lillian hellman the little foxes

Lillian Hellman’s The Little Foxes is a powerful play that delves into the intricacies of human
greed, betrayal, and the lengths individuals will go to for wealth and power. Written in 1939, the play
is set in the American South during the early 20th century and encapsulates the socio-economic
dynamics of the time. Hellman’s nuanced characters and sharp dialogue not only entertain but also
provoke thought about morality, family loyalty, and the American Dream. In this article, we will
explore the themes, characters, and historical context of "The Little Foxes," as well as its impact on
American theater.

Overview of the Play

"The Little Foxes" is a three-act play that revolves around the Hubbard family, a wealthy clan seeking
to expand their fortune through unethical means. The story unfolds in Alabama, where the Hubbards
plot to take advantage of a lucrative business opportunity presented by a northern investor. The
central character, Regina Giddens, is a formidable matriarch who is willing to manipulate and betray
her own family to achieve her goals.

Plot Summary

The narrative begins with Regina Giddens, who is frustrated by her husband, Horace, who is reluctant
to invest in a cotton mill. Regina, along with her brothers, Ben and Oscar, conspires to secure the
investment from the wealthy outsider, William Marshall. The play explores the following key plot
points:

1. Family Dynamics: Regina’s complex relationships with her husband and brothers highlight familial
loyalty and manipulation.

2. Greed and Ambition: The characters’ insatiable desires lead them to make morally questionable
decisions.

3. Gender Roles: Regina’s struggle for power in a male-dominated society emphasizes the themes of
gender and control.

4. Betrayal: The play illustrates how betrayal can stem from within families, showcasing the
destructive nature of greed.

As the story progresses, Regina’s ruthless ambition leads to a series of betrayals that ultimately
culminate in tragic consequences for the entire family.

Main Characters

The characters in "The Little Foxes" are well-developed and serve to embody the play’s themes of
greed, ambition, and betrayal. Here are some of the central figures:



Regina Giddens

Regina is the play's protagonist and a complex character who embodies both strength and
vulnerability. She is determined to seize her family's wealth and is unafraid to employ ruthless tactics
to achieve her goals. Her ambition is fueled by a desire for independence and power, reflecting the
struggles faced by women in a patriarchal society.

Horace Giddens

Horace, Regina’s husband, represents the moral compass of the play. His reluctance to participate in
the unethical business dealings contrasts sharply with Regina’s ambition. Horace’s character
highlights the theme of integrity versus greed, as he grapples with his principles in the face of his
wife’s manipulations.

Ben and Oscar Hubbard

Regina's brothers, Ben and Oscar, are equally ambitious and serve as catalysts for Regina’s schemes.
Ben is intelligent and calculating, while Oscar is more brutish and self-serving. Their interactions with
Regina illustrate the toxic dynamics of familial relationships, where trust is eroded by ambition.

Alexandra Giddens

Alexandra, the daughter of Regina and Horace, represents the younger generation caught in the web
of her family's greed. Her character embodies the potential for change and the hope for a future
untainted by the moral corruption of her parents.

Themes

"The Little Foxes" weaves several significant themes throughout its narrative, each contributing to the
overall impact of the play.

Greed and Corruption

One of the most prominent themes is greed, which drives the characters to betray one another. The
Hubbards’ desire for wealth blinds them to the moral implications of their actions. The play serves as
a critique of capitalist values, exposing how the pursuit of wealth can lead to moral decay.



Family and Betrayal

The play illustrates the complexities of family relationships, particularly how love can be
overshadowed by ambition. Betrayal often stems from within the family, highlighting the destructive
nature of greed. The characters manipulate and deceive one another, revealing the fragility of familial
bonds.

Gender and Power

Regina’s struggle for power in a male-dominated society reflects the broader issues of gender
inequality. Her determination to assert herself in a patriarchal world serves as a commentary on the
limited roles available to women. Regina's character challenges traditional gender roles, showcasing a
woman who is willing to take control, even if it means resorting to unethical means.

