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The World War |l era represented the golden age of radio as a
broadcast medium in the United States; it also witnessed a ri
in African American activism against racial segragation and
discrimination, especially as practiced by the federal govern-
ment itself. Broadcasting Freedom links these cultural and
political forces by showing how African American activists,
public officials, intellectuals, and artists sought to access and
use radio to influence a national debate about racial inequalit
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national discourse about racial hatred and injustice. These rad
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fessed egalitarian ideals with its unjust treatment of black
Americans and other minorities.

This examination of radio’s treatment of race:as a national
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paigns for racial justice in the 1940s served as an essential,
and still overlooked, precursor to the civil rights campaigns
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USING RADIO TO FIGHT RACISM

Chapel Hill, NC—In a world increasingly structured by electronic media, it is difficult to
imagine the sense of awe that national radio inspired in the 1930s and 1940s. Not only did radio
present messages and music simultaneously to millions of people in their own homes, but it did so
in a compellingly intimate, evocative way.

A new book explains that the mystique of radio made it an important conduit for political
activism. Broadcasting Freedom: Radio, War, and the Politics of Race, 1938-1948 by Barbara
Dianne Savage ($18.95 paperback, $45 hardcover) details how African Americans sought to use
radio to fight racism. She argues that an unprecedented discussion of race relations took place on
the radio in the 1940s, and that this discussion marked an important transition in the crusade for
African-American civil rights, sowing the seeds for the movement to come.

Savage argues that the issue of race was central to radio programming from its earliest days.
Amos ‘n’ Andy, the first radio serial, featured white actors playing black characters in a modern
version of nineteenth-century minstrel shows. The show was enormously successful, attracting as
many as forty million listeners daily. Its appeal rested on long-standing popular obsessions with
derogatory images of African Americans.

The success of Amos ‘n’ Andy made clear to many how powerful radio could be. As they
organized protests against the program, African American activists also sought to harness that
power—the power to present politically charged images repeatedly and simultaneously to millions

of listeners—to their own ends. To accomplish their goal, they had to forge partnerships with
certain segments of the federal government as well as with the radio networks, both of which were
controlled by white elites.

[more]

Contact Emily Walker for review copies/author interviews [919] 966.3561, ext. 244
Fax [919] 966.3829 | Email: Emily_Walker@unc.edu
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Luckily the relationship between the federal government and the radio networks was
changing. The networks were under pressure from the government to provide more educational
and public affairs programs. This changing relationship finally gave African Americans an opening
to use radio to influence a national debate about racial inequality.

In 1935, Interior Secretary Harold Ickes, former president of the Chicago NAACP, created
the Radio Education Project. Now activists could use the administration’s access to radio to talk
about the increasing diversity of the American people and the persistence of ethnic, racial, and
religious hostilities.

The Project made possible Freedom’s People, a radio show broadcast by NBC in 1941 and
1942. The show was produced by the federal government in response to rising concerns about the
potential for racial unrest. African American intellectuals and performing artists including Paul
Robeson, Alain Locke, and Sterling Brown used the show to talk about black history and culture
and to argue against continued attempts to deny them the rights due all Americans.

Broadcasting Freedom also looks at other radio programs about African Americans that
had no explicit state involvement. These programs were designed and produced by the radio
networks themselves or by nonprofit or educational organizations such as the National Urban
League.

In the end, Broadcasting Freedom shows that the discussion of race relations that took
place through the medium of radio helped mark an important transition in the crusade for African
American civil rights. The next battleground would be in the South and on television. But the
roots of the movement to come, Savage argues, were embedded in the radio programming of the
1940s, which broadcast a truer notion of freedom and helped nurture the growth of a new
tolerance.

[more]

Contact Emily Walker for review copies/author interviews [919] 966.3561, ext. 244
Fax [919] 966.3829 | Email: Emily_Walker@ unc.edu



World Radio Histor
e e e B e e e e e e — e,



book | news

The University of North Carolina Press

3-3-3 Using Radio to Fight Racism

Barbara Dianne Savage is assistant professor of history at the University of Pennsylvania.
Broadcasting Freedom: Radio, War, and the Politics of Race, 1938-1948 ($18.95 paperback, $45
hardcover) is included in the University of North Carolina Press’s John Hope Franklin Series in
African American History and Culture. Available at bookstores or from the University of North
Carolina Press. Toll-free credit card orders: 1-800-848-6224.
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INTRODUCTION

If you were listening to my words rather than reading them, you
would hear by the inflections in my voice that in this book’s title,
Broadcasting Freedom, 1 intend to emphasize the use of the word
“broadcasting” as a verb. This book examines how coalitions of
African American activists, public officials, intellectuals, and artists
struggled in the World War II era to use the mass medium of national
radio to advocate a brand of American freedom that called for an end
to racial segregation and discrimination. Despite radio’s appropria-
tion of the term, the word “broadcasting” still brings to my mind’s
eye a set of images of African American men and women rooted in
the rural world of southern Virginia where I grew up. There, broad-
casting was the patient, stooped work of scattering seeds by hand
over a patch of garden. That is a meaning I also intend, for although
African Americans in this period broke new ground for this genus of
freedom, they also saw it return to dormancy, only coming to partial
yield in the decades that followed.

African American activists, intellectuals, and artists in this period
tried to manipulate two formidable ideological forces controlled by
white elites: the U.S. government and the national radio networks.
The federal government of the 1940s redirected the powers amassed
during the crisis of economic depression toward the more consuming
project of fighting a world war. During the New Deal, the Roose-
velt administration directed political attention to African Ameri-
cans to an extent not seen since Reconstruction. African American
leaders persisted in their long-standing appeals for federal interven-
tion against discrimination and segregation, pleas that were strength-
ened by the new crisis of war. The patriotic rhetoric of unity necessary
for war, especially a war to save democracy from fascism and Hitler,
was perfect for ironic recasting by African Americans who exploited
the political paradox of waging a segregated fight for freedom.

National radio reached full maturity as a political medium in the
1930s and 1940s, drawing its strength in part from the eager em-
brace of the medium by the Roosevelt administration. As a result,
national radio created a new aural public sphere, a discursive political
forum for a community of millions of listeners spanning the bound-
aries of region, class, race, and ethnicity. With its extensive official
use during the war, radio recast its own image from that of a source



of inexpensive entertainment to that of a civic voice of immedi-
ate importance, whether delivering breaking news from the front or
carrying politically unifying appeals. The emergence of a newly em-
powered national government and of the nation’s first truly national
mass political medium are not coincidental or parallel narratives but
stories that converge and reinforce each other. One consequence
was that popular culture and politics, including the politics of race,
also became inextricably linked and intertwined in more compli-
cated ways.

African Americans, who were vilified or rendered invisible by
radio, fought to make their voices and their political claims heard in
that influential new political space. In the broadest terms, then, this
book is about the evolution of the dependent relationships between
the state, the mass media, and the politics of social change, in this
case, the struggle for African American freedom and rights during
the World War II era. Radio was one battlefield in a domestic mind
war about race and a site of a discursive contest between the ideals of
white supremacy and racial equality.

My Worl|< owes its life to a rich and previously unexamined body of
national public affairs radio programming about race and ethnicity,
African Americans and their history, and the political issue alterna-
tively refetred to as the “Negro problem,” the “race issue,” or the
“Negro question.” Taken together, these cultural productions ampli-
fied a natlonal debate on racial equality that was stoked by African
American act1v1srn The archival trail for these shows wanders, but
it is deep and wide and includes not only the scripts and often the
recordings of the broadcasts but also extensive records of the inter-
nal politicél and planning processes as well as letters and responses
from hsteners My study of the history, content, and reactions to
these programs demonstrates that the World War I era was a pivotal
period in t'he political history of American race relations; that Afri-
can American activism created important shifts in racial ideology
and federal policies that were necessary precursors to the modern
civil nghts movement; and that the mass medium of radio served as
a newly i unportant public forum for ideological debate about racial
equality and racial injustices.

I write about a period in African American political and cultural
history and American history generally that has been neglected and
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demands far greater attention than I am able to give it. The fervor
and ubiquity of African American political activism vexed and un-
nerved most white Americans throughout the war era. That activism
ranged from the unrelenting vigilance of the black press, to sit-
ins in public places, to the threatened mass appeals of labor leader
A. Philip Randolph, to the everyday acts of resistance deployed in
public spaces by black working-class people, to mention but a few
expressions of the more aggressive political stance many African
Americans embraced in this period. In whatever form or forum,
these very visible manifestations of African American opposition
to the policies of segregation and racial discrimination preoccupied
white federal officials who saw these claims as a batrier to wartime
unity and as a direct challenge to the racial ordering of American
society—which they were. Demographic and political shifts bol-
stered the urgency of African American claims. The emergence of
black voting blocks was one political consequence of the wartime mi-
gration of African Americans to northern and western urban areas.
Another repercussion was the nationalization of the race issue itself
as growing numbers of African Americans outside the South clam-
ored for jobs, housing, and fair treatment. The legal challenge to seg-
regation had already begun, and the U.S. Supreme Court was emerg-
ing as a potentially hospitable forum for African American claims. In
1944, the Court would outlaw white primaries, and in 1946, it barred
racial segregation in interstate travel. The slow trickle of precedents
that would culminate in the Brown . Board of Education decision also
began its course through the federal court system in this era.'

This was not only a time of increased mobility and political visi-
bility for African Americans but also an era of greater intellectual at-
tention to them, as reflected by a proliferation of works by and about
them.? The radio programs I study are a part of that larger develop-
ment. I argue that because they were presented on a national mass
communications medium, these broadcasts help us understand how
the political issue of race was constructed for a large, diffuse audience
and how that construction evolved into a search for a national lan-
guage of consensus on the question of racial equality. All of this re-
inforces my belief that this is a rich period that demands and deserves
closer study and conceptualization by historians and other scholars
of African American culture and politics and indeed by Americanists
in general.
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If the importance of this era is not fully appreciated, the political
and cultural events of the late 1950s and early 1960s tend to be cast
as if they erupted spontaneously. That approach risks oversimplifica-
tion of the political trajectory of African American history and the
nature of the process of social change, especially in the area of race
relations. The most obvious consequence of the minimal attention
given to the political struggles of African Americans in the late 19305
and 1940s is reflected in latter-day civil rights historiography itself. To
confine the history of the civil rights movement to the narrow frame
of 1955 to 1965 and to build its narratives around compelling national
figures imposes a traditional structure on a process that by its very
complexity absolutely defies that tradition. This has fed a tendency to
write and teach about the civil rights movement as if it were a totality
that could be confined to a single decade of struggle, resistance, and
resolution. Individual works of history must confine themselves to
segmented treatments, as this work certainly does, but imposing a
too narrow natrative on such a long and complicated process obfus-
cates its larger implications. Fortunately, some scholars have broad-
ened the periodization of the movement, developed diverse local
histories, or explored the work of the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and other national orga-
nizations by looking at their activities at the state level 2 These studies
reveal not a single decade of toil but many decades of tedious, persis-
tent, courageous work by groups of men and women who adopted
or abandoned different strategies as the shifting times required.

Politically isolated treatments of the civil rights movement also
have had the effect of closing off important questions about the fate
of competing ideologies such as black nationalism and other more
radical leftist structural critiques in the period between the 1930s and
the 1960s. But a broader political perspective is also emerging as im-
portant links have been made, for example, between the legacy of
New Deal activism, various forms of African American claims for
racial equality, the limitations of racial liberalism, the emergence of
the Cold Wiar, and the contours of later struggles.* These approaches
bring 2 more complex and realistic view of the decades before the
19508, and paradoxically, they help us understand why the period be-
tween 1955 and 1965 cannot stand alone as a singular moment or a
new movement. This book pursues that broader view by looking
back and forth, as history requires us to do, for continuities and dis-
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continuities, precedents and precursors, and strategies old and new
in arenas new and old.

This, then, brings us to radio. Despite its ubiquitous presence in
American life for over half a century, radio is a medium whose politi-
cal and cultural power and influence are not yet reflected in American
historiography, American studies, works on American race relations,
or studies of the media and popular culture. Studies of the media in
general are dominated by film and television, as are the theoretical
approaches to media explored in cultural studies critiques.® Theo-
ries about the ideological significance of images and representations
have virtually ignored radio, limiting their analytical models and tex-
tual readings largely to literary, print, or visual imagery. Historical
scholarship has been particularly slow to recognize the importance
of the mass media to the twentieth century as a defining aspect
of American political and cultural life, which I believe it to be.
Although few would disagree with that assessment, there has been
relatively little scholarly exploration of its full dimensions and impli-
cations. The world of radio in particular remains largely unexplored
territory for which models of historical inquiry are relatively few.*

Most significant by omission, in my view, is the braided relation-
ship between the media, the political struggles of African Ameri-
cans, and the continued necessity for interventionist media strategies
as part of the work of advancing the race. Indeed, the bounty of
attention paid to the racial aspects of the media coverage of sensa-
tionalized contemporary events and issues such as the O. J. Simpson
trial, the Rodney King case, and the Anita Hill-Clarence Thomas
hearings only whets the appetite for scholarly treatment of the potent
historical relationship between media, race, and politics in the many
decades preceding the 1980s and 1990s.” Disciplinary divisions among
historians and scholars of popular culture and of the mass media
have mitigated against creating the integrated models of inquiry nec-
essary for considering that complicated historical relationship. The
narrative of African American history has yet to incorporate the cen-
trality of the modern mass media to how African Americans conceive
of themselves as a people, how they communicate with one another,
and how they preserve, transmit, and transform their music, culture,
politics, and religion. This is all to say that there is much work to
be done, and this book is an attempt to enter this historiographic
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void and bridge the analytical fissures caused by these disciplinary
boundaries.

Much is assumed about radio and its history, but perceptions of
the medium tend to be dominated by nostalgia or contemporary im-
pressions rather than by historical perspective. Since we live today
in 2 world literally structured by electronic media, it is difficult to
imagine the sense of awe that national radio inspired in the 1930s and
1940s. Radio was the first medium capable of simultaneously pre-
senting identical messages and music to millions of people in their
own homes. Not only did it bring 2 larger, external world directly
into the home, but it did so in 2 compellingly intimate and evocative
way. Radio ownership reached near saturation levels in urban areas
in the 1930s, where less than one household in ten was without 2
radio. Nationally, 83 percent of all residences, rural or urban, had 2
radio by 1940. Indeed, Americans of all classes and races had access
to radio.® Access to a radio receiver quickly became 2 defining feature
of life in the 1930s. Radio challenged phonograph records, film, and
newspapers as a source of entertainment and news. In 1938, a For-
tune magazine poll found that listening to the radio was the nation’s
favorite leisure activity.’ In 1939, 70 percent of Americans reported
that radio was their first choice for news coverage; perhaps more
significantly, 58 percent stated that radio was also the most accurate
news medium.'’

This rapid rise in radio’s ability to draw millions of listeners was
no accident. In the early stages of national radio’s development, two
corporate networks, NBC and CBS, competed fiercely to develop
programming and strategies that would build the mass audiences ad-
vertisers envisioned for this new medium. In August 1929, network
radio broadcast its first serial, 2 programming innovation that intro-
duced the concept of using 2 set of recurring characters to draw and
keep 2 national audience and launched radio’s rise to ubiquity. That
show was Amos 'n’ Andy, a program in which two white men, Free-
man Gosden and Charles Correll, pretended to be the two black title
characters. In four months’ time, it was the most popular broadcast
on the air, attracting an estimated 6o percent of all listeners or as
many as 40 million people daily. The show’s popularity created a rush
on sales of radio receivers and led listeners to structure their daily
routines around the show’s schedule. Indeed, Amos 'n’ Andy became
so popular that President Herbert Hoover invited Gosden and Cor-
rell to the White House for a performance."
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Why was the show so popular? Aside from its regularity and fre-
quency, Amos 'n’ Andy had to have something to keep millions of
listeners coming back for more, to make them take it on as 2 habit.
In the search for a common denominator with mass appeal in the
1930s, the show’s creators located it in shared stereotypes of black
men and women. But this comedy by white men in aural blackface —
“sounding” black by spouting their version of black dialect—was
more than simple radio minstrelsy. The novelty of the show was that
it constructed a contemporary black world held harmless under the
reassuring surveillance of unseen listeners. Amos 'n’ Andy parodied
blacks for emulating the white middle class, in effect chiding them
for aspiring to be more than whites thought they were or ever could
be —financially independent, successful, virtuous. It did this by re-
lying on 2 set of unstated beliefs that African American character
was permeated by slyness, ignorance, and incompetence. The show’s
enormous appeal rested on long-standing popular obsessions with
derogatory and denigrating images of African Americans.”

Amos 'n’ Andy functioned for whites in much the same way that
minstrelsy and other popular depictions of racial stereotypes had in
the nineteenth century. It worked to reinforce a sense of whiteness by
its contrivance of blackness, delivered by radio to a listening commu-
nity of millions. The show’s theme of “cultural incompetence” was
used to cast blacks as the “ultimate outsider” against which whites
could find 2 unifying sense of privilege and superiority.' To overlook
the significance of the show’s racialized content, as some scholars
have done, is to ignore the source of its easy popularity with whites
and the ambivalent reception it received from African Americans."

Negative critiques of the show’s political implications came from
several sources, including Bishop W. J. Walls of the African Method-
ist Episcopal Zion Church. In 1931, Walls called the show “an insidi-
ous piece of negative propaganda” linked to earlier uses of popular
images for political purposes: “The fact is, these clowns of the air
are of the same kind as those who blackened their faces and took
off black people on the stage through all the years that false phi-
losophers and pseudo scientists were trying to make our ancestors
out as those tropical animals who jumped down out of the trees.”"
That same year, the Pittsburgh Courier organized a national protest
against the show, garnering as many as 275,000 signatures on peti-
tions.' Like Walls, the Courier employed the term “propaganda” in
its attack on the show, arguing that it was far from simple, harmless
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entertainment but that the portrayals on the show had very spe-
cific political implications. The Cosrser criticized the show’s insulting
portrayals of African American women, businesses, and fraternal
organizations. Letters from readers echoed these concerns, includ-
ing objections to the show for “telling the world that Negro women
are more loose than other women.”'” Black businessmen complained
that white bankers and businessmen repeatedly ridiculed their busi-
nesses as being run in a bungling manner like Amos and Andy’s
Fresh Air Taxicab Company.'® The letters also reflected the effect
of the pervasive penetration of these radio images into public con-
sciousness. One woman wrote, “I have clashed with my employers,
and their children have made my heart ache with their Amos 'n’ Andy
lingo.”"” Another writer asked, “I would like to know why Negroes
are being called Amos and Andy in public places by white people?” *°

When radio had first arrived, some African Americans had hoped
that the medium would be an ally by broadcasting constructive racial
propaganda. Instead, radio followed the course blazed by other
popular media, adapting and creating virulent racial stereotyping
of its own as part of making popular, commercial appeals to white
Americans. Letters to the editor of the Pittshurgh Courier about Amos
'n’ Andy reflected a profound sense of disappointment with the use
of radio for this purpose. “It is a pity that such a great educational
agency as the radio should be desecrated to such 2 base purpose, or
end,” one writer complained.* This sense of general frustration also
was reflected in a letter that stated in part, “They are giving a false
impression of the Negro, which is just as bad as the K.K.K.”2 “If
Amos 'n’ Andy and the rest would spend a little of their time broad-
casting about the lynching and burning of Negroes in the South,”
another reader wrote, “I am sure we would get some benefit from
their talk and America could hold her head up.”** These letters may
not represent the totality of the African American response to this
show, but they do document the presence of 2 critical media analysis
linking a set of popular images with their larger political meanings.
To conclude that early black ambivalence about Amos 'n’ Andy merely
reflected an internal debate about which images to “display in public”
and which images to “keep among themselves” misses this broader
picture.?* The impetus for these reactions was the lack of equalizing
access for African Americans to national radio and the political dis-
advantages of having no control over the images and representations
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of the race and its concerns, now so effectively transmitted over the
nation’s first truly mass medium.

This was 2 modern manifestation of an old problem since the
relationship between African Americans and the public media had
always been a contentious one. The creation of the black press in
the nineteenth century was a response of African Americans to the
political problem of having their race and racial issues represented in
white-controlled newspapers that refused them access. In 1827, when
the country’s first black newspaper, Freedom’s Journal, was founded
in New York City, its first issue proclaimed, “Too long others have
spoken for us. Too long has the publick been deceived by misrepre-
sentations.” As one contemporary recalled, African Americans were
especially frustrated that their protests against colonization propos-
als were ignored in the white press: “They could not gain access to
the public mind: for the press would not communicate the facts of
the case—it was silent. . . . [TThere was not a single journal in the
city, secular or religious, which would publish the views of the people
of color on the subject.” But competing against the well-capitalized
white press would prove daunting for African Americans in the nine-
teenth century since the mass dissemination of written discourse
proved more effective as a purveyor of ideas than speaking before
public audiences. Looking back at the antebellum period, the African
American librarian Daniel Murray recalled that although many effec-
tive African American lecturers argued against ideas of racial inferi-
ority and ethnology, “the high cost of printing . . . [restricted] their
reputation to the oral tradition.”?® Encapsulated here are the per-
sistent themes that have driven African American political thought
about the relationship between media and racial politics: a recogni-
tion of the sheer ideological force of public media, a struggle for
access to that marketplace of political ideas, and, ultimately, a fight
for the power of self-representation in all forms of public culture.

With the emergence of each new communications medium, Afri-
can Americans have had to fight the same fight that stimulated the
founders of Freedom's Journal as the public forums for racial repre-
sentations and argument shifted, expanded, and became even more
“mass” in distribution and reach. When the film Birth of a Nation was
released in 1915, the NAACP organized African American protests
in its first national campaign. The film, which was based on Thomas
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Dixon’s racist interpretation of the Civil War and Reconstruction,
benefited from the technical virtuosity of D. W. Griffith and the
political reception it received, including being the first film screened
at the White House, where President Woodrow Wilson praised its
historical accuracy. In its fictionalized account of racial history, the
film brought to life on the big screen grotesque images of African
American inferiority and brutality. As the film premiered in cities
across the nation, African Americans protested each screening, first
in Los Angeles and San Francisco, then in New York City, Boston,
Chicago, Cleveland, Pittsburgh, and elsewhere.*® With its mass dis-
tribution and its powerful use of visual imagery and music, the film
created a new discursive forum for the politics of race in which Afri-
can Americans were disadvantaged once again as they struggled to
find ways to meet a new challenge from an expensive, highly capital-
ized industry in a forum they could not enter.

These are all examples of the enduring and unrecognized strand
of African American political thought that focuses on the political
power of the popular media, on interventionist strategies to gain
access to those media, and on the development of politically com-
pelling images to advance black political and economic interests. As
such, protests about media depictions or attempts to gain access to
mass media should not be dismissed as simply efforts to find ways
of presenting idealized positive racial imagery. Rather, proactive
strategies aimed at influencing the representations of African Ameri-
cans reveal a keen and sophisticated appreciation of the relationship
between popular images, political symbolism, public opinion, and
public policy. Nowhere is this set of connections more volatile than
in the area of race, where notions of image and ideology rely on and
reinforce each other, regardless of the medium of transmission.

Race and racial stereotyping are a deeply implicated part of radio’s
history, as was the case with earlier media forms. It took a con-
scious effort to make race visible on a medium where color could not
be seen but only imagined or constructed. A fascination with Afri-
can Americans and African American culture permeated radio’s early
programming and spurred the medium’s popularity, coloring it with
race like all American institutions and media forms. Black musicians,
singers, and bandleaders were a prominent feature of popular radio
programming in the 1920s and early 1930s. Radio comedies of many
kinds, including the enormously popular Jack Benny Show, featured
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caricatured black butlers and maids. Dramatic roles for blacks were
rare, as were technical or production jobs. Ironically, when the seri-
alization and syndication model pioneered by Amos 'n’ Andy encour-
aged network broadcasters in the 1930s to expand their repertoire
beyond music and comedy to include soap operas, dramatic series,
detective shows, westerns, quiz shows, and amateur hours, African
Americans on the radio were left stranded in a declining number
of comedic roles. The black bands and orchestras that had helped
build radio’s popularity were replaced by white bands that claimed
the music as their own, imitating and redubbing it “swing.” As ad-
vertisers began to rely on the identification of products with a “star”
to sell their wares, they concluded that white listeners would not find
black affiliation or product endorsement appealing. The overall effect
was that when the medium began to reach the apex of its popularity
during the period covered by this book, radio relegated most blacks
on it, as one writer commented, to that “ ‘stereotypical conception of
the Negro as a simpleton, or a “bad actor,” or a doglike creature with
unbounded devotion to his master or mistress.’”?’

African Americans were especially astute to radio’s unique power,
reach, and influence, an awareness that emerged in the protests
against Amos 'n’ Andy and grew as the medium matured through the
1930s and 1940s. They realized that the medium’s ability to present
politically charged aural images repeatedly and simultaneously to
millions of listeners moved what we now call “the politics of repre-
sentation” into a whole new realm. Attempts to manage and influ-
ence those representations would have to become a part of ongoing
strategies for African American political and economic advance-
ment. This book offers plenty of evidence of that struggle in the
1940s as black men and women took advantage of the rare openings
national radio offered them to enter this new realm of mass commu-
nications — through educational broadcasting and special program-
ming designed in response to World War II. It remained virtually
impossible for African Americans to intervene in commercial radio
during this period, when national radio networks dominated and
controlled the medium to the detriment of local independent sta-
tions. This arrangement only served to reinforce the capital-intensive
nature of the medium, limiting access through ownership to a few
large corporations. African Americans could not buy their way onto
the national airwaves or influence their content through their power
either as performers or as consumers. The proliferation of advertiser-
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supported black-oriented programming or of what would come to be
called “black radio” was a postwar development that rested on the en-
during appeal of African American music among white and black lis-
teners alike.”® Most radio programming designed primarily to reach
black listeners came only after advertisers discovered the economic
potency of the new urban concentrations of recently migrated Afri-
can Americans.”” By then, the radio industry itself was being trans-
formed from a model of network dominance into a local medium as
the arrival of national television advertising usurped radio’s principal
source of funding and forced it to depend on more locally oriented,
segmented appeals — the model of radio that persists today. But those
shifts had not yet occurred in the 1930s and 1940s, and national
network radio remained virtually inaccessible to African American
influence and control. This, then, was the predicament of African
Americans as commercial radio entered its golden age in the war era.

The relationship between the radio networks and the federal gov-
ernment during the 1930s and 1940s was fluid and complicated.
Concerns about the domination and control of the public airwaves
by private capital were not limited to African Americans. A small
broadcast-reform movement had been unable to stop the emergence
of a corporate- and advertiser-centered model for radio that was
codified in federal law in 1934. The federal government regulated
“ownership” of the public airways, but critics of that model succeeded
in establishing the concept that radio stations had to broadcast some
amount of noncommercial educational or civic programming in the
public interest. In their bid for legitimacy and recognition, radio in-
dustry officials embraced noncommercial programming as an oppor-
tunity to build their own prestige and to attract more elite audiences
not normally interested in their popular entertainment offerings. As
a result, the networks regularly provided free airtime for “sustaining
programming,” which included live performances of classical music
and a wide variety of educational and public affairs programs. Pro-
claiming radio’s commitment to public service, the networks also ac-
tively encouraged President Franklin Roosevelt’s use of the medium
as soon as he was elected. This was an offer he did not refuse since he
and other members of his administration were eager to use radio to
advance their programs and policies. The invitation opened the way
for the Roosevelt administration’s expert employ of the medium as
a powerful new public forum that functioned at times as the official
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voice of the national government, often under the rubric of pub-
lic service or educational programming. In turn, the radio networks
watched their own powers grow as they recast themselves as indis-
pensable to communications in a2 modern democracy, not only for
news delivery but for public information broadcasts as well.*

Although the president’s use of radio for his “fireside chats” was
extremely significant politically, other administration officials used
radio extensively to speak directly to the American people about
New Deal initiatives, in part to avoid interference from reporters
or editors.** So blatant and prevalent—and effective —was this prac-
tice that it repeatedly drew fire from newspaper editors and those
who opposed the administration’s policies.>? Implicit in this criticism
was the recognition of radio’s growing political power. As early as
1936, both national political parties placed radio at the center of their
strategies for winning the presidency, once again reinforcing the
medium’s national civic stature.*® Roosevelt also recognized that his
victory would depend on reaching beyond the traditional member-
ship of the Democratic Party to unite and mobilize groups of people
who ordinarily would have acknowledged no common social affilia-
tion or shared political interests: urban ethnics, African Americans,
and members of the white working class. By using the power of both
radio’s national range and its local targeted reach, Roosevelt was able
to fashion a new urban political coalition that would remain largely
invisible to itself.>*

The cooperation between the radio networks and the federal gov-
ernment during the New Deal grew stronger and more intertwined
during the crisis of war. Radio’s strengths as a unifying medium had
no better proof than its use as a source of war news and updates, in-
cluding dramatic live reports from abroad and from the front. World
War II was a radio war, and radio’s aura of indispensability continued
to expand as a result. Federal agencies also made extensive use of
the medium to broadcast civilian preparedness and morale-building
messages. The extent of the merger of functions between the state
and radio is hard to imagine today, but at that time, the distinctions
between radio’s journalistic functions and its role as a medium with
special public responsibilities were blurred and overlapping. In the
period under study here, radio was more than a political medium; it
was a political force.

Even before the war, some administration officials had concluded
that radio had a unique role to play in a world of escalating racial,
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religious, and national divisions. In a 1936 speech at a conference
on educational broadcasting, Interior Secretary Harold Ickes argued
that radio’s most pressing educational challenge was to eliminate
racial intolerance at home.” As a former president of the Chicago
NAACP, he was sympathetic to African American protests against
segregation and discrimination. This was also a period of shifting
intellectual conceptions of cultural pluralism and race and of a fledg-
ing intercultural education movement aimed at including the con-
tributions of immigrants and people of color in the teaching of
American history. At the same time, German and Russian radio pro-
paganda was being used to divide and disparage people there, just
as Father Charles Coughlin’s mean-spirited and anti-Semitic national
broadcasts would soon fill the airwaves in the United States. Ickes
worked to emphasize radio’s potential as a source of “positive” pro-
paganda, a vision not unlike that imagined by African Americans at
national radio’s inception. Ickes put his beliefs into action in 1935
when he created the Radio Education Project at the Office of Edu-
cation.*® That project became an institutional home for those who
wanted to use the administration’s access to radio to find new ways
to talk about the increasingly diverse nature of the American people
and the persistence of ethnic, racial, and religious hostilities. This
was one impetus for the creation of the public affairs radio program-
ming studied in this book; the second, significantly, would be the
demands of the crisis of World War II.

The first half of the book tells the history of public affairs radio
programs about African Americans that were produced by the fed-
eral government and broadcast by the national radio networks, and
the second half looks at programming produced by organizations
other than the government. The Office of Education provided the
initial opening to national radio that African Americans used to con-
struct a public image of themselves different from that offered on
commercial radio and more consistent with their political claims for
racial equality. Although the agency’s radio work was short-lived, it
did produce two extraordinary radio series, and I devote the first
two chapters to them. Chapter 1 is a history of Americans All, Immi-
grants All, a twenty-six-week radio series that presented a new state-
sanctioned narrative of Ametican history that included immigrants
of all nationalities, African Americans, and Jewish Americans. The
show made it possible for African Americans to broadcast the argu-
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ment that they deserved the title “American” and the freedom and
rights it entailed, an early example of the “politics of inclusion” that
would characterize their strategic appeals to the federal government
and white Americans for the duration of the World War II era.

In chapter 2, I discuss the Office of Education series Freedom's
Pegple, broadcast by NBC in 1941 and 1942 in response to rising fed-
eral concerns about the potential for racial unrest. African American
intellectuals and performing artists on this program explored black
history and black culture to demonstrate the centrality of the African
American experience to the nation and to argue against continued
attempts to deny blacks the rights due all Americans. A dramatic
demonstration of the political use of African American history and
culture, the show was produced by an alliance between black fed-
eral officials, prominent black intellectuals such as Alain Locke and
Sterling Brown, black performing artists such as Paul Robeson, and
racially moderate whites.

As war approached, African Americans urged the Office of War
Information (OW1I) and the War Department to broadcast patriotic
and morale-building radio messages that included them, as I describe
in chapter 3. Internal political paralysis plagued efforts at the OWI
and the War Department to mount even a limited public campaign to
lift “Negro morale” and build greater racial tolerance among Ameri-
cans. At both of these agencies, disputes recurred about who could
speak for “the Negro” and who could best determine what image
of African Americans the federal government should endorse for its
own more limited political purposes.

The second part of the book focuses on public affairs radio
programs about African Americans that had no explicit state in-
volvement. These shows were designed and produced by the radio
networks, nonprofit organizations, or educational organizations, in
some cases to follow federal leadership on the race issue and in others
to supplement its weaknesses.

In chapter 4, I explain how the National Urban League gained ac-
cess to national radio at a time when a public embrace of the NAACP
or other black political organizations by national radio was consid-
ered a political taboo. More conservative and less aggressive than the
NAACP, the league was able to turn its image and its programmatic
emphasis on acculturation and job counseling into a public relations
boon during the war emergency. Its guest status on national radio
limited the political content of its messages, but its black entertain-
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ment radio extravaganzas advanced arguments for equal opportunity
while demonstrating to the radio industry the shortsightedness of re-
fusing to grant opportunities to black performing artists.

Two of radio’s popular national political discussion forums,
America’s Town Meeting of the Air and the University of Chicago Round
Table, are the subject of chapter 5. Because of their continuity
throughout the war era, these two shows are particularly valuable
sites for observing how the political subject of race, first deemed un-
speakable, came to be aired and then rose to prominence as a national
issue. I use these broadcasts to chart, quite literally, the evolution of
a permissible political discourse about racial oppression, a develop-
ment that also provides insights into the fashioning and limitations
of the white liberal response to the emergence of civil rights claims.
These programs also served as showcases for the political and discur-
sive skills of black intellectuals like Langston Hughes and Richard
Wright, who used their on-air appearances to challenge the bound-
aries of the implicit censorship surrounding discussions of the race
question.

The book closes with a study in contrast in chapter 6, offering
a history of two exceptional local radio programs about African
American politics, culture, and history produced under the autho-
rial control of black writers and actors for northern urban audiences:
New World A’Coming, which first aired in New York City in 1944,
and Destination Freedom, which ran from 1948 to 1950 in Chicago. On
national radio, the full force of African American political thought
rarely pierced the airwaves, but these local shows were far more con-
sistent in tone and content with the claims and aspirations of African
Americans in this era. They also provide a glimpse of the politi-
cally creative ways African Americans could use the medium of radio
when they had freer rein over it.

African American political figures, intellectuals, and artists helped
determine the content of all of the nationally broadcast shows dis-
cussed in this book, although with varying degrees of influence and
control. The story of their successes and failures and their inter-
actions with white officials in the federal government, at the national
radio networks, and in private organizations drives this history and
illuminates much broader political patterns. In the period covered by
this book, radio became a powerful ideological agent and not 2 mere
messenger; it was a new institutional force that elevated the sym-
bolic play of politics and imagery into an influential new art form
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performed for a body politic of millions of listeners. In this new,
expanded public sphere, the manipulation of language and politi-
cal imagery became more important than ever. This book traces
one example of this aspect of modern politics: attempts by African
Americans to help mold a popularly accessible and politically accept-
able discourse about themselves and their place in American history
and culture. This transition period in American race relations, with
all of its promise and its limitations, played itself out eloquently
and paradoxically on a medium where language did not yet compete
with visual imagery. These radio broadcasts also capture the shifting
dialectic between words and actions, symbolic politics and public
policies, as race riots, black migration, and black protests forced the
discursive and the political worlds to respond.

At the end of the 1940s, even on a purely rhetorical level, the
nascent discourse of racial equality remained fiercely challenged by
a discourse of white resistance. African Americans continued their
quest for a new public narrative of race that could accommodate their
claims. The next battleground would be in the South and on tele-
vision. But the roots of that movement were embedded in the 1940s,
preserved in radio programming that broadcast a truer notion of
freedom and helped nurture its growth.
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CHAPTER 1

AMERICANS ALL, IMMIGRANTS ALL

Cultural Pluralism and Americanness

t the end of the 1930s, officials in the U.S. govern-
ment used radio to construct and popularize an expanded
narrative of American history that acknowledged the contri-
butions of immigrants, African Americans, and Jews. The
possibility that the war in Europe would soon command
American participation fueled anxieties about national co-
hesiveness that had heightened during a decade of economic
depression. Increased fears of domestic demands and distur-
bances by immigrants, workers, and African Americans led
federal officials to conclude that it was politically necessary
to continue to foster a broader notion of acceptance and in-
clusiveness for the sake of national unity.

Separate streams of thought converged on the idea that
one way to alleviate growing fears of internal disunity was to
admit the hazards produced by prejudice and find concrete
ways of confronting racial and ethnic intolerance through
general public education. Federal officials at the Office of
Education in Harold Ickes’s Department of the Interior put
radio’s special powers to use for exactly that purpose when
in 1938 and 1939 they produced Americans All, Immigrants All,
a twenty-six-week nationally broadcast series that sought to



create a state-sanctioned narrative of American history that made im-
migrants, African Americans, and Jews visible. This significant intel-
lectual, cultural, and political project wrestled with the complexities
of creating a new paradigm about ethnicity and race and about the
place of immigrants, African Americans, and Jews in an Anglo-
Saxon nation. Built around an all-encompassing myth of success,
this narrative construction ultimately failed to fit any of the groups
it sought to represent. However, the richly detailed internal conflicts
about the content of these broadcasts as well as public reaction to
them tell us much about the political tensions ethnicity and race gen-
erate and about the ideological importance of radio in national poli-
tics. Moreover, for African Americans, this series offered an oppor-
tunity to pursue a politics of inclusion, a strategic choice that evolved
during the New Deal and would characterize their relationship with
the federal government for the duration of the World War II era and
the 19505 and 1960s as well. For them, this show offered privileged ac-
cess to national radio and an opening to broadcast the argument that
they too deserved the title “American” and the freedom and rights it
entailed.

The idea for a national radio program about immigrant contribu-
tions had several sources, both inside and outside the federal govern-
ment, but the most significant was Rachel Davis DuBois, an ener-
getic innovator in intercultural education. A white Quaker woman
from New Jersey, DuBois was a young high school teacher who had
developed materials to teach tolerance through school assembly pro-
grams dedicated to the history, culture, and contributions of various
ethnic and racial groups in fifteen schools in New York City. In 1934,
DuBois had established what was to become the Service Bureau for
Intercultural Education, a cleatinghouse to help other teachers set up
their own programs for intercultural education. During this period,
DuBois also met journalist Louis Adamic, whom she credited with
reinforcing her belief that the public schools needed to address the
feelings of shame that second-generation immigrant children and
racial minorities harbored about their parents and their cultures.'

In this same period, DuBois also worked on political issues af-
fecting African Americans. She developed friendships and organized
study groups with prominent black and white intellectuals and activ-
ists in New York City and elsewhere, including W. E. B. Du Bois,
whose writings had led her to take on race relations as her Quaker
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Concern and dedicate her life’s work to it. She also became a mem-
ber of the National Board of the National Association for the Ad-
vancement of Colored People (NAACP). All of these experiences
and contacts led DuBois to adopt an intellectual approach to inter-
cultural relations that was based on her study of and close relations
with both immigrant ethnic groups and African Americans, 2 com-
bination that was as rare then as it is now.?

DuBois’s idea of a dramatic radio program incorporating her
approach to intercultural education had a specific catalyst: Father
Charles Coughlin’s controversial national radio broadcasts, which
were deeply troubling to her and the teachers with whom she was
working. She remembered that Coughlin “kept yelling, “This is 2
country for white Christians.” You know who’s left out. He yelled it
everyday over the radio.”* Coughlin’s appearances and his popularity
also taught her about radio’s innate powers to influence millions of
listeners. She began to search for ways to counter his popular mes-
sage on his medium of choice and took those ideas to the federal
commissioner of education, John Studebaker.*

Not only did Studebaker respond enthusiastically to her idea, but
he envisioned the proposed radio series as the beginning of the
Office of Education’s permanent involvement in the field of inter-
cultural education. The rising tensions in Europe clearly increased
the probability that dwindling federal funds would be allocated to
programs that aimed to prevent domestic disturbances among immi-
grant groups.® Apparently, Studebaker saw DuBois as uniquely quali-
fied to help him achieve his goal of institutionalizing in his agency
the newly politically valuable field of intercultural education.

Concerns about the social and political implications of large con-
centrations of second-generation immigrants were not limited to
New York City but emerged in cities like Chicago, which faced some
of the same issues. These concerns were 2 motivating factor for Avi-
nere Toigo of the Illinois Governor’s Committee on Citizenship and
Naturalization, who, at about the same time that DuBois was talk-
ing to the Office of Education, approached NBC directly with the
idea of a radio program about immigrants. His request eventually
made its way to the network’s prominent new educational counselor,
James R. Angell, who had been hired by the network after he retired
as president of Yale University.® Angell was unimpressed by Toigo’s
idea and advised against it, warning his colleagues at NBC that such
a show could not draw a national audience and would carry 2 great
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tisk of “deeply offending one national group as a consequence of
magnifying the achievements of another.””

Undaunted, Toigo met with Studebaker, who received him and his
idea warmly since it reinforced his sense that such a series was timely
and needed.®* When Studebaker expressed his support for the series
to NBC officials, Angell responded to the appeal tersely, advising
his colleagues at the network: “I think I should let this dog sleep.
Certainly I am not disposed to stir up the menagerie just at the mo-
ment.”* Angell’s superiors would later deeply regret and criticize his
decision when the show found a home and great acclaim at CBS in-
stead.

Officials at CBS apparently were less concerned than Angell was
about any attendant political risks of carrying the series.”® Also, CBS
was just concluding its broadcast of a twenty-six-week Office of
Education series on Latin America. That meant that a nexus of re-
lationships already existed between the agency and the network and
that the concept of a long-running series was quite familiar. Agree-
ing to use the same model for the immigrant series, CBS offered its
production studios in New York City and gave the series a favored
public affairs slot of two o’clock on Sunday afternoons. CBS assigned
the scriptwriting for the series to the prominent writer and cultural
critic Gilbert Seldes, who had recently joined the network as its first
director of television programming." Both CBS and the Office of
Education portrayed the Seldes affiliation as symbolic of the project’s
prestige and high quality.

Seldes based his scripts on the research provided by DuBois and
her associates at the Service Bureau, an arrangement that would have
been a complicated collaborative effort under even the best of cit-
cumstances. But in this case, the differences in their political orienta-
tions gave Seldes and DuBois very different points of view about the
goals and contours of the project. DuBois envisioned two general
aims for the series: “to reduce intergroup prejudice in this country
and to develop more appreciative attitudes among America’s culture
groups by dramatizing the contributions of these groups.” She ar-
gued that each script’s dramatic theme should focus on one group’s
contribution, based in part on studies of the “most common miscon-
ceptions held toward each specific group.”'?

Seldes took the opposite approach. He had a reverence for Ameri-
can history and national culture that emphasized the unifying rather
than the differentiating historical experiences of groups of Ameri-
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cans.” His conception of the series was more nuanced yet more
conservative. Seldes wanted to demonstrate the layered effect of im-
migration as a totality and, ultimately, to stress the primary impor-
tance of Americanization—to the immigrant and to the country.
DuBois wanted the individual immigrant to be the star of the series,
but Seldes was more interested in casting the political and historical
process of immigration itself as the central figure. He argued vehe-
mently against driving the programs “in the direction of destroying
prejudice,” proposing instead “to let a new attitude toward the immi-
grant transpire from the broadcasts themselves.” "* DuBois wanted to
show the separate streams, Seldes the eventual confluence. DuBois
believed that America was grounded by its diverse people and saw no
conflict between celebrating difference and embracing unity.

This inherent philosophical difference mirrored the divide in intel-
lectual and political debates then occurring about cultural pluralism.
Divergent opinions about the forces that shaped American history
were also prevalent among historians of the day as the progressive
and consensus approach to American history began to unravel, in
part over questions of race.”® But in this case, Studebaker accepted
a compromise, following DuBois’s approach in agreeing to separate
shows on individual groups but allowing Seldes to include episodes
concerned more generally with the cumulative process of immigra-
tion itself.'®

Talking openly about immigrants was 2 politically sensitive mat-
ter, as is most clearly revealed in the lengthy and heated debate
about the title of the show. The Advisory Committee for the series,
made up of a mixture of federal officials and representatives of pri-
vate organizations, convened for the first time in September 1938 at
CBS’s offices in New York City. At the beginning of the meeting,
Studebaker reported that the proposed title, Immigrants All, was in-
spired by an April 1938 speech by President Franklin Roosevelt to the
Daughters of the American Revolution in which he stressed that “we
are all immigrants.” To counter complaints that the proposed title
was too “backward looking,” Studebaker changed it to Immigrants
All—Americans All in order to stress unity. Putting it more bluntly,
DuBois later wrote that the title change was necessary “so that the
D.A R. type of mind would not feel 2 loss of social security by being
identified with the immigrant.”'” Some committee members agreed
that the mere use of the word “immigrant” would alienate audiences,
especially in the South. So Immigrants All— Americans Al won out—
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that is, until two months later when, after publicity for the series
already had been prepared, CBS officials realized that radio guides
in newspapers would list the title in the shortened form Immigrants
All, which they believed was “depressing” and too limited. For that
reason, the title was changed to Americans All, Immigrants All in the
belief that the short title Americans All would have a broad patriotic
appeal.'® The sensitivity concerning the title of the show and the dis-
pute over the use of the words “immigrants” and “Americans” were
harbingers of the quarrels about purpose and goals that would plague
the series and that characterized political discussions of ethnicity and
immigrant peoples in general.

Of everyone involved, officials at the Office of Education had
the most to lose if the series faltered or created controversy be-
cause Studebaker and his staff hoped that Americans All would be a
tremendous political opportunity for their struggling agency. Stude-
baker predicted that the series and related follow-up activities would
“constitute one of the outstanding contributions of this century to
American education and to the course of democracy in general.”
To achieve the greatest impact, the series would be accompanied by
a professionally written and published booklet. For the first time,
phonograph recordings of the broadcasts would be sold at nominal
cost to the public, thereby increasing the life span and the potential
usefulness of Americans All for schools, libraries, and civic groups.
More than the future of educational radio was at stake for Stude-
baker, who secretly hoped that the series would become “a huge suc-
cess” so that his plan for a new permanent division of intercultural
education would “encounter the least possible opposition.”

Opportunistic department officials hoped that growing public at-
tention to the worsening conditions in Europe in 1938 increased the
likelihood of wider notice for the series and thus for the Radio
Education Project itself. CBS was the network leader in the early
coverage of the war, having assigned Edward R. Murrow and H. V.
Kaltenborn to provide in-depth coverage of events in Europe. In 2
September letter to a CBS executive, Studebaker’s deputy William
Boutwell congratulated the network on its overseas broadcasts, add-
ing that “from the events in Europe, it would appear that this series
may be especially appropriate and appealing this year.” He made
a similar reference in a note to Murrow in London, emphasizing
that tolerance would be the program’s objective. Undoubtedly, Bout-
well understood that a CBS-sponsored Americans All would stand
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to benefit from the network’s increasing popularity as the authorita-
tive voice of on-the-spot news coverage from Europe. In November,
Boutwell sent another round of letters to CBS executives reiterating
that the recent developments in Europe gave the series “a timely ap-
peal” that “should attract a broad audience.” In a bolder assessment,
he wrote that “events in Europe have certainly given us a beautiful
build-up for ‘Americans All.””*

The final structure of the radio series blended many of the ideas
proposed by DuBois, Seldes, and other members of the Advisory
Committee, which of course meant that it was marked by com-
promise, inconsistency, and duplication.” Rachel DuBois remained
deeply disturbed that Seldes refused to make explicit in the scripts
the pleas for tolerance that she believed to be so badly needed.”” The
process of developing the scripts, publicizing the show, broadcasting
the series, and creating listener aids would be complicated not only
by basic philosophical disagreements but also by the involvement of
three very different institutions: the Office of Education, the Service
Bureau, and CBS.? Ironically, the rush of the schedule of broad-
casts left little time for internal bickering. Once it was announced,
the show had to go on, and everyone involved managed to make that
happen for twenty-six weeks running —under the circumstances, a
remarkable feat in and of itself.

The series as a whole sketched out a conflicted narrative of immi-
gration, contribution, and acculturation. Each broadcast began with
a standard lead-in that best captures Seldes’s simple narrative vision
for the series: “Americans All—Immigrants All. This is the story of
how you, the people of the United States, made America—you and
your neighbors, your parents and theirs. It is the story of the most
spectacular movement of humanity in all recorded time — the move-
ment of millions of men, women, and children from other lands to
the land they made their own. It is the story of what they endured
and accomplished —and it is also the story of what this country did
for them. Americans All—Immigrants All.”

Seldes wanted the series to make the argument that the economic,
technological, and political progress of the nation was a project of
cumulative effort. By keeping this as his focus, he sought to avoid
confronting the hostilities that met many immigrant groups and the
public resistance and government policies that fettered their broader
participation in the political and economic life of the country. But
when he turned to the stories of individual groups, it would be
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harder to maintain this focus on the ultimate designation without ac-
knowledging the individual paths and the frequent obstacles.

Iimmigrants All

As a dramatic device, the paradigm of immigrant achievers did
not work very well for the English and the French, two groups
whose members possessed the greatest amount of power and free-
dom and were the least likely to embrace the term “immigrant” as a
part of their self-identity. Portrayed as arriving early, facing no hos-
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tilities, and, in the show’s most shimmering silence, finding no native
inhabitants, these “old-stock” immigrant groups needed the least
amount of historical explanation. The myths of their coming were
already intertwined with the prevailing myth of nation building.?*
Rather than promoting tolerance of the English and the French,
DuBois and others hoped that the series would promote tolerance
among these groups whose “immigrant” identities had long ago
been shed.?®

Stark realities were more difficult to avoid in the series of scripts
about the histories of particular national or racial groups. The often
conflictual and “silenced” aspects of these narratives illuminate the
caution exercised by the show’s producers and sponsors in airing the
less celebratory experiences of ethnic and racial groups —and of U.S.
history.

Slavic immigrants were then on the minds of many Americans.
The shows about them had their own special political mission. Rather
than simply examining how they had earned a place in this country,
the scripts sought to comfort Americans who feared, at a time of
an approaching European war, that Slavic people harbored stronger
allegiances to their homelands than to the United States. Two shows
were dedicated to Slavic immigrants, the first on more recent ar-
rivals from Russia, Ukraine, and Yugoslavia and the second on earlier
Polish, Czechoslovakian, and Slovak immigrants. Both of these
shows raised the question of loyalty directly and answered it bluntly.
The first reassured listeners that Slavic people had quickly assumed an
American identity: “{While national memories remain, the second
generation becomes American, and their importance to this coun-
try lies not in continuing ancient quarrels, but in becoming part of
the unity of life here.” With even greater emphasis, the second show
argued that these immigrants “became deeply grateful to the coun-
try of their adoption, became fused with it like so many wholesome
grafts on a healthy virile tree and became, within less than a gen-
eration, true, loyal Americans!”* Overall, Slavic immigrants were
represented primarily as men and women who were willing, strong,
and able workers.

Although Seldes wanted the series to stress that many immigrant
workers were in fact invited and welcomed, the shows on the Irish
and the Italians acknowledged that these two groups had encoun-
tered what the scripts referred to as “unfriendly” receptions. The ex-
pansion of the immigrant paradigm to include oppression and nativ-
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ist resistance created a much more realistic and compelling narrative,
but in the series, it remained the exception rather than the rule.

Hostility against the Irish was diagnosed simply as a reaction to
their large numbers. An essentialist claim in the script designed to
allay fears about this group of immigrants both countered and re-
inforced a popular stereotype. The Irish were portrayed as haﬁpy and
hot tempered and as contributing to the nation “a light laughter, and
a gay spirit.”*” In this way, the script extended to the Irish a kind
of romantic racialism that assigned “gifts” by race, a not altogether
surprising approach considering that the Irish had historically been
regarded as a distinct, “dark” race in many quarters.”®

Although the show on Italian immigrants tried much more ag-
gressively to provide a corrective to the prejudice against Italians, the
confusion about the difference between ethnicity and race continued.
Using an interesting rhetorical device, the show described the arrival
of Italian immigrants in terms unmistakably and eerily evocative of a
slave ship: “[Placked in filthy quarters, without sufficient air, the sick
and the well together, the immigrants were hardly treated as human
beings and yet their good spirits held out.” According to the show’s
narrative, an “unfriendly spirit” was directed toward the Italians not
only because of their large numbers and their late arrival but also,
ultimately, because of their perceived racial difference. Although the
show credited Italians with building the physical infrastructure of
the great cities, they, unlike most other European groups, were por-
trayed as victims, “huddled in the tenements, forming little Italies,”
and preyed on by “sharp and dishonest bosses.” Without arguing
directly for less prejudicial treatment of Italians, the script made a
clear plea for a more sympathetic understanding of their history and
plight in the United States.?

The episodes about other immigrant groups were characterized
by glaring omissions and other clumsy efforts to make subtle dis-
tinctions among popular stereotypes. This is nowhere more apparent
than in the show “Our Hispanic Heritage.” Two curious narrative
interludes mark the script. The first acknowledged the existence of
preconquest native peoples in Mexico and South America but ex-
cluded them in the story of the settling of the western and south-
western United States. The second attempted to treat Mexican farm-
workers, then a concern because of their growing numbers, as typical
immigrants, starting at the very bottom at the time but destined to
rise to economic prosperity. As in the Irish script, the attempt to
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expose stereotypes was negated by essentialist and romantic claims,
such as the comment that Mexicans possessed a “temperament [that]
is a corrective to the terrific pace of the American living in big cities
with their heritage of pleasurable work and many holidays, religious
devotion, inner sense of beauty in everyday life.” The caricatured
assertions simply recast prevalent stereotypical images as harmless
positives.*’

Attempts to construct 2 unifying theme could not overcome the
reality of the historical oppression of certain groups. The episode
on Asian Americans especially lacked a coherent narrative, again
because the history of Chinese and Japanese persecution and exclu-
sion made a celebratory story a particularly dishonest, artificial, and
flawed construction. The Gold Rush West provided the setting for
the opening scenes of the show about Asian American immigrant
workers. “It was in the 1850’s that the Chinese began to come —lured
by stories of California’s goldfields,” the narrator explained, con-
cluding simply that soon “they were taking the place of women” by
taking on jobs that traditionally were done by women. The script did
not make clear, as Office of Education official Laura Vitray pointed
out, that the Chinese were barred from mining gold and thus had
no choice but to work as cooks, servants, and laundry workers. The
script’s consideration of the plight of the Chinese in the urban East
took on a different cast; there, the Chinese were portrayed as “scape-
goats,” caught “in the struggle between Capital and Labor.”* As
in its treatment of the Chinese, the script portrayed the Japanese
as patient, innocent, almost childlike people who became unwitting
pawns in strikes. Because of this, the narrative argued, Japanese im-
migration also had been drastically restricted. It was very difficult to
tell this history without acknowledging contemporary federal poli-
cies that excluded Asian Americans, so the script admitted that these
policies made it “hard for them to enter completely into many phases
of American life.”*

The episodes on the Irish, Italians, Mexican Americans, and Asian
Americans had to acknowledge that despite their hard work and per-
sistence, many immigrants suffered when they came to this country.
But the shows presented these difficulties as an exception to the more
common experience of finding welcoming shores and easy economic
ascent. Indeed, all of the scripts ended on a note of triumph and
achievement, praising each group for its members’ contributions as
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workers or as constellations of working families responsible for set-
tling the nation’s frontier and constructing its urban infrastructure.

Although frequently calling attention to the importance of hard
physical labor as a key immigrant contribution, the paradigm none-
theless stressed the centrality of families working together. Often im-
migrants were referred to as “men, women, and children” engaged in
the collective effort of contributing to the nation and making it—and
themselves — stronger as a result. Significantly, “immigrants all” was
not 2 male paradigm but a communal one in which women and fami-
lies were prominent. This image of immigrants as living in close-knit
familial groups was a less threatening and more reassuring image for
public consumption. This approach also softened and romanticized
the immigrant experience, casting it as shielded by nurturing family
units while denying the isolation and alienation that faced large num-
bers of immigrants who had in fact weathered the experience alone.

In reality, the immigrant success model did not fit most immi-
grants; it applied best to those who no longer considered themselves
immigrants, those already resting under the banner of American-
ness —namely, white Anglo-Saxon Protestants. But this seeming in-
congruity between reality and representation did not seem to bother
listeners; in fact, the shows about specific immigrant groups met
with much popularity among immigrants and their families as well as
the broader listening public.

Many people were deeply moved by the broadcasts. One wrote:
“I have yet to listen to a program that vibrated my very being as
did your program.” Even more emphatic was a letter from Ohio: “I
feel all choked up and want to cry, yet I am so happy inside that I
could shout and sing, and laugh, thanking God that I live in America
founded and built by Immigrants All, who have become Americans
All” A family from Wisconsin wrote that it had become “not only
a custom, but a ritual” for the entire family to listen to the program
because “it gives us a thrill and a tingling sensation up and down our
spine, a feeling of elation and exhilaration that cannot be matched
by anything any other country of the world offers.” *

It was not unusual for people to listen to the show in study groups,
social clubs, or especially local organizations serving ethnic com-
munities. Indeed, hundreds of organizations responded to the show
and requested additional information, including fraternal organiza-
tions, foreign-language newspapers, immigrant social and religious
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groups, labor unions, patriotic organizations (such as the Ameri-
can Legion, Daughters of the American Revolution, and Veterans of
Foreign Wars), religious and service organizations, groups devoted
to the pursuit of tolerance and brotherhood, women’s organizations,
and youth groups.**

Many people who wrote letters and cards about the show ex-
pressed their joy in listening to the episode about their particular
ethnic or immigrant group and their appreciation for 2 program
that bolstered their self-image and self-esteem. A newspaper serving
a western Norwegian community expressed “sincere gratitude” that
the Scandinavian episode had written “a little-known but immensely
important page in the history of the United States.” Others thought
the series provided evidence of how difficult the immigrant experi-
ence had been for some groups. For instance, one writer thanked the
series for its “magnificent dramatization” of the struggles of Italians,
who “must contend with low wages, unfit labor, and thus 2 lower
standard of living.” %

Elementary and secondary school teachers were among the most
enthusiastic listeners. The series struck a chord with those who daily
confronted the task of providing civic education to an increasingly
multicultural populace through a mass medium of a different sort:
the public schools. Schools made extensive and creative use of the
broadcasts, recordings, scripts, and other written materials. Many
teachers assigned listening to the broadcasts as homework and used
the portrayal of various immigrant groups as the basis for term
paper assignments, speeches, debates, assembly programs, plays, and
pageants. Most praised the show for providing much-needed infor-
mation about the immigrant heritages of their students, especially
those who were second-generation Americans. A Minnesota teacher
who taught in 2 community made up primarily of second-generation
southern European immigrants explained that the program helped
them “regain their pride of race and at the same time develop an
understanding and toleration of other nationalities.” One teacher
from Michigan praised the “inestimable” value of the radio program
“to the children of foreign born parents who must learn to appreci-
ate their background before they can fit into American life wholly.” >
These comments were typical in their praise of the educational use-
fulness of the series and, more important, in their recognition of
the urgent need for materials to teach students about themselves and
about racial and ethnic minorities in general.
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Cover of phonograph recordings of Americans All, Immigrants All.
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Many others also were very appreciative of the educational aspect
of the broadcasts. One writer from Kentucky thanked the Office of
Education for clearing up “misconceptions in my mind about groups
of immigrants in this country.” Some listeners thought the broad-
casts were so valuable that they advocated compulsory listening. One
listener commented: “If this nation were a totalitarian state, which
praise be it is not, and if I were the dictator, which thank heaven I
am not, I would command my subsjects to listen.”*’

Some listeners reported that the series had changed their opinions
about immigrants in general or about specific groups, although this
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response appears to have been the exception rather than the rule.
One listener explained that “it has taught me how much I owe the
people called ‘Immigrants.””

One note of discord in the chorus of acclaim for the series came
from the American League of Christian Women in Colorado, whose
members wrote to complain that the series “sounded so similar to
the Communist type of propaganda staged under the guise of mod-
ern social trends” that they found it difficult to reconcile the content
with the show’s government sponsorship.*” But this comment was an
anomaly for a series that by all measures drew overwhelmingly posi-
tive and enthusiastic support from a wide range of listeners.

The fact that this radio broadcast was sponsored by the federal
government reinforced the sense among immigrant listeners that
they were being claimed and publicly brought under the umbrella of
Americanness. The show also worked to uplift the word “immigrant”
and the people it symbolized and offered them a sense of inclusion
as “Americans,” something that many yearned for and embraced en-
thusiastically without asking for more.

“"The Negro”

The yearning for official acceptance and inclusion was not lim-
ited to immigrant groups. African Americans had long struggled for
more meaningful political recognition, but they also demanded the
rights and privileges attendant to being called Americans. The de-
cision to include separate shows on individual groups had the para-
doxical effect of allowing for parallel, segregated presentations of
each group’s historical experiences as Americans. For African Ameri-
cans, the inclusion of an episode on their history provided a rare op-
portunity to present a new image of “the Negro” to a mass audience,
black and white, that had been fed a steady diet of black buffoons
and mimics in the media, especially on radio. African Americans
had often protested popular depictions of blacks, ranging from the
NAACP’s crusade against the film Birth of a Nation to black press
campaigns against derogatory portrayals of blacks on radio, includ-
ing the Amos 'n’ Andy radio show.** Having been stung by radio’s
negative and constricted images, African Americans were extremely
sensitive to the medium’s influence on public attitudes. From the
time of radio’s inception, black organizations had been aware of
radio’s potential as an ally that could broadcast “constructive racial
propaganda” to whites and blacks.*' But at the time Awmericans All was
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aired, African Americans and their organizations had virtually no ac-
cess to this powerful, centralized, highly capitalized medium.

No African Americans were among those asked to serve as ad-
visers to the series. However, Rachel DuBois pleaded with Commis-
sioner of Education John Studebaker to appoint “one Negro leader,
not only because that is our largest minority group, but also because
I consider it our most important problem, since our democracy, after
all, will rise or fall according to the way we treat that group.” Stude-
baker rejected her request, but he did agree to ask “a number of
Negro leaders” to serve as “consultants” to the project, although
they did not serve as formal advisers to the series.*?

Soon thereafter, Studebaker invited prominent African Americans
Alain Locke at Howard University and W. E. B. Du Bois, then at
Atlanta University, to serve as unpaid consultants to the series.®
Locke had established his reputation as an authority on African
American culture and letters with his acclaimed 1925 collection The
New Negro. His philosophical work in the 1930s and his later work in
the 1940s maintained a focus on race, but it also included a search
for a coherent view of cultural pluralism, which Locke saw as the
key to an emerging new world order.** Du Bois, who was seventy
years old when he agreed to help with Americans All, had produced
a prodigious body of historical, sociological, and political works,
including Black Reconstruction, published in 1935. In the two years pre-
ceding his work on the radio series, Du Bois had traveled widely in
Austria, Germany, Poland, the Soviet Union, and the Far East. In
columns written about his travels for the Pittshurgh Courier, he de-
nounced Hitler’s fascism and anti-Semitism and attributed his rise
in large part to his expert use of modern propaganda methods. In
a 1938 speech, Du Bois warned that the “fascism of despair” threat-
ened all democratic governments because the world had “entered the
period of propaganda” when people “cannot think freely nor clearly
because of falsehood forced on their eyes and ears.”**

When Rachel DuBois received Gilbert Seldes’s first draft of the
script for “The Negro” episode, her reaction was quick and negative.
She sent a copy to W. E. B. Du Bois and Locke, dashing off hand-
written notes warning that the script was “pretty bad” and urging
them to suggest revisions. Seldes agreed to use most of their sugges-
tions, despite the fact that he stubbornly refused to revise scripts for
most other episodes. Seldes’s reaction to Locke and W. E. B. Du Bois
also is somewhat surprising in view of his own conflicted beliefs
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about African Americans and their culture, which he had character-
ized as “inferior” in his writings in the 1920s.** But he also professed
to be an ardent admirer of Locke and Du Bois and, in particular, of
Du Bois’s Souls of Black Folk, which he called a “classic.”*’

Du Bois’s criticisms of Seldes’s original script pointedly pushed
to the forefront politically sensitive issues Seldes had tried to avoid.
In a skit about the auction of a slave family, Du Bois inserted ma-
terial that depicted the reaction of the slaves, as opposed to showing
only the reaction of their owners. He was unable, however, to con-
vince Seldes to mention slave revolts, but a long and compelling
treatment of Frederick Douglass’s life captured key aspects of slave
resistance and black involvement in the abolition movement. Du
Bois provided other thematic emphases, including the link between
black voting in the Reconstruction era and enduring social reforms,
particularly public education. Not surprisingly, Du Bois objected to
the script’s focus on Tuskegee and Hampton Institutes as models of
black education, insisting that it was “falsifying history” to fail to
mention Fisk University, Lincoln University, Atlanta University, and
other black schools that had preceded and made industrial education
possible. He also argued against ending the script with a discussion
of Booker T. Washington, suggesting instead that more informa-
tion about contemporary black achievements in many fields close
the show.*®

Working independently, Locke reached some of the same conclu-
sions. Unlike Du Bois, Locke rewrote portions of the script, and in
many cases, Seldes incorporated his changes verbatim. Locke wrote
sections on early black explorers and indentured servants who had
preceded slavery’s introduction. Seldes adopted Locke’s argument
that slavery’s huge profits were shared by a wide cross section of
Americans, implicating the nation as 2 whole. Along with Du Bois,
Locke saw the story of Douglass’s life as a vehicle for telling a larger
story, and he added to the script 2 discussion of Douglass’s role
in convincing President Abraham Lincoln to raise black regiments.
Arguing that literacy and education were preparing blacks for inte-
gration into modern urban life, Locke also urged that more emphasis
be placed on black achievements in the postslavery period. Here as
well, Seldes followed Locke’s suggestions.*’

The revised script straddled both sides of historical explanation
and delicately balanced its implicit political arguments. Its narrative
portrayed African Americans as the only immigrants who had not
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come of their own free will. Briefly tracing the history of black in-
dentured servants, it blamed black slavery on the dearth of other
sources of labor but admitted that slaves were stolen from Africa, “a
continent with fine cultures of its own.” It cast the black slave as ini-
tially patient but also as a primary actor in securing an end to slavery,
citing as examples Harriet Tubman and Sojourner Truth as well as
black Civil War soldiers, affording them greater recognition than was
then reflected in the work of historians. However, despite Du Bois’s
suggestions, the depiction of the Reconstruction period remained
weak and muddled. Freed blacks were portrayed as unprepared for
freedom and self-governance and abused politically by the war’s vic-
tors, a depiction refuted by Du Bois’s own monumental work on the
subject, Black Reconstruction.*

The script did not shy away from acknowledging that African
Americans faced contemporary difficulties. It emphasized the impor-
tance of black workers in the South and the North and described the
tenements and poor conditions blacks encountered after the Great
Migration and during the depression, when they were “the last to be
hired and the first to be fired.” The last part of the narrative high-
lighted contemporary black scientists, artists, architects, educators,
actors, poets, novelists, and intellectuals.

Although Seldes adopted Locke’s prose and followed most of
his suggestions, some of the overarching arguments were weakened
or obscured by Seldes’s dramatizations of historical incidents and
figures. Because the more contemporary parts of the script relied
heavily on Locke’s prose, these sections were better written, less
maudlin, and more effective overall.*’ Compared to other scripts in
the series, the one on African Americans was more historical, per-
haps because there was more history to explain or to explain away.
As in the other scripts, current problems were acknowledged, but the
show hinted only vaguely at the legal, social, and economic restric-
tions African Americans faced in 1938.

Locke and Du Bois worked with some success to improve the
worst aspects of the script rather than launching a general attack
on it. When Roy Wilkins and George Murphy of the New York
City offices of the NAACP reviewed the script, they responded dif-
ferently. Even after revisions had been made, both men harshly
condemned the script for stressing “unduly the slave period and
the Negro as a worker” and, as a result, making the narrative, in
their view, “not a fair interpretation of the Negro’s contributions to
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American life.” The trope of immigrants as workers was of course
the unifying theme of the episodes on disparate groups in the series.
But the emphasis on blacks as workers, in the opinion of Wilkins
and Murphy, simply supported the idea that manual labor was the
only contribution African Americans could ever make to the nation:
“This script reads like a history of the progress of white people using
the labor and talents of Negroes. It does not read like the history
and progress of the Negro himself.” Both men also challenged the
script for failing to “marshal the information necessary to overcome
the misconceptions, misunderstanding, myths and slanders which
have become an accepted part of American thinking.” For them, the
script was misdirected and of limited political value in advancing the
cause of African Americans.*?

This view was not shared by other African American activists
who saw the episode as a rare opportunity for a very different kind
of presentation about black people, even within the limitations of a
federally sponsored broadcast. The conflict played itself out in the
NAACP as its executive director, Walter White, believed that the
show was politically beneficial simply because it offered images that
were in dramatic contrast to the standard radio fare involving Afri-
can Americans. Rather than objecting to the script’s failings, White,
a keen publicist himself, worked to build as large and broad an audi-
ence as possible for the broadcast.** At the last minute, he persuaded
Jules Bledsoe, a black concert and stage singer who had starred in
Jerome Kern’s Show Boat, to appear on the show for no fee. Ap-
parently, White believed that Bledsoe would appeal to both black
and white listeners. The live performance was a significant depar-
ture from earlier episodes, and as such, it was emphasized in the
prebroadcast releases and publicity.** Bledsoe was to sing one song
illustrating African rhythms and another demonstrating an African
American style.

On radio, music can reinforce the spoken text, but the evocative
power of music also can drown out textual meaning. For that reason,
Locke and W. E. B. Du Bois had recommended that the show con-
clude with music by the black classical composer William Grant Still,
whose work had won the top award in a blind competition at the re-
cent New York World’s Fair. Seldes had decided instead to conclude
the show with the Negro National Anthem, James Weldon John-
son’s “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” an acceptable alternative. Rachel
DuBois was especially concerned about any further changes in the
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music for the program, fearing that it might detract from the digni-
fied tone of the script itself.3* Earlier, she had told Rudolph Schram,
the music director for the show, privately that she opposed Seldes’s
suggestion to use “Carry Me Back to O’ Virginia” in the show and
warned him that “Negroes are very sensitive about that song be-
_ cause it has in it the word ‘darkie.’ ”*¢ The song was removed before
the broadcast. The fact that Seldes would favor the song shows how
deeply internalized were the traditional cultural depictions of Afri-
can Americans, especially in music and song, and the racism they
implied. At the dress rehearsal for the show, DuBois also sensed the
potential for disaster in Bledsoe’s last-minute appearance, but she
was unable to intervene at that point.’

The Bledsoe performance illustrates the many perils of live radio.
The musical director found his proposed African song too difficult
and scratched it during the dress rehearsal, which ended thirty sec-
onds before airtime. The song Bledsoe sang — for nine valuable min-
utes of the half-hour broadcast —was “Black Boy,” which Locke later
characterized as a “mammy interpolation” coaching blacks to “trust
the Lord and don’t worry like the bees.” To make matters worse, to
compensate for the time lost to the lengthy song, the CBS producer
cut out the prized last part of the script on contemporary blacks.*®

Shock and disappointment were palpable after the broadcast
among those who had worked on the script. Locke wrote that he had
expected cuts but had hoped the broadcast would be constructive in
overall effect, an expectation that was dashed by Bledsoe’s reversion
to a style of song that conjured up exactly the negative images that
Locke and others had hoped the show would counter. Plaintively,
Locke asked Rachel DuBois, “[H]Jow on earth did you let them put
that over on ‘us’?” DuBois confided to Locke that she had been so de-
pressed by the show that she had been unable to write him about it.*°

Locke and Rachel DuBois were most concerned about the residual
impact of the broadcast, which was to be preserved in phonograph
form for educational use. Locke wrote a strongly worded letter of
complaint to CBS officials, whom he blamed for the fiasco. He
pointed out that “the sentiment of the song was mis-representative of
contemporary Negro feeling and attitude.” Locke argued that “this
sabotage of the positive tone and effect of the rest of the program”
could not be excused by the fact that a black singer recommended by
a black leader had done the deed. He warned the network that, unless
it revised and re-recorded the episode, it would receive a “volume of
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protests.” ® Fortunately, as DuBois soon learned, technical difficul-
ties (a power failure) had ruined part of the original transcription,
making a re-recording necessary if the episode on African Americans
was to be included in the phonograph series.” DuBois and others
continued to pressure the Office of Education to record the intended
version of the script, a request that the Office of Education granted
soon thereafter.? Officials took the extra precaution of having the
final script read and cleared by Ambrose Caliver, a black member
of the Office of Education staff, whom they apparently had not in-
cluded initially as an adviser on the episode.®®

The final recorded version of “The Negro” reinserted the contem-
porary portions of the script and eliminated Bledsoe’s appearance.
Later, W. E. B. Du Bois offered some perspective on the whole ex-
perience by reminding Rachel DuBois: “[I]t is not so much what you
actually get in as what you keep out and I think in that respect we
were fairly successful.”**

Indeed, when one listens to the recorded version of the script, the
most obvious characteristic is the virtual absence of the use of dialect
as a signifier of black people, even in depictions of slaves who speak
with southern accents but not with the exaggerated dialect tradition-
ally used at the time in staged productions. Portrayals of Douglass
and more contemporary figures were represented by black voices
that were erudite and confident. The matter of the use of dialect had
received careful attention in this episode; for example, in a section
of the script on the Fisk Jubilee Singers, the stage direction specifi-
cally warned that “the following is spoken by Negroes with good
education approximate southern accent but not ‘Stage Negro’ type.”
This concern about the use of dialect arose in an earlier episode in
the series that included an account of the presence of a black man on
the Lewis and Clark Expedition. Rachel DuBois warned Seldes that
it was inconsistent to have that character speak in slave dialect and
then reveal that he was invaluable to the expedition because he spoke
French. “If he was cultured enough to speak French,” she pointed
out, “he would not use the slave dialect. Negro listeners in would
resent that.” Ultimately, these directions about dialect represented
broader decisions about what kind and what class of black people
would be presented on the show, and to that extent, as W. E. B. Du
Bois had concluded, the show was an exemplary divergence from
the usual radio depictions of black people. The overall tone of the
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recording was one of dignity, triumph, and achievement, even as
pressing political issues were left unaddressed.*

The dispute over the musical representation of African Americans
also captures far more than the accidents and risks of live radio. It
clearly illustrates significant conflicts over how to change cultural
conventions involving African Americans that were often consid-
ered harmless, whether in song or dialect. These conventions sup-
ported and rationalized the subordination and disabling of a whole
people, some of whom inevitably deeply internalized and accepted
the contested image. Removing the blinders of past cultural expec-
tations was not a simple process for sympathetic whites like Seldes
or for some blacks like Jules Bledsoe and Walter White. White, who
had secured Bledsoe’s appearance on the show, stood by the original
broadcast, writing in a letter to Studebaker that he liked it “im-
mensely” and that it was a “fine contribution.”*® This placed him
at odds over the use of Bledsoe with not only Locke and W. E. B.
Du Bois but also other NAACP officials George Murphy and Roy
Wilkins, who had complained bitterly about the script even before
the Bledsoe incident.

The conflict among African Americans about which image to
present obscured their implicit agreement about the political impor-
tance of media images and their frustration about their limited op-
portunities to exert control over their self-representation. The idea
that images carry and reinforce political meanings had been a con-
sistent strand of African American political thought beginning with
abolitionist strategies that relied on symbolic manipulations of the
image of the slave and of slavery, whether through visual images or
literary images in the genre of the slave narrative. The antilynching
campaigns of Ida B. Wells and the NAACP employed visual imagery
in similar ways. In addition to these attempts to use images of op-
pression and racial violence as a political strategy, African Americans
have campaigned repeatedly against the unending parade of stereo-
typical, derogatory, and one-dimensional portrayals of themselves in
every form of media, from print journalism to film and radio and
later to television. Indeed, the evolution of each new mass medium
has been marked by virulent racial stereotyping, requiring African
Americans to protest each new form in kind. Blacks had limited ac-
cess to the highly capitalized white-controlled national media of film
and radio and therefore virtually no influence over the representa-
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tions of African Americans they offered and little if any opportunity
to counter them effectively via those communication forms. Radio
had the added dimension of being a medium capable of distributing
images simultaneously to millions across the nation, thus creating a
powerful new public arena of unprecedented proportions and pene-
tration. The specific problem was the limited access that blacks had
to this influential mass medium, displayed here in disputes about
which image to present in taking advantage of this rare opportunity
to exercise some influence over aural presentations of black people.
Considering the financial and political constraints under which
the Radio Education Project operated, it is remarkable that federal
officials agreed to re-record “The Negro.” It is important to recall,
however, that the project had staked its future on Americans All and
that Studebaker hoped that a successful series would enable him to
gain congressional funding for a new intercultural education divi-
sion. “The Negro” was only the sixth episode in the twenty-six-week
series. It was much too early in the series for the office to become
entangled in public controversy of any kind. Perhaps Studebaker and
other federal officials also were coming to understand, as Rachel
DuBois had argued earlier, that African Americans were the nation’s
largest minotity group and that their poor treatment constituted its
most important problem —one that could be silenced no longer. As
the war neared and the urgency of at-home unity increased, the ability
to threaten and to create controversy would become an even more
potent tool for African Americans and one they would exploit fully.
Listener response to “The Negro” episode placed it about on par
with the response to eatlier shows in the series.”” One of those who
expressed thanks for the show was a Philadelphia teacher of Afri-
can American children who wrote: “I have . . . been very interested
in finding ‘heroes’ for them among their own people, and trying to
develop in them the feeling that their people too have contributed
in making our land the great country it is.”** Although the number
of African American letter writers appears to have been quite small,
the enthusiasm in letters from African Americans was clear. A lis-
tener from New York City wrote: “As a member of the Negro race
I was extremely gratified at your fair and unbiased portrayal of the
parts my race have played in helping to make America a better place
for all groups to live in, even though at times we were somewhat
discouraged by intolerant individuals who seem to enjoy a sadistic
pleasure in denying us our inalienable rights. . . . I feel that your
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program is a forerunner to the fulfillment of our dreams.”* Another
writer used a different set of images in commending the series, sug-
gesting that “no doubt Booker Washington turned over in his grave
with pride.” Requests for further information on the series came
from local branches of the NAACP and the National Urban League,
as well as from the Chicago Defender.™® Despite the disputes among
African Americans associated with the broadcast about which set of
images to present and how, the broader political argument they had
intended made its way across the airwaves.

Significantly, the episode did not seem to generate negative re-
sponses from listeners, another indication that it had succeeded in
walking the narrow line of politically acceptable arguments about
“the Negro.” African Americans involved with the broadcast had
relied on the politics of inclusion, a strategy grounded in making
claims for themselves based on their Americanness. This approach
of arguing for inclusion as opposed to a more nationalist strategy of
embracing exclusion characterized this period, a time when segrega-
tion and discrimination still reigned. Bolstered in part by New Deal
thetoric, many African Americans at the beginning of the World
War II era were poised to demand not only inclusion but also, more
important, the full benefits of Americanness, a strategy pursued into
the 1950s and 1960s.

"The Jews in the United States"”

For African Americans, Americans All represented an opportunity
to make themselves an identifiable and visible part of American his-
tory, although there was internal conflict over how best to do that.
For Jewish Americans, the series raised a different set of questions
about the relative benefits of a politics of visibility versus a politics
of invisibility. Indeed, one of the most difficult issues that faced the
planners of the series was the conflict over whether to dedicate a
separate episode to the history of Jewish Americans. The discussions
of that question reflect differences at the time within the American
Jewish community concerning identity and strategies for group ad-
vancement, disagreements that often reflected the diverse national
origins and social classes within that community. Ultimately, this
conflict also illustrates similarities and differences between strategies
adopted by African Americans and those adopted by Jewish Ameri-
cans during a period that saw the emergence of a new public dis-
course both about race prejudice and about anti-Semitism.
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Rachel DuBois’s views on the question of Jewish identity were in-
fluenced by a course she had taken under Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan,
the influential leader of the group of progressive Jewish thinkers who
eventually came to be known as the Reconstructionists. Kaplan and
his supporters believed that Jews were members of both a religious
and a cultural group, or as he called it, a “civilization.” Anti-assimi-
lationist in orientation, Reconstructionists represented one side of a
division within the Jewish community reflecting differences in immi-
grant and economic status. On the other side, many Jews who were
third- and fourth-generation Americans, especially those of German
origin, opposed any movement toward ethnic separatism and favored
an assimilationist stance. Because Kaplan’s position resonated with
her own approach to racial and ethnic identities, DuBois embraced
it, as did many people who worked with her. In 1935, DuBois incor-
porated her beliefs into a book, The Jews in American Life, designed for
use by classroom teachers and civic groups.”

When DuBois realized that her salary and the expenses of her
work on Americans All were being underwritten by the American
Jewish Committee (AJC) at the Office of Education’s request, she
expected a serious conflict about whether the series would feature a
separate show on Jews. The AJC had helped fund her earlier work in
school aésembly programs in New York City but had withdrawn its
support when, according to DuBois, it disagreed with her treatment
of Jews as a separate ethnic and cultural group, preferring instead
that they be considered a religious group. DuBois recalled that an
A]JC official had concluded his argument about that decision by ask-
ing her, “You don’t have a separate program on the Baptists, why on
the Jews?”’?

Considering their obvious difference of opinion, it seems puzzling
that the AJC agreed to pay DuBois’s salary. Undoubtedly, the press of
events in Europe played a role. Frank Tager of the AJC later recalled
that concerns about the impending Jewish refugee crisis “probably”
motivated the decision to give financial support to the series. This
was not a concern limited to the AJC; some members of the Advi-
sory Committee also saw the series as a way to foster greater public
support for the admission of European refugees, especially German
Jews. For example, James Houghteling, the commissioner of immi-
gration and naturalization, commented at the first planning meeting
that he hoped the series would ease public hostilities toward a likely
new wave of refugees.”
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Still, the series planners spent as much time debating the ques-
tion of whether to air a separate Jewish episode as they had spent
discussing the series title. Avinere Toigo, who had brought the idea
for the series to the Office of Education, argued that a Jewish epi-
sode would do more harm than good and that Jews would be better
off if they were omitted from separate consideration, which would
place too much emphasis on the “Jewish question” and risk stirring
up more hostile attention. Philip Cohen of the Office of Education
disagreed because he believed the only way to break down prejudices
against Jews was to do so directly: “In general this thing is fixed as a
Jewish problem in the minds of most people and should be faced as
such.” DuBois also argued vehemently that an individual show was
the only way to fight prejudice, reasoning that the Jew was already
separated negatively so it was necessary “to separate him positively in
the minds of the people.” "

Ironically, it was Gilbert Seldes who most strongly defended the
need for a show about Jews, a position at odds with his general
opposition to separate shows for various ethnic, racial, and national
groups. He explained that the existence of “most definite prejudices”
against Jews as Jews regardless of their immigrant status or nation
of origin required that they be given separate treatment. Studebaker
found Seldes’s argument convincing and agreed that a frank acknowl-
edgment of the “fact that there is a Jewish problem” in an episode
devoted to Jews was necessary.”® Seldes’s own relationship with Juda-
ism has been called “paradoxical if not ironic” and was rooted in his
own experience as the child and grandchild of nonobservant Jews.
In the 19205, Seldes “rejected Zionism because a Jewish state would
‘diminish the internationalism of the Jewish people.”” Yet Seldes had
not escaped the sting of anti-Semitic comments from other intel-
lectuals and writers early in his career, a memory that undoubtedly
influenced his argument here.”

Some external opposition to the idea of a separate Jewish pro-
gram remained, however. Objections to a separate show were raised
by Mrs. Arthur Hays Sulzberger of the New York Times publishing
family, who warned that “there is a great mistake being made at the
present time in regarding the Jews as a race, when they are merely a
religious group.” Theresa Mayer Durlach, who was then serving as
vice chair of the Service Bureau, which was cosponsoring the series,
appealed directly to Studebaker, warning him of “the danger of a
false and inadequate handling of the Jewish problem.” She agreed
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that public attitudes called for a separate program, but she feared
that such a program would reinforce the notion that Jews were a
separate race. As a solution, she urged that the series also include
programs on the history of Catholics and Protestants or that one pro-
gram be dedicated to all religious groups. “Parallelism of treatment,”
she believed, would make it possible to cast the “Jewish problem” as
“merely a part of the general suppression of all liberal and noncon-
formist elements in the present totalitarian states . . . the difference
being one of degree rather than of kind.””” Studebaker retained the
final plans for the series and did not accede to the pleas of either of
these prominent and influential women.

Prior hesitations concerning the issue of a separate program
seemed to dissipate as the time for the show’s February s, 1939, broad-
cast approached. Perhaps the worsening conditions in Europe or
Father Charles Coughlin’s blatant attacks in the fall of 1938 convinced
many Jews that urgent steps were necessary to try to counter anti-
Semitic appeals. Once the decision to broadcast a separate Jewish
program had been made, members of Jewish communities and orga-
nizations worked closely with the Office of Education to generate a
large listening audience for the broadcast.”® Publicity efforts for the
series as a whole benefited greatly from the work of Arthur Derou-
nian, a brilliant publicist at the Service Bureau.”” He personalized the
publicity for each show, preparing special press releases that catered
not only to media outlets but also to civic, religious, educational, and
social organizations.” Derounian’s formula worked especially well
for the show about Jews, in part because of the cooperation of many
large organizations then serving the various needs of the American
Jewish community.*' Many of these national organizations also took
it upon themselves to spread the news about the broadcast among
their members. Hadassah, for example, sent a letter to all of its chap-
ter presidents, urging them to organize listening parties, with each
member bringing a “non-Jew to listen to the program.”*

Some members of the Jewish community cast the show as a his-
toric opportunity for American Jews to use radio to help combat
anti-Semitism. An impassioned announcement of the show in the
Hebrew Union College Monthly ended with this plea:

Education by air is still in its infancy, but “Americans All, Immi-
grants All” gives us a glimpse of radio’s tremendous potentialities
for good, as Germany and Italy are demonstrating what a power-
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ful instrument for evil it can be in the hands of dictators. Indeed,
this radio series becomes all the more significant when we re-
member that, at the very same time that totalitarian governments
are cruelly suppressing their minority groups, our government is
making a special effort to show the assess of #ts minorities. . . .
Never have the benefits of cultural pluralism been so widely her-
alded!®*

The article also urged rabbis to notify their synagogue members
about the show, to use it as a basis for sermons, to sponsor “bring a
neighbor” listening parties, and to write the Office of Education to
thank it for the broadcast.®

“The Jews in the United States” recounted the long history of
active Jewish participation in American life, focusing on historical
material provided by Rachel DuBois. The script pointed out that
Jews fought at Valley Forge, helped finance the Revolutionary War,
served in the War of 1812, died on both sides of the Civil War, and
fought in World War I. One reenactment illustrated that when faced
with a choice between observing a central tenet of Jewish faith and
serving the country, Jewish Americans chose patriotism. The show
credited Jews with introducing new forms of organized charity and
developing the notion of arbitration. Samuel Gompers was singled
out for his work as a labor organizer and Lillian Wald as a settlement
house founder. Jewish philanthropists, musicians, and entertainers
were featured, including Nathan Straus, Julius Rosenwald, George
Gershwin, Oscar Hammerstein, and Irving Berlin. Individual Jew-
ish achievers in many other fields were noted, such as Louis Brandeis,
Benjamin Cardozo, and Felix Frankfurter in law and Joseph Pulitzer
in journalism.**

The script held up the Jews in the United States as an example
of a people composed of many nationalities who had learned to live
together without internal prejudice. This was at once a direct chal-
lenge to the notion that Jews were themselves a single race and a
plea, although unstated, that others follow their example of coexist-
ing with differences without bigotry. The concluding portions of the
script referred to the history of Jewish oppression elsewhere but not
in the United States: “More persecuted than most peoples before they
came to the United States, the Jews came to this country with a back-
ground of sorrows. In many lands they have been barred from taking
part in the national life. They were able to make their contribution
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to American life, because the whole of American life was open to
them, as to all others, without discrimination of race or creed. They
have helped to build the United States, because the United States
has welcomed them as Americans all.”* By broadcasting the myth
that Jewish achievements resulted from their being accepted in the
United States without prejudice or bigotry, the script simultaneously
extolled the virtues of this country and diminished any true measure
of Jewish success (since it assumed that no barriers to it had existed).
The characterization also walked the fine line of highlighting Jewish
contributions without praising them to such a degree that they would
engender greater public resentment.

Overall, the script presented Jews as old-stock middle-class Ameri-
cans, more like the English and the French than the recent immi-
grants who could offer only their huddled laboring bodies, as the
Irish, Slavs, Italians, and many others were depicted in the series. As
a consequence, the show had a clearer narrative line than many of the
other shows. With its emphasis on individual actors rather than on a
mass of Jews, it made a case for their acceptance and support based
simply on their status as long-settled and deserving Americans, deli-
cately balanced between claiming group status and avoiding it. In-
ternal disagreements on that question had permeated broadcast plan-
ning, just as questions about which image to present had plagued the
episode on African Americans.

It is hard to imagine a more politically cautious script than the one
on Jewish Americans. Although American Jews were made visible, a
listener unaware of anti-Semitism, Hitler, the encroaching European
war, or the flood of Jewish refugees would have gleaned nothing
of any “Jewish problem” from this broadcast. Certainly none of the
shows in the series openly addressed contemporary concerns, but in
many instances, they confronted stereotypical beliefs, however clum-
sily. No attempt was made to do that in this script. Education and
CBS network officials probably feared that a direct attack on anti-
Semitism would have been perceived in the administration, in Con-
gress, and elsewhere as a political pitch regarding the Jewish refugee
issue or perhaps even the question of U.S. intervention in the war.

However subtle a message the show intended, the overwhelming
public response to it revealed that the prepublicity activities had been
successful and, more important, that it had met a current need for
some discussion about Jews. The level of public response to it ex-
ceeded that of any previous broadcast.”” A study of the mail received
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for the series as a whole revealed that Jews were the most vocal group
in expressing appreciation for the program dealing with their own
group. A writer from Kansas called the episode “educational, beau-
tiful, and touching, in view of the raw deal we Jews are getting at
the hands of various ignorant, bestial tyrants.” Thanks for the show
came from Texas “in the name of the Orthodox Jewish Commu-
nity of Beaumont . . . for representing the Jewish contributions to
the building up of this dear land of ours.” Many non-Jews expressed
similar sentiments, such as a California listener who commended the
usefulness of the episode “in times like these to check the rising tide
of anti-semitism in this country.” Others also remarked on the time-
liness of the series and the episode on Jews in particular. “God only
knows how much your work is needed at this time,” wrote one lis-
tener; another said that no words could “express its value and great-
ness, especially at this troublesome time.”®® Although some listeners
made specific references to anti-Semitism and Nazism in Europe,
others were concerned about anti-Semitic sentiment in the United
States, including a writer from Maryland who said the series “will
g0 a long way in combating the evil influence of Father Coughlin’s
broadcasts.”*® Whatever fears the show’s planners harbored about
the political expediency of a separate broadcast, many Jewish lis-
teners and others attuned to the presence of anti-Semitism heard the
show’s implicit pleas for an end to such prejudice.

Although officials at the Office of Education were extremely
pleased by the level of response to the show, some of the initial con-
cerns of others about the risks of spotlighting Jews re-emerged in
the show’s wake.”® Edward Bayne of the Service Bureau worried that
the separate broadcast might have done more harm than good. In a
letter to Jeanette Sayre, a staff member on the respected NBC radio
discussion show America’s Town Meeting of the Air, Bayne explained that
“some of us have felt that the emphasis on the Jew made by giving
him a special program, and constantly referring to him as a national
group although he may be a German Jew, Russian Jew or what not,
has added fuel to the conception that we are pro-Jew and the whole
series is designed as pro-refugee propaganda.” Sayre responded that
in her informal surveys among her radio colleagues she had found
some negative reaction but not because of the separate broadcast on
Jews. Rather, and more interesting, conclusions were being drawn
based on the fact that CBS sponsored and broadcast the series, as
she wrote in her response: “The comments I heard were that since
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the personnel of the Columbia Broadcasting System is largely Jew-
ish, it is likely that they were putting on the program in order to
arouse opinion in this country in favor of letting in the refugees. Two
people seemed to regard this as a rather Machiavellian attempt to
build up this attitude subtley [s#] by bringing in the attitude toward
the Swedes, Irish, etc. in which Columbia Broadcasting was not
really interested.””! The initial sensitivity concerning the question of
a separate episode about Jewish Americans had been complicated by
this unstated fear among CBS officials that Jewish involvement at the
network and with the series made the company more vulnerable to
such claims. While African Americans were struggling to gain some
power over their own images on the medium of radio, Jewish Ameri-
cans were fearful that perceptions about their influence within the
industry placed them in a politically vulnerable position.

Apparently, this was not an unjustified fear since the episode also
attracted the attention of Father Coughlin, who used evidence from
the show to make explicit claims about Jewish wealth and influence.
In an article about the broadcast, he highlighted only one aspect
of the script: “It lauded the Jews in the making of America, de-
claring that they were responsible even for Columbus’ discovery of
America. According to United States Commissioner of Education,
Studebaker, who spoke for the Jews on this program, Columbus
would never have discovered America if it were not for Jewish finan-
cial background.”** Whether these views were widespread or not,
their existence demonstrates that the separate broadcast on Jews had
not escaped the prejudices and resentments some feared it would
raise and others intended it to remedy.

intercultural Education

The level of public response to the entire series of Americans All
broadcasts exceeded all expectations. The monthly mail totals for the
show exceeded those for all of the network’s educational programs.
Over 80,000 pieces of mail were received by the Office of Educa-
tion in response to the broadcasts. Even after the series concluded
in May, for months the Office of Education continued to receive 300
to 400 pieces of mail a month about the series.”® The response to
the series was so great that the Office of Education and the Service
Bureau, both of which were facing dwindling funds, were unable to
satisfy the requests for printed materials that were promised at the
end of each broadcast. Agency officials reported that the office was
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receiving “very angry protests” from people who had not received
promised leaflets and other materials, some of which had not yet
been produced.**

Americans Al also received awards and critical acclaim from within
the radio industry for being an innovative and important achieve-
ment. It was granted the highest annual award of the influential
Women’s National Radio Committee, making it the first government-
sponsored program to be selected for that distinction. The citation
described the series as “the most original and informative program
introduced on the airwaves” that year. This and other awards espe-
cially pleased officials at CBS, coming at a time when its European
news coverage had also brought it increased respect and attention.”
Perhaps the best measure of the show’s success was the consterna-
tion generated among top-level NBC officials after the year’s radio
awards were announced. Earlier, after CBS had agreed to broadcast
the series, David Sarnoff, president of RCA, which owned NBC,
had demanded to know why NBC had refused it. At that point, Vice
President John Royal had assured Sarnoff that the quality of the show
was low and that “we have not lost anything.” Once the radio awards
were announced, Royal mounted a feverish campaign to defend the
earlier decision and to minimize the value of the awards. But a New
York Post radio columnist fueled Sarnoff’s anger when he wrote that
CBS, as evidenced by its awards, was “so far ahead in the field of
educational radio that the race isn’t even close.” %

Called to make an accounting for refusing the show, James Angell,
NBC’s educational adviser, disparaged the Post radio columnist, de-
scribing him as being of a “somewhat pinkish complexion” and
interested only in “radical” radio programming. But attempts to di-
minish the significance of the series and its awards failed. When NBC
vice president Niles Trammell erroneously concluded that CBS was
discontinuing Americans All, he inquired whether the series could be
brought to NBC, arguing that having an educational show “that was
rated as the No. 1 show would be a rather good prestige builder for
the company.”*” NBC had recognized too late the appeal and impor-
tance of an examination of the history and contributions of immi-
grant groups to the listening public. This series had the ironic effect
of making immigrants, Jews, and African Americans more visible to
network officials who had given little thought to the idea that they
might be interested in “high-brow” educational and public service
broadcasts.
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Office of Education commissioner John Studebaker hoped to cash
in the political currency he believed he had earned from the suc-
cess of Americans All. When the series ended, he went forward with
his plan to secure the first permanent funding for educational radio
in his office.”® The political atmosphere in which Studebaker made
his appeals for the support of educational radio was not a friendly
one. By 1939, congressional attacks on all New Deal programs had
reached a new intensity. As another presidential election year ap-
proached, suspicions in Congress about the political use of federal
radio programming led to a reduction in 1939 in all federal emer-
gency funds dedicated to radio activities. Despite that change, the
Roosevelt administration proceeded to transcribe a series of thirty-
two fifteen-minute radio interviews with cabinet members about the
work of their agencies. President Roosevelt himself opened the fed-
erally funded series by announcing that “only through the radio is
it possible to overtake loudly proclaimed untruths or greatly exag-
gerated half-truths.” “The people,” he concluded, “have a right to
expect their government to keep them supplied with the sober facts.”
This action merely confirmed fears among some influential members
of Congress that the administration would employ its radio programs
to help reelect the president. As a consequence, the president’s bold
assertion was the beginning of the end for federally sponsored radio
programming. In 1940, the Congress retaliated by withholding all
funding for any additional broadcasts, which Representative Everett
Dirksen called “clap trap and tommy rot” from “nothing but a politi-
cal bureau.”?”

The Office of Education could not escape this controversy despite
the fact that it had carefully tended its congressional relations. Fed-
eral officials had deftly handled two letters from senators expressing
concern about Americans All. One senator reported that some of his
constituents were worried that the broadcasts were propagandizing
in favor of increased immigration. Studebaker replied that the series
was “concerned with the problem of assimilation of those already
within our gates” and explained that the shows had generated “a vast
chorus of praise for the timely Americanism of the series.” Another
senator complained that the episode on Scandinavians had tried to
sell the cooperative movement, which he viewed as anticapitalist, to
Americans. In a lengthy response, Interior Department officials de-
nied that the department was using Americans All for propaganda
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purposes of any kind, although in fact the episode did include an un-
usually long and laudatory discussion of cooperatives.'*

When Studebaker testified before the House Appropriations Com-
mittee in favor of the permanent funding of radio programming in
his office, the negative mood toward federal radio broadcasts worked
against him rather than concern about any particular program. The
committee refused outright to consider his request, challenging the
Office of Education’s authority to engage in radio programming. In
a powerful display, the committee assaulted the office’s radio work on
every front, attacking “the right of the office to broadcast at all, the
right of the Office to use Emergency funds for this purpose, the suc-
cess of the programs, the standard of programs produced, the ques-
tion of whether the programs were ‘propaganda’ or ‘education.”” !

Finally, in desperation, federal officials appealed directly to Elea-
nor and Franklin Roosevelt. One official emphasized to Eleanor
Roosevelt that “in this critical period of our history, when demo-
cratic education is so much needed, it is heart breaking to think of
these broadcasts going off the air.” She passed along the entreaty to
her husband, adding in 2 note that she thought the Radio Education
Project’s programs had done “much good” and asking whether funds
could be found to continue them. Eleanor Roosevelt was very famil-
iar with Americans All, having devoted one of her “My Day” columns
to boosting it and Rachel DuBois’s work on intercultural educa-
tion. When no assurances were forthcoming from the White House,
Studebaker tried another tack. He submitted a scaled-down proposal
to the president and recharacterized his office’s radio work as an
essential part of the anticipated national defense publicity effort. Ad-
vised by 2 member of his staff that “there would be real resentment if
these programs were slipped over under the name of defense,” Presi-
dent Roosevelt turned Studebaker’s request down, explaining that
it would be improper to include an “educational program” among
those he would be asking the netwotks to carry about the defense
buildup.'?

Although not heeded at the time, Studebaker’s argument that his
work be included as part of the mobilization for war was politically
prescient. Soon thereafter, federal officials would actively enlist the
ideology of “cultural pluralism” as 2 key ingredient in its at-home
strategy during World War II, urging the nation to unite around and
across ethnic, racial, and religious differences as “Americans all.” But
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caught here between the end of the New Deal and the beginning
of World War II, the Office of Education found that its mission
in educational radio and intercultural education had been eclipsed
by partisan political circumstances. What remained of Americans All
were scripts, printed materials, and phonograph records, which, de-
spite other disappointments, constituted an impressive educational
product in an area with a dearth of resources. But without a federal
locus for intercultural education, the movement to teach tolerance
through the public schools and via radio remained inchoate, stymied
by the lack of alternative funds and curriculum resources.

Perhaps more than anyone else, Rachel DuBois had feared such
an outcome. She had seen the broadcasts as an organizing tool for
spreading the gospel of intercultural education to a permanent na-
tional “audience” of teachers and civic leaders. Left without any fed-
eral imprimatur, intercultural education would never have the insti-
tutionalized national network that DuBois had envisioned. DuBois
herself would become entrapped in the conflicts and changes in
intellectual and political currents about cultural pluralism and about
whether there should be continued emphasis on distinct ethnic and
racial identities. In the fall of 1939, 2 persistent divide in the Ser-
vice Bureau over these issues erupted into 2 bitter philosophical
and political challenge to her fundamental approach to intercultural
education.'”® This struggle culminated in DuBois’s resignation from
the organization she had founded, along with other staff and board
members. DuBois also believed that her ouster was part of a general
campaign to deny her the directorship of the organization, quoting
Frank Tager of the AJC as telling her bluntly that he would no longer
help fund the Service Bureau “if it is headed by 2 woman.”'** After
her resignation, DuBois and other Service Bureau staff formed what
would later become the \Vorkshop for Cultural Democracy. Later,
DuBois became more active in interracial relations work following
the race riots of the 1940s, and in the 1960, she conducted workshops
and projects for the Southern Christian Leadership Conference.

Gilbert Seldes’s involvement with Americans All did not alter his
deeply celebratory version of American history. He held firmly to his
original views on the dangers of a pluralism that placed too much
emphasis on individual groups. Writing a quarter century later in
1964 about Americans Al Seldes proudly noted that 20 percent of
the letters about episodes on individual ethnic groups in the series
had come from people outside of the group featured in the episode,
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ignoring the obvious corollary that an overwhelming majority came
from those who were members. Moreover, looking back at the series,
Seldes held up as his personal favorite the first episode, which “ ‘dealt
with America as a whole, not with any one group.”” %

Dorothea Seelye’s 1941 master’s thesis analyzing the mail sent to
the series showed just how eager members of ethnic and racial groups
had been to hear about their own history. In fact, a large percent-
age of writers showed a particular interest on/y in the program deal-
ing with their own nationality: “Such programs have either taught
them facts about their own background they were much interested
in knowing or have given them a self-assurance and a sense of pres-
tige about their own nationality.” But for Seelye, the series ultimately
failed as propaganda because “it did not promote tolerance in the
sense of changing a great many individuals’ opinions from very
prejudiced to very unprejudiced.” ¢

Seelye was disappointed by her own findings because she had high
expectations that radio was a medium well suited to spreading posi-
tive propaganda due to its evocative powers and its ability to reach
millions. In the end, Seelye presented the elaborately produced and
highly popular Americans All as an example of the limited usefulness
of radio in changing public opinion. Early radio theorists believed
that radio’s accessibility and ubiquity made it a potent ideological
medium. But others, like sociologist Paul Lazarsfeld, had come to
believe that propaganda on the radio, whether positive or negative,
would have to be reinforced through the efforts of other large social
institutions.'” Without such reinforcement, the millions who were
not predisposed to be open to a radio message about tolerance or
immigrant contributions would remain unmoved, never turning the
dial to a program they considered irrelevant or offensive. That in-
stitutional ideological support would soon come from the federal
government when it embraced the notion of tolerance as essential to
the war effort and made it an integral part of its pleas for national
unity, not only via radio but on every available popular medium. As
one historian has noted, when the war came, the federal government
“mounted a concerted propaganda campaign that stressed the cen-
trality of cultural pluralism to the nation’s war aims.” '°® Americans All
was a harbinger and model for that campaign.

All of the evidence shows that people who chose to listen to the
broadcast responded to it with enthusiasm, even allowing for the
probability that those writing in were among the most eager lis-
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teners. The broadcasts were apparently most evocative among those
in need of being recognized as Americans and as having contributed
to the country’s history and vitality. Creating a narrative that recog-
nized the contributions of immigrants and finding ways to teach that
narrative was the underlying project, and as such the series was an
impressive body of cultural work. This accounts for the value of the
series to schoolteachers who were struggling to fashion a version of
American history that recognized the existence and contributions of
people other than white Anglo-Saxon Protestants, a new history that
resonated with the real stories of their increasingly diverse students.
This was the common vision of the political and ideological power
of history that united thinkers as diverse as Louis Adamic, Carter G.
Woodson, Rachel DuBois, Alain Locke, and Gilbert Seldes.

The show worked to fortify a sense of American patriotism among
immigrants who for the first time heard the national government
embracing and claiming them as valued and valuable citizens and at-
tempting to erase the negative connotation attached to the word “im-
migrant.” Although the message of tolerance may have missed the
intolerant, the aims of creating a sense of belonging among immi-
grants and of loosening lingering nationalist ties seemed to have met
with some success. “Americans all, immigrants all” was a less compli-
cated claim than a directive urging tolerance, a plea that proved too
controversial to be voiced in the series. For one thing, a true notion
of tolerance depended on an ideal of equality for all—legal, politi-
cal, and otherwise — that was not acceptable in rhetoric or in reality,
particularly when it was expected to apply to those seen as “more dif-
ferent” —most prominently African Americans.

The series also revealed the strategic divisions that existed within
the African American and Jewish communities about the best way to
move as a group toward that ideal, as well as the tactical differences
between the two groups. African Americans desired notice and rec-
ognition, while many Jewish Americans argued for invisibility.'” By
the late 1930s, dominant African American activists and organiza-
tions were pursuing, as a matter of strategy, a politics of inclusion,
concentrating less on the form of that inclusion and more on acquir-
ing the rights and opportunities that came with the title “American.”
They also recognized the increasing strategic importance of radio as
a means of political communication and struggled for access to and
control over a medium that excluded them. The necessity of gaining
power over the constructions of their race had taken on even greater
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urgency with the arrival of the nation’s first truly mass medium of
communication. On the other hand, Jewish Americans associated
with this series and the network were in a relatively more power-
ful position in the radio industry as decisions were made about how
the issue of anti-Semitism could best be addressed on the series, At
the same time, perceptions of Jewish influence left Jewish Americans
more vulnerable to claims that they were manipulating the medium
for their own political purposes.

Timing is everything in radio, and it may have been the most sig-
nificant factor in the program’s success. Listeners imposed their own
interpretations on the series’s underlying message, but the relevance
of the project went unchallenged and was repeatedly reaffirmed by
public response. Whether it was viewed as a plea for Americaniza-
tion, increased immigration, or group pride, the series was impoz-
tant to a wide variety of people in 1938 and 1939 because it addressed
issues that were already on their minds. Undoubtedly, Hitler’s ascent
in Europe helped propel the topics of race, ethnicity, nationality,
and national allegiance to prominence. Hitler took mainline racial
thinking to extremes that evoked discomfort, horror, and a sense of
uneasy recognition. Most important, Hitler’s rhetoric resonated so
closely with the predominant racial thinking in the United States that
it created a demand for a new, differentiating language of tolerance.

But it would be a mistake to assume that public awareness of these
subjects originated in 1938 or was stimulated by foreign affairs alone.
The threat of another world war capped off a decade of depres-
sion, unemployment, insecurity, and social upheaval."® Some of the
anxiety of that period was turned against America’s “others,” whether
judged to be different because of race, national origin, or religion.
Even before war approached, the growing realization that racial and
ethnic diversity was to be a permanent feature fed the idea that a safe
future hinged on some transcending national sense of unity or com-
munity. These years also marked a transition in the continuing search
for a way to manage the many different peoples whose large num-
bers, especially in urban areas, rendered them no longer invisible.
The aggressive utilitarian patriotism of the war era would soon fol-
low, but the rhetorical drive for national unity that preceded it was
already in gear.

During this period, there was a renegotiation of the political cur-
rency of Americanness itself as ethnicity was coined as a denomina-
tion between whiteness and color. Whiteness, like all manifestations
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of “race,” is 2 myth constantly in search of a natural foundation.
To make a different point, Barbara Fields has argued that “Afro-
Americans invented themselves, not as a race, but as a nation.” Cer-
tainly white Americans have done no less and have been privileged
to merge and expand the definitions of themselves as both race and
nation as historical exigencies have required. That process was at
work during the late 1930s and eatly 1940s, a time that has been re-
ferred to as “the historical moment” when members of European
ethnic groups “felt fully accepted as Americans.” '

As Toni Morrison has observed, “American means white.” Obvi-
ously for African Americans, merely qualifying as “Negro” Ameri-
cans was not enough; they also wanted to claim all of the freedoms
and rights of citizenship that extended to white Americans. Thus, at
the same time that the umbrella of Americanness was hoisted over
immigrant descendants, the lingering necessity for political differen-
tiation fed the social and class-identified construction of “ethnicity”
itself —a construction eager to avoid relations with “race.”"'* Ameri-
canness and whiteness might subsume a little “ethnicity,” but color
was subsumed by neither.

The late 1930s was a period in which the mass medium of radio,
controlled by white elites with cooperation from federal officials,
was used to test a revised version of American history that incorpo-
rated the stories of ethnic immigrants into zbe American paradigm of
success. The task at hand was to create 2 palatable and compatible
history of America’s different peoples that supplemented but did not
supplant the dominant Anglo-Saxon theme. The immigrant success
paradigm preserved the enduring national myths of equality, op-
portunity, fair play, and, implicitly, white supremacy. Americans Al
tried to reconcile American history with its own conflicting mythi-
cal ideals, adding to it the successful immigrant myth to create what
Nathan Huggins has called the “dogma of automatic progress.” '
But as this series demonstrated, the paradigm did not fit the ex-
perience of most immigrants, especially those who by physical ap-
pearance were thought to be too different, too inferior to claim the
mantle of whiteness— even if they were granted the title “Americans.”

A radio show is a slippery product to control, especially one fash-
ioned by groups of people with competing social and political goals.
Thus, the content of Americans All is 2 more accurate reflection of
the emerging divergence in views concerning matters of race and
ethnicity than a production or publication authored by one person
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would have been. Some of its failings are indications of the difhi-
culties of constructing a coherent narrative about tolerance for an
intolerant nation. It is profoundly significant that this attempt at his-
torical narrative reconstruction appeared on the most popularly ac-
cessible mass medium available and the one best suited to undertake
a major project like identity redefinition and cultural assimilation.
Precisely for this reason, the show is an early marker in the quest for
a popular consensus about a new way of presenting American history
built on the remnants of a declining New Deal cultural apparatus.

For all of the conflict about the content and direction of the
series, there was no disagreement that radio was the best, cheapest,
and most effective way of communicating to teachers and the general
public that the time had come for a reassessment of American his-
tory’s obsession with old-stock Americans. This expanded and more
politically useful version of U.S. history integrated the contributions
of immigrant peoples and acknowledged clumsily the presence of
people who still remained outside the arc of whiteness and acceptable
ethnicity. Americans ANl stands as a brilliant relic and representation
of the beginning of a process of redefining the cultural, political, and
historical natratives of national history and preparing it for popular
dissemination and consumption.

Paul Robeson memorialized this new version of history in his re-
peated renditions of the song “Ballad for Americans,” which he first
performed on a live radio broadcast in November 1939. Like Amers-
cans All, the lyrics told the story of America’s history as a blend
of idealism and ethnic contribution. Robeson’s biographer Martin
Duberman recounts that Robeson’s extraordinary voice and musi-
cal presence transformed the song into “an instant sensation”: “The
six hundred people in the studio audience stamped, shouted, and
bravoed for two minutes while the show was still on the air, and for
fifteen minutes after. The switchboards were jammed for two hours
with phone calls, and within the next few days hundreds of letters
arrived. Robeson repeated the broadcast again on New Year’s Day,
then recorded ‘Ballad’ for Victor and watched it soar to the top of
the charts. . . . With something for everyone, ‘Ballad’ stampeded
the nation.”"* The song did indeed have something for everyone. It
was deeply patriotic and hopeful: “Our Country’s strong, our Coun-
try’s young / And her greatest songs are still unsung.” It portrayed
and advocated, just as Americans A}l had, a variegated vision of what
an American was: “an Irish, Negro, Jewish, Italian, French and En-
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glish, Spanish, Russian, Chinese, Polish, Scotch, Hungarian, Litvak,
Swedish, Finnish, Canadian, Greek and Turk, and Czech and double
Czech American.”

In the catchy phrase “Czech and double Czech American,” Robe-
son’s dramatic inflection made clear the double entendre of the lyrics.
As any 1930s audience would know, “check and double-check” was
a phrase popularized by the blackface radio characters on Amos 'n’
Andy.""* Yet elsewhere “Ballad for Americans” acknowledged Ameri-
ca’s historical failings toward its largest minority, noting “the mur-
ders and lynchings,” and stressed the need for change: “Man in white
skin can never be free / while his black brother is in slavery.”

After his spectacular performance, Robeson left CBS’s New York
City studio to have lunch with friends, only to be refused service
at a restaurant in a nearby hotel. Outside the sanctuary of the radio
studio, the black balladeer for “Americans all” was considered not
quite American enough. As the 1930s drew to a close, the United
States remained a place where color trumped ethnicity in profoundly
curious and conflicting ways and where the constructions of eth-
nicity, whiteness, and race traveled on the same train but in sepa-
rate cars.
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CHAPTER 2

FREEDOM’S PEOPLE
Radio and the Political Uses of

African American Culture and History

harles S. Johnson wrote in 1939 that “the essence of
the Negro-white race problem in America is change itself,”
which “makes necessary a constant re-definition of race rela-
tions.” ! His observation was timely because the approach of
World War II would bring another such redefinition. As the
pace toward joining the war against Hitler quickened, fed-
eral officials found themselves in an increasingly awkward
relationship with African Americans, whose loyalty and co-
operation at home and abroad were viewed as essential to
the outcome of the war. From the onset, African Americans
resolved to fight the war on two fronts, combating racism at
home and fascism abroad. At the same time, the war united
African Americans and allowed them to target their activism
at the federal government as the greatest perpetrator of the
policies of discrimination and segregation.

Freedom's People, a federally sponsored national radio series
broadcast in 1941 and 1942, is a dazzling artifact of the change
and redefinition demanded by the start of World War II.
African Americans who helped mold the series used the show
to spotlight the irreconcilable conflict between America’s
historical ideological myths and its continued unjust treat-



ment of blacks. A stellar display and a stealthy deployment of black
culture itself, Freedom's Pegple made a compelling political argument
for equal opportunity and racial justice on a medium that had appro-
priated and exploited that culture and on a show that was sponsored
by a primary target of black protests: the federal government.

Freedom's People came at a moment in U.S. history when blacks
were experiencing a period of heightened race consciousness and
increased political activity; when the federal government’s apprehen-
sions about African Americans approached a level unseen since Re-
construction; and when radio broadcasting remained an inaccessible
political medium for the expression of dissident views, especially on
race. Part of what the story of Freedom's People teaches us is that radio
was a valued ideological site in the struggle not only to redefine race
relations but also to reach some consensus on what it means to be
truly American.

Ambrose Caliver, Educator and Civil Servant

Freedom’s Pegple was the creation of Ambrose Caliver, a black pro-
fessional employee at the Office of Education whose perseverance
and deep commitment to black education brought the show to life.
Caliver’s education and experience had uniquely qualified him to be
appointed in 1930 to the newly created position of “senior specialist
in education of Negroes,” making him the first black person to hold
a professional position in the Office of Education. A former high
school teacher and the first black dean of Fisk University, Caliver
came to the federal government in the same year he earned his doc-
torate from Teachers College at Columbia University.?

Caliver’s new position was the first federal response to the prob-
lem of extremely low per pupil expenditures on black children and
the disparities in the distribution of federal and state resources to
black and white children.? Caliver undertook the task of document-
ing the deplorable fiscal conditions of black elementary and second-
ary schools, especially in the rural South. He traveled extensively
throughout the South, meeting with black teachers, visiting black
schools, and conducting formal surveys of conditions and fund-
ing. A prolific researcher and writer, Caliver published his findings
in a ground-breaking series of federal reports about black educa-
tional needs.*

Caliver combined his skills as a researcher and writer with an astute
appreciation of modern techniques for influencing public opinion.
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On his initiative, in 1930, NBC agreed to air an annual national radio
broadcast on African American education during American Educa-
tion Week, a practice that continued into the 1940s. Caliver used the
programs to encourage black high school and college students to
learn more about black history and to strive for academic success,
at the same time seeking to educate white Americans about black
achievements.®

At the Office of Education, Caliver successfully organized the 1934
National Conference on Fundamental Problems in the Education of
Negroes, which brought national attention to the dearth of resources
for elementary and secondary education for blacks, especially in the
South. The three-day conference had the strong support of Secretary
of the Interior Harold Ickes, who delivered the opening address to
the 1,000 conferees. Eleanor Roosevelt, whose support Caliver had
cultivated, made the keynote address, which was broadcast nationally
by NBC. She vividly described the inequities in black schools in the
South and urged her listeners to work together, without regard for
race, to remedy such injustices and eliminate intolerance.$

Despite his ambitions and abilities, Caliver’s position at the Office
of Education was a lonely one. For many years, he was the agency’s
sole black professional employee. His work was belittled by some
whites in the department who reportedly referred to his office as the
“Nigger section.” Caliver also was consistently underpaid relative to
whites who held comparable positions or joined the office later and
had less experience and education. At one point when Caliver ques-
tioned this discrepancy, his supervisor told him that “he had never
seen a Negro who was worth more than 35,000 a year.”” Fortunately,
Caliver was a resilient and determined man, and he exploited the lim-
ited resources at hand. With Ickes’s cooperation, he helped make the
cafeteria in the Interior Department the first to welcome black fed-
eral employees. From his foothold in the agency, Caliver developed
an extensive national network of African American teachers and edu-
cators. As the lone federal voice for black education, Caliver’s office
became a focal point not only for educators but also for a wide circle
of black intellectuals and activists who believed that black educa-
tional advancement was crucial for the economic and social progress
of the race as a whole. Caliver also associated with a large community
of African American intellectuals in the nation’s capital, including
Charles Wesley, Alain Locke, Sterling Brown, and others at Howard
University.®

Freedom's People : 65



The first decade of Caliver’s career as a federal civil servant co-
incided with increased public attention to the political and economic
status of African Americans and the subject of intergroup relations
generally. Although most blacks still lived in the South, their grow-
ing migration to the North garnered them greater political visibility,
especially after they proved to be a decisive urban voting block in
key northern and midwestern states in the 1936 presidential cam-
paign. Blacks in federal positions such as the post that Caliver held
used their limited authority to prick the administration’s conscience
on racial issues. Although it had not been an era of great strides for
blacks, the 1930s ended with wider public recognition that the treat-
ment of African Americans could no longer be dismissed simply as
a southern problem .’ The advent of World War II set the stage for a
more audible debate about the status of black Americans and spot-
lighted the glaring problems of segregation and inequality.

War Approaches

Many African Americans reacted to the outbreak of World War I1
in Europe with a cynicism fueled by the memory of unkept promises
and unmet expectations in World War I. As the prospect of Ameri-
can entry into the war grew stronger, black leaders reacted sharply
to long-standing federal policies of racial segregation and discrimi-
nation in the armed forces. African Americans were denied access to
some branches of the military altogether, and even in branches where
they were allowed to serve, they were restricted to segregated units
where they performed noncombat, support functions that were de-
void of prestige and responsibility."

The prewar buildup was an immediate concern because it brought
with it the potential for vastly increased employment opportunities
for black men and women, who prior to the buildup, if they had jobs,
had been employed mostly in low-wage positions as agricultural or
domestic workers. But it was soon patently clear that discrimination
in the federally financed defense industry would remain the rule.
Black men who could find work were relegated to menial, unskilled,
low-paying jobs; black women, if hired at all, were employed only as
janitors or scrubwomen."

As the industrial preparation for the war began and large numbers
of blacks migrated to the North and the West in hopes of finding de-
fense jobs, federal officials and many whites feared that growing con-
centrations of blacks in already crowded housing would increase the
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possibility of racial unrest.'”? This population shift heightened con-
cern that an angered white populace and low morale among blacks
would combine to prevent the creation of a unified home front dur-
ing the war. African Americans, the federal government, and the
nation as a whole had an urgent, converged interest in improving
racial relations, although ultimately disagreement persisted over how
this was to be achieved, to what extent, and at what pace.

Buttressed by aggressive editorial campaigns in major black news-
papers, African Americans began calling with increasing militancy
not only for greater racial tolerance but also for equal access to the
nation’s economic and political life. They united quickly behind de-
mands that the federal government end segregation and racial restric-
tions in the armed services and halt discrimination in employment at
federal defense plants. As the inevitability of a massive war effort be-
came clear, white fears of domestic disruption and disunity accorded
black entreaties more attention. The campaign by blacks against
federally sanctioned discrimination and segregation also provided a
source of political leverage for blacks who served in the Roosevelt
administration. This was clearly the case with Ambrose Caliver and
his idea for a federally sponsored radio series on black history.

We, Too, Are Americans

Caliver’s plans for a radio series about black Americans developed
during the golden age of radio, when radio alone held the pub-
lic’s attention at home, unchallenged by television’s moving images.
Moreover, it was a time when radio’s already prominent status was
enhanced daily by its dramatic live coverage of European wartime
developments. Indeed, World War II was destined to become a
“radio war” that many Americans experienced instantly.”* Undoubt-
edly, since radio was a common feature of black home life, Caliver
knew that it was also a key medium for reaching the African Ameri-
can community. Radio was especially important to blacks, most of
whom were excluded from much public entertainment, either by seg-
regation or by cost.*

Black musicians and all forms of black music were crucial to
radio’s development and its popularity among both black and white
listeners. But other types of radio programming conformed to the
virulent racial stereotyping and derogatory portrayals prevalent in all
forms of popular culture at the time. To little avail, the black press
and black organizations repeatedly protested the exclusively negative

Freedom's People : 67




portrayal and limited use of blacks on radio.”” Having been stung
by negative and constricted images, black activists and organizations
were extremely sensitive to radio’s enormous influence over public
attitudes and were alert to its promising potential as an ally. Denied
the possibility of station ownership both by racial restrictions and
by prohibitively high costs, African American political activists were
eager to gain access to this tantalizingly powerful medium, especially
on a national level.

As an educator and early radio enthusiast, Ambrose Caliver must
have paid special attention to the tremendous response his agency’s
series Americans All, Immigrants All had generated, especially among
teachers and civic groups.'® The brief annual broadcasts on African
American education that NBC had granted him for over a decade
whetted his appetite for more airtime to spread “positive” messages
about black history on the most publicly accessible mass medium.
Also, the congenial relationships he had developed with Office of
Education and NBC officials made it possible for him to suggest a
series of monthly broadcasts devoted exclusively to black history and
culture.

Caliver first approached Philips Carlin at NBC in August 1940
with the idea for a series of thirteen dramatized radio broadcasts
about the contributions of African Americans in American life."”
Coincidentally, in September 1940, Education commissioner John
Studebaker asked members of his staff for suggestions for ways to as-
sist schools in preparing the nation for defense. Caliver responded by
submitting a proposal for a radio series on black history. He pitched
it as a remedy to “certain subversive elements” who considered black
Americans “easy prey for the spreading of disaffection and disunity.”
In order to mount an effective defense of democracy to counteract
those elements, Caliver argued, the federal government must “pro-
mote constructive and loyal citizenship” among blacks by fostering
in both blacks and whites a belief that African Americans “belong”
and share some sense of unity on goals.®

It is not clear what Caliver’s personal beliefs were on the true
extent of subversive influence on black morale. Caliver was by all in-
dications a pragmatist and a gradualist concerning race relations."’
He undoubtedly realized that the threat of black subversive activity,
whether real or imagined, was the most potent political argument for
his proposed radio series. He adhered to that rationale when he de-
veloped a formal prospectus for the series in October 1940. By then,
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he had given the series the title We, oo, Are Americans, inspired in part
by the title of a song and in part by Americans All. Tts intended audi-
ence would be “white and Negro students and teachers in particular,
and all socially minded citizens in general.” Each program was to be
recorded on a phonograph record to be made available for school
and radio rebroadcasts, as had been the case for Americans All. Simi-
larly, he planned to develop the scripts into general study guides on
black history to be accompanied by the recordings for use in discus-
sion groups.?

Caliver’s colleagues at the Office of Education grasped immedi-
ately the timeliness of the implicit political appeal of his proposal,
coming at a moment when federal officials were growing ever more
nervous about black morale and the extent of black support for the
war buildup.® Moreover, the Roosevelt administration was at odds
with the print media generally and particularly with the black press,
so sponsoring a radio alternative to reach black listeners must have
been especially attractive to an office that otherwise had no perceived
natural role to play in the war effort. Still, the Office of Education
had no federal funds to support the series. At Caliver’s suggestion,
Office of Education officials followed the example of the producers
of Americans All and secured private funding for the series, initially
from the Rosenwald Fund and later from the Southern Education
Foundation—both philanthropic entities devoted to improving race
relations. With a funding agreement in hand, Studebaker was so con-
fident of the series’s potential appeal that he made public announce-
ments about the upcoming series even though he lacked any firm
network commitment to carry the show.”

In February 1941, Caliver again contacted Philips Carlin at NBC,
and Studebaker brought the matter to the attention of NBC presi-
dent Niles Trammell. James Angell, the educational adviser at NBC
who had advised against airing Americans All, once again discouraged
Trammell from broadcasting this series. Larger political consider-
ations were on Angell’s mind: he warned that none of the broadcasts
“would be popular south of the Mason and Dixon’s Line.” Still, out
of respect for Caliver’s position in Washington, D.C., Angell decided
that he should be invited to New York City to discuss his idea, “even
though we delay considerably taking any action.”??

Caliver followed up on NBC'’s tepid response by submitting a de-
tailed outline of each proposed episode. Renamed Freedom's Peopl,
Caliver’s planned series emphasized continuous black contribution
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to the nation; as such it would devote time to contemporary black
figures as well as historical ones. The outline made clear that Cali-
ver was confident that prominent black leaders, intellectuals, edu-
cators, writers, and artists would want to be associated with the
program. With the same assurance, Caliver anticipated that popu-
lar black singers, musicians, actors, orchestras, and bands, as well as
black performers of European classical music, would give free per-
formances on the show.?* Caliver believed that black artists would see
the project as he did: as an important and special opportunity to pro-
vide positive programming about the race on a medium that usually
either exploited or ignored it. He assumed that African American
leaders and entertainers would participate out of a sense of racial
pride and public service.

NBC’s response to Caliver’s outline for the series revealed an
ongoing concern about potential political implications. H. B. Sum-
mers of the network’s Public Service Division warned Caliver against
using dramatized historical vignettes in the series because he feared
they would be perceived as “propaganda,” which he was “anxious to
avoid.” He explained the network’s position: “I do not feel that we
are any more justified devoting a series to the contributions of the
Negro as such than we would be to the contributions of the Irish, of
the Mexicans, of the Swedes, or any other group. About the only way
we could legitimately place a series of this type on the air would be to
build it around the idea of straight entertainment with the other ele-
ment introduced only incidentally.” Caliver reassured Summers that
his purpose was simply to develop greater national unity and better
racial relations, a position he had stressed in a speech in February
1941 to school administrators in which he cast racial tolerance as
essential to uniting the nation for war. Caliver vowed that he would
avoid any “highly controversial material” and that the series would
“subtly and indirectly” promote his aims. However, Caliver resisted
Summers’s request that he eliminate historical material, although he
agreed by way of compromise to devote one-half of each episode to
musical entertainment.?*

Despite these reassurances, as the summer of 1941 approached,
Caliver had received no firm indication that NBC would carry the
series that fall, as he planned. That summer brought a significant
confrontation in the tense relationship between the federal govern-
ment and black activists, stirred in particular by A. Philip Randolph’s
threatened March on Washington against discrimination and segre-
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gation in the military and in defense jobs. In order to prevent a mass
gathering of blacks in the nation’s capital, President Franklin Roose-
velt on June 25 issued an executive order banning discrimination in
defense work and establishing the Fair Employment Practices Com-
mission (FEPC) to enforce the order.* Randolph saw the president’s
order as only a first step; it made no mention of the segregated armed
forces, and the new FEPC had very little enforcement authority.
Randolph and many other blacks were disappointed yet emboldened
by this limited initial victory. He and other leaders of black organi-
zations pressed forward with broader demands, creating a pattern of
interaction that would characterize the relationship between African
Americans and the federal government for the duration of the war
years. During the war period, the open threat of mass action, whether
organized and peaceful or disorderly and riotous, would remain one
of black America’s greatest sources of political power.

In the summer of 1941, with American entry into the war ap-
pearing to be more and more inevitable, most black leaders and the
black press urged blacks simultaneously to help fight the war and
to continue to fight at home against discrimination.”” In contrast
to their acquiescence to pleas to close ranks during World War I,
black leaders and newspaper publishers refused to make the claim
for racial equality secondary to the war effort or to postpone its pur-
suit. Their aggressive editorial campaigns and the perception of their
growing influence over black public opinion made black newspapers
and activists the cause of much consternation among federal offi-
cials. This apprehension prompted federal investigative agencies to
continue to subject black leaders and publishers to surveillance, open
harassment, and the threat of sedition charges.”®

The public relations bureau of the U.S. Army grew so concerned
about escalating racial tensions that in late July it also approached
NBC about broadcasting a program on the theme of “the Negro”
and national defense, apparently unaware of Caliver’s pending re-
quest to the network. NBC officials warned Caliver that the army
could not be denied and that if its “request” was granted, it would be
unlikely that Caliver’s series would also be accepted. NBC did grant
the army’s request and on August 12 aired a forty-five-minute special
entitled “America’s Negro Soldiers.”*

After the army broadcast, however, network officials finally made
a tentative commitment to air Freedom's People. Reassured by the army’s
plea for its own broadcast and by the noncontroversial reaction to it,
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NBC officials must have concluded that their involvement with the
series carried fewer political risks than they had feared—and that in
fact it might offer them a needed public relations boost. They also
probably realized, contrary to Angell’s assessment, that if Caliver
could arrange appearances by popular black artists, the series would
draw a good audience. Taking Caliver at his word, NBC officials
agreed to carry the opening program on September 21, but they re-
fused to guarantee that they would air any additional episodes or that
the series would be assigned a consistent monthly time slot.”

The fact that most NBC officials considered their refusal to carry
Americans All a tremendous mistake, especially after its popularity
brought such acclaim to their rivals at CBS, may have influenced
their decision to proceed differently in this case. It is also possible
that network decisions to cooperate with Freedom’s Pegple and other
federal programming requests were affected by anxieties about a
pending federal antitrust investigation that would later force NBC
to sell one of its two national networks.*!

Putting Freedom’s People on the Air

Even before NBC made a firm commitment to carry Freedom's
People, Caliver had begun the work of finding a scriptwriter, lining
up black performers, and assembling a large advisory group to help
plan the scripts and follow-up materials. To write the scripts, Cali-
ver engaged Irve Tunick, one of the most respected and successful
scriptwriters in educational radio. Tunick, who was white, had writ-
ten inventive and lively scripts for the long-running and very popu-
lar science and natural history series The World Is Yours, which the
Office of Education and the Smithsonian Institution had sponsored
on CBS. The show was the one series that had been spared the con-
gressional attacks on federally funded radio. Although it was not at
all clear how he would approach a series about a more political and
potentially controversial subject, Tunick’s skills as a professional edu-
cational scriptwriter were superb.

In Caliver’s appeals to well-known black performers and stars, he
stressed that the series offered a unique educational opportunity for
black and white students and that it would improve interracial re-
lationships. Caliver requested that they provide their services gratis,
implying that they had a moral obligation to cooperate with this fed-
eral project about black history.* In this way, Caliver secured favor-
able responses from many black artists and groups, including band-
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leaders Count Basie, Cab Calloway, and Noble Sissle; popular singer
Joshua White; classical music performers Dorothy Maynor and Carol
Brice; gospel groups like the Southernaires and the Golden Gate
Quartet; and black collegiate choral groups from Fisk University,
Tuskegee Institute, and Howard University.”

Caliver had approached the task of setting up an advisory group
for the series with the awareness that the affiliation of black and
white national figures would be very valuable. Among the whites
he asked to serve were New Deal official Will Alexander and social
scientist Guy Johnson. Caliver also assembled an impressive cross
section of the African American educational and intellectual elite,
including W. E. B. Du Bois, then editor of Phylon; eminent black his-
torian Carter G. Woodson; Alain Locke, Sterling Brown, and Charles
Wesley of Howard University; sociologists Charles Johnson of Fisk
University and Monroe Work of Tuskegee Institute; L. D. Reddick,
curator at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture;
and Roy Wilkins of the National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People (NAACP). Federal officials whose work involved
issues affecting black Americans also served on the advisory group,
including Mary McLeod Bethune.

Because he had no funds for travel or consultant fees, Caliver
relied on a smaller group of members of the Advisory Committee
mostly based in Washington, D.C., to provide research and review
the scripts that Tunick drafted. The composition of the group varied
from month to month, but aside from Caliver himself, its most
steadfast and influential members were Wesley, Brown, Locke, and
Arthur D. Wright of the Southern Education Foundation. Others
who attended most of the meetings were local school principal Elise
Derricotte and Joseph Houchins, “specialist in Negro statistics” at
the Census Bureau. Caliver frequently solicited research materials
and comments on scripts from other members and friends, particu-
larly Reddick. This association of prominent black intellectuals and
leaders with the program served to authenticate that it was indeed by
and about “Negro Americans,” as its publicity claimed. This distin-
guished the series at a time when it was rare for blacks to appear in
roles other than as featured acts on white-dominated programs.™

Concern about claiming ownership over the program and making
it an identifiably African American production was foremost in the
minds of many of the members of the Advisory Committee when
they met to review the first script scheduled for broadcast. Indeed,
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the first subject they raised was whether the narrator’s voice was
going to be a “colored” voice. Caliver and Tunick reassured the
group that black stage actor Frank Wilson would narrate the show
in a “fine, rich, mellow voice.” The actual question being raised was
how to make race visible, or more accurately, audible, on the air in a
way consistent with the show’s intended political aims.

After hearing Wilson’s voice on the radio, members of the com-
mittee regretted that he sounded too much like a white man. Ironi-
cally, many black radio actors often complained during that time
that they were only able to secure radio parts if they agreed to sound
“Negro” enough to satisfy a white producer’s ear. But here the panel’s
underlying concern was how the race would be represented and what
kind of “Negro” would be portrayed —specifically, what class of
African American, since they most wanted to avoid presenting the
“class” of African Americans that had been created by radio itself.
“One of the most important ways to get over to the public that the
program is Negro is to have a narrator whose voice is rich,” Locke ar-
gued; “I do not mean a cornfield voice, but certainly a different voice
than Wilson’s.” He argued persistently that the announcer had to
have “a characteristically Negro voice.” The other panelists agreed,
and Derricotte urged Tunick to encourage Wilson to emphasize the
deeper qualities of his voice: “Since we do not have television we de-
pend upon our ears and not our eyes.” Tunick reassured the group
that Wilson had a rich voice but that he was “deliberately playing
it down” in order to convey a serious dramatic tone without sound-
ing like a “soap-box opera.” Tunick’s subsequent coaching raised the
committee’s evaluation of Wilson, but toward the end of the series,
other black male actors such as Canada Lee and Juan Hernandez who
were thought to have “richer” voices shared the narration and an-
nouncing duties.>

Music and “"Freedom's People”

Caliver knew that the fate of the entire series rested on the re-
ception and response to the first show. In order to attract a large
opening audience and allay the network’s fears about political con-
-troversy, the show’s creators decided to focus the first episode on
black contributions to music (rather than science and discovery as
originally proposed). Tunick’s work on the first script exceeded the
expectations of many committee members. Sterling Brown confessed
that he “was pleasantly surprised at the social punch of the script,”
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which had “much more social value” than anything he had ever heard
on the air. Some members raised concerns about the use of dialect
in the section on slavery, but Brown reassured them that black actors
on a live show could be trusted to avoid any potentially offensive lan-
guage. Still, this show would establish the standard features of the
series, so committee members concentrated on perfecting the open-
ing and closing narratives.*

The planners concentrated their anxiety not on the script, which
was received with much enthusiasm, but on Caliver’s ongoing nego-
tiations with Paul Robeson to appear on the show. W. C. Handy,
Joshua White, and Noble Sissle’s band had already been secured, but
Caliver and the committee also wanted Robeson to appear because
of the gravity and social consciousness he would bring to the show.
Subsequently, due to Caliver’s persistence, Robeson agreed to per-
form on the opening broadcast, guaranteeing the large audience the
show would need in order to help convince NBC to reserve a slot for
the programs that were to follow.

The final version of the opening lines boasted that the series was
“dedicated to—and conceived by the American Negro—truly Free-
dom’s People.” Its standard introductory sign-on was an ironic re-
casting of American history:

From the Old World they came—high with hopes and strong!
To America they brought this hope and strength and founded a
nation of splendid freedoms! But this is not their story. This is the
story of those who did not come, but were taken! The story of
those who lost freedom when they came upon our shores and for
years they tilled our soil, gathered our crops, and made the land
good. Some won liberty— others waited. Then Freedom came to
all—a liberty well deserved, a liberty triumphant. Yes, this is the
story of the American Negro—13 million citizens of the United
States.

The introductory music was a choral medley of phrases from “My
Country, "Tis of Thee,” “Go Down Moses,” and “Lift Every Voice,”
with a voice-over about freedom.*” As in the spoken narrative, the
juxtaposition of lyrics worked to portray African American freedom
as something at first unjustly denied but finally won after a long
moral struggle. The musical framing set the tone for each program,
as did the text of the program’s sign-off: “Onward they march—13
million Negro citizens of the United States, sharing the labor, ac-
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cepting the responsibilities of our Democracy. Knowing the weight
of chains—the helplessness of bondage —they are today a mighty
force for freedom. To them liberty is a precious thing. For— truly —
they are Freedom’s People.”

The show described the history of African American music as “the
story of the warm and human melodies the Negro found in his heart
and gave to America.” Through vignettes and musical sampling, the
program traced “America’s musical genius” and all black music back
to black slaves, portrayed as a “deeply religious” people who used
music as an act of resistance and a way to nurture the soul. A vignette
depicting the origins of the song “Steal Away to Jesus” cast it as a
message not just about the escape to physical freedom but also about
the quest for religious liberty. Similarly, a narrative on work songs,
featuring Joshua White singing “John Henry,” characterized them as
“melody born in the sweat of strong men building the strength of
America—music not written with notes, but with muscle and cal-
luses and dirty patched overalls.” The narrator linked the blues to
spirituals: “While the Spiritual is a song of God, the blues are just
plain folks, feeling low down.” The stories of each of these types of
music were linked by the theme that black music was not a wholly
spontaneous creation but a form of expression deeply rooted in the
struggle for mental and spiritual survival

The show culminated with an extraordinary appearancé by Paul
Robeson, who spoke extemporaneously and authoritatively about
spirituals and the blues as songs of protest. Robeson’s poignant and
slow rendition of the protest spiritual “No More” brought the show
and its theme full circle:

No more auction block for me, no more, no more, many
thousand gone.

No more pint of salt for me, no more, no more, many
thousand gone.

No more driver’s lash for me, no more, no more, many
thousand gone.

The broadcast was a well researched, engaging, and inventive
presentation that smoothly combined narrative, dramatization, inter-
views, and black music. Caliver, who wanted to use well-known mu-
sicians as an audience draw, may not have appreciated initially how
much the music helped make the shows effective, but veteran script-
writer Tunick did, and he expertly integrated the music into all of
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Panul Robeson appearing on the first broadcast of Freedom’s People in 1941. (Ambrose
Caliver Collection, Moorland-Spingarn Research Center, Howard University, NBC
News, © National Broadsasting C ompany, Inc., 1941, all rights reserved)

the shows. The network pressured Caliver to use more popular music
rather than black or European sacred music performed by black col-
legiate choral groups and classical artists, which he preferred. But
Caliver insisted on having the last word on the music, having learned
well from the Jules Bledsoe fiasco on the 4sericans Al episode about
African Americans that he had been called in to help repair as an
adviser. Bledsoe’s mammy song had overpowered the racially con-
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structive message of that script, but Caliver wanted the music on
Freedom's Pegple to offer poignant reinforcement of the series’s somber
tone. At the same time, for some white listeners, the music may have
served as an elixir, reassuring them with the familiar image of blacks
as harmless entertainers while distracting them from closer scrutiny
of the show’s political appeals.

The recurring political theme of Freedom’s Pegple was that blacks
had contributed significantly to American culture and history and
had earned the right to be free and fully accepted as Americans. This
contributionist approach to black history and its political corollary
formed one of the most basic arguments used by black leaders of
that era. But Caliver and others who worked on the project also saw
it as a promising modern tool for teaching black history, which they
considered especially important for the development of self-esteem
and racial pride in black children. Moreover, they also thought the
show could help teach whites tolerance and appreciation of blacks
by instilling in them something other than the contempt they felt
for a people they believed did not belong-in a “white man’s coun-
try,” except in subservient roles. For this reason, the phonograph
recordings, although they were expensive to produce, were especially
valued precisely because of their novelty and adaptability for use in
many settings. At a time when few materials of any kind were avail-
able on African American history, this show was a vehicle for devel-
oping for general public consumption a set of materials to be used
by black teachers, churches, and civic groups and interested whites.>

Caliver left little to chance in building up an audience for the
first show. Eleanor Roosevelt, who was personally acquainted with
Caliver and had appeared at his 1934 conference on black educa-
tion, praised the upcoming show in one of her nationally syndicated
“My Day” columns during the week preceding the broadcast. She
urged her readers to listen to the show because “the more we know
about each other and about our contributions to the good things in
our country, the less we shall be liable to fall a victim to that most
pernicious thing called: ‘racial and religious prejudice.””* Office
of Education commissioner Studebaker personally alerted President
Roosevelt to the upcoming broadcast and urged him to listen and
respond with comments.*' Caliver also enlisted the support of black
civic, social, and fraternal organizations, churches, and other groups
with ties to the black community (such as the Young Men’s Chris-
tian Association [YMCA] and the Young Women’s Christian Asso-
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ciation [YWCA]) in spreading the word about the program. He also
exploited his own nationwide network of black teachers and edu-
cators to encourage listeners to tune in. Of equal importance was
the prominent attention Freedom's Pegple received in the black press,
nationally and locally.** The Office of Education sent out announce-
ments to national and local newspapers and to teachers, principals,
librarians, teachers colleges, and federal officials around the coun-
try.** The show received good prebroadcast publicity from many
newspapers, including the New York Times, which, as Caliver had ex-
pected, featured an announcement of Robeson’s appearance on the
show.**

Soon after the first broadcast, letters from teachers, most but not
all of whom were black, began to arrive on Caliver’s desk. As ex-
pected, the show generated requests for more information about how
to build teaching units on African Americans. Faculty members at
southern teachers colleges, black and white, were especially anxious
to receive information they could pass on not only to their students
but also to elementary and secondary school teachers in their state.*
Teachers in some northern urban districts were also eager for more
materials on African Americans. One Brooklyn principal explained
that her school had a “pupil population of mixed color” and that “we
are doing our utmost to build up a feeling of mutual self respect.”*¢
Educators at institutions engaged in teaching and training African
American students and teachers expressed their appreciation for the
show’s educational content and usefulness.*’ A variety of civic, edu-
cational, and religious groups also wrote in support of the broadcast.
Groups as varied as the Board of Education of the Methodist Church
and the Young Communist League of New York State requested ma-
terials based on the show.*®

Reviews and editorials about the show and the expected series soon
appeared in the radio and entertainment press, national newspapers
and magazines, and black journals and papers. Variety described the
show as an “all-Negro program” that featured “established colored
entertainers” and grudgingly gave it a favorable review.*” Time maga-
zine was less reticent; its reviewer credited the “towering Paul Robe-
son” with pacing the show and helping it to do “right by Negro
music and its development.”*® A long column in the Lowisville Courier-
Journal by an official at Kentucky’s State College for Negroes extolled
the show as a remedy for the harm done by a press that had “told only
the worst things about Negroes.” An important political need was
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Placard advertising Freedom’s People.
(Ambrose Caliver Collection, Moorland-Spingarn Research Center,
Howard University)

also addressed, the writer argued: “National unity is impossible with-
out securing for the Negro what justly is his right. Without national
unity democracy cannot be successfully defended. It is important
then to all of us that the facts presented on these programs reach
a large audience. The truths thus disseminated may some day help
make us free.”*' A long essay in the leftist publication New Masses
used the broadcast as an opportunity to make a broad critique of Jim
Crow in the radio studios: “The color line is drawn on both sides
of the microphone, giving Negroes little or no chance as either per-
formers or non-broadcasting radio workers.” The writer commended
Freedom's Pegple as “one new program that is moving in the right direc-
tion,” although parts of the show were characterized as “placid” and
“shying away from the present.” Robeson’s rendition of “No More,”
however, drew the writer’s praise, as did his insistence that the prom-
ise of the Emancipation Proclamation had not yet been realized.*
African American newspapers gave special notice to the show and
its attempt to link the rights of African Americans to national unity,
and none judged it to be at odds with their own views on those issues.
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The Pittsburgh Courier reported that the show had met with “wide
acclaim,” and the Washington Afro-American called it a tribute to the
nation’s progress. Conservative Courier columnist George Schuyler
characterized it as “praiseworthy” for its depiction of black history
in such a “dignified and skillfully dramatic way.” But another black
Courier columnist, New York City-based theater critic Billy Rowe,
thought some of the dramatizations about slavery were maudlin and
prevented the show from living up to its potential, although he
praised Robeson’s “fine voice” and Wilson’s “superb commentation.”
Rowe concluded by conceding that on national radio, “it is most dif-
ficult for any given body to decide on a Negro program as you’ve got
to please all of the people, the whites and the colored.” This range
of opinions was united by a consensus that the show was a refreshing
change from other depictions of blacks on radio. As one writer put it,
“Amos and Andy will have a rival in presentation of Negro Life.”*

Caliver’s national network of intellectuals and leaders shared this
view, and they were effusive in their congratulations.* Other black
New Deal officials such as Mary McLeod Bethune and William Trent
told Caliver that the show was “magnificent” and “marvelous.” Chan-
ning Tobias of the national YMCA wrote that the show “struck a new
high in broadcasting among Negroes.”** Caliver’s colleagues at the
Office of Education also were enthusiastic about the quality of the
first show and the public response it stimulated. William Boutwell of
the agency’s Radio Education Division told the Advisory Committee
that of 700 network educational programs the office had sponsored,
he thought the first Freedom's People episode was one of the best.*
Studebaker told Caliver that the program was “inspiring” and “thrill-
ing” and congratulated him for “making educational history.”*’

Studebaker and Caliver rushed to report the responses to NBC
officials. Studebaker told NBC president Niles Trammell and others
at the network that the show had met with “great interest and hearty
approval,” which would recommend their commitment to the en-
tire group of broadcasts. Similar appeals came to NBC officials from
Caliver, who thanked them for their “good will and social statesman-
ship.”** Caliver also encouraged members of the Advisory Commit-
tee to write letters of support for the series to the network “com-
mending the significance and timeliness of these programs.”*

One of the reasons NBC needed such reassurances about the show
was its continuing fear of negative reactions from its southern affili-
ates. This was not an irrational concern, of course. For example, even
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Cover of Office of Education brochure for Freedom’s People.
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though Studebaker’s solicitation of affiliate support had generated a
large positive response, a New Orleans station manager requested
assurances from Studebaker that the show had been approved by per-
sons “familiar with the South, the Jim Crow Laws, and customs” and
cited several unnamed “network programs relating to the colored
people which have not been acceptable in this community.” *® After
the broadcast of the first episode, NBC immediately conducted its
own survey of all of its southern stations, requesting their opinions
about the broadcast. Network officia’s were very relieved when they
received enthusiastic reports about the quality of the show and re-
quests for more like it. One station manager admitted that he had
initially been “fearful” of carrying the show because of “the prob-
lem of race consciousness.” The network also discovered that seventy
to eighty-five affiliates had carried the show, a very high number for
a noncommercial program.*' Finding that the comments from the
southern stations were favorable and that white listeners had not ob-
jected to the show, NBC agreed to broadcast two more shows in the
series in z regularly scheduled Sunday afternoon slo:.

Not satisfied with the promise of only two more shows, Caliver
continued to try to build political support for the continuation of
the entire series. He especially wanted to make sure that Eleanor
Roosevelt had heard the show. When he contacted her soon after the
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broadcast, she confessed that she had not been able to listen to it but
offered to arrange a time when Caliver could bring the recorded ver-
sion to the White House. After the date was set, Caliver requested
permission to bring Office of Education officials Studebaker and
Boutwell with him. When they arrived, they were surprised that the
recording was to be played not only for Eleanor Roosevelt but also
for the president, Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau and his wife,
and Lord and Lady Mountbatten, all guests for the evening. All of
those present were extremely pleased with what they heard, so much
so that Caliver was able to persuade the president to agree to appear
on the final show of the series, which was tentatively scheduled to
be broadcast in the spring of 1942. At Caliver’s suggestion, Eleanor
Roosevelt used the successful evening to continue to help generate
public attention to the series. She soon published another “My Day”
column about the series that described the visit and the enthusiastic
reception of the recording. She again urged her readers to listen to
the series: “These programs should bring before the whole people,
the contribution of the Negro race to this country.” ¢

Caliver had won the battle to keep the series on the air. The initial
show had managed to merge what has been called the “split image”
that usually separated black and white depictions of black Ameri-
cans.” The attention the show garnered made it very difficult for
NBC to refuse to carry the remaining shows. Federal officials con-
tinued to link black morale and national defense, which added to the
pressure on NBC to cooperate for the duration of what had been
designated a morale-building defense series. Unable to claim that the
shows were too controversial, network officials had little choice but
to see the project through to its end. And with the series’s future
secured, Caliver and the Advisory Committee members also felt free
to push the show’s content closer to the limits of political accept-
ability.

Literature and the Sciences

Freedom's People emphasized black cultural achievements not only
in music but in the visual arts and literature as well. Americans Al
had slighted immigrant, ethnic, and black cultural contributions in
favor of the argument that most of these groups had earned the right
to be called Americans primarily through their physical labor. But
in this series, African Americans made the much more subtle and
sophisticated claim that their contributions were at the very founda-

84 : Federal Constructions of “the Negro”




tion of what was to be called American culture —a persistent theme
in black critical and political discourse. They wanted to show that
their cultural contributions were not the products of a lighthearted,
fun-loving people but acts of resistance that grew out of their op-
pression. In this way, the episodes on Freedom's People that examined
black literature and visual arts were premier examples of the political
uses of black culture.®

A broadcast on black artists opened with a powerful articulation
of the relationship between black artistic expression and black suf-
fering: “From pain and from wanting came deep low notes; from
passion and protest came crescendos of bitterness; from the life they
lived and the life they knew came the earth-soaked strains of humor
and the tap-tap strains of dancing and from the life they pictured
after life came the spirituals, came the whispers of hope. Thus, to
the Negro came art—came the song to the poet; the picture to the
artist and the melody to the musician.” The show constructed a his-
tory of black literary contributions starting with Phillis Wheatley’s
story, which was introduced by excerpts from the poignant spiritual
“Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child” to emphasize that she
was “taken from her mother’s side” in Africa. In concluding a dra-
matized vignette on her life, the narrator set Wheatley’s work in this
analytic frame: “The voice was young then—could but imitate the
sound of sound. Phillis Wheatley and those that followed close upon
her—echoed the stylized, rigid verse of the day. It needed more than
that to grow. It needed words to say—and the power and the free-
dom to say them. That took time.”

This long dramatization of Wheatley’s life, including her famous
exchange of letters with George Washington, was the most extended
treatment the series would give to a black woman. As the series was
being planned, Mary Church Terrell had urged Studebaker to en-
sure that “the work which colored women have done to promote the
welfare of the race should be emphasized,” noting especially their
roles as the primary supporters of black schools and churches.** De-
spite Terrell’s efforts and Brown’s early admonition to the Advisory
Committee that black women “not be slighted,” ultimately the aural
image the series constructed was dominated by the voices of black
men.*® Black women, however, did appear throughout the series as
characters in historical dramatizations, and their accomplishments
were singled out in particular fields, such as classical music, edu-
cation, and sports. Overall, the people in the series were not por-
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trayed as a2 “manly” race, as is common in many discourses on racial
nationhood, but were cast in more communal terms despite the pre-
dominance of male voices. This depiction of the race may have been
intended to be less threatening than a more masculinist portrayal, as
also had been the case on Americans All. This caution would seem
especially necessary in a series about African Americans broadcast
during a period when fears of black protests and violence were rising.

The script used the metaphor of finding one’s voice as the ve-
hicle for surveying the growth of black writing. The narrative leapt
directly over slavery, skipping from Wheatley and Frederick Doug-
lass to the Harlem Renaissance: “[T]he voice was rounding out,
taking on overtones of deep thought and swelling with a richness
of genius. And then—suddenly—it came of age. The voice found a
body—a frail body that would not linger long. And this was Paul
Laurence Dunbar.” The narrative then moved from Dunbar to read-
ings from the works of Langston Hughes (“A Lousy Day”), James
Weldon Johnson, and Countee Cullen (“Brown Girl Dead”). This led
to a discussion of the “realism” of Charles Chestnutt and Richard
Wright, ending with a reading of Claude McKay'’s seating poem “If
We Must Die.” The works featured were well chosen for the seg-
ment’s closing segue: “And so a voice was made of many things—
of humor, pathos, work, tragedy, hope, protest.” The show used the
evolution of “voice” as evidence of the formation of a distinctive
black community that spoke for itself in European idioms but re-
tained the strength of its own identity.

Furthermore, claiming that African Americans were legitimate
contributors to American and international culture, Caliver, Locke,
Brown, and others hoped to counter white supremacy’s denigration
of black literary and artistic achievements as purely spontaneous or
primitive products. Black intellectuals, including Locke and Hughes,
had engaged in recurring debates about whether black creative pro-
ductions should be made immune to or become carriers of racial
propaganda. In an artful dodge, Freedom’s Pegple simply turned the
very existence of a body of black literary expression into propaganda
itself.*

The show about black scientists and explorers emphasized the bar-
riers to African Americans in these fields while extolling the few who
had made significant advances and discoveries. Following the pat-
tern of the shows on black culture, this episode tried to counter the
persistent stereotype of black intellectual inferiority. The broadcast
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included a long narrative recreation of Matthew Henson’s journey
to the North Pole, making plain that Robert Peary could not have
gotten there without him yet not daring to claim that Henson may
have arrived first. The closing segment dramatized the early poverty-
stricken life and rise to renown of agricultural scientist George Wash-
ington Carver, who appeared on the broadcast in a live interview
from Tuskegee Institute.®® '

This episode’s implicit argument about black courage and intel-
lectual curiosity struck a nerve among many listeners. Those asso-
ciated with the series were surprised by the emotional level of the
listener response. Even Carver was unprepared for the response. He
forwarded to the Office of Education one particularly poignant let-
ter in which the writer explained that “I sometimes think that our’s
[si] is a hopeless race. But after listening . . . one cannot help but
have hope.” Historian Carter G. Woodson was favorably impressed
and predicted that similar shows “will do much to disabuse the pub-
lic mind of its traditional opinions about Negroes.” ¢ Reactions to
the broadcast were especially enthusiastic from schoolteachers like
Marie Mclver from Raleigh, North Carolina: “I have never listened
to a radio program which I considered more worth while or more
significant. May you have continued success in trying to awaken the
public to the necessity of giving Negro boys and gitls a chance.”
Members of civic organizations also praised the program for coun-
tering a formal educational system that had deprived black children
of facts regarding their own history and “prevented the white child
from seeing as a part of the stream of this country’s history the part
the Negro has played in its building.” 7 NBC officials liked the pro-
gram, as did Philip Cohen, the coordinator of Americans All, who
congratulated Caliver on his “tremendous success.” Caliver’s friends
and supporters also commended him.”

The shows on black contributions to literature and science were
designed to combat pernicious stereotypes that denigrated black cul-
ture and denied the existence of black courage and intellectual prow-
ess. Still, the shows made no direct reference to segregation or to
pressing current issues. But shifting events during the months of the
broadcasts allowed the show’s creators to discuss more directly the
destructive effects of racial inequality and segregation.
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Sports, Segregation, and Black Patriotism

The first episode to make a direct reference to segregation and
an outright appeal to black patriotism was on black athletic achieve-
ment, broadcast in November 1941. Members of the Advisory Com-
mittee saw the sports arena as the perfect metaphor on which to
build a case for fair play and equal opportunity for blacks in the
general society. Locke argued for framing a constructive argument
around athletics, in which the accomplishment of the African Ameri-
can “is symbolic of what he can do in any field where he is given a
chance.” Brown also wanted the script to demonstrate that generally
“Negroes do not get a clean break.” Discussions about this episode
spotlighted the balancing act that the show’s creators performed to
try to attract and please both a black and a white audience. For ex-
ample, Tuskegee Institute president F. D. Patterson cautioned that
timing would be important in making their arguments: “In the early
moments of a program, if you start talking about or inferring the in-
justices done the Negro, click, off goes the radio.” In order to appeal
to black middle-class listeners, there was a consensus that the show
needed to emphasize the sports achievements of black college men
and women, despite Tunick’s insistence that “the college sport angle
will not mean a great deal to white people.” But in a discussion about
which boxers to mention, members agreed that the general listen-
ing public would probably not be “particularly anxious to hear about
Jack Johnson,” who had, among other transgressions, violated racial
taboos by marrying a white woman.”

The sports show packed a powerful punch. After the standard
introduction, the strains of “Climbing Jacob’s Ladder” provided the
backdrop for an opening vignette about the need to give everyone
“an equal chance to play: rich, poor, black, white, Jew, Gentile.”
A brief segment quoted Joe DiMaggio as saying that black base-
ball’s legendary Satchel Paige was one of the greatest pitchers he
had ever faced. “Too bad he isn’t in the Big Leagues,” the narrator
commented. NBC’s technical sophistication allowed Freedom's People
to make effective use of live pickups from several cities. In a long
live interview, Jesse Owens recounted his thrill at hearing the “Star-
Spangled Banner” and saluting the American flag from the victor’s
podium at the 1936 Olympics in Munich. The program’s segment on
black boxers ended with a live interview with Joe Louis from Los
Angeles. If Jack Johnson was the black champion who was best left
unmentioned for fear of offending whites, there was no sharper con-
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Studio audieuce at Freedom’s People broadrast.
(Ambrose Caliver Collection, Moorland-Spingarn Research Center,
Howard University)

trast than the shy, taciturn Brown Bomber. Louis responded to ques-
tions about his successful rematch with Max Schmeling. He ended
his interview with an earnest patriotic plea: “I've got a bigger date
coming. With Uncle Sam. . . . I think it’s my duty. If the army needs
me—I’m ready to go any time.”

The Freedom’s Pegple shows that highlighted the less overtly politi-
cal worlds of music, art, science, literature, and sports delivered a
consistent message that African American accomplishment in these
fields was achieved against tough odds and through sacrifice, hard
work, and dedication. A variety of types of black music drove and
punctuated these programs and helped them succeed as good radio.
The shows were enlivened by guest appearances by Cab Calloway
and Count Basie. Aptly chosen excerpts from black spirituals per-
formed by the Leonard De Paur Chorus or popular groups like the
Golden Gate Quartet instilled a tone of quiet dignity without laps-
ing into sentimentality. The voices narrating the programs struck the
same tone; they were serious, firm, professionally dictioned, with no
hint of pretension or apology. The presentations were matter-of-fact
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and authoritative, delivered in a calm and measured manner. Still,
the shows on these subjects only subtly confronted the problem of
racial injustice, focusing on black achievements instead. The discreet
attempt to politicize black activities in arenas that were not normally
associated with politics was cleverly executed, but its effectiveness as
an argument against racial inequities was thwarted by the absence
of any specific target other than the permeating influence of white
racism itself. When the series turned to the fields of education, mili-
tary service, and work, this fragile facade could no longer hide the
current pressing political concerns of African Americans, for these
shows had as their focus the federal government itself.

Education, Military Service, and Work

The broadcasts that centered on black participation in the worlds
of education, military service, and work openly confronted the fed-
eral government’s role in perpetuating injustices in those arenas.
These broadcasts walked an ideological tightrope anchored on one
end by the federal government’s need to pitch for patriotism and
racial unity and on the other end by the need to avoid offending lis-
teners or endorsing black claims for full equality.

These three broadcasts in December 1941 and January and Febru-
ary 1942 came during a period in which there was a rapid escalation
in black protest against discriminatory policies related to the war. In
December, the black press revealed that the Red Cross was refusing
to accept blood from black donors. Major black newspapers de-
voted a month’s worth of front-page attention to this issue, and the
NAACP challenged the Red Cross on its policy. After black leaders,
the Red Cross, and federal officials held several meetings, the policy
was changed and black blood was accepted, but it was to be stored
separately, segregated for black use only.” Violent attacks against
blacks also increased at about the same time. Twelve black soldiers
were assaulted near their camp in Louisiana. In another nationally
publicized case, a black man accused of raping a white woman was
seized from a jail in Missouri and lynched by a mob of whites.”* Fed-
eral policies themselves continued to be catalysts for black anger.
Pressured by the NAACP, the army was forced to rescind an order at
a Pennsylvania camp that defined any association between black sol-
diers and white women as rape. In addition, when the army asked for
3,000 nurses, it established a quota of only 56 black women. Mean-
while, the Pitzsburgh Courier publicized the heroic efforts of black navy
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messman Dorie Miller during the attack on Pearl Harbor and chal-
lenged the navy’s refusal to honor him appropriately.”® In another
incident replete with irony, officials designated as available only to
whites the new federally financed Sojourner Truth housing project in
Detroit, which originally had been envisioned as an interracial com-
plex. Blacks successfully organized to convince federal officials to
reverse their policy, but a riot erupted when whites formed mobs to
deny blacks access to the building.”

These and many other well-publicized examples of continuing
racial injustices provided the backdrop for the formal inauguration of
the Pittsburgh Courier’s “Double V” campaign in February 1942. With
one “V” for victory over enemies abroad and the other for victory
over enemies at home, the slogan symbolized that blacks would close
ranks on behalf of the nation’s defense but would not abandon their
fight against racial inequality. Capturing perfectly the paradoxical
sentiments of African Americans in World War II, the slogan quickly
spread into popular use.”” Military intelligence officers noted the
shift in tone and the increasing number of what the army considered
“inflammatory” articles in the black press, which they collected and
analyzed in detail. As a result, some black newspapers and magazines
were banned from army posts, and seventeen were listed in a Febru-
ary military intelligence report as containing Communist-inspired,
incendiary material.” Federal officials were afraid that the black pen
was a double-edged sword. They were worried not only about the
impact of these reports on blacks at home and in the military but
also about their use as fodder for enemy propaganda abroad. The re-
lationship between blacks and the federal government had moved to
center stage in a newly visible struggle over racial injustices.

At the center of the contest between federal officials and Afri-
can American activists were the military’s policies of racial inequity,
segregation, and exclusion, which were all under attack. For that rea-
son, Ambrose Caliver knew even before the attack on Pear] Harbor
had occurred that the broadcast on African Americans in military
service would be an especially important and “delicate” episode to
produce.”

The final version of the script detailed black military service and
heroism in U.S. wars by using an epic in song form interspersed with
dramatized vignettes of black soldiers in various historical battles.
The song began: “By the record we’ve made, / And the part we’ve
played, / We are Americans, too. / By the pick and the plow, / And
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the sweat of our brow, / We are Americans, too.” This part of the
script was 2 tidy and cleverly presented historical capsule of black
sacrifice in all of America’s wars, although it made no explicit argu-
ment for equal rights and treatment of African Americans based on
the record of their past service. The timing of the show’s broadcast
on December 21, 1941, two weeks after President Roosevelt’s “Day of
Infamy” speech, undoubtedly influenced the program’s content and
transformed parts of it into a patriotic paean. But the underlying
political issue that was addressed, although gingerly, was the federal
policy that prohibited black soldiers from holding combat positions.
In a live speech, Colonel West Hamilton, commanding officer of the
366th Infantry at Fort Devens, Massachusetts, and one of the nation’s
highest-ranking black soldiers, pleaded for a chance for blacks to
fight: “America—your America, my America is at War.”

The broadcast made this explicit plea: blacks have served in com-
bat in the past and have done so heroically; let them serve again.
This was a major plank in the rhetorical battle being waged in the
black press and by black leaders. If blacks were going to serve, many
argued, let them have the opportunity of full and equal service so
they could try once again to “earn” their status as Americans by
shedding blood against foreign enemies. The looming question of
segregated service could not be addressed until access to battle was
itself secured. But this show magnified the sadly ironic nature of that
argument, made more apparent by the appearance of African Ameri-
can men on 2 federally sponsored radio show pleading for 2 change
in this federal policy.

The fervor of the campaign for an equal opportunity to serve
reached its peak in the next show, a January 1942 episode on the Afri-
can American worker. Like the previous shows, this program’s his-
torical narrative told the story of black progress and contributions,
in this case in the world of work. The introductory vignette was a
treatment of slavery that then shifted to a series of aural vignettes of
black workers on farms, at seaports and on ships, on railroads, and
in factories, all portrayed “as part of the transition from slavery to
freedom. Although the focus was on work, the argument from the
previous show permeated this broadcast. The phrase “when given 2
chance” became 2 refrain. The script praised black skilled workers
and inventors: “When given a chance, they proved their skill.”

The message remained the same, but the tone of the broadcast
changed dramatically when it shifted to Chicago for 2 live speech
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by A. Philip Randolph, the most visible African American activist
against discrimination in the armed services and defense factories.
After referring positively to the president’s ban on discrimination
in the defense industry but without mentioning Randolph’s role in
securing it, the narrator introduced him simply as “one of the most
distinguished labor leaders of our country.” Randolph, who had once
aspired to be an actor, paced his rolling baritone voice through 2
passionate and imaginative account of the role of black workers in
American history. At the same time that Randolph reaffirmed black
loyalty, he emphasized the batriers of racial discrimination and the
idea that blacks already had earned the right to democracy and free-
dom. In his stitring and dramatic conclusion, Randolph’s defiant
intonation seemed openly to make black patriotism conditional on
a change in racial policy. Considering Randolph’s continuing criti-
cisms of President Roosevelt and his policies, it must have been a
challenge for Randolph to stay within the political borders of 2 fed-
eral broadcast. Randolph’s draft of his remarks for the show made
no reference to the president, but 2 handwritten insertion in the final
script mentioned “the matchless and courageous leadership of our
great President Franklin Delano Roosevelt.” But when Randolph de-
livered this line on the air, he took the liberty of omitting the adjec-
tive “great.”®

The strident tone of Randolph’s delivery triggered a stream of
supportive letters from listeners, but they assigned very different in-
terpretations to the show. Many people were deeply moved by Ran-
dolph’s eloquence, as was one listener who stated: “I enjoyed it so
thoroughly that it sent chills through my entire body; it even moved
me to tears.” A favorable editorial in the black weekly the Boston
Guardian praised the show for providing the first true record of black
contributions to industry: “It used to be a favorite gibe to tell colored
folks that they were ‘consumers rather than producers’ but the record
reveals that the colored brother, according to his opportunities, has
participated in the productive life of America.” One listener consid-
ered Randolph’s speech an effective counterpoint to the publicity that
emerged from a recent meeting of African American leaders who ad-
mitted that they believed that the black community was not behind
the war effort. Similarly, another listener praised Randolph for his
“fine cultured patriotic address.” Others saw the segment as carrying
a message for whites. “If I could have only had Aladdin’s Lamp,” one
listener wrote, “every receiving set would have been tuned in, more
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especially, those of our white brother below the Mason-Dixon line,
as it would have been an education to them.”®'

The broadcast on the military made the simple argument that
African Americans had fought and fought well in the past so they
should be permitted to fight now. Randolph made the corollary
argument about employment opportunities: blacks have worked and
worked well; let them work now in defense jobs. Listeners imposed
their own interpretations on the show and Randolph’s remarks pre-
cisely because of the open-ended and vague nature of the type of
appeals permitted on a broadcast to a2 mass audience. Given their
limited guest privileges on radio, secured in this case under the aegis
of the very entity under attack, black speakers like Randolph had
little choice but to offer mild appeals. But Randolph’s tone belied the
neutrality of his words. The depth of his anger and conviction burns
through that neutrality. The fact that an activist and orator of Ran-
dolph’s commitment and skill was bridled in this radio appearance
also serves as a profound reminder of the centrality of a free black
press to the cause of racial justice during the war period. If black
people had been forced to rely on radio as their primary means of
communication about the failings of the federal government, they
would have been on an impossible mission since they were admitted
to radio only as entertainers or as briefly invited guests expected to
be on good behavior. .

“"The Negro and Christian Democracy”

Caliver had promised NBC that the one-hour grand finale for
the series would focus on black contributions to the theater, acqui-
escing to the network’s insistence on higher entertainment content.
He changed that plan quite dramatically, however, after he con-
cluded that a final program emphasizing entertainers would trivialize
a series that had gradually come to address pressing political issues
facing the African American community and the nation as 2 whole.
He wanted the final program to be about Christianity and democracy,
and he wanted it to be broadcast during what he called the “church
hour,” noon to one o’clock on Sunday, so that churches could co-
ordinate their services around the broadcast, actually bringing radio
speakers into the sanctuary during their morning services.* Caliver
was himself 2 person of faith, and he seemed moved by a plea from
Benjamin Mays, the prominent African American religious leader
who was then president of Morehouse College. Mays had told Cali-
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ver that he was disappointed that the series had not included any
mention of the African American contribution to religion, which he
described as “more tremendous than most of us realize.”*?

Caliver’s approach to this episode was rooted in his belief that
“racial tolerance is 2 demand of democracy founded on Christianity
and moral principle,” a statement he had made in a speech in 1941.
Working from the assumption that American democracy was rooted
in Christianity, Caliver wanted the broadcast “to show the relation-
ship between christian principles [and] our democratic way of life.”
He intended the broadcast to be aired in black and white churches
and hoped that it would inspire mass meetings to better race rela-
tions. But he especially wanted to reach the black religious commu-
nity, and in preparation, he had met with the heads of several black
denominations who offered their support for the coordinated church
broadcasts.®

Caliver planned to present a complex political argument couched
in religious terms. The show would assert that racial inequality was
a challenge to the philosophical underpinnings of Christianity and
that the race relations problem was a burden and a moral challenge
that Christian churches had a duty to face in order to ensure the sur-
vival of Christian democracy itself.** Although it was cast in religious
thetoric, or perhaps because of that, this assertion was the most bla-
tant general political appeal the series would make.

Although riddled with contradictions, the show succeeded in mak-
ing a powerful moral argument that equated the perpetuation of
racial inequality with sin. The early parts of the broadcast were very
confusing because even a scriptwriter as skilled as Tunick found it
difficult to craft a coherent historical narrative that included both
slavery and Christian democracy. After strains of “The Battle Hymn
of the Republic,” the opening narration linked the search for truth
with the quest for freedom. The scene shifted to a shielded allusion
to the Civil War as “a fierce struggle,” yielding the truth in “four
short lines of print—the 13th Amendment.” A dramatization por-
trayed Lincoln as a “religious, God-inspired man” who suffered with
the slaves and “looked to the same God as they did.” “One God, one
people, one nation” seemed to be about as strong an argument as
this section could muster.

Other parts of the broadcast were more maudlin than inspiring.
After a compelling reading of the “Let My People Go” sermon from
James Weldon Johnson’s God’s Trombones, a rendition of “Go Down
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Moses” led into a reenactment by the black actor Juan Hernandez
of scenes from the Marc Connelly play, The Green Pastures. The play,
which was later adapted into a movie, offered an Old Testament
version of black slavery and liberation and a simplistic, patronizing
portrayal of black religiosity and theology. Brown had warned Cali-
ver that he had “a great deal of difficulty” with including material
from the play because many African Americans did not like it: “I am
timorous about the good sisters and brothers when the ‘Green Pas-
tures’ comes on.” But Caliver retained an excerpt that focused on
the redemptive value of black suffering. Despite the show’s emphasis
on Moses, Exodus, and the Old Testament, the creators of Freedom's
Pegple remained insensitive to the fact that their notion of Christian
democracy made no room for Jews or other non-Christians or non-
believers. Apparently this realization dawned on someone at some
point. That may help explain the insertion of a Pauline-inspired
theological argument in the show’s introduction: “For by one Spirit
we are all baptized into one body, whether we be Jews or Gentiles,
whether we be bond or free.”®¢

The show’s explicit political appeal was not to be found in the
confused vignettes or in The Green Pastures excerpts but in a speech
delivered by the Reverend W. H. Jernagin, president of the Fraternal
Council of Negro Churches.*” He delivered a message targeted at an
audience of black and white Christians. Although he made a series
of general appeals, he also implicitly made specific pleas to black
and white religious leaders. He urged African Americans to demand
more of their religion and their churches and appealed to blacks and
whites to embrace a truer Christianity for democracy’s sake. Jernagin
argued that “the primitive religious conception as portrayed in the
Green Pastures which had its value in the past is no longer adequate for
modern life.” In his view, “Negroes demand more of their religion
now” because current conditions called for a church that was “con-
cerned with their common everyday problems and urgent needs.”

It is noteworthy that, at a time when most black organizations
and institutions stood united behind efforts to pressure the federal
government into changing its racial policies, Jernagin felt compelled
to caution black church leaders to avoid insularity and coax them
to join the fray of the everyday struggles of their members. Caliver
and others believed that the black church, a central community in-
stitution, was insufficiently involved in the struggle for racial and
economic justice.
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Jernagin tacitly directed comments to whites about the continuing
conflict between general Christian practices and principles. He made
the arguments that “the ideal practices of true Christianity are neces-
sary for Democracy” and that “democracy is the best type of political
government under which true Christianity can thrive.” The protec-
tion of one was essential to the preservation of the other. Speaking
to his audience as a whole, Jernagin made a passionate appeal for
the kind of “true Christianity” he had in mind: “A recognition of the
needs of Negroes in education, for adequate and sanitary housing,
for an equitable opportunity to work, to play, to vote, and to live
an abundant life without fear is a religious obligation. . . . [I]t [the
church] must not only inspire —it must grapple with the economic,
social, and personal problems which beset us, and must assure more
honest administrators in public office. The church must become ‘Not
a temple of cold doctrine, but a radiant center of Human Brother-
hood.”” With this final plea, Jernagin sought to create a common
moral mission and a “true Christianity” for black and white churches
that looked back to the abolitionist campaigns against slavery and
presaged the role of the religious community in the modern civil
rights movement.

Up until the last days before the broadcast, Caliver expected that
the president would keep his October promise to make a personal
appearance on the concluding episode of the series. In February, he
had reminded Eleanor Roosevelt of the president’s agreement and in-
formed her that NBC planned to offer the talk to all of the networks,
as was customary with presidential addresses. Caliver emphasized to
her that the broadcast would give the president an opportunity “to
indicate what both you and he have stressed so often, namely, that
the improvement of race relations is fundamental to the perpetua-
tion of democracy.” But the president and his aides did not want to
renew his commitment to appear on the program. White House aide
Stephen Early advised Caliver that the president could make no ad-
vance commitments of any kind because of his war duties.®®

Because this response was not an outright refusal, Caliver con-
tinued his campaign to have others pressure the president to appear
on the show. African American leaders and journalists had repeatedly
encouraged the president to make a personal radio appeal to build
up black morale and reduce the risk of more interracial violence.”
By April 1942, when the show was broadcast, incidents of interracial
conflict were increasing, as were daily reports in the black press of
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unjust defense-related policies. Locke told members of the Advisory
Committee that he believed the president needed to speak to blacks
and that now was the time to do it. Locke and other members of
the Advisory Committee, including federal officials Mary McLeod
Bethune, Joseph Houchins, and Campbell Johnson, sent 2 telegram
to the president urging him to appear on the show to help lift the
low morale prevalent among African Americans and to strengthen
national unity and race relations. But these and other pleas had little
effect because White House officials had decided some time ago
against a presidential appearance, although no one informed Caliver
until 2 few days before the broadcast. At that point, White House
officials offered Caliver a letter from the president that was to be read
during the final broadcast.*®

Caliver’s appeal to the president via Eleanor Roosevelt disclosed
information that may have deepened the political implications of an
appearance about which the president and his advisers already had
strong reservations. In January, a BBC official based in New York
City had approached Caliver about rebroadcasting the phonograph
recordings of the series throughout “the British Empire,” which at
that time, of course, included large numbers of Africans and people
of African descent and other peoples of color.’" It seems that by the
time of Caliver’s plea to the president, he had made such an arrange-
ment with the BBC. Caliver enthusiastically reported the plan and
suggested that the program also be sent via shortwave to all Allied
nations and to South America as well. When Advisory Committee
members contacted the president, they also emphasized that a “forth-
right statement” from him would bolster “the morale of Negroes in
our own country and our colored allies throughout the world.” At 2
time when worries about people of color at home were deepening,
the prospect of making a worldwide speech on the subject of racial
equality may have inadvertently increased the administration’s reluc-
tance to engage the issue directly.

Caliver’s personal appearance on the final show of the series re-
vealed no signs of the aisappoinnnent he must have felt when the
president reneged on his commitment. All along, that promise had
been Caliver’s ace in the hole, and the president’s refusal to lend his
personal prestige and radio presence to the show denied the series its
coup de grice—a long-awaited personal radio appeal from the presi-
dent himself on the question of racial equality.”? Instead, Caliver used
his airtime to praise the success of the series, reporting that Freedom's
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J
Ambrose Caliver appearing on Freedom’s People.
(Ambrose Cabiver Collection, Moorland-Spingarn Research Center,
Howard University)

People had been given a “fine reception” across the nation by “persons
of every class, color or creed [as] indicated by the thousands of letters
and comments received.” Then he read the president’s brief letter,
in which Roosevelt apologized for not being able to make a per-
sonal appearance and commended the importance of the radio series.
The letter’s strongest language in support of black Americans stated:
“The Negroes are an important part of our American citizenry. They
have made valuable contributions to every phase of our national life.

Freedom's Pegple : 99




It is our obligation to assure to them, as American citizens, full op-
portunity to use their many talents, not only in winning the war, but
in establishing the peace that will follow.” Thus, Freedom'’s Pegple came
to an end, rewarded only with a flaccid promise of “full opportunity”
for blacks and face to face with the rhetorical divide that continued
to separate African Americans from Franklin Roosevelt.

Farewell to Freedom’s People

Even without the president’s appearance, the final episode of Free-
dom’s People met with critical acclaim and much public enthusiasm.
Variety, which had given the first episode only a lukewarm reception,
characterized the last show as “deeply touching” and a “fervent trib-
ute to Negro patriotism.””* Fellow New Deal officials thanked Cali-
ver for contributing “inestimably to healthy public thinking on the
Negro” and for advancing the cause of race relations on 2 national
scale by raising “America’s regard for its colored citizens to levels
often wished for but little worked toward.”**

Many people had been deeply moved by the final broadcast, sev-
eral reporting that they had been brought to tears as they listened to
what one writer called “the struggle of the race.” African Americans
who wrote to Caliver also expressed a great deal of pride about the
fact that the show had been a professional and dignified black pro-
duction. One writer confided, “I never dreamed we could put over
such an outstanding program.” Using an apt mixture of metaphors,
one listener praised the broadcast for the “complete harmony” of
“the visual picture of inter-racial goodwill.” A few black writers also
indicated that sympathetic whites had enjoyed the show and wanted
more information: “I have 2 good white friend, too, who would be
glad to have the recording and take it to her club meeting.” Many
listeners thanked the Office of Education for the show and urged its
continuation; one writer warned that if the show did not continue, its
positive effects would soon be “dissipated in the seas of misconcep-
tion which circulate about the Negro.” Even President Roosevelt’s
noncommittal remarks were received favorably by some listeners,
one of whom judged his message to be “touching and sincere.”
After having been identified by name in each broadcast as the series
supervisor, Caliver’s own appearance on the show also generated
comment. One writer reported that “Dr. Caliver was an inspiration
to every Negro boy in the church this morning.”** The most over-
whelming response to the final episode and to the series as 2 whole
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came from schoolteachers, who not only requested study materials
but also repeatedly urged that the show be continued. One school
principal called the series a “magnificent conception,” and another
referred to it as a “splendid series of broadcasts.”* Although much
of the response to the final show appears to have been spontaneous,
it is also clear that word had gone out among black teachers that the
only way to keep the show on the air was to generate evidence of en-
thusiasm for it.*’

Caliver used the letters and comments he received as support-
ing evidence for 2 memorandum to Studebaker in which he rec-
ommended that the series be continued. Studebaker had remained
very impressed and pleased with the reception to the shows. “These
broadcasts have not only achieved their high purpose of improving
national unity and better race relations,” the commissioner wrote,
but “they have also set a new pattern for radio presentation by and
about Negroes.”” Concluding that the series had “made a very sig-
nificant contribution to national unity and better race relations,”
Caliver argued that a second series would fit perfectly the purposes
now being espoused by Archibald MacLeish, then a newly appointed
official at the Office of War Information who advocated greater fed-
eral attention to building up “Negro morale.” He suspected that
several other groups were expressing an interest in morale-building
radio programming for African Americans, so he tried to press the
agency to pursue aggressively a second series of ten or twelve shows,
with a budget of 25,000 —more than three times the expense of the
original.”

In its March public service publication, NBC had praised Freedom's
People in an editorial entitled “Radio and National Morale.” ' Soon
after the last broadcast, NBC expressed its enthusiasm about the
series and its willingness to do a second series.”® But for whatever
reason, no second seties ever developed. The trail of information on
Freedom's People simply disappears after Caliver’s memorandum rec-
ommending that the program be continued and after the network ex-
pressed an interest in doing just that. Nothing indicates whether the
Office of Education pushed for the continuation of Freedom'’s Pegple at
a time when the war crisis made finding 525,000 in either federal or
private funds a particularly steep order. Certainly, the series fit the
political salience of the moment and afforded the agency a role in
pursuing a most important domestic goal of that time: preserving
racial peace at home.

Freedom's People : 101



In the fall of 1942, an attempt was made to broadcast a half-
hour weekly variety show entitled Freedom's Pegple exclusively to black
soldiers on the Armed Forces Radio Service network. It is unclear
whether Caliver was involved with this proposal. Apparently, both
the title and the idea of a show directed solely at black soldiers proved
too controversial, as the show’s title was changed to_jubifee and it was
to be broadcast to all troops, black and white. First aired in October
1942, Jubilee became one of the network’s most popular programs. It
showcased African American musical virtuosity of the 1940s and, as
part of its historical legacy, preserved an extraordinary body of re-
corded performances, jazz in particular.!®

By 1943, Caliver had given up on the idea of producing another
nationally broadcast show. Instead, ever resourceful, he sought fund-
ing from the Southern Education Foundation for the production of
a series of twelve recordings of “dramatized stories of Negroes and
Negro life,” with musical selections suitable for children. He en-
visioned distributing the recordings and a companion study guide
nationally through Parent Teacher Associations. Thwarted in his at-
tempt to return to the air via a national network, Caliver proposed
instead that these recordings be used for independent broadcasts by
local radio stations. But Caliver’s attempt to continue the work of
teaching African American history and attacking racial intolerance
through radio and the public schools did not meet with success.
There is no evidence that this particular vision was ever realized.'®?

Ambrose Caliver worked for the Office of Education his entire
career until his death in 1962 after thirty-two years of federal service,
half of them spent as “senior specialist in education of Negroes.”
During the war years, he helped with black manpower defense edu-
cation projects, and afterward he worked to increase postwar educa-
tional opportunities for African American veterans and war workers.
Later, building on his own work from the 1930s, Caliver provided im-
portant information on the status of black schools for Brown v. Board
of Education.'™* Freedom's People, the project he had worked tirelessly
to bring to life, may have faded away, but Caliver’s résumé in the
1960s still trumpeted his radio work as a proud moment in his federal
career.

The "Negro” as an American
Freedom's People told the story of African American contributions
with sympathy, dignity, and pride. It offered a quiet advocacy of
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racial progress in confident, articulate black voices. A celebration of
black culture infused the shows, not only through music but also
through history, literature, and the arts. At times, these broadcasts
were cloaked in 2 mystique of black suffering, black religiosity, and
black survival, as expressed in spitituals and the blues. Not surpris-
ingly, the accompanying but disharmonious narrative of past and
current oppression remained silenced or muffled.

The show expanded on the limited themes that had been devel-
oped in earlier federal broadcasts about black history. The episode of
Americans All about African Americans in 1938 presented 2 compel-
ling display of black cultural and economic contributions through-
out U.S. history, but it stopped short of doing more than conferring
the label “American” on blacks. Freedom's Pegple redefined American
culture as being driven by and dependent on black cultural contribu-
tions. Not only did U.S. history have African Americans at its core, it
argued, but the very definition of what was distinctly American was
rooted in black culture. Freedom's People engaged the difficult question
of what it means to be fully American, to be a free American. When-
ever the show raised that question, whether it was posed about the
boxing ring or 2 job or 2 school or the military, the answer was the
same. A free American has the right to fair play and equal oppor-
tunity, and by that definition, African Americans were not yet true
Americans.

Although the political arguments the series made were muted, the
aural images of black Americans that it presented stood in sharp
contrast to the predominant depictions of black people, black chat-
acter, and black abilities. These new images appear to have been one
of the principal motivations of those who worked on the series and
one of the primary reasons for the show’s appeal to African Ameri-
can listeners. As limited as its life was, the series at least allowed for
the existence of African Americans who lived outside the confines of
Amos 'n’ Andy and The Jack Benny Show. The new “Negro” on Freedom’s
Pegple was gifted and generous but also hardworking, diligent, per-
sistent, courageous, and intelligent.

But this new “Negro” would remain 2 lonely and exceptional
figure on radio. Perhaps more significant than any other message,
Freedom’s People stands as a poignant example of the political dangers
created when 2 capital-intensive communications medium like radio
becomes 2 dominant forum for public debate and discourse. The
power to deny access becomes tantamount to censorship. Devoid
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from its inception of any pretense of larger public purpose, radio
was born to entertain, to advertise, to make money. As the first mass
medium, it treasured its ability to build a mass audience most of all.
When radio took on the broader role of being a source of official
information and news, broadcast officials were adamant that discus-
sions of controversial or sensitive political issues were to be avoided
or practiced only in designated safety zones. But rather than being a
neutral conduit, radio became a favored ideological site precisely be-
cause of its power and its reach.

A show like Freedom’s People struggled against the medium’s nature
and its special sensitivity to discussions about race, considered by
network officials to be a deadly audience killer. Those who worked
on the show probably had a keen awareness of the parameters in
which they had to work. Under the circumstances, they framed quite
sophisticated political arguments, relying on the power of black cul-
ture and black history itself to make the case for greater freedom for
African Americans as a whole. Still, the limited and indirect mes-
sages allowed on Freedom's Pegple, when compared to the rhetorical
vigor and verve of commentary in black newspapers and magazines,
serve as a startling symbol of what it means to be an unwanted and
powerless guest in someone else’s space.

If it had not been for the virulence of black protests concerning
defense-related issues, Freedom's Pegple would not have made it on the
air, despite Ambrose Caliver’s best efforts. Fortunately for him, the
fear of aggressive black activism pushed the federal government to
endorse efforts to raise black morale such as those embodied in this
show. Because a radio show is molded by so many minds, it is difficult
to disaggregate anything remotely akin to a single authorial imprint.
This show was an unusual collaboration between federal officials,
black intellectuals, a white professional scriptwriter, black artists,
and a host of technical assistants. Of these, the most important were
Caliver, working within the federal government, and black intellec-
tuals and activists working from the outside. A shared political vision
made their collaboration effective. The political arguments contained
in Freedom's People clearly reflected the influence of black intellectuals
like Howard University professors Alain Locke and Sterling Brown
and black activists like A. Philip Randolph. The show’s basic political
argument was “on the message” and consistent with the views being
advanced by black organizations, although it was necessarily a trun-
cated and less explicit version. Unlike .Amerscans A/, which struggled
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to sustain a coherent narrative, Freedom’s Pegple was driven by cogent
arguments. Many of the arguments on Freedom's People were polished
and well rehearsed precisely because black political activists had been
making essentially the same claims for humane and just treatment
through the centuries, although in different settings.

Black elites, working closely with white elites at the Office of
Education and NBC, created a cultural product that was suitable for
consumption by the multiple audiences that radio reached: black and
white listeners of all classes and regions, including the eager, the
sympathetic, the curious, the suspicious, and the indifferent. With
this broad potential audience, Freedom's People had to make a con-
sensus appeal, and the show’s content is evidence of how narrowly
constructed that consensus was. President Franklin Roosevelt’s lim-
ited remarks on the final show probably captured that consensus
well: beyond an acknowledgment of black contributions and a gen-
eral promise to assure full opportunity, there was no agreement.
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CHAPTER 3

"NECRO MORALE,” THE OFFICE
OF WAR INFORMATION, AND THE
WAR DEPARTMENT

orld War II placed an unprecedented burden on the
people and resources of the United States. As the nation
neared and then made its formal entry into the war, one of
the most persistent fears among political and military leaders
was the prospect of civil disturbances due to increased claims
for racial equality from the 10 percent of the population that
was African American. Federal officials had ample cause to
worry. After all, racial segregation and discrimination per-
vaded every aspect of the war effort, from defense jobs to
Red Cross blood banks to the armed forces, battlefields, and
battleships themselves. This inescapable reality provided ef-
fective ammunition to African American activists and mem-
bers of the black press who united in 2 mind war to shame the
nation into breaking down the barriers of racial inequality.
They knew, as federal officials did, that African American
participation in a unified home front and in the war abroad
would be essential to the war’s outcome.

Radio was indispensable to the war effort, both as an up-
to-the-minute reporter of war events and as a unifying voice
for patriotism and sacrifice. The war’s presence on the radio
was ubiquitous. Broadcasting industry and advertising ex-



ecutives sustained public engagement with the war through evocative
patriotic programming, vivid wartime reporting, and the integration
of war messages into popular entertainment shows and advertising
campaigns.' As part of radio’s support for the war, the networks also
granted a significant amount of free airtime to the federal govern-
ment, including the Office of War Information (OWI) and the War
Department.?

Many officials at both federal agencies were deeply concerned
with domestic racial politics and agreed that something needed to be
said to and about African Americans. At the same time, there was
considerable trepidation about how to break the sanctioned politi-
cal silence about African Americans and their place in the nation,
especially in the face of increasingly visible black demands for just
such a reassessment. As a consequence, these two important federal
agencies produced a relatively limited amount of radio program-
ming about race relations or African Americans considering their
level of worry about racial unity and the number of public appeals
they offered on other issues. The problem facing these federal offi-
cials was simple yet complex: they wanted to build up black morale
by integrating a more visible “Negro” into the public sphere of patri-
otic rhetoric, but they did not want to endorse the racial reforms
blacks sought for fear of offending whites, especially southern con-
gressmen. If radio was to be used effectively to lift African American
morale, it would have to speak the unspeakable about racial segre-
gation and discrimination. Federal officials found that the exigencies
of war required that something new be said for the sake of creating
the illusion of a unified home front at a time when African Ameri-
cans persisted in protesting racial injustices and when many white
civilians feared the consequences of those protests.

Efforts at the OWI and the War Department to mount a limited
public radio campaign to lift African American morale and build
greater racial tolerance among Americans were plagued by internal
political paralysis manifested on at least two occasions by refusals
to broadcast shows considered too controversial. The experiences at
these two important agencies demonstrate the increasingly untenable
nature of the Roosevelt administration’s response to the campaign
for fair treatment that African Americans pursued during World
War II. This dynamic included repeated disputes about who could
speak for African Americans and who could best determine what
image of African Americans the federal government should endorse
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for its limited political purposes. The political machinations at these
agencies and between them, African Americans, and whites inside
and outside government provide dramatic evidence of the conflicts
that would drive the battle over racial equality for the duration of the
war and into the postwar period.

This chapter then is less about specific radio programs, partly be-
cause so few were offered by the powerful propaganda operations
at these two agencies. Rather, the focus here is on the relationship
between the federal government and the politics of racial represen-
tation, in the dual sense of who could represent the race before the
government and Aow the race was to be represented on radio and in
other media. Indeed, in order to understand why the OWTI and the
War Department made such limited use of radio to address racial
issues, we must detour beyond radio to two examples of the racial
propaganda these agencies produced in other media. For that rea-
son, I consider the use by the OW1I of the printed image, specifically
in a pamphlet called Negroes and the War. Controversial in every re-
spect, this publication allowed visual images of African Americans
to speak for themselves, delivering political messages that could not
yet be given voice on radio, a medium that depended on the use of
words and language. What could not yet be said could be shown in
this pamphlet, but even then its more racially progressive political
meanings did not escape the eyes of conservative southern congress-
men who attacked the medium, the message, and the messenger, as
a result effectively ending the OWTI's print operations. This reaction
helps explain why the federal government’s use of radio to address
what it saw as an urgent matter —the threat of domestic unrest from
African Americans—was so tepid and so limited. The second ex-
ample is a 1943 army film called The Negro Soldier, which was designed
initially to lift the morale of black soldiers but was eventually shown
to all new recruits, black and white, and to civilian audiences as well.
The use of film allowed for a narrowly constructed reality of diligent
and heroic black soldiers, excluding from the narrative and the cam-
era the existence of racial inequalities at home and in the military.
Protected from political controversy by its narrow frame and its army
sponsorship, the film also escaped attack by using the power of mov-
ing images to create a world unto itself and a more singular political
interpretation, an advantage film had over printed images.

Ironically, by looking beyond radio, we can see its special
strengths and weaknesses as a purveyor of racial propaganda. The
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medium could only be as powerful as the message, and in the case of
African Americans, no message was considered politically acceptable
to the national, mass audience that radio reached with such speed
and ease. State-sanctioned public discourse about African American
claims for racial equality was so restricted that radio lost its voice, its
defining strength: the evocative use of language and words.

“"Negro Morale” and the Office of War Information

The Roosevelt administration in 1941 reluctantly established agen-
cies that were to provide information about the war to the general
public, among them the Office of Facts and Figures (OFF) under
the direction of Archibald MacLeish, the liberal poet and librarian of
Congress.’ Later, in June 1942, President Franklin Roosevelt placed
the OFF under the umbrella of a new Office of War Information and
appointed as the OWI’s director the popular radio news commen-
tator Elmer Davis. For the duration of its three-year life, the OWI
was plagued by internal and external conflict over its goals as well
as continued congressional and press skepticism about its mission.
President Roosevelt never resolved this ongoing administrative con-
flict, and as a result, the OWI had to carry out a mission that was
resisted and never clearly defined.*

Few subjects perplexed the federal government’s information and
morale-building efforts in the way that issues involving African
Americans did. Federal officials were slow to accept the idea that
African Americans were less enthusiastic about the war effort than
whites. Liberals like Vice President Henry Wallace and MacLeish saw
the war as a revolutionary struggle, as, in Wallace’s words, “a fight
between a slave world and a free world.”* This stark symbolic con-
trast seemed so plain and compelling to MacLeish that he expected
African Americans not only to embrace the war struggle as their own
but also to do so with a special enthusiasm. In a February 1942 ad-
dress delivered to the National Urban League and carried on radio,
MacLeish argued that African Americans had a special appreciation
of this war like “no other single group” because he saw the war as
one against the “conspiracy of slavery.”® The logic of the argument
seemed so appealing to MacLeish that he was surprised by the re-
actions it generated. Some who had heard or read MacLeish’s speech
tried to convince him that the “slavery” argument was insufficient
to overcome the view among many African Americans that asking
them to fight another war against “slavery” simply brought into even
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sharper relief the daily reality of continued discrimination, segrega-
tion, and racial injustice.” The leftist New York City paper PM chided
MacLeish for underestimating the degree of skepticism about the
war among blacks. MacLeish also had hoped that his speech would
reassure fearful whites, but it failed to do so. A white listener in New
York City wrote MacLeish a passionate letter detailing information
“that has reached me through my maid and several other colored
people who are my friends”:

I learn that all Negroes, from menial laborers to professional
people are unconvinced they have in fact, a stake in this country.
They wonder whether living under the domination of the Japa-
nese or even under Hitler, could be worse than living under the
fascism as practised in the southern states. They wonder if the
brutality of the storm troopers is any worse than the brutality
of a mob in Sikeston, Mo. They question whether a concentra-
tion camp is worse than a Georgia chain gang. They compare the
Red Cross’ attitude toward Negro blood donors to the unscientific
racial theories advanced by Hitler. They wonder if the ghettos in
which they are forced to live, as exemplified by Hatrlem could be
any better than the ghettos of Europe into which Hitler has forced
the Jews. They compare their inability to exercise the right to the
ballot in some sections of our land to Hitler’s depriving the Jews
of their citizenship rights.

MacLeish politely dismissed her concerns as unrealistic and confi-
dently reasserted that “no section of any population could possibly
understand the basic issue of the fight against fascism as negroes
understand it.” He explained that “all scientific polls so far” had
revealed that only a small, although articulate, minority of blacks
shared the point of view reported in the letter.®

African Americans also warned MacLeish that his reading of
the situation was incomplete and that indeed black enthusiasm for
the war was weak and certainly would not flow automatically from the
“slavery” analogy. Immediately after the National Urban League
speech, MacLeish received a letter from Carlton Moss, a black script-
writer and manager of the New York City~based Council on Negro
Culture, which had recently sponsored a successful fund-raising stage
revue for black soldiers. Moss advised MacLeish that “unless we
answer the just grievances of the Negro people the opposition can
take, as they are doing, these just grievances and use them to sow dis-
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unity and confusion.” To be effective, however, Moss argued, a fed-
eral propaganda campaign was necessary to clearly dramatize African
American contributions to the country as well as the “wrongs [the
African American] has endured” and “how these wrongs are being
corrected.” This was not advice MacLeish was prepared to hear or
acton.’

Warnings about low black morale also came to MacLeish from
within the federal government. Indeed, early civilian and military
intelligence reports, often culled from the pages of the black press
and public opinion polling, had revealed that the wholehearted com-
mitment of African Americans to the war effort definitely seemed
contingent on improved racial policies at home and in the mili-
tary." Administration officials translated these reports into general-
ized fears that African Americans were especially susceptible to for-
eign propaganda and prone to disloyalty and violent outbreaks.

MacLeish had become sufficiently concerned about this situation
that he welcomed the atrival of Theodore Berry, a prominent black
lawyer from Cincinnati who was hired as a staff officer in the Liaison
Bureau of the Office of Emergency Management. A National As-
sociation for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) board
member and president of the Cincinnati NAACP from 1932 to 1938,
Berry also had served as national director of Councils for Participa-
tion of Negroes in Defense Programs.” One of Berry’s first projects
was to draft a plan for strengthening “Negro morale.” Berry ex-
plained in a memorandum that African American support for the
war was low because blacks were strongly skeptical that the war was
being “genuinely prosecuted for practical democratic principles.” He
cited several specific reasons for this skepticism: black memories of
the last war and the contrast between the treatment of black soldiers
in France and their treatment after they returned home; the colo-
nial policy of Great Britain and its “non-democratic practices toward
natives, especially in South Africa and India”; and the feeling that
no change in racial attitudes had occurred in the United States since
World War I. Berry listed the focal points of black grievances: the
segregated military, the navy’s refusal to enlist blacks except as mess-
men, the “lily white” Marine Corps, defense industry discrimination,
the segregated blood bank policy of the Red Cross, and Jim Crow
generally.*

Not mincing his words, Berry bluntly warned that “we cannot bol-
ster morale by words alone” and that the success of any black morale
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OWI official Theodore M. Berry.
(Cincinnati Historical Society, B-98-255)

program would depend “chiefly upon the degree to which other gov-
ernmental agencies, particularly the Army and Navy, will cooperate;
stop temporizing and shadow-boxing with the issues; and estab-
lish a clear non-discriminatory policy and practice.” The morale-
building program he outlined included a comprehensive media cam-
paign aimed both at convincing African Americans that they had a
stake in the war effort and were already making a contribution to it
and at persuading whites that “negative racial attitudes . . . weaken
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and retard our war program.” Berry also pressed for a clear presiden-
tial statement declaring that continued racial prejudice and discrimi-
nation would lead to civilian unrest."

Berry prepared his memorandum in anticipation of a meeting the
OFF convened with representatives of black organizations in 1942.™
The invited group included black journalists, federal officials, reli-
gious and academic leaders, businessmen, and a full complement
of black political leaders, including Roy Wilkins of the NAACP.
Wilkins concluded that the most “significant aspect” of the confer-
ence was “that the vast majority of the conferees arose to say that they
did not believe they could build any morale among their followers
until the government took some definite and important corrective
action about the mistreatment of the Negro throughout the whole
war effort.” He also recommended that the OFF concentrate on
changing white opinion through popular media, including radio."

The continued importance of the question of African American
morale also was reflected in its recurrence as a topic of discussion in
the frequent board meetings at the OFF in the spring of 1942. The
minutes of those meetings show that several were “taken up” with
the issue and that MacLeish in particular was growing increasingly
concerned that Nazi and Japanese propaganda might take advantage
of the existence of racial inequality. MacLeish observed in one meet-
ing that any responsive domestic propaganda campaign on the issue
had to be two pronged: it must be addressed to whites, and it must
include some action by the federal government, although he did not
appear to know how that action could be achieved politically.' This
was essentially the position that Berry urged him to take.

MacLeish commissioned a study to collect more empirical data on
African American attitudes about the war, perhaps to add credibility
to his conclusions.'” That May 1942 study, “The Negro Looks at the
War,” confirmed government officials’ worst fears about the lack of
black identification with the war effort. Based on interviews, the re-
port’s twenty pages of analysis and over fifty charts and tables lent
an air of authenticity to its findings and to their potential import for
policy makers.'® The survey results showed that African American
support for the war effort was tempered by the reality of discrimi-
nation in defense industries at home and the denial of equal op-
portunity to blacks in the military. Nonetheless, the report’s writers
chided blacks who voiced such complaints, noting, apparently with-
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out intending any irony, that they “gave mainly cynical reasons” such
as “‘How can the United States conscientiously defend democracy
abroad and not practice it here?’ 7 *

Most obvious to the interviewers was that “Negro bitterness to-
ward Army segregation and Navy exclusion was deep seated, sprang
from feelings accumulated through the years and was merely brought
into sharp relief by the draft and the war.” The segregation of troops,
the assignment of white (rather than black and white) officers to lead
black units, and the failure of the military to protect black troops
from abuses by white civilians were the specific complaints, all of
which were consistent with the principal claims then being made by
the black press and black organizations.*

The survey also addressed ongoing concerns about African Ameri-
cans’ perceptions of the German and Japanese governments. Asked
whether they thought they would be treated better or worse under
Japanese rule, nearly a third of black respondents said “about the
same,” another third answered “worse,” and nearly 20 percent an-
swered “better.”* Federal officials persisted in attributing this re-
sponse to shrewd and manipulative propaganda techniques, stub-
bornly refusing to admit the pure intellectual strength of the political
arguments the Japanese could employ—arguments based on a reality
of racial inequality that African Americans easily recognized, re-
gardless of whether they were swayed by the ultimate appeal. When
similar questions were posed about the prospect of German rule, the
overwhelming response was that blacks would be worse off, but 20
percent of blacks thought that life for them would be about the same,
perhaps because they could not imagine how their current conditions
could get much worse. That 20 percent figure deeply disturbed the
writers of the report, and they tried to discount it: “This group may
include many who are prejudiced against the White race as a whole,
and who see no distinction between the American system and the
German system.”?? But the matter of distinguishing between two
versions of white supremacist ideology was the crux of the problem
that faced the federal officials who tried to fashion an anti-German
message for African Americans. It was not so much that blacks were
“prejudiced” against whites but that they simply recognized the obvi-
ous familiarity of Hitler’s Aryan arguments.

African American ambivalence about World War II was part of a
long tradition of black political dissent against many of the major
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" wars involving the United States, a pattern that would continue
throughout the twentieth century.” The nature and degree of that
dissent depended on African Americans’ assessment of the goals of
those wars and, significantly, on their perception of their political
and economic status at the time. Black views of World War II dif-
fered from those of other wars because of the degree of concurrence
among African Americans of diverse political beliefs and classes that
it was politically hypocritical for the federal government to expect
their wholehearted support and sacrifice without addressing official
policies of racial inequality at home and in the military itself.

Survey results from the OFF’s 1942 study were not at all unique
but typical, as other federal surveys and reports during this period
yielded similar findings.* The need for morale building among Afri-
can Americans was seen as an urgent matter throughout the federal
government. MacLeish wrote secret memoranda to other federal ofh-
cials stressing the “extreme seriousness of the problem” and recom-
mending a plan of action that bore some similarity to principles in
Berry’s proposal, although it was far less expansive. Most significant,
MacLeish formally endorsed Berry’s argument that the most difficult
but most effective attack on the problem of African American morale
would be to reduce discrimination in the armed forces and defense
industries.”® Unheeded, seven months later, MacLeish reiterated that
he had reached the conclusion that “no Agency of the United States
government can be in the position of positively signifying accep-
tance of the principle of racial segregation—Jim Crow-ism.”?¢

However strongly held, MacLeish’s point of view was politically
untenable, as was demonstrated by his own agency’s refusal to engage
the issue of segregation for fear of offending powerful white south-
ern congressmen and the White House itself. During the remain-
der of 1942, OWTI officials wrestled themselves into virtual paralysis
about how the agency should respond to reports of growing anti-
black violence and increasing black anger about rampant racial injus-
tices. Obviously, the OW1I did not hesitate for lack of information
or suggestions. Federal officials simply did not know how to fash-
ion a politically acceptable response to their own findings. In this
way, the OWT’s internal wrangling over the sensitive issue of African
American morale was at once emblematic of its own struggles and
the federal government’s tepid approach to racial issues.

Certainly the OWT had the administrative fortitude to mount con-
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centrated campaigns to change public perceptions in order to help
the war effort. Perhaps there is no better and no more contrasting
example than the agency’s work to draw white women into the work
force to assume jobs normally reserved for white male workers. In
that case, the agency undertook an all-media effort to advance a
new image of women that emphasized their abilities as competent
and intelligent careerists, in stark contrast to the prevailing image
of white women as suited only for work in the home or for living
lives of leisure and beauty. This new, socially useful image of the
white woman war worker as an inspirational patriotic figure was con-
structed by integrating it into popular magazines, visual imagery,
and radio. White women themselves were involved actively in the
development of the image, and there appears to have been limited in-
ternal conflict at the OW1I about the nature of the image. Obviously,
agency officials understood well the process and power of replac-
ing old images with new ones, as embodied in the image of Rosie
the Riveter. Indeed, the construction and subsequent deconstruction
of that image of white women serve as powerful reminders of how
well the OWI could perform its propaganda function when it was
undergirded by a unified message and, most important, a politically
acceptable goal. Not surprising, images of African American women
were untouched by the OWTI’s campaign as reimagining a role for
women workers remained politically entrapped by the ideology of
racial superiority.”

The persistent conflict at the OWI about how to improve Afri-
can American morale revolved around several individuals who were
ultimately at odds on the question of who could best advise on this
issue. One of them was Milton Starr, an influential white consultant
assigned to the OW1I to help advise on African American affairs.
Starr, who owned a chain of southern black movie theaters, was the
object of criticism from black federal advisers like Berry and black
leaders, especially the NA ACP’s Walter White, who repeatedly ques-
tioned Starr’s qualifications and his judgment.®

In the summer of 1942, Starr prepared an internal report on black
morale for the OW1 that was directly at odds with the approach Berry
had suggested.” Starr’s report blamed the black press and “profes-
sional” black leaders for preventing the masses of African Americans
from closing ranks behind the war effort, as they had done in World
War I. Starr ridiculed the demands black leaders were then making
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and argued against them by trotting out well-worn worst-case sce-
narios. He warned that political equality for blacks “would mean the
rule by Negroes of several million white southerners,” which “would
require an army of occupation as in reconstruction days.” Playing
the ultimate race card but distancing himself from it, Starr urged
that any response to black demands required special attention to “the
strange taboos existing in the Anglo-Saxon culture against intermar-
riage or assimilation with a colored race.” »

Starr concluded that the black press and black leadership were not
representative of the mass of black people, whom he believed to be
entirely accepting of current racial conditions: “These Negro masses
live in a white man’s world and most of them are largely adapted
to it, with little serious concern over escape to a higher political or
social level.” It was this particular group of blacks that Starr believed
should be the target of the OWI’s morale-building campaign. The
problem, as he saw it, was simply “that there are not enough ‘bands
playing’ for the Negro soldier or civilian in this war.” In Starr’s mind,
simply delivering favorable news about the achievements and activi-
ties of black soldiers through the black press, radio, film, pampbhlets,
and posters would be sufficient to counteract the agitation of black
leaders and Japanese propaganda.”

Meanwhile, Berry continued to press for 2 more aggressive OWI
campaign that relied on a very different reading of the political
views of the black community. Frustrated and angry, after less than
six months on the job, Berry sent OWI director Elmer Davis what
he called his “final memorandum on the subject of Negro morale,”
foreshadowing his resignation from the agency later that year.** He
argued once again that any program to build morale among Afri-
can Americans also would have to focus on convincing whites to
modify their “predominant racial attitudes and practices” and to rec-
ognize that the interests of blacks were “an essential and integrated
part of the total war effort.” Once again, Berry sought to convince
OWI officials that without visible changes in racial policy, 2 cam-
paign of empty thetoric would not succeed. Although he did not
refer directly to Start’s report, he warned against the arguments and
assumptions Starr had made. Berry advised Davis that “anyone who
seeks to delude you or any other responsible official that the state
of mind of Negro citizens as represented in the Negro press and
March-on-Washington Movement is not representative of the ma-
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jority of Negroes, is rendering a disservice.” He made one final at-

tempt to help Davis understand why a limited propaganda campaign
would fail:

Any program which attempts to improve Negro morale within
the framework of the status quo without attempting to eliminate
traditional methods of treating Negro citizens will be palliative,
wasteful and ineffective so far as the vast majority of Negroes are
concerned. This is not because of disloyalty or lack of patriotism,
but a war in defense of ideals of freedom leaves the Negro spiritu-
ally uninspired without some belief that there is hope of realizing
a fuller measure of the things for which we are fighting. Only free
men or men with hope of freedom will fight well >

Berry’s memorandum concluded with another list of recom-
mended activities for Davis’s consideration. Next to Berry’s sugges-
tion that “efforts should be made to urge the War and Navy depart-
ment to eliminate all types of segregation in the armed forces,” Davis
scribbled his initials and two large question marks. Davis forwarded
Berry’s proposal to Gardner Cowles, head of the OWI’s Domes-
tic Branch, and in a note accompanying the proposal, Davis wrote:
“[W]e can’t possibly even try all of it even if we wanted to; neither we
nor anybody else can solve the Negro problem as an incident of the
war effort.” Davis’s reactions captured the dilemma that the OW1, as
well as the federal government as a whole, faced as it sought to fash-
ion an information program for African American morale without
addressing underlying federal policies then under attack.>*

Radio and Race at the OWI

Theodore Berry and Milton Starr differed on what to say in a
morale campaign for African Americans, but they were in funda-
mental agreement about how to use popular communications media
and methods to reach black and white Americans. Their empbhasis on
relying on the popular media was consistent with the OWI's overall
approach to its work. The agency’s domestic operations branch had
separate bureaus devoted to print, film, and radio. Of these, radio
was thought to reach the largest mass audience. This view was so
prevalent throughout the federal government that one of the Radio
Bureau’s most pressing initial tasks was to establish some order and
control over the requests for war-related airtime that were flooding
into the networks from various federal agencies. The links between
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the federal government and the radio industry were cordial and co-
operative during the war period. This was certainly the case at the
OWI, where the Radio Bureau was directed by William B. Lewis,
a former vice president at CBS. Under his leadership, the OWI
drew up and implemented a voluntary network allocation plan under
which stations agreed to set aside large regularly scheduled blocks of
airtime for federal radio messages. Lewis believed that national radio
had a very special role to play in the war because of its ability to de-
liver an audience of 100 million listeners.>

It was therefore natural that both Berry and Starr approached the
problem of black morale with plans that included radio. Berry rec-
ommended that the OWTI urge “major radio networks to include
treatment of Negro subject matter in various current programs,” as
they were doing with other war-related subjects. Furthermore, he
suggested that the agency make “a more extensive use of the radio
through local and national programs to identify the Negro with the
war effort and American life above the level of conventional enter-
tainment type programs.” Starr took a markedly different approach,
viewing lighthearted entertainment as sufficient incentive for im-
proved African American attitudes. He recommended a half-hour
weekly patriotic program dedicated to glorifying the black soldier
that featured a “well known Negro Band” or “famed stars of stage
or screen.” Moreover, he suggested that black soldiers themselves
be part of the entertainment. “There would be no difficulty in as-
sembling enough musical talent for such programs from any Negro
outfit,” he wrote confidently. Noting that African Americans were
“rabid radio listeners,” Starr argued that the entertainment-driven
shows he suggested would have no trouble attracting his principal
audience, the masses of black people.*

Elsewhere at the OWI, Domestic Branch head Gardner Cowles
responded to inquiries from radio stations about how to handle
stories about the role of blacks in the war. He advised that radio
could help “alleviate” racial tensions by offering shows “that play up
Negroes as desirable, capable members of the community” and that
pointed out “that maximum utilization of all American manpower
regardless of color” was in the national self-interest. He cautioned:
“Off the record, of course, this should be done carefully. . . . Don’t
make martyrs of them. . . . Treat the subject surely, yet with the real-
ization that unless the Negro is made to feel he is part of America
we cannot expect him to be a good American.” His statement was
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sent only to those who asked for advice and was not issued more
generally®’

Other officials at the agency also began urging that radio im-
mediately be put to use to alleviate concerns about black morale.
Charles Siepman, the Harvard professor and liberal critic of com-
mercial radio who was then serving at the OWI, specifically urged
Radio Bureau chief William Lewis to use radio for this purpose or
risk an imminent “outburst of violence and even of race riots.” Like
Berry, he saw a special need to speak to prejudiced whites: “Preju-
dice is greatest against negroes among the less educated. No medium
influences the uneducated more than radio. This therefore, seems to
be radio’s chance for action however limited and discrete. . . . [I]f
people knew more, their generosity might gradually override their
prejudices.” Offering to quickly draft proposals for “the treatment
of the negro problem on the air,” Siepman again emphasized that
“radio, above all other media, cleatly must do something.”*®

The OWT’s director, Elmer Davis, like many other federal offi-
cials, was stymied on the race issue, even in the face of yet another
OWI report on escalating interracial tensions.” Black activists con-
tinued to press President Roosevelt, as they had before the war
began, to dedicate a radio address to the problem of racial bigotry
and violence.*’ Davis reported to the White House that black leaders
had repeatedly sought his help in securing a presidential radio “fire-
side chat on the maintenance of the employment policy and on slap-
ping down discrimination against Negroes in uniform.” Passing on
these requests to a presidential aide, Davis wrote: “I dutifully pass
these communications on to you without recommendation. This is a
thorny subject and I do not know what is the best way to handle it.
Anyway I do not think this office can do much more than advise you
of the frequency and vigor of these requests. Dealing with the gen-
eral issue is entirely outside our field.”*!

