LESSON PLANS

ECONOMIC RIGHTS

ART FOR THE MASSES:
An Activist Theater 1930-1945

OVERVIEW
Students will learn how theater was used as a tool for activism to address
the housing crisis in New York during the Great Depression.

STUDENT GOALS
Students will read excerpts and act out elements from a play to
experience dramatic re-enactments of specific events.
Students will compare events in the play with historical texts to
understand how the play was researched and written.
Students will learn about the New Deal and the Federal Theater Project
to learn how theater was used to raise awareness about social issues.

COMMON CORE STATE
STANDARDS
Grade 2:
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.2.1
Ask and answer such questions as who,
what, where, when, why, and how to
demonstrate understanding of key details in
a text.
Grade 6:
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.6.4
Determine the meaning of words and
phrases as they are used in a text, including
figurative and connotative meanings; analyze
the impact of a specific word choice on
meaning and tone
Grades 11-12:
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.5
Analyze how an author’s choices concerning
how to structure specific parts of a text (e.g.,
the choice of where to begin or end a story,
the choice to provide a comedic or tragic
resolution) contribute to its overall structure
and meaning as well as its aesthetic impact.
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KEY TERMS/VOCABULARY
Presidential address

Drama		

Strike

Theater

New Deal

ACTIVISTS
Arthur Arent		

Harry Hopkin		

Hallie Flanagan
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INTRODUCING RESOURCE 1
Franklin D. Roosevelt. “Second Inaugural Address.” Speech, Washington, D.C., January 20, 1937.
Art and politics in New York have long gone hand in hand, but at no time was this more true than the
1930s. The Great Depression spurred the growth of radical movements whose members viewed art
as a weapon for exposing the failures of the American political and economic systems. Many young
intellectuals and artists who sympathized with or openly embraced communism, socialism, or anarchism
also pioneered new experimental forms of theater to confront issues such as labor exploitation, racial
injustice, and the rise of fascism and Nazism in Europe. One such example was the Federal Theatre
Project’s Living Newspaper Unit. Arthur Arent’s One Third of a Nation was produced by the unit, which used
innovative techniques to grapple with contemporary social issues. “I see one-third of a nation ill-housed,
ill-clad, ill-nourished,” President Roosevelt said in his second inaugural address, and his phrase helped
to inspire Arent’s play. Opening at the Adelphi Theatre in January 1938, the play traced the history of
Manhattan real estate, showing the misery of tenement conditions, and called on the federal government
to intervene and build low–cost public housing.
The Living Newspaper Unit’s left-leaning politics aroused the concern of conservative congressmen. In
1938, the new House Un-American Activities Committee investigated the allegedly “subversive” nature of
Living Newspaper productions. Although One Third of a Nation ran for 237 performances on Broadway, in
July 1939 Congress closed down the Federal Theatre Project and the New York Living Newspaper Unit.

Examine President Roosevelt’s second inaugural address that inspired One Third of a Nation:
“I see a great nation, upon a great continent, blessed with a great wealth of natural resources. Its hundred and
thirty million people are at peace among themselves; they are making their country a good neighbor among the
nations. I see a United States which can demonstrate that, under democratic methods of government, national
wealth can be translated into a spreading volume of human comforts hitherto unknown, and the lowest standard
of living can be raised far above the level of mere subsistence.
But here is the challenge to our democracy: In this nation I see tens of millions of its citizens—a substantial part
of its whole population—who at this very moment are denied the greater part of what the very lowest standards
of today call the necessities of life.
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I see millions of families trying to live on incomes so meager that the pall of family disaster hangs over them day
by day.
I see millions whose daily lives in city and on farm continue under conditions labeled indecent by a so-called
polite society half a century ago.
I see millions denied education, recreation, and the opportunity to better their lot and the lot of their children.
I see millions lacking the means to buy the products of farm and factory and by their poverty denying work and
productiveness to many other millions.
I see one-third of a nation ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished.
But it is not in despair that I paint you that picture. I paint it for you in hope—because the nation, seeing and
understanding the injustice in it, proposes to paint it out. We are determined to make every American citizen the
subject of his country’s interest and concern; and we will never regard any faithful law-abiding group within our
borders as superfluous. The test of our progress is not whether we add more to the abundance of those who
have much; it is whether we provide enough for those who have too little.”
- Franklin D. Roosevelt. “Second Inaugural Address.” Speech, Washington, D.C., January 20, 1937

DOCUMENT BASED QUESTIONS
In the first paragraph, the president lays out the successes he sees in the
nation. What are they?
Roosevelt goes on to discuss the “challenge.” What are the main concerns?
Why does he feel they are a challenge to democracy?
In the last paragraph, Roosevelt mentions hope. What does he mean when he
“proposes to paint” out the injustices?
How does the address inspire hope? Review the speech and underline the key
words or phrases that you found particularly moving.

