.

However, the Dies Committee did not pioneer such investigations. Before it came the Fish Commit-
tee, named after its chairman, Hamilton Fish III. Hollywood was among its targets, in response to 
the campaign conducted by Major Frank Pease against the presence there, during 1930, of Sergei 
Eisenstein. Jesse L. Lasky had signed Eisenstein to make a film for Paramount, and Eisenstein was 
in Hollywood to agree a suitable project. Pease’s campaign, however, made Paramount draw back, 
and Eisenstein’s contract was terminated by mutual consent.

                                                  Congressman Hamilton Fish III             Eisenstein with Josef von Sternberg, who took over the adaptation  
                                            of Dreiser’s An American Tragedy.
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