Without any leadership on the issue, federal officials at the OW1
simply continued their internal debates about the use of radio to
build black morale and about the larger question of whether a special
person or entity ought to be designated at the OW1I to deal with the
question.*” Part of the controversy over whom to place in charge of
African American morale at the OWI stemmed from the continued
opposition of Walter White and other black leaders to Milton Starr’s
presence as a consultant on African American affairs. George Barnes,
assistant to Elmer Davis, supported the idea of placing a “Negro
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specialist” in each of the OWI’s major operating divisions, but he
urged at the same time “that Starr, rather than any of the deputies, be
quietly regarded as the staff advisor on problems in this field.” Barnes
believed that the OWI’s primary responsibility was to respond to
“the much more immediate problem of getting the Negro to support
and take part in the war effort” rather than to address “the prob-
lem of anti-Negro discrimination.” In order to do that, he sought to
distinguish as the OWI’s mission the launch of “a direct and power-
ful Negro propaganda effort as distinct from a crusade for Negro
rights.” Davis and Barnes trusted Starr to honor that distinction, as
false as it was.*?

In view of the continuing conflict over what to say about race re-
lations and to whom, it is not surprising that the OWT’s efforts to
reach African Americans were limited in all media, including radio.
Indeed, rather than creating any radio programming of its own in
this area, the OW1I took the safer course of imposing its cosponsor-
ship on an existing program that catered to black audiences.

My People

The radio show My Pegple first aired on the Mutual network in
1942 under the private sponsorship of its Baltimore-based director
and producer, G. Lake Imes, 2 black former official at both Tuske-
gee Institute and Lincoln University. Imes took special pride in this
national broadcast because it had been “put on the air by Negroes,
originated and directed by Negroes and paid for by Negroes”—a
very unusual occurrence, as we have seen, and one far more likely to
take place on the Mutual network than on either CBS or NBC. Un-
like those networks, Mutual was formed cooperatively out of a string
of local independent stations, and as such, much of its programming
originated from affiliate stations.*

Network officials brought the show to the OWI’s attention when
they asked agency staff to review and approve the script for an Octo-
ber 1942 episode, “This Is Our War.” Broadcast for a half hour on a
Sunday afternoon, the show opened by setting its theme: “Is it 2 War
for Democracy? Then it is our wAR. Our only hope is Democracy.
Is it a War for Freedom? Again it is oUR WAR. As freedom’s youngest
children we know how precious it is. TH1s 1s OUR WAR. And we are
in it to win. We ask only the chance to serve.” The broadcast also fea-
tured brief remarks by William Hastie, the outspoken black lawyer
who had been appointed by the president in 1940 to serve as civilian
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aide to the secretary of war, as well as live pickups and interviews
with black men and women who described their experiences in the
merchant marine, the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps, and the 372d
Infantry National Guard.*

Shortly after the show’s broadcast, Milton Starr used the program
as a model when he once again urged OWI Radio Bureau chief
William Lewis to consider initiating a weekly half-hour radio series
aimed at black Americans. The show’s political stance was subdued
enough to pass the OWI’s muster—and to attract Starr’s attention.
To buttress his case, Starr reminded Lewis that African Americans
were “a large apathetic and seditious minded group according to all
the intelligence we can get in the subject.” Starr argued once again
that 2 “modest information program identifying the Negro with the
war,” as this show did, would be sufficient to elicit a patriotic re-
sponse from black Americans. Lewis agreed that something needed
to be done about the matters Starr had raised, but he explained that
“the only reason we have not done more to date is that we have
been unable to get from the Office of War Information a clear and
definite statement of policy on what should be said.” OWTI officials
decided on the safer course of facilitating more frequent broadcasts
of My Pegple and allowing it to be designated as being broadcast “in
cooperation with the Office of War Information,” an arrangement
to which Imes apparently consented. The OWI assured officials at
the Mutual network that it would assume final responsibility for each
script and that “the program will in no way undertake to discuss con-
troversial subjects or present material of controversial nature.”*

Mutual agreed to carry the series on Saturdays at 7:00 p.M. begin-
ning in February 1943. After nearly a year of internal disagreements
and policy paralysis at the OWI over whether and how to use radio
to help build black morale, the agency finally took this small step
toward addressing racial issues on the air. At least four broadcasts in
the My Pegple series were aired in February and March 1943. Although
the format varied somewhat from week to week, the series was a
blend of speeches and black music, with very little dramatization.

From the outset, OWI officials took a heavy-handed approach
to controlling the content of the shows and particularly the text of
featured speeches. The first episode included speeches by Eleanor
Roosevelt and Frank Porter Graham, Mordecai Johnson, and Fred
Patterson, the presidents of the University of North Carolina, How-
ard University, and Tuskegee Institute, respectively. The draft of
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Mordecai Johnson’s comments was subjected to significant revision.
A veiled reference to the Red Cross policy of segregating black and
white blood supplies was deleted altogether. Johnson’s draft state-
ment included the sentence: “It is not surprising that when voices in
all sections are raised in support of freedom and democracy, Negroes
should become more conscious than ever of the discrepancies be-
tween the declared purposes of the war and the conditions which
they must themselves face when called upon to do their part in be-
half of vicTory.” But the revised script substituted the sentence:
“Negroes have responded willingly to the aims and purposes of the
war as they have been set forth by the leaders of the United Nations.”
Some of the changes were more subtle but no less significant. For ex-
ample, in revising Frank Porter Graham’s statement that “the Negro
is necessary for winning the war, and at the same time, is a test of our
sincerity in the cause for which we are fighting,” the word “test” was
replaced by the word “proof.”

Recurring tensions apparently surfaced between the OWI and
Imes over the series that was based on his original broadcast. For ex-
ample, the draft script submitted for the second episode was also re-
vised substantially. OW1 officials deleted a long section in the script
describing how newly elected black congressman William Dawson
had defended an unnamed black government official who was ac-
cused by the Dies Committee of being 2 Communist. After that
episode, a script clearance editor, Joseph Liss, made even more ex-
plicit attempts to keep Imes and the scripts away from potentially
controversial subjects. In a letter to Imes, he asked, “[S]hould we not
confine ourselves hereafter particularly to showing what the Negro is
doing in the war?” He warned, “[Alny other information is not perti-
nent to this program.” **

Some of Imes’s attempts to argue that blacks be given the oppor-
tunity to participate equally in the war effort were not entirely suc-
cessful. One show featured news bulletins about war-related events
of significance to blacks. A report on the black ggth Army Air
Force Pursuit Squadron’s readiness for combat included an ambigu-
ous aside that “Negroes are hoping that there will [be] a rapid expan-
sion of their participation in this branch of the service.” The show
also included 2 report on a visit to a defense plant where supervisors
attested that blacks were good and valued workers. Imes himself
made 2 plea on the broadcast that “it is the opportunity to work, the
opportunity to fight, the opportunity to buy, to give, to save and sac-
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rifice which makes this everybody’s war.” But competing with these
serious messages were musical numbers that trivialized rather than
reinforced the notions of patriotic dignity and somber tone set by
the news, talks, and interviews.*’

Liss carefully monitored public reaction to the series. He noted
that the black press mostly ignored the show, as did the white press,
something he took mixed comfort in, concluding that “all this ad-
verse publicity talk is only a bugaboo.” Liss recommended, as Milton
Starr had suggested to him, that the series be allowed to “peter out”
at the end of four or five weeks when funds for it expired.* In the
end, the OWI regretted its sponsorship of My People, calling it a
“flasco” and alluding to the agency’s lack of control over Imes and
battles over the show’s content.*

Despite the agency’s continued obsession with the problem, it
does not appear that the OWI was involved as orginator or co-
sponsor with any other radio program that dealt with the issue of
black morale. The OWTI’s experience with a pamphlet about African
Americans that had been issued during this same period influenced
its decision. That experience only confirmed the worst fears of OWI
officials: touching the issue of race relations had grave political con-
sequences.

Negroes and the War

In the spring of 1941, black journalist Chandler Owen published
a short brochure under the title “What Will Happen to the Negro
If Hitler Wins!” Owen had been a Socialist, a colleague of A. Philip
Randolph’s, and a coeditor of the Messenger. During World War I, he
had been a harsh critic of U.S. involvement in a struggle that he saw
as a battle over the world’s markets and the exploitation of people
of color. Using black soldiers to support those aims was, in Owen’s
view, hypocritical** In this war, however, Owen took a different
political stance. At the brochure’s core was the explicit argument that
African Americans had no choice but to support the American war
effort because conditions for them under a Hitler victory would be
equivalent to a return to slavery. Just as Archibald MacLeish earlier
had assumed that African Americans would respond enthusiastically
to the characterization of the war as a “war against slavery,” Milton
Starr at the OWI also believed that the specter of a literal return
to slavery would jolt blacks into ending their criticism of racial in-
justices in the United States. He tried to persuade his colleagues to
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reprint the pamphlet as it was and distribute it as a government
document. When word of this plan circulated, Theodore Berry ob-
jected strenuously. He warned Elmer Davis that if Owen’s work was
printed as a government pamphlet, the publication would not only
fail to promote morale among African Americans but also “evoke
sharp criticism” because of its explicit reliance on scare tactics.”® The
idea of issuing Owen’s pamphlet was stymied as a result.

In the meantime, intelligence reports and surveys on racial issues
continued to reflect an increase in domestic racial hostilities as well
as persistent questions among black Americans about their role in
the war effort.> The black press continued to call for action, and the
Pittshurgh Courier in October 1942 criticized the federal government
for not being able to develop an effective morale campaign for Afri-
can Americans: “It knows that it has only to end all present discrimi-
nation and segregation based on color or so-called race, and it knows
that this can be done by rigidly enforcing existing laws or using its
powerful machinery to get additional laws passed. These steps would
immediately raise Negro morale sky high but the Government fears
that they would greatly depress Caucasian morale.” >

Under continued pressure to do something, Starr and other OW1I
officials resuscitated the idea of producing some version of the Owen
pamphlet despite repeated internal warnings that the content would
be not only ineffective but also deeply resented by the black audience
it sought to influence. Hastie warned from the War Department that
“most Negroes are in no mood to be told how well off they are” and
suggested that propaganda efforts needed to be directed instead at
“indifferent or prejudiced whites.” Walter White and A. Philip Ran-
dolph also registered their dissatisfaction with the arguments in the
pamphlet.*

None of these objections stopped the OWI from publishing 2.5
million copies of the pamphlet, which were distributed in January
1943. Retitled Negroes and the War, Chandler’s pamphlet was trans-
formed into a polished seventy-two-page pamphlet featuring 141
black-and-white photographs of black people. Although the pam-
phlet used photographs as its primary narrative device, its interpre-
tative framework was set in a six-page introductory essay by Owen,
aimed at “Negro Americans who say that it makes no difference
who wins this war.” Following the reasoning in his earlier pamphlet,
Owen argued that a victory for Hitler literally would march blacks
backward into slavery. Taking the slavery motif a step further, Owen
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borrowed (without attribution) the theme and the language of the
radio show Freedom's People: “[Blecause we have known the weight of
chains, because we have known the helplessness of bondage, we can
be a mighty force in this nation’s fight for freedom.” As in his origi-
nal essay, Owen predicted that Hitler would doom black churches,
which he called the “glories of Negro culture” and “the lanterns of
the spirit.” The conundrum that Owen’s narrative could not escape,
however, was the question of whether Hitler’s defeat would bring any
change in American racism. He attempted to use statistical measures
and individual black achievements in many fields—religion, busi-
ness, agriculture, the arts—as evidence that the promise of progress
was the African American’s greatest stake in America. His only acqui-
escence to political reality was to advise that “unity against America’s
foreign foes does not mean that Negroes must forego legitimate
protest against discrimination in industry or the long struggle for
political equality.”*’

The bulk of the pamphlet was devoted to an extraordinary collec-
tion of Farm Security Administration photographs. Documentary-
style, artfully produced shots of black working- and middle-class
men and women performing 2 full range of societal functions filled
the pamphlet’s pages. Two pages showed black men and women per-
forming different jobs in what appeared to be realistic, unstaged
settings. Three pages were devoted to the black church, showing a
reverent, solemn people engaged in a wide variety of black worship.
When read as one text, these photographs depicted a moral, ambi-
tious, hardworking, ordinary group of Americans. It was only in the
concluding five pages of Negroes and the War that any photographs
depicted black participation in the armed forces, including images
of black soldiers boarding transport ships, driving Jeeps, building
bridges, and being decorated for valor.

Despite these seemingly positive images, leaders of prominent
black organizations quickly and loudly objected to the pamphlet.
Lester Granger of the National Urban League criticized the OW1I
for the pamphlet’s “false argument” of support for black progress
“from a government which has failed in so many essential ways to
give forthright and courageous attention to the problems faced by
Negroes.”*® Walter White concluded that the pamphlet was not as
objectionable as he had expected and that it would do some good,
but he argued that it would have been far better “had the government
taken effective and uncompromising action against some of the evils
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from which Negroes suffer.” An official at the Philadelphia chapter
of the NAACP was more blunt. She asked, “[When will our govern-
ment learn that we do not need to be told of our accomplishments so
much as white Americans need to be schooled on this subject?”*

Federal advisers on race relations, both black and white, were
unanimous in their condemnation of the process that brought the
pamphlet to press. They uniformly criticized the choice of Owen to
prepare the text for the pamphlet not only because he was viewed as
unrepresentative of black opinion but also because he “did not have
a good reputation” and was “well and unfavorably known.”*® Im-
plicit in this political controversy was continued criticism of Starr’s
position as the de facto adviser to the OWT on race relations and the
underlying conflict about who could define the political images of
African Americans. Driving these concerns was the fact that Berry,
who had been brought into the agency to work on African American
morale, had resigned because of Starr’s dominance and specifically
because of the agency’s decision to proceed with the Negroes and the
War project. It also appears that other black federal officials held
Starr in low esteem, including Mary McLeod Bethune, Hastie, and
Robert Weaver, as did the War Department’s white adviser on race
relations, Donald Young. Yet OWI officials resisted the idea that
Starr was an inappropriate person for the agency. Starr continued to
assume authority over the race issue at the OW1I in his dealings with
his colleagues there and at other federal agencies. In 2 meeting with
the Justice Department, for example, Starr boldly claimed responsi-
bility for “toning down the Negro press” and causing black leaders
to drop renewed threats of 2 March on Washington.*!

Even more emphatic than the views on Owen and Starr was the
widely shared opinion that the Hitler argument they endorsed was
deeply offensive to African Americans not only because of the bla-
tant threat that they must cooperate or risk a return to slavery but
also because it offered no positive reasons for them to support the
war effort, rendering the pamphlet useless as morale propaganda.
Moreover, the majority of black officials queried on this matter be-
lieved that whites and not blacks most needed to see representations
of black participation in the war effort, a consideration completely
overlooked in the decision to target the pamphlet only to blacks.**

Faced with this criticism, the OW1I was eager to gather its own
information on the effectiveness of Negroes and the War in convert-
ing blacks to the war effort and commissioned yet another study. The
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majority of blacks interviewed said they liked the pamphlet because
it was a “testimony to Negro progress” that made them feel proud.
At the same time, they stressed that “these were accomplishments
achieved despite discrimination, but that the magazine presented
them as if they had been handed on a Silver platter.”” Most also com-
plained that the pamphlet gave a “one-sided presentation of Negro
progress” that emphasized “exceptional cases” and did not reflect
“the life of the majority of Negroes.”** Interviewers found that Afri-
can Americans saw the photographs of blacks in the armed forces “as
another indication of how far the Negroes have gone, rather than as
an appeal toward participation in the war.” Many of those surveyed
commented that the pictures did not accurately reflect black life in
the military: “Everybody knows that Negroes are not doing combat-
ant duty, but labor behind the lines.”*

The overriding criticism of the pamphlet was that it failed to make
any assutances about future progress. Many complained that it “didn’t
tell about the future in the event of an Allied victory” or “what
Negroes have to gain if they fight in the war.” In these ways, by “see-
ing” what was missing, African Americans were reading the political
silences in the images. Rather than feeling confined within the photo-
graphic world the images presented, they were raising what Allan
Sekula has called “the issue of limits” by situating themselves “out-
side” the limited intended discursive frame of the photographs and
the pamphlet.®® The OW1I had tried to portray Hitler as a threat to the
black progress depicted in the photographs, but black readers inter-
preted the images to prove their own argument: that black men and
women had brought progress to themselves and deserved more of it
than the reality of American racism allowed them to achieve. Ironi-
cally, more than any of the other images, the photographs of groups
of black soldiers were interpreted by blacks primarily as evidence of
segregation — hardly the best motivation to support the war.*

The survey analysts seemed genuinely baffled by these responses
and complained bitterly that most African Americans missed the
“war message of the pamphlet” altogether. These analysts considered
Negroes and the War a propaganda failure, a result they attributed to
the “incongruousness” of Owen’s essay and the photographs that fol-
lowed. They concluded that a “Hitler argument” could have worked
with blacks if that theme had been treated sufficiently in the photo-
graphs as opposed to simply in Owen’s text. But if the researchers
and officials at the OWI had given a closer reading to the survey re-
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sponses, even as limited in number as they were, it would have been
clear to them that the Hitler argument had no appeal to African
Americans, regardless of how it was presented. When asked directly
to compare the way Hitler and white Americans felt about blacks,
one-third of the blacks responded that there was no difference, and
the majority stated that “the difference was one of degree rather than
of kind.” One respondent observed: “There isn't much difference,
only one is supposed to be 2 democracy and has a constitution which
is supposed to be lived up to. Hitler will tell you what he thinks
about you. American White men will shake hands with you, laugh
with you, then shoot you.” Most of the blacks were well aware of the
“Hitler threat” but concluded that “any people conquered by Hitler
would suffer, rather than that Hitler was a particular enemy of the
Negroes.”*’

It was not that African Americans were not reading the text and
the photographs closely enough, but rather that they infused the
images they saw with different meanings from those intended by the
OWI. Survey staff members noted that blacks interpreted the photo-
graphs independently of the intended meanings that were commu-
nicated in the captions and accompanying text. What these analysts
misunderstood was that the written text could only, in Stuart Hall’s
term, “anchor” the intended dominant meaning of the images, but
the images still remained open to many other potential meanings.*®
Rather than recognizing that process as the culprit in these “misread-
ings,” the researchers laid the blame for the interpretations on the
layout of the pamphlet and, indirectly, on black readers themselves,
whom they presumed to lack education and sophistication. Indeed,
although leaders of black organizations and black newspaper editors
were extremely critical of the pamphlet, their criticisms barely men-
tioned the photographic text and focused instead on Owen’s charac-
ter, the political decision to accord his views official legitimacy, and
the clear threat contained in his printed remarks.”” If the pamphlet
had been issued without Owen’s message, it seems likely that Afri-
can American leaders would still have objected to its ineffectiveness,
but they would not have been able to use it as 2 blatant example of
federal ineptness and insensitivity on the issues of black morale and
racial reform.

Despite the criticisms most black leaders lodged against the pam-
phlet, it met with great public demand. Repeated requests for more
copies by local NAACP and Urban League chapters were held up by
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OWTI officials as an indication of the unrepresentative nature of the
national leadership of these organizations. The publication attracted
such attention because it benefited from one of the OWI’s most
successful distribution efforts. Dissemination was heavily weighted
toward urban blacks, but the pamphlet also was widely distributed
nationwide through a well-organized network of black movie the-
aters, black insurance companies, black churches, labor unions, black
high schools, county extension agents, and black civic organizations.
The distribution list was comprehensive, using multiple avenues into
the black community, including Pullman porters; black doctors, den-
tists, and nurses; and black Boy Scouts. No wonder that an OW1I
official reported that Negroes and the War “was going like hot cakes,”
making it one of the most massively distributed pamphlets the agency
had ever produced.™

There are several possible explanations for this seeming disparity
between the eagerness of the black public to obtain copies of the
pamphlet and the political criticisms aimed at it by black activists. At
a time when all forms of the popular media were filled with patriotic
- appeals and calls for national unity, the absence of black people from
those images and appeals engendered an even greater sense of isola-
tion and resentment among many African Americans. For example,
one African American woman in Harlem said, “Every time I look
at them ‘Four Freedoms’ pictures, I get so mad—’cause we ain’t got
no freedom.”” During this period, one OW1 staff member reported
that on a trip to the South, a schoolteacher there told him that her
black students felt so left out by the government’s war posters “that
the pupils had blacked in the faces on some of the posters.”’* Writer
Sterling Brown described an incident at a northern railroad station
that displayed a large photograph that “showed departing soldiers
what they were fighting for: a sea of American faces looking out,
anxiously, proud. All were white.” When a group of black troops
passed through the station, he wrote, “they gave the eye-catching
picture a swift glance, and then snapped their heads away, almost as
if by command.”™

Negroes and the War literally brought blacks into the national war-
time picture, offering artful visible evidence of some official recog-
nition and inclusiveness for African Americans. What OW1 officials
failed to appreciate in their bungling efforts to decide what to do
about black morale is that African Americans truly had adopted
a “Double V” attitude, that their commitment to securing greater
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political and economic rights did not diminish their patriotic com-
mitment to winning the war. Whereas most white officials used the
war as another excuse to delay addressing segregation, blacks sought
to use the war and the ironies and injustices it exposed to accelerate
the struggle for equal opportunity.

OWT officials had been as divided about the kinds of images they
wanted to present as they were about the ultimate aim of their black
morale program. The pamphlet’s photographs had been chosen by
Ted Poston, a black editor who headed the OWI’s Negro Press Sec-
tion. He and others who had worked on the pamphlet reported that
they “wanted to show blacks doing front-line assembly jobs with
intelligence, with ability, and we wanted to show them with the kind
of dramatic closeups that would tell a story in a single image.” ™
Others at the agency simply wanted to provide “pictures of negroes
which show how well off they are in this country” and “how much
worse off they would be under Hitler.””®

Nonetheless, and however unintentionally, the pamphlet marked
the debut of a fresh and cohesive printed portrayal of the black com-
munity. The photographic style most closely resembled that of Life
magazine, and the collection of images and emphasis on photo-
graphic evidence of black achievement foreshadowed the popularity
and success of Ebony magazine, which would begin publication in
1945. Many African Americans viewed the pamphlet’s images of
themselves as incomplete but not mocking or negative. They were
proud to claim the images as evidence of their values and abilities
and ironically, from the OWI’s point of view, of the justness of their
battle for equality. This longing for palatable and respectful presen-
tations of themselves was at the root of African Americans’ demand
for Negroes and the War. In the same way that black teachers, for ex-
ample, had enthusiastically requested copies of the scripts of the
radio show Freedom's People, it is very easy to imagine them eagerly
requesting a copy of this government-issued pamphlet for their stu-
dents and themselves.

The effectiveness of the OWI’s mass distribution plan and the
ambiguity of the pamphlet’s message soon brought it to the atten-
tion of members of Congress. The OW1I began to hear directly from
southern members of Congress whose white constituents had com-
plained about the pamphlet. Congressman John Rankin of Missis-
sippi criticized the pamphlet as “communist” and an insult to “the
white people of the southern states.” Louisiana senator John Over-
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ton accused the agency of using the war as an excuse to “place the
negro on social equality basis with the Caucasian.” In his reading
of the introduction by Owen (whom he referred to as “some negro
out of Chicago”), Overton found evidence of yet another example
“of a concerted effort toward the apotheosis of the negro which
gives much concern to the white people of the South where the two
races have been living side by side in perfect harmony and mutual
workable understanding.” Southern whites no longer owned African
Americans, but it seems as if some continued to speak as if they did.
In his two-paragraph reply, Davis said as little as possible, explain-
inig that the sole purpose of the publication was to help “Negroes”
understand their stake in the war and that “any inference of a purpose
other than that is incorrect.””® This exchange captures the deference
that conservative southern white members of Congress demanded as
undisputed experts on racial issues and the “Negro problem.”

When Congress began its annual consideration of funding for the
OWI, criticisms of the pamphlet moved to center stage when Con-
gressman Joseph Starnes of Alabama referred to OW1I publications
as “a stench to the nostrils of a democratic people” and offered an
amendment eliminating support for all of the agency’s Domestic
Branch operations. Other congressmen complained that the OWT’s
work of “political propaganda” simply promoted “the fourth term
for Mr. Roosevelt and the activities of the New Deal agencies,” an
argument that already had doomed funding for radio programs at the
Office of Education. However, Congressman James Allen of Louisi-
ana made clear that it was primarily the racial message in Negroes
and the War that drove him and others to seek to abolish Davis’s en-
tire domestic propaganda effort: “His propaganda stuff has hurt the
South. . . . This pamphlet undertook to glorify one race in the war.
We in the South wish to encourage that race. We are the best friends
of that race. But such propaganda raises a race issue, which ought
to be kept down. We want unity in this country. All over this coun-
try now we are having race riots, even in the North, and the type
of propaganda which the OWT has been sending out certainly does
not hold that situation down.” The House of Representatives agreed
with Starnes’s solution and voted to eliminate all of the OWI’s do- -
mestic operations.”’

Davis worked hard in the Senate to restore the deleted funds. But
the OWI and the pamphlet came under further attack in an atmo-
sphere filled with even more anxiety after the eruption of racial vio-
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lence in Los Angeles and Detroit in May and June 1943. Republican
senator Gerald Nye of South Dakota, who called himself 2 “sympa-
thizer” with the “Negro” race, told Davis in a Senate appropriations
hearing that the pamphlet had helped ignite the recent race riots in
Detroit. To Nye, Negroes and the War also was 2 federally funded parti-
san New Deal appeal for the black vote.” Davis replied rather weakly
that he had not seen the pamphlet before it went out in final form
but that the “whole point of this pamphlet was to show the Negroes
that they are better off under our form of government and our struc-
ture of society than they would be anywhere else.” That explanation
did not satisfy Louisiana senator Overton, who argued that the pam-
phlet’s message was “that this war would bring not only political
but social equality.” He continued: “Down South we have got along
splendidly with the Negro in the last 30 or 40 years. We have not
had any trouble at all with them. Of late, however, we are some-
what disturbed about the situation. We got along splendidly. We did
not have any innovations down there. But the Government began
preaching political and social equality.” " The irony in all of this was
that the OWI in the eyes of these southern congressmen had come
to be perceived as a source of “foreign” propaganda—an intrusive,
disruptive, untrustworthy alien government agency preaching social
equality and changes in race relations to its southern constituents.

In a2 desperate attempt to salvage a substantial portion of the
agency’s funding, OWI officials announced that they would aban-
don all of the agency’s pamphlet activities if they were allowed to
continue their domestic operations. Conferees on the final legislation
accepted the OWT’s offer and revised Representative Starnes’s origi-
nal amendment to simply forbid the agency from issuing any more
pamphlets.®® The effect was nevertheless significant: the budget for
the OWI’s Domestic Branch was pared down to s2.75 million from
$8.5 million the previous year, reducing domestic operations to less
than 10 percent of the agency’s overall budget.” The agency never
recovered from the congressional battles of 1943, nor did it ever gain
strong White House support.

Walter White devoted one of his Chicago Defender columns to de-
fending Davis, whom he called a target of reactionaries “as vicious
and ruthless as the Nazi party in Germany.” Davis’s “crime,” wrote
White, “was that of recognizing that the Negro is a part of the popu-
lace of America and one which is helping to win the war” by issuing
“the innocuous ‘Negroes and the War,’ which 2 lot of us thought too
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timorous.””®* Later, in looking back on his time as the OWT’s di-
rector, Davis commented that he still believed that the reception of
the pamphlet had been favorable among most blacks and whites but
that “it was vigorously attacked in a variety of quarters, for reasons
which logically might have canceled each other out, but politically
reinforced each other.”®® Caught between critical supporters like
White and pure critics in Congress, Davis had never arrived at the
safe middle ground he had tried so hard to find.

The controversy surrounding Negroes and the War helps explain
why the OWT used radio so sparingly in the area of race relations
and why it steered clear of engaging the question of racial equality
in any medium after this scalding congressional retaliation. There
was no intellectually honest way to develop a message promoting in-
clusiveness of African Americans without endorsing or appearing to
endorse their claims to equal opportunity—one message begged for
the other because the two were inextricably linked. It was this truth
that federal officials feared German and Japanese propaganda could
expertly exploit. This reality also meant that any federal attempt at in-
clusion —as opposed to enforced silence and invisibility— raised the
stakes quickly because the “Negro problem” remained the dangerous
third rail of national politics. Only the narrowest of messages could
be given voice, particularly because national radio did not allow for
the racially segregated audience for which the pamphlet had been de-
signed. On radio, the most integrated of media in terms of audience,
silence was always the safer course for preserving or perhaps en-
forcing the appearance of a national political consensus on race. No
politically acceptable language was available to make effective argu-
ments for an end to racial inequalities. Images could be used more
safely to “speak” the unspeakable, but even then, as the experience
of Negroes and the War demonstrates, underlying political arguments
could be read, misread, and dismissed. “Every photograph is a struc-
ture of ‘presences’ (what is represented, in a definite way),” writes
Stuart Hall, “and ‘absences’ (what is unsaid, or unsayable, against
which what is there ‘represents’).”**

Although American politics has historically been characterized by
a coded and highly charged racial discourse, the confusion around
what could be said, what was said, and what was intended rose to
a new level during World War I1.** Part of the simplistic appeal of
Owen’s reasoning was that it provided a clear uncontested distinc-
tion between Hitler’s ideas and American white supremacist thinking
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at that time, but the continued absence of slavery was hardly an ade-
quate race relations program in the view of most black Americans.
At its crest, the war’s own patriotic rhetoric demanded an expansion
of the boundaries of racial discourse, but the deep channel of racial
politics kept federal messages about racial opportunity within tight
boundaries.

The pamphlet episode also reveals that no matter what medium
was used and no matter how carefully a message about African
Americans was prepared, its ultimate meaning would be subject to
widely varying and often contradictory interpretations. Interestingly,
the southern white congressmen who objected so vigorously to the
pamphlet seemed to be reacting to images of blacks that were just
as “new” and frightening to them as they were refreshing and pleas-
ing to blacks. Many African Americans and these southern white
men immediately recognized the significant departure from existing
presentations, which evoked different political lessons and responses
from that shared reading. This provides a stunning example of the
“politics of reading” photographs, 2 medium that by its very nature
invites multiple and often contradictory interpretations depending
on the viewer’s cultural and political position.* In order to show
blacks that they had a life in the United States with opportunities
worth preserving, the pamphlet’s creators could not rely on the usual
media representations of blacks to make that appeal. They had to “in-
vent” 2 markedly different set of images, but OWT officials underesti-
mated and misread the powerful and varying political implications
stirred by these new images and the imagined “future” they implied.

The patriotic fervor radio helped generate was sustained by the
repeated integration of that message into all aspects of radio broad-
casting, especially its regularly featured shows and advertisements.
Without a singular message and a similar commitment on the ques-
tion of racial equality, left unmet would be the exalted expectations
that radio alone or any medium could play a decisive role in lifting
the spirits of African Americans or inducing tolerance in whites. The
message, regardless of the medium, would be hamstrung by a com-
peting racial reality on the domestic front, and, as the next discussion
describes, most especially in the U.S. military.

Radio, Race, and the War Department
The War Department’s public relations operation was most con-
cerned with managing the news of the war itself, protecting the
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release of details that might compromise or endanger the military’s
missions or damage domestic morale. But like the OW I, the War De-
partment could not ignore the public prominence of African Ameri-
can criticism of the military’s racial policies. This forced officials
overseeing public information campaigns at the War Department,
like their counterparts at the OWI, to understand that racial tol-
erance and black morale demanded a place among the war-related
issues they presented to the general public. The War Department’s
own policies affecting black troops made it the focal point of criti- -
cism from African Americans and made its task of creating a message
urging racial unity even more difficult. As a result, the extent of the
War Department’s civilian radio programming on racial issues was
limited, as at the OW1I, but the contested content and delicate delib-
erations leading up to its broadcasts carry their own significance.

In 1940, President Roosevelt appointed William Hastie as civilian
aide to the secretary of war, a position created in response to con-
cerns about the treatment of African American soldiers. Hastie, who
had chaired the National Legal Committee of the NAACP, reluc-
tantly accepted the post and publicly made clear his continued sup-
port for desegregation of the troops. He saw his role as that of a pro-
tector and advocate of black soldiers, and he never fully relinquished
his identity as an “NAACP man” during his time at the department.*’
Early in 1941, Hastie approached other high-ranking War Depart-
ment officials about sponsoring a nationwide radio broadcast on the
role of African Americans in the army. Truman Gibson, Hastie’s as-
sistant, in turn tried to convince officials at the department’s Bureau
of Public Relations that such a show could build respect for the army
among African Americans, especially potential soldiers. For whites,
especially those near the southern army camps where blacks were
being trained, such a broadcast, Gibson argued, could “greatly as-
sist in alleviating racial friction by a not too obvious educational
process.”**

Several months later, after further prodding by Hastie and Gibson,
other War Department officials also recommended that the Radio
Branch of the Public Relations Bureau develop a national broadcast
on the role of African Americans in the army.* Hastie also advised
that the proposed show target a broader audience. He suggested
that it be directed not only at civilians but also at black and white
troops, proposing that it be broadcast during a scheduled interrup-
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tion in army maneuvers.”® Hastie believed that the War Department’s
concern about low morale among African Americans on the home
front was justified, but he also wanted department officials to ap-
preciate the extent to which black troop morale suffered because of
discriminatory military policies. More generally, he hoped that the
show would educate white troops about the contributions and abili-
ties of black soldiers, who were thought by most white officers and
troops alike to be unqualified for combat duty. Even during the early
stages of prewar buildup, conflicts between black and white soldiers
were common both on and off base.”" All of these factors undoubt-
edly prompted Hastie’s suggestion that the audience include military
personnel as well as civilians.