The Museum of the City of New York 1220 5th Avenue at 104th Street

www.mcny.org

4

LESSON PLANS

ECONOMIC RIGHTS

ART FOR THE MASSES: An Activist Theater 1930-1945

INTRODUCING RESOURCE 2
C.J. Charles, “Letter to the Editor- New York Jobs for New Yorkers”, The New York Times, August 23, 1930.
This letter written by an employer argues that New Yorkers who are unable to find work and are competing
for employment with people arriving from other states. He asks if there is anything that can be done to
prioritize employing New York residents.

C.J. Charles, “Letter to the Editor- New York Jobs for
New Yorkers”, The New York Times, August 23, 1930.
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DOCUMENT BASED QUESTIONS
Who is writing the letter and what is his main concern?
What is his solution?
Do you agree or disagree? Underline the sentences that support your point.
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INTRODUCING RESOURCE 3
“4,000 March in Fight against Harlem Rent Rise,” The New York Times, October 11, 1936.
A large parade brought attention to rent increase and housing conditions in New York City.

“4,000 March in Fight against Harlem Rent Rise,”
The New York Times, October 11, 1936.
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DOCUMENT BASED QUESTIONS
What is the main reason for the march?
Compare this article with Resource 4 on page 9. How do the signs and
concerns of the protestors square with the findings of the commission?
How was the march an effective means of protest? How does it differ from
the author’s protest in Resource 2 on page 5?
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INTRODUCING RESOURCE 4
“2,000,000 in Slums Face Housing Crisis,” The New York Times, December 18, 1936.
In an attempt to gain federal aid, the Tenement House Commission painted a dire picture of the
unsanitary and unsafe old law tenements and the immediate need to replace them with new or
converted tenements.

“2,000,000 in Slums Face Housing Crisis,” The New York Times, December 18, 1936.
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DOCUMENT BASED QUESTIONS
What is the main concern of the article? What are the solutions proposed?
Why is the “only possibility” of a solution state or federal aid and not
private funding?
How did the commission get their point of view across? What tactics did
they employ?
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ACTIVITY
During this activity, students will focus on the Federal Theater Project. In 1938 the Federal Theater Project presented
the original Living Newspaper play One Third of a Nation. Staged during the Great Depression, the production took its
title from Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s second inaugural address and its subject from New York City’s housing crisis.
Students will analyze sources to discover how the thoroughly researched plays both educated and entertained while
focusing on political, social, and economic concerns of the 1930s.
For excerpts of the script, visit:
https://robbsdramaticlanguages.files.wordpress.com/2014/10/one-third-of-a-nation-script.doc

Arrange students in a circle, each holding pre-chosen pages or sentences from the scripts. Have the students
conduct a circle read to ensure that each student voices a character. At the conclusion of the read, pose the
following questions to the students:
How did the dialogue play on emotion to incite response?
What information did the students learn about New York City’s housing crisis by reading the play?
What information was relayed in the play about addressing the concerns and challenges?
Once the students have responded to these questions, explain that in small groups, the class will create mini Living
Newspaper productions. Following the Living Newspaper example of using primary sources and factual information
to educate the public, students will use the newspaper articles excerpted in this lesson to create their own dramatic
performances.
Steps:
1. Assign each student one article to read. Students should underline or highlight a provocative or informative
sentence.
2. In small groups, each student should present his or her article addressing the main theme of the source and the
sentences they singled out.
3. Once every student has shared their resource, the group will decide on a single theme and stitch together their
highlighted sentences to create a one-minute script.
Students can use the worksheet below to move through the steps.

The Museum of the City of New York 1220 5th Avenue at 104th Street

www.mcny.org

11

LESSON PLANS

ECONOMIC RIGHTS

ART FOR THE MASSES: An Activist Theater 1930-1945

WORKSHEET: CREATING LIVING NEWSPAPERS IN THE CLASSROOM
Act I: Analyzing the Documents
1. DBQs for Individual Deep Read
Who are the characters in your document?
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
What is the problem or conflict depicted?
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
When and where did the conflict arise?
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
Why is this an important issue?
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
2. Share Out
In a group, share the problem or conflict in your articles. After every group
member has shared, choose a central conflict for your script:
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
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Act II. Bringing the Documents to Life
1. List your play’s characters.
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
2. Where is the play taking place?
Setting: ________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
3. Describe the main conflict of your play in greater detail:
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
4. Describe the resolution or how the play will end
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
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ADDITIONAL READING
“Coast to Coast: The Federal Theater Project, 1935-1939” is an exhibition from the Library of Congress all
about the history and legacy of the Federal Theater Project.
http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/federal-theatre-project/final-curtain-legacy.html

Review of the movie version of One Third of a Nation from 1939.
http://www.nytimes.com/movie/review?res=9D05EFD8113FE23ABC4952DFB4668382629EDE

CONTEMPORARY CONNECTIONS
“Please Don’t Move to Austin: Mayor Announces Affordable Housing for Artists” by Brianna McGurran, is an article
detailing the current public housing initiative that helps artists of all kinds find affordable housing in New York City,
a contemporary spin off on the Federal Theater Project.
http://observer.com/2015/02/please-dont-move-to-austin-mayor-announces-affordable-housing-for-artists/
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