The American Dream

Hellman critiques the notion of the American Dream, suggesting that the pursuit of success often
leads to moral compromise. The characters’ relentless quest for wealth highlights the darker side of
ambition, raising questions about the true cost of success.

Historical Context

Understanding the historical context in which "The Little Foxes" was written enhances its themes and
characters. The play was penned during a time of significant economic turmoil in the United States,
marked by the Great Depression. This backdrop of financial instability profoundly influenced American
society and its values.

Social Changes

The late 1930s witnessed a shift in social dynamics, with women beginning to assert themselves more
in public life. Hellman's portrayal of Regina reflects this emerging feminist consciousness, as she
navigates the challenges of a patriarchal society. The play captures the tension between traditional
gender roles and the burgeoning desire for independence among women.

Capitalism and Morality

The play also reflects the growing disillusionment with capitalism during this period. As the American
Dream was increasingly associated with greed and corruption, Hellman’s characters embody the
moral ambiguities of wealth-seeking behavior. The play serves as a critique of a society that values
material success over ethical considerations.



Impact and Legacy

"The Little Foxes" has left a lasting impact on American theater and continues to be relevant today.
Its exploration of greed, family dynamics, and gender roles resonates with contemporary audiences.

Critical Reception

Upon its release, the play received critical acclaim for its sharp dialogue and complex characters.
Hellman’s ability to tackle uncomfortable truths about society garnered attention and respect. It has
since become a staple in American theater, often revived for its timeless themes.

Adaptations

The play has been adapted into various forms, including a successful film in 1941 starring Bette Davis
as Regina. The film adaptation preserved the original play’s themes while reaching a broader
audience. The enduring popularity of "The Little Foxes" reflects its significance in American culture.

Contemporary Relevance

Today, the themes explored in "The Little Foxes" remain relevant, particularly in discussions
surrounding wealth inequality and moral integrity. The play invites audiences to reflect on their values
and the societal structures that influence their lives.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Lillian Hellman’s "The Little Foxes" offers a poignant exploration of the darker aspects
of human nature, particularly greed and betrayal. Through its complex characters and rich themes,
the play challenges audiences to confront uncomfortable truths about family, ambition, and morality.
As a significant work in American theater, it continues to resonate with contemporary audiences,
inviting reflection on the enduring issues of wealth and power. Hellman’s masterpiece remains a
testament to the complexities of human relationships and the sacrifices individuals make in their
pursuit of the American Dream.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Little Foxes'?

The central theme of 'The Little Foxes' is the destructive nature of greed and the moral decay that
accompanies the pursuit of wealth and power.



Who are the main characters in 'The Little Foxes'?

The main characters include Regina Giddens, her brothers Ben and Oscar, and her husband Horace,
who all navigate complex familial and financial relationships.

In what historical context is 'The Little Foxes' set?

'The Little Foxes' is set in the American South during the early 1900s, reflecting the social and
economic dynamics of that era.

How does Lillian Hellman portray women in 'The Little Foxes'?

Lillian Hellman portrays women as complex characters who navigate societal expectations and
personal ambitions, often using manipulation and cunning to achieve their goals.

What role does the setting play in ‘The Little Foxes'?

The setting, a decaying Southern plantation, serves as a backdrop that symbolizes the characters'
moral decay and the decline of the old Southern aristocracy.

What is the significance of the title 'The Little Foxes'?

The title 'The Little Foxes' is derived from a biblical verse that warns against the small, destructive
forces that can spoil a vineyard, symbolizing the characters' greed and treachery.

How does 'The Little Foxes' address issues of class and social
inequality?

‘The Little Foxes' highlights class struggles and social inequality, showcasing the ruthless behavior of
the wealthy elite and their exploitation of the working class.

What is the climax of 'The Little Foxes'?

The climax occurs when Regina's manipulations come to a head, leading to a pivotal confrontation
with her husband Horace over their financial dealings and personal betrayals.

How has 'The Little Foxes' been received by modern
audiences?

'The Little Foxes' continues to resonate with modern audiences due to its timeless themes of
ambition, betrayal, and the complexities of family dynamics, often being revived in theater
productions.
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