Creating a politically palatable yet appealing radio show would
not be easy. The department’s initial scheme for the program had
a high entertainment appeal built around African American music.
Here, as in other federal broadcasts about race, music was thought
to soothe the way toward the more serious intended messages.”* With
this cautious strategy in mind, War Department officials decided to
proceed with the planned program. Gibson quickly sent form letters
to press relations officers at army facilities where black troops were
undergoing training soliciting suggestions, anecdotes, and other ma-
terial for use on the shows.”® Response from the field was swift,
but the reactions to and interpretations of Gibson’s request them-
selves revealed the army’s often limited perceptions of the abilities
of black soldiers.”* Most interpreted Gibson’s brief letter as a request
for names of black soldiers who could serve as entertainment on the
shows. One lieutenant wrote: “We have, as you know, plenty of out-
standing talent among our negro soldiers here at the Quartermaster
Replacement Center to put on a very entertaining program. We feel
that our choir is one of the best in the country. In addition we have
many other specialty numbers such as tap dancers, dialogue artists,
musical soloists, or about any other type of entertainment that you
might wish.”®> A press relations officer at another camp enthusias-
tically offered similar suggestions for the radio show: “Colored sol-
diers enjoy singing. I think that an entire sketch depicting the life
of colored soldiers might be built around a background of singing.
For example, take an ordinary day in the life of a soldier in a training
camp . . . conversation and singing of the men in the wash-rooms
of the barracks . . . singing of men while on a hike, (road march),
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singing of men while working on fatigue details or on K.P. detail in
a mess hall; singing while off duty in a recreation hall, or singing in
church on Sunday.”*¢

Gibson had hoped, however, that the show would highlight Afri-
can American soldiers for their work as soldiers. For entertainment,
he approached professional black performers and artists, many of
whom responded enthusiastically. Band leader Noble Sissle, of the
famed World War I 369th Artillery Band, worked closely with the War
Department on the show. Gibson worked through the Negro Actors
Guild, of which Sissle was president, and the Negro Radio Work-
shop, an organization of black professional radio actors, to secure
the appearances of prominent stage and radio actors and musicians.”’
In his appeal to the Negro Actors Guild, he emphasized that the pro-
posed program was “tremendously important in that it is the first of
its kind ever presented under official sponsorship.”*®

Freedom's Pegple would be broadcast under the aegis of the Office of
Education 2 month later in September. At the same time that Gibson
and Hastie were trying to organize their production, Ambrose Cali-
ver was doing the same thing for Freedom's Pegple, and he was pursuing
some of the same stars. In fact, NBC had warned Caliver on July 25
that the War Department’s “request” for airtime would probably pre-
vent the network from airing another “Negro program,” although
that decision was later reversed.” The War Department legitimately
laid claim to the “first” federal sponsorship of a war-related radio
program on African Americans as its mark of distinction for this
broadcast, but the National Urban League in March 1941 had pio-
neered the format that the department used. As described in greater
detail in chapter 4, the National Urban League’s hour-long show had
included Marian Anderson, Joe Louis, and Bill Robinson and the
bands of Duke Ellington and Louis Armstrong, making it indeed
the star-studded affair the army wanted to duplicate.

When the War Department broadcast its show, “America’s Negro
Soldiers,” on Tuesday night, August 12, it was 2 very scaled-down
version of the original proposal.'®® With bandleader Noble Sissle as
master of ceremonies, the show was a curious amalgam of music, dra-
matic skits, reenactments, and political appeal. The longest reenact-
ment was 2 skit set in World War I Germany about black troops pre-
paring for battle. More important than the depiction of their bravery
was the emphasis on the black soldiers’ resistance to German pro-
paganda that had attempted to use American racism to incite black
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disloyalty. At one point in the skit, black soldiers exclaimed, “Can
you imagine that cheap propaganda! What do they think we are, trai-
tors?” Sissle commented that “what the Germans didn’t realize in
those days was just how loyal the American Negro soldier could be.”

Although this skit was set in World War I, one of the most press-
ing worries among federal officials in World War II was the effective-
ness of German and Japanese propaganda that sought to appeal to
blacks by emphasizing racial injustices in the United States. Regard-
less of the actual potency of this propaganda, federal officials’ fears
were exaggerated by their own delusion that growing black protests
depended on foreign or outside provocation, that it was impossible
for black dissatisfaction to be independently generated despite the
abject reality of racial oppression.

This obsession with “outside agitators,” “subversives,” “foreign
provocateurs,” Communists, or Socialists—whichever term is used
—has been an enduring characteristic of white political thought
about black protests throughout most of the twentieth century. In
their search for 2 manageable explanation of what was seen as the
“new” hostility of blacks, white federal officials refused to acknowl-
edge the cumulative impact of nearly a century of indigenous post-
emancipation racial apartheid, violence, injustice, and discrimina-
tion. Most whites were unable or unwilling to accept the fact that
such racial conditions alone could provide ample fuel for restless-
ness and political challenge, which were potent without any external
provocation.

The radio show used the record of black bravery and heroism in
World War I as “the glorious answer” to German propaganda. Citing
the accomplishments of black soldiers, especially the awarding of the
French Croix de Guerre to four black regiments, the script argued
that black troops in World War IT were obligated to perpetuate a tra-
dition of “loyal, fighting spirit and devotion to our Republic” for the
sake of democracy. Thus, the reenactment sought both to educate
whites about past black heroism and to build black morale. At the
same time, the show used the record of black service in World War
I to appeal to blacks to repeat their quiet, uncompromised patrio-
tism, urging them in effect to once again postpone what whites saw
as their distracting, competing claims for fair treatment and equal
opportunity.

One especially effective part of the broadcast was a series of live
interviews with blacks stationed at the Army Air Corps Technical
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School in Illinois, the training ground for the gg9th Pursuit Squad-
ron. Articulate and enthusiastic, these men described their training
as radio technicians, aircraft mechanics, weather forecasters, para-
chute riggers, and sheet metal workers. Yet even this was marred by
racial stereotyping. The commander of training for the squadron as-
sured listeners that the black men there were a “crack ground outfit.”
But as proof, he proudly announced that “the ggth ran away with the
track and field championship.” The interviewer added that the squad-
ron also had 2 “grand glee club.” Despite their efforts to be accepted
as soldiers, African American men seemed doomed always to carry,
regardless of training or education, the burden of satisfying expecta-
tions of their athleticism and musicality.

Not surprisingly, plans to feature Hastie on the broadcast were
abandoned. It is difficult to imagine how in good faith he could
have, as originally proposed, discussed the “absence of serious racial
difficulties” in the army since he was devoting himself to document-
ing the continued presence of those very problems.”' The rhetorical
climax came instead in a long speech delivered by Undersecretary of
War Robert Patterson. Patterson emphasized that the war was “every
American’s emergency” and that “an aerial bomb draws no color
line,” and he quoted the president’s recent executive order on nondis-
crimination in the employment of workers in defense industries.'?
Patterson made a special appeal for the cessation of white hostilities
toward black men in uniform.'®

The image of a black man in uniform evoked sharply different re-
sponses from whites and from blacks during the war. For some, the
uniform itself deserved to be respected as a representation of ser-
vice and loyalty, even if it was worn by an African American, and
that seemed to be the basis for Patterson’s appeal. Throughout the
war, the mere appearance of an African American in uniform, ac-
cording to one white observer at the time, “evoked hostility, fear
and suspicion” from whites because the uniform symbolized that the
black soldier had been “spoiled” and had “forgotten his ‘place.””***
African Americans saw the uniform as only one aspect of the sym-
bolic shifts under way. Writing in 1943, Sterling Brown observed that
“any symbol of the Negro’s getting out of ‘his place’—a lieutenant’s
shoulder bars, or even a buck private’s uniform; a Negro worker at 2
machine, or a Negro girl at a typewriter, or a cook’s throwing up her
job—these can be as unbearable as an impudent retort, or 2 quarrel
on a bus, or a fight.”'* Certainly, there was no clearer literal rep-
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resentation than this of the conflict between white fears and black
expectations of the war’s potential impact on race relations.

From the start, Gibson had been defensive about the show’s lim-
ited political message. In a note about the show, he confided: “Un-
doubtedly, there will be many charges that the program was a soft
soap affair. I think it should be pointed out that it reached 2 number
of persons who know nothing at all about the Negro soldier and who
probably would have turned off 2 program of another sort, particu-
larly since the one presented is the first of its kind.”'* In its attempt
not to offend white listeners— those most likely to have “turned off
a program of another sort” —the War Department offered 2 show
designed to educate and make a general appeal to whites for racial
tolerance without crossing the boundary into the minefield of argu-
ments for racial equality.

Gibson’s expectation of criticism about the show was well
founded. Again it was the influential Pittshurgh Courier that led the
charge. An editorial titled “The Army’s Radio ‘Flop’” condemned
the show as ineffective radio because “the fact of color discrimina-
tion, racial segregation, neglect, insult and brutality rang so loudly
in Negroes’ ears that they could not hear the singing, the music,
the dialogues, and the speeches.” Continuing this harsh critique, the
writer explained: “What colored Americans WANTED to hear was not
how racial separatism was being perpetuated in the United States
Army but what the War Department was DOING to practice the
democracy the Administration is preaching, and what it PLANS to do
in the future. Instead they heard the old familiar platitudes, a eulogy
for black soldiers who had won honors for fighting for democracy,
a little tap dancing, a bit of comedy, fine music, and what amounted
to praise of 2 jim crow system that mocks the word democracy.”"”’

Indeed, the War Department’s broadcast did little to engage the
principal issues driving black demands for racial justice in the mili-
tary. The Office of Education series Freedom's People, which would
commence a month later, relied in one episode on the same material
that the War Department used: the historical record of black loyalty,
bravery, and effectiveness in previous wars. In Freedomt's People, that
material was used subtly to raise the issues of military segregation
and the denial of combat positions and to argue for additional re-
sponsibilities and opportunities. In “America’s Negro Soldiers,” the
War Department employed the same history to argue for the status
quo and to enlist black acquiescence to delaying activism on issues
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of racial inequality. This distinction is subtle but significant because
it illustrates that at the heart of both of these shows was a manipu-
lation and portrayal of the history of blacks in America in ways that
varied depending on the political arguments being advanced.

After the attack on Pearl Harbor, Hastie and Gibson persuaded the
department to produce another program concerning African Ameri-
cans in the army, but it would take nine months before that show was
broadcast. On Hastie’s recommendation, it was aired nationally and
to troops in the states and overseas.'”® Called “Judgment Day” and
sponsored by the Office of Military Intelligence, the show was broad-
cast on NBC in September 1942. It seems to have been dominated
by historical dramatizations tracing the history of black war heroes
from the American Revolution to World War II. A press release
noted that radio and stage actor Canada Lee would “tell the story of
the soldier heroes of his race from Bunker Hill to Bataan.” Accord-
ing to a newspaper account, the show also featured the exploits of
all-black units such as the 11oth Infantry, the Sixteenth Artillery, and
the Twenty-fourth Infantry. The New York Daily News declared that it
was “grippingly written, and flawlessly performed.” The more liberal
newspaper PM shared that view; its radio reviewer, Jerry Franken,
described it as “an exciting and moving dramatization.”'”® Officials
of the War Department, including Hastie, were pleased with the level
of response to and the popular reception generated by the show."°
Despite this reception, the show appears to have been the War De-
partment’s final wartime broadcast on black soldiers or race relations.
The department instead encouraged the radio industry to insert the
theme of racial tolerance into certain popular war-related series and
to offer special programming that included black soldiers and sailors
but without the department’s official sponsorship.™

The Army and The Negro Soldier

The War Department’s most significant propaganda release on
race relations was an army film developed primarily for troop use
and subsequently approved for general civilian distribution. The War
Department had enthusiastically embraced film as a powerful propa-
ganda medium. For that reason, popular Hollywood director Frank
Capra had been given the task of overseeing a film production unit
for the army. Faced with the prospect of managing 9oo,000 black
soldiers, the army began to seek ways to reassure them of their im-
portance to the war effort at a time when most of them were rele-
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gated to very restrictive noncombat roles. The army film The Negro
Soldier was designed to be a “morale picture for Negro troops.” As
the idea for the film evolved, the notion grew that it should be a
documentary and not an entertainment-style film, which was Capra’s
specialty. Carlton Moss, a young black writer, was brought in to write
the script. In 1941, Moss had produced an impressive stage review,
“Salute to the Negro Troops,” to raise funds for recreational facilities
for black troops. He had offered use of that production to Archibald
MacLeish at the OFF, but MacLeish had declined the offer. Moss
also had experience as a radio scriptwriter and had worked at the
Federal Theater Project for John Houseman, who had recommended
him to Capra’s unit."?

During 1942, Moss wrote the script for the film, working toward
a final product that would satisfy the army, black activists like Wal-
ter White, black editors, and his own artistic and political objectives.
Searching for a literal and metaphorical meeting ground, Moss set
the film in a black church, where the narration was delivered from
the pulpit. Disappointed by auditions of black actors who were in
his view too wedded to traditional depictions of African Americans,
Moss cast himself as the young, eloquent preacher who was the nar-
rative fulcrum of the movie.

The opening of the film was shot from the back of a crowded bal-
cony overlooking a large seated congregation of well-dressed black
men and women. The viewer’s eye then was directed to a book that
Moss was holding in the pulpit from which he was preparing to
read aloud. A dramatic, long close-up revealed that the book was
not the Bible but Mein Kampf. Moss read a section of the book that
Chandler Owen had quoted in Negroes and the War as the film focused
on individuals in the vast congregation of black middle-class men
and women. Their faces were dark and somber, contrasting starkly
with the bright, white church interior and the men’s starched white
collars. The film juxtaposed Hitler’s written references to “half-apes”
with these images and that of the eloquent preacher, who described
Nazis as men who would “kill and kill again” and “exterminate every-
one” who stood against them.

Having made his case against Hitler, Moss turned to a history of
black service in American wars, illustrated by a collage of dramatic
reenactments, images from historical documents and paintings, and,
for the post-189o period, actual war film footage. As was often the
case in federal productions in any medium, the Civil War received
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oblique coverage, with a single, simple reference (“Then came 1861”),
accompanied by a shot of the Lincoln Memorial and the strains of
the “Battle Hymn of the Republic.” The film dramatized blacks help-
ing rebuild America after the war. Footage of blacks fighting in the
Spanish-American War and helping construct the Panama Canal was
followed by a longer segment on black soldiers fighting in World
War I and marching in victory parades.

Unlike the OWI pampbhlet, however, the narrative of The Negro Sol-
dier extended beyond the Nazis to include the “Japanese militarists.”
The most gruesome and jarring scene in the movie was of a Japanese
execution in which six charred bodies gently swayed by their roped
necks from a crossbar. For a film that targeted black men, this was
2 provocative use of 2 powerful visual symbol. During the camera’s
long look at these bodies, Moss’s voice-over reminded the viewer
that “there are those who will tell you that Japan is the saviour of the
colored races.”

This section of the film merged into a final series of shots that, like
the closing pages of photographs of Negroes and the War, showed black
soldiers in various terrains using different equipment and weapons.
Black women soldiers were also shown drilling in formation and
driving Jeeps. Some of the most dramatic scenes featured black pilots
flying fighter planes. The film ended with an elaborate series of split-
screen images of black soldiers marching in formation under the
American flag, accompanied by a martial rendering of “Joshua Fit
the Battle of Jericho” and “My Country, "Tis of Thee.”

The film was riddled with irony and contradiction, but the great-
est may have been that it was set in a2 black church. The film’s mili-
taristic message and graphic depictions of destruction and killing
seem at first incongruous with the reverence of its setting. But the
script rested on an enduring faith in the centrality of religion and
religious symbolism in black life, 2 faith expressed repeatedly in fed-
erally sponsored materials about African Americans. White and black
writers who sought to talk about or to black people in popular media
forms often began with black sacred music or expectations of black
religiosity. Whether in Freedom's Pegple or in The Negro Soldser, an as-
sumption of shared black and white respect for black Christian belief
made black religious life 2 safe route to broader political messages.
Whether that assumption was well founded is an inquiry for another
time, but the prevalence and acceptance of the notion of black reli-
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gious belief is one of the most overused and understudied mythic
representations of African Americans even to this day.

Moss nevertheless made brilliant and richly symbolic use of the
image of the black church. In The Negro Soldier, the black church repre-
sented the black community and was its reservoir of strength and
resolve. The church symbolized black Americans as a moral people
whose primary ally was God. It was a pedagogical site where people
gathered to hear a preacher who did not preach but lectured. The
church was “home” and “family” to the black soldier. The members
of the enormous congregation were rigidly arrayed in the pews as if
they were in military formation, preparing to become soldiers not
only in the Lord’s army but in Uncle Sam’s as well. The people’s faces
were angelic, posed for the long portraiture shots. Close-ups shot
from below gave the faces a heroic cast, with heads and eyes raised
toward the podium. The people were rapt and alert, but they did not
interact with one another. They were at once a prop, a backdrop,
and an audience for the film."* The church in The Negro Soldier was
a still life, a self-conscious representation devoid of realism yet satu-
rated with authenticity. As an actor, Moss loaned his earnest presence
to the film. As the scriptwriter, he used the black church as a sym-
bol of authenticity. The juxtaposition of the church setting with film
clips and historical reenactments produced a movie that remains even
today an immensely powerful collection of black filmic images.'**

The army began to use the film as part of its basic orientation for
black troops early in 1944. After precautionary screenings, it made
viewing the film mandatory for all troops, black and white, through
August 1945. From its initiation through the war’s end, virtually every
black army enrollee saw The Negro Soldier, as did millions of white sol-
diers."* Most black journalists and activists enthusiastically embraced
the film and convinced the army to release it for civilian viewing as
well. They recognized immediately that The Negro Soldier was “good
racial propaganda” and that its wide (and free) distribution would
offer a significant opportunity to bring the message of racial toler-
ance to a large audience, especially white Americans. Black leaders
and organizations had worked with limited success during the war
to persuade Hollywood studios to incorporate the theme of racial
tolerance and less stereotypical depictions of blacks into commer-
cial films.""® This film offered images of honorable and respectable
African Americans that were lacking in the mainstream cinema. For
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example, one article about the film was titled “Army Shows Holly-
wood the Way.” '

The release of the film was well timed, coming as it did soon after
mounting racial hostilities culminated in the summer of 1943 riots
in Detroit, New York City, and Los Angeles, reminding federal offi-
cials once again of the necessity of making political gestures toward
African Americans. Roosevelt administration officials were also sen-
sitive to the potential political value of the civilian release of the
film in securing the black vote in 1944. In fact, Gibson had used
that rationale to argue for the film’s early release."® Despite repeated
prodding by Gibson, Moss, General Benjamin Davis, and black jour-
nalists and activists, the army proceeded cautiously on the matter of
broad public release by holding a series of special screenings at the
OWI. Director Elmer Davis requested “softening cuts” that would
minimize the “risks” of showing it.""* In April 1944, the federal gov-
ernment released the film to civilian audiences, making it available to
commercial theaters and civic groups. The OWI distributed it free of
charge to public libraries, schools, and colleges across the nation.'*°

The film was received favorably by African American groups of
widely varying political beliefs, ranging from the NAACP to the Na-
tional Negro Congress, which called the film “the best ever done.”'*!
To black viewers, the film brought to life the idea that the black com-
munity had helped build and preserve the United States. It also pre-
sented never-before-seen moving images of black men and women.
The Negro Soldier broke ranks with the common image of the Afri-
can American as a “lazy, shiftless, no-good, slew-footed, happy-go-
lucky, razor-toting, tap-dancing vagrant.”'** Most important, the
federal government’s association with the film provided it with an air
of authority and recognition for a filmic message about racial toler-
ance. As restricted as the film’s coverage was, many blacks believed
the images it presented were worth claiming, which generated over-
whelming support for The Negro Soldier from blacks.

Some of the appeal of the film rested on the emotive power of
visual images, in this case, moving visual images. Radio and cap-
tioned printed photographs are less effective than film in imposing
a single interpretation or reality. A photograph can fix an image but
not its interpretation. Film requires a suspension of time and exter-
nal reality. Unlike a pamphlet, it is not something to be experienced
at the viewer’s will and pace. Radio competes against the visual, try-
ing to create an image in the listener’s imagination. Although it can
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stir emotions through voice and music, it cannot set images; it can
only inspire them. Film uses images to transport the viewer into a
different reality, literally absorbing its audience in a darkened room
into its created world and its emotional adjuncts. A good film can do
that, and by that measure, The Negro Soldier was a very good film. It
also was technically sophisticated and exciting, relying on an inven-
tive mixture of images, special effects, music, and actual war footage.
The film constructed a filmic reality that not only enticed and en-
tranced black viewers but also inspired them. .

The film suggested that black soldiers deserved a measure of re-
spect that had rarely been extended to black people in general. Black
military service brought a new claim for respectability not only to
black soldiers but also, by implication, to the communities from
which they had come and to which they would return. Moss had bril-
liantly used the black church to represent that community. He tried to
write a script that would “ignore what’s wrong with the army and tell
what’s right with my people” and would force white viewers to ask,
“[What right have we to hold back a people of that calibre?”'** The
extent of Moss’s success with white audiences is unclear, but plainly
black people saw much in his film that they thought right and fitting.

Despite its air of authenticity and its raw emotional power, the
film did not address cutrent racial inequities or the prospects of black
postwar progress. The conditions blacks faced at home and in the
services were literally blocked from the film’s frame of reference.
The unjust treatment of the larger black community in the United
States was excluded entirely. The film kept its narrow focus on the
black soldier and the symbolic congregation. Not a single image of
contemporary black life outside of the gathered congregation was
presented. Its narrow narrative identified and defined for black and
white Americans an enclosed, contained classless community of Afri-
can Americans who were themselves the embodiment of worthiness.
The focus on black soldiers also protected the film from political
charges that it was advocating a more socially, racially equal world at
home —the southern conservative political reading that had doomed
the pamphlet Negroes and the War.

The film escaped the kind of controversy that had been directed
at the OWI two years earlier. Perhaps the most important reason
was that it was produced by the army in the midst of a war. The
military was more well respected and trusted in Congress than most
federal agencies, especially the politically vulnerable OW1I. The army
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also was immune to purely partisan attacks or accusations that it was
acting out of political motivation. If government appeals for racial
tolerance were to be made, especially to the South, the military was
the best place to make them. Legislators and army officials also sus-
pected by then that the war could be won by the Allies only with
increased reliance on black American troops and some expansion of
their roles in the military.'**

The film’s focus on the armed forces also protected it from the
political criticism it might have drawn from addressing racial issues
that were seen as part of civilian, domestic politics. As artificial a
divide as that was, it worked to shield the film from the political con-
troversies it had left out of its own narrative. This was made plain
in the War Department’s subsequent attempt to address on national
radio some of the issues facing black troops as they returned to the
civilian life—issues that had been excluded so carefully from The
Negro Soldier.

Assignment Home: "The Class”

In early 1943, in protest against administration policies toward
black soldiers, William Hastie resigned from his position at the War
Department. Truman Gibson, who was also black, promised that
he would soon leave the department as well. Instead, not only did
Gibson remain but his more conciliatory manner led to his promo-
tion to Hastie’s old position. Gibson’s decision to stay at the depart-
ment rankled many in the black press who viewed him as opportu-
nistic and largely ineffective.'® Once again, as at the OWI, the role
of the internal race advisers became a source of conflict that played
itself out over a specific example of agency propaganda on the issue
of race.

In 1945, Gibson turned his attention to improving the reception
of the returning black soldier. That year, anticipating the war’s end,
CBS radio had initiated a special summer series called Assgnment
Home, which was designed to help ease the reentry of large numbers
of troops back into civilian life. In June 1945, Gibson suggested to
Robert Heller, a vice president at CBS and the series’s producer, that
the show feature an episode or incorporate material on returning
black soldiers.'* Gibson painted a general scenario for Heller of the
return of 700,000 black soldiers and 150,000 black sailors, 75 percent
of whom were southerners and almost half of whom had entered the
service uneducated and illiterate but now had seen the wider world,
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including places where black men were treated with a level of respect
and acceptance they had never experienced at home. Gibson feared
the hostile white civilian reaction to these changed men: “Most of
them have had their attitudes changed and their horizons broadened
by their service in the Army and in the Navy. These changes in atti-
tudes, and to some extent behavior, will be quickly observed in the
communities to which the servicemen return. If we are to have the
racial peace and understanding that our country vitally needs during
the difficult days ahead, it is essential that these changes be under-
stood and appreciated by the civilian communities.” He emphasized
that “even during the critical periods when all of our energies were
devoted towards getting ahead with the war, there were many evi-
dences” that the wartime emergency had not curtailed white hostility
to black troops. His current fear was that the mass return of black
soldiers would mean an escalation of white mean-spiritedness “dur-
ing the period after V]J-Day when the patriotic brakes will be slightly
released.” With that warning, Gibson asked CBS to assist the War
Department by presenting “suitable material” on this problem on the
Assignment Home series.'”

CBS officials took Gibson’s plea seriously and immediately began
work on an episode that addressed the issues he raised to be broad-
cast in late August. An army corporal drafted a script for a half-hour
show titled “The Glass” that told the story of two soldiers, one black
(Ted) and one white (Sam), who had worked side by side as truck re-
pairmen, had been wounded together at the Battle of the Bulge, had
received the Bronze Star Medal, and had recovered together in adja-
cent hospital beds.

The Battle of the Bulge in late 1944 and early 1945 was one of the
only battles in which the unlikely scenario of black and white co-
operation could have occurred in a war fought by segregated troops.
Because of the drastic shortage of white soldiers, in that battle, black
soldiers in service units were allowed to volunteer as infantry replace-
ments. Black soldiers seized this opportunity with great enthusiasm.
As many as 80 percent of certain units volunteered, many at the cost
of giving up rank. Under General Dwight Eisenhower’s overall com-
mand, black platoons were assigned to white companies, where they
fought jointly with white soldiers, although not in truly integrated
units. As soon as the European war was over, the platoons of black
soldiers were stripped out of the white units and either sent home or
sent back to their all-black service units. After this experiment with

“Negro Morale” : 149



“integrated” combat, army surveys showed that the attitudes of white
troops toward black troops improved dramatically as a result of the
experience and, moreover, that most of the white troops involved no
longer objected to serving alongside their black counterparts. The
choice of this setting for the background of a script about returning
black soldiers was therefore extremely significant.'?®

The story began as the two men were being discharged from the
army. On the bus trip home, they entered 2 bar expecting to be able
to have a drink together, both of them apparently suffering from
racial amnesia. Instead, they were treated roughly and with disdain.
After reluctantly serving Ted, the bartender pointedly broke the
glass, saying, “You think my customers would drink out of 2 glass
that a . . .” At that point, Ted said to his white friend, “We’re back
home, Sam.” _

The remainder of the script showed that Ted’s triumphant reunion
with his family was marred by his disappointment over a job offer
that was withdrawn after the employer discovered he was black. In
the end, Sam convinced his own employer, who had hired other
black workers, to give Ted a job. But this happy ending was tem-
pered. The music began in a “rising triumph” but then came to an
abrupt halt to dramatize that “the solution that has been projected is
false.” The narrator explained why:

And so the dream ends . . . and Ted lives happily ever after. But
what of the tens of thousands of Ted Godwins who are coming
back? There are Negro men taking off the uniforms they have
honored and putting on civilian suits. They are climbing out of
cockpits getting down from tanks and putting aside rifles— They
are coming back to the peace and democracy we made together.
(The enemy bullet never asked the color of a man’s skin.) What
of these men? For this is not a question of debt or obligation—it
is understanding that what they did was done willingly because it
had to be done. The war would not have gone the way it did with
our powerful black hand tied behind our back. And we shall not
finish, we shall not win the peace without each man, regardless of
race, or creed or color, in his rightful place.'”

Compared to earlier federally sponsored productions, this script
confronted the effects of racial prejudice and discrimination bluntly.
It also shifted the spotlight to home-front discrimination in public
places and employment. Apparently it did so 2 bit too directly from
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the War Department’s point of view. After rehearsals for the show
had begun, department officials withdrew their commitment to CBS
to collaborate on “The Glass.” The network never aired the show.

Word of the cancellation set off 2 flutry of protests from African
Americans, some of whom blamed Gibson. Fisk University sociolo-
gist Charles Johnson wrote Gibson requesting an official explanation
for the decision to cancel the broadcast so that he could publish it in
his “Monthly Summary of Events and Trends in Race Relations.” *°
In response to this and similar requests, Gibson’s assistant Louis
Lautier drafted 2 telegram explaining that the War Department did
not approve the script because it did not think it “should collabo-
rate with Columbia Broadcasting System in radio program projecting
the Army into controversial subject respecting civilian life.”** The
NAACP was quick to register its “vigorous protest” with War De-
partment secretary Henry Stimson about the decision not to broad-
cast the show. Again, the department’s response was that the show
was canceled because of its “controversial nature.” In a final plea,
Roy Wilkins argued that the special needs of African American veter-
ans should not be ignored on the “flimsy excuse of controversy, re-
minding Stimson that “these men are American citizens who served
their country during war.” '*?

The New York City newspaper PM publicized the controversy, and
white liberals also complained about the cancellation of the broad-
cast. The Hollywood Independent Citizens Committee of the Arts,
Sciences and Professions, 2 liberal group of entertainers, writers,
and artists, sent its objections to the show’s cancellation directly to
Eleanor Roosevelt. Assistant Secretary of War John McCloy took on
the task of responding to her inquiry about the show, explaining that
the script “concerned itself with dramatic incidents that occurred
to the central characters after their discharge from the Army” and
that “had the action been confined to the contribution of Negro sol-
diers and the conditions of their Army service,” the script would
have been approved. Moreover, McCloy asserted, “The Glass” in his
view “would not have done much to help returning Negro soldiers.”
Most telling perhaps was his admission that “the Army would have
been placed in the indefensible position of presuming to dictate to
civilians how they should act towards other civilians.”*> A telegram
representing the 2,000 members of the Dusable Lodge of the Chi-
cago branch of the leftist International Workers Organization char-
acterized the cancellation as 2 “slap in the face of the Negro GI’s and
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their families as well as an insult at our democracy for which all boys
black and white alike fought and died for in the interest of a postwar
peace.” Gibson’s response to this and several other protest letters was
identical to McCloy’s reply to Eleanor Roosevelt.'*

Meanwhile a local New York City radio station asked Gibson:
“WLIB, the voice of liberty, would be glad to join any fight on racial
discrimination. May we have the pleasure to air the ‘The Glass’?”
Gibson assured the liberal station that “the War Department has
absolutely no objection to the use of this script by WLIB” and au-
thorized the release of the script for the station’s use."* Gibson ap-
parently still believed that the script’s message was both relevant and
timely. Nevertheless, the War Department was unwilling to take the
political risk of sponsoring a national broadcast based on the script,
and Gibson was unable to change that position.

The War Department’s decision not to proceed with this radio
program demonstrates the narrow expansion of permissible political
boundaries of racial discourse and policies at the war’s end. Although
it was acceptable for a federal agency to show the African Ameri-
can contribution to the war effort, the department was not willing to
present the corollary argument that military service qualified black
civilians for anything akin to equal treatment from the white civilian
world they were destined to reenter. War Department ofhcials did
not want to touch the issue of domestic segregation any more than
the bartender’s customers in the rejected script wanted to touch the
glass used by Ted, the heroic, wounded, returning black soldier.

The federal government’s sponsorship of radio programming
about African Americans and race relations ended before World
War II did. But the programming that was produced, along with the
government’s more general publicity campaign for national unity,
marked a change in public rhetoric that did not go unnoticed. On a
trip he took through the South during the war, Sterling Brown ob-
served that the patriotic talk of freedom, on the radio and elsewhere,
had stirred hope for black southerners: “Freedom was a hard-bought
thing, their tradition warned them; the great day of jubilo’ had been
followed by gloomy days; but the talk sounded good and right, and
perhaps a little more freedom was on its way. Through the radios—
many of them the battery sets which fill the needs in small shacks
once filled only by phonographs and guitars—booming voices told
them of the plans for a new world. Over the air-waves came the
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spark, lighting and nursing small fires of hope; the glow and the
warmth were good in the darkness.” The talk of freedom was not lost
on white southerners either, as one Mississippi planter complained
to Brown: “One of the worst things making for all this trouble is the
radio. Those people up in Washington don’t know what they’re doing
down here. They ought to shut up talking so much.” ¢ Freedom was
in the air, but the way it was received depended on the listener.
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CHAPTER 4

THE NATIONAL URBAN LEACUE
ON THE RADIO

he National Urban League took advantage of the war crisis
to link its traditional emphasis on acculturation, job counsel-
ing, and vocational preparation to the opportunities offered
by the burgeoning yet racially discriminatory defense indus-
try.! The crisis of war enabled the organization for the first
time to use national radio to spread a message of equal op-
portunity in jobs and military service. But its guest status on
national radio limited the political content of its message,
a fact easily seen by comparing it with the more aggressive
political rhetoric contained in Opportunity magazine, its offi-
cial publication.

Despite the limited nature of their privileges, league ofh-
cials used radio in pioneering ways. The league’s black enter-
tainment radio extravaganzas used free performances by Af-
rican American performers and musical artists not only to
advance arguments for equal opportunity but also to dra-
matically demonstrate to the radio industry the shortsight-
edness of continuing to refuse radio jobs to most black art-
ists. The league’s other singular radio achievement was its
national broadcast of a special show devoted solely to Afri-
can American women. Rendered invisible in history and vili-



fied in all popular imagery, black women also had been given a lim-
ited voice in the spate of special radio programs on race relations
aired during this period. The league used national radio to construct
a new image, however fleeting, of black women. That image argued
for the extension of a politics of inclusion to black women as war
workers, military nurses, and “American” women, worthy of respect
and honor and the full rights of citizenship.

Officials at the National Urban League had been alert to radio’s
promising potential as an ally well before World War II. A 1928 article
in Opportunity characterized radio as “a particular and far reaching in-
strument of interracial understanding and enlightenment” for both
whites and blacks.? The article’s conclusion that such programming
was needed by both blacks and whites was an early expression of the
belief in radio’s influence on black self-perceptions as well as white
opinions.

Both the league and the National Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People (NAACP) sought opportunities to use radio
as a means of advertising their own political views and increas-
ing favorable opinion of African Americans, again among African
Americans and whites.> But the league was much more successful at
gaining access to local radio affiliates for public service broadcasts.
This was the case not simply because its underlying political phi-
losophy was more palatable than the NAACP’s but also because the
league had a specific program that was especially well suited to radio’s
strengths: its annual vocational opportunity campaign, a weeklong
series of national and local publicity-oriented events addressing the
issues of job training and employment opportunities.* The league
initiated this program in 1930 to encourage African Americans to
train for higher-skilled jobs and to press white employers to open
such positions to them, especially in businesses that depended on
black patronage. The success of this strategy, league officials be-
lieved, depended on changing public opinion about black abilities,
and they thought radio was an essential vehicle for generating more
sympathetic publicity for their goals. “Plan and prepare” became the
watchwords of the opportunity campaigns, as league officials focused
on a future in which they hoped young African Americans would
eventually gain access to positions denied them at the time.> The first
annual campaign in 1930 generated a flurry of talks, speeches, and
interviews with potential employers, as well as local radio broadcasts
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highlighting the league’s programs.® This pattern would expand and
continue throughout the campaign’s long life, which extended into
the 1960s.”

Ann Tanneyhill was the National Urban League staff member who
directed vocational opportunity events at the national level and co-
ordinated complementary activities at the league’s local affiliates.
A young African American woman educated at Simmons College,
Tanneyhill served two years with a local affiliate in