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The year Waiting for Lefty was published, its author, Clifford Odets, was officially a 
member of the Communist Party, the ideology of which is clearly expressed in the play. 
From his ideas about the toil of the working man to his antagonizing of the wealthy 
during the Great Depression, this play might well be read as clever propaganda. Indeed, 
Odets was tried many years later by the House Committee for Un-American Activities as 
a Communist sympathizer. Waiting for Lefty remained popular and will remain relevant 
as an artifact of this time period as an expression of the ideology of American 
communism. 

Clifford Odets was a Communist. The year Waiting for Lefty was published, Odets was officially 
a part of the Communist party, and it is apparent throughout this script. From the ideas 
surrounding the toil of the working man to the antagonizing of the wealthy during the Great 
Depression, this play could be seen by many as cleverly written propaganda. Although tried 
many years later by the House Committee for Un-American Activities as a Communist 
sympathizer, Odets' Waiting for Lefty remained popular and will remain relevant as a study of 
this time period and the ideas of the American Communist.  

Waiting for Lefty is set up in a episodic manner that highlights the tension and fire behind the 
eyes of the working class in New York during the Great Depression. Each episode focuses on 
unique individuals from all backgrounds and professions having to fight for their survival. Both a 
doctor and a cab driver find themselves out of work. Men with little money lose the women they 
love. Lefty is found with a bullet in his head. Each story begins unlike the others, but concludes 
to show a link of human turmoil and determination necessary to continue living.  

The first real episode begins with Joe and Edna, but this scene follows a raw union meeting that 
bookends the play. This is where we first feel the camaraderie of the working class forces and the 
greed of the Union boss. That being said, Odets makes a good point not to fully explore the 
motivations of Fatt, the Union boss, this early on. Although he is shown to be an obvious enemy 
to the men he speaks to, his own words do not yet lose there inklings of sincerity. He is still in 
control, and with the psychological aid from his Gunman, he refrains from showing his true 
colors and the self-indulgent motivation behind his words. It is not until later, when he begins to 
lose his stage, that he shows his true greed. 

What is named as the first episode revolves around the marriage of Joe, a cab driver, and Edna, 
his wife. Arriving home to find it emptied of furniture by the bank, Joe is pushed and pulled by 
his wife to fight his employers, the men that put them, and their children, in this situation. Odets 
chose to have this be the first episode for a reason. It shows what must have been one of the most 
understood and relatable instances of instant poverty seen during this time. Along the same lines, 
the roles of the family were challenged during this time as well. Edna's responses, especially her 
threat of leaving Joe, pushed him into action, something that she may or may not have followed 



through on, but was absolutely certain to motivate Joe to fight back and be the hero. She was 
able to succeed at least as far as was possible in her position, something few of the other stories 
in this work also portray. 

 Episode two shows changes gears in content, but arrives at a very similar emotional place 
as episode one. Miller, after being offered a high paying, secure position working on chemical 
weapons, must choose between financial stability and his own personal integrity. In one short 
sentence, Miller remains true to his values, rejecting the position, but opens himself up not only 
to poverty, but also the idea of being, himself, a Communist sympathizer. This story echos the 
one before it, and the audience would be able to see the similarities between the characters of Joe 
and Miller. Although the situations themselves are quite different, the emotion flowing from each 
man in the closing moments of their respective scenes could be seen as very similar. One man 
leaves with a kiss, the other leaves a man with a broken jaw, but both share a sense of pride and 
revenge, that of a cat cornered but not out of the fight.  

The similarities between stories does not stop with the first two episodes. The third story 
revolves around a man within the grasp of new found poverty and his desire for a woman he 
must love enough to let go. Sid, another man driving a cab for a living, is in love with a girl he 
cannot financially support, a fact that he knows well. His decision to leave her to find a better 
man is the ultimate example of the adage, “What you love you must set free.” His sacrifice 
parallels the one made in the previous story, with the difference being the context and content 
behind the decisions. Odets allows for the audience to naturally progress from a story of lost 
monetary leisure to a story of lost love. It is this order that allows for the greatest moments of 
natural tension to occur. 

If at any point this show would need an intermission, it would be best logically place between 
episodes three and four. Episode four returns to the Union meeting and continues to show the 
anger and aggression of the lower ranking members. It is soon discovered that Fatt has brought 
in a Union spy to continue to enforce his power over his men. This is a major shift in the power 
of the group, as the mob begins to intrude on the strangle-hold of their boss. Odets uses this 
scene for that purpose, to begin the shift of influence to the working man. This is also a nature 
shift in the action to the next two episodes. 

Episode five revolves around a young actor trying to begin his career. He is eager, however, and 
full of life, a rarity during a time of grief and ruin for most men his age. Odets is showing the 
vitality of the youth and the willingness to sacrifice everything to find a job without the sacrifice 
of talents and abilities. This man, however, shows a naivety that is to soon vanish under the 
weight of the situation around him.  

Odets' portrayal of this young man also begins to set up the next episode. Dr. Benjamin, a senior 
surgeon working in a hospital, is terminated without an excuse beyond a cut in funding and staff. 
His senior ranking meaning he is one of the first cut. A man straight out of med school asks for 
less money than a professional of twenty years. This story, coupled with the previous, shows the 
diversity of the problem at large. The greatest example of the class gap widening. No man is 
safe. Much like the first three episodes, these two show men of similar character from vastly 
differing backgrounds and current status struggling just to survive. The escalation comes to a 
point as the Union meeting resumes. 



Odets finishes his work returning to the meeting the started the piece. The tone and placement of 
power being the difference. These men have had enough, and they are ready to risk even their 
own lives to have the simple ability to provide for themselves and the ones they love. After 
storming the podium and discovering Lefty's death, the mob has begun a revolution that will not 
rest until a price is paid. The climax of the play can be found in the tense dialogue and the 
coming together of men for a single purpose, and the natural progression Odets writes allows for 
the audience to join in the fervor of the crowd. The audience themselves are the crowd, and have 
been the crowd all along, but through the previous scenes, have become just as invested and 
embolden as the men on stage.  

It is important to understand Odets political beliefs to truly understand the meaning behind this 
work as a whole. Odets was a member of the communist party when this play was first 
published, and it is often apparent the left leaning nature of this work. Although Odets has 
written a very compelling and charged piece, the story he is telling is unbelievably politically 
motivated, and shows his own personal beliefs regarding this time in American history. It is 
easily seen that the protagonist of each scene has almost no faults, with one specifically referred 
to as a hero. Along with that, those in positions of power and those not of the working class are 
shown to be almost solely villains, having qualities matching in intensity of their infallible scene 
partners.  

These remarks and left-wing ideas earned Odets a seat in front of the House Committee of Un-
American Activities or HUAC as it is often referred to as, in 1952. This was at the height of the 
Red Scare, led by a man named Joseph McCarthy, that attempted to cleanse the United States of 
Communist sympathizers within the higher institutions in America. These included places such 
as Congress, Hollywood, and much of the music world as well. It was a well understood fact that 
if an individual was found guilty of Communist leanings, they would find themselves 
blacklisted, losing their career, their financial stability, and their public support. Odets, regardless 
of his former membership of the Communist party, escaped blacklisting after following in the 
footsteps of the famous director, Elia Kazan, and giving the names of supposed Communist 
within the theatre community. Regardless of his cleared name, Odets' early works and his 
obvious beliefs followed him until his death in 1963.            

This play is filled with glorified, colloquial language. It is apparent the location and time of this 
play, as most character speaks with an accent from the New York part of the country. Along with 
their accents, the slang used throughout gives a sense of the time period. Terms such as Palooka 
and Flivver were common to common people in the time this play was written, and it gives an 
authenticity that you can't gain any other way.  

Beyond the practical nature of this language, there are countless instances of imagery seen in the 
text alone, and many of those instances are politically powerful. An example of this being a line 
Fayette speaks to Miller in the second episode: 

Fay: The whole world is an armed camp today. One match sets the whole world 
blazing in forty-eight hours. Uncle Sam won't be caught napping! (19)  

This is the world these two men live in. With a World War looming only a few years in the 
future, the world, including the United States, was readying itself for whatever was to come next. 



This also gives an accurate description as to the point of view Odets was trying to convey about 
the idea of war to the right leaning majority of America. To those at the top, war would be the 
only answer to the other side of the ideological spectrum. Odets, even in his dialogue, was 
pushing his own political ideals. 

Alongside his political statements, Odets wrote in vivid pictures regarding the current situations 
of his characters. As Florence speaks to her brother, Irv, about continuing her engagement to Sid, 
He retorts with: 

Irv: Don't get soft with him. Nowadays is no time to get soft. You gotta be hard as a 
rock or go under. (25)  

Irv's response is sincere and quite accurately foreshadows Sid's exact way of breaking off their 
engagement toward the end of this episode. Sid and Florence had to harden themselves in order 
to freeze their attraction and ultimately say goodbye. Odets is modeling the tactics so many 
individuals had to use in order to function from day to day, whether it had anything to do with 
interpersonal connections or not.  

Not only is the status of seniority in question with the firing of Dr Benjamin, but also the 
timeless poison of racism. Although his position was terminated in some part by his larger salary, 
it was also a result of his nationality: 

Barnes: An old disease, malignant, tumescent. We need an anti-toxin for it. 
Benj:  I see. 
Barnes: What? 
Benj:  I met that disease before – At Harvard first. (46)  
 

The role of racism did not disappear alongside the most American's savings, and although it may 
not have seemed like the most important issue of the time, it effected Americans across the 
country just as Odets described it. Dr. Benjamin is Jewish, and that is as much a contributing 
factor to his termination as the depression. Odets uses this literary euphemism to show just how 
familiar these characters are with this concept, and it also speaks to the bigger picture of the 
complete understanding of racism during this time. 

One of the most interesting uses of imagery in this piece occurs first in the first episode 
surrounding Joe and Edna. As their scene progresses, the higher ups of the Union are either 
seated or standing in the background. Their presence is a reminder of their role as the 
unapologetic source of all the troubles seen by the players. It is even called for for Fatt to blow 
smoke into the foreground during this first scene. Odets keeps these men ever watching, as they 
represent the right-wing wealthy shown to benefit greatly from the suffering of those beneath 
them.  

Odets wrote with an agenda. He wanted very specific ideas to be put on display in the best 
possible light. Ideas such as the class system in America, the working man's turmoils, and the 
right wing's broken thinking. There are even several undertones of the benefits of Communist 
sympathizing in script speaking out at times against Communist sympathizing. From the physical 
mob success at the close to the dialogue regarding the ability to purchase the Communist 



Manifesto for a dollar, Odets purposefully placed a propaganda of sorts throughout this piece, 
thus making the question of theme a simple one to answer. 

Looking at this piece from a personal standpoint, I have seen several challenges and 
opportunities to accentuate Odets' original theme and point of view. Audience involvement was 
the first avenue I found to do just that. The Union meeting scenes have voices that call out from 
in front of the podium, allowing for only a few different blocking ideas. One of these ideas 
would be to have the players sit in the foreground of the stage, away from the audience, but I 
believe dispersing the actors throughout the audience would allow for a more immersive feel and 
garner the greatest emotional response. The audience, including when the mob takes the stage, 
will have the ability to feed off of the team's energy and become an extra member, achieving the 
same success as the actors on stage. With this, not only do Odets' concepts become more real, but 
his left wing leanings are satisfied. 

Other technical elements, including the costuming, should be grounded in realism. The 
characters speech and patterns of movement are true to life, which would include their clothing 
and many of their props. The exception to this realism would be seen in the minimalistic set 
design. Because this work feature multiple scenes between people that vary as much as they do, 
it must have a set that allows for freedom of movement without taking away from the concept of 
financial stability. Joe and Edna, Sid and Florence, These couples are in a space that can be 
almost bare beyond a chair or two. The other scenes, disregarding the Union scenes for now, are 
set in offices of some sort, and would require a simple desk and chairs. The lack of furniture and 
a larger set construction also allow for the Union men standing and sitting in the background to 
gain the focus at times.    

Casting would be an interesting endeavor regarding this show, as it depends on just how 
stereotypical you would like to make each character. One way to cast would to once again 
accentuate the features of each character based on their financial standing in society. Using a 
method like this, the character of Fatt would be just that, as the characters playing the 
protagonists would need a leading man nature about them. That being said, the other characters 
shown as boxing match partners would need the same physicality, with the antagonists being 
portrayed as large, sour men, while the protagonists would need to have the attractiveness of the 
stereotypical working man.  

The use of smoke, if allowed, would also be a design element that I would consider using. It is 
called for in the script for Fatt to blow smoke into the playing space throughout the episodes, 
which could be used to supplement many of the ideas that Odets has already put to paper. If the 
smoke from Fatt's cigar could be coupled with a fog machine, the billows could roll to represent 
the complete engulfing ability the Union bosses and the companies themselves can have over 
their workers. It is a stifling and restrictive substance that gives the audience a physical image to 
place alongside the player's actions.   

Waiting for Lefty will always be seen as an extraordinary example of Communist ideals 
surrounding a time full of despair and heartache. It's clever evasion from clear propaganda 
showed Odets strength as a writer, but also his passion for what he believed in. Without this skill, 
it is unknown whether or not this play would still be accessible in the United States. Regardless 



of his belief system or ideology, however, He left us with a work that will always leave 
audiences intrigued and questioning what they see around them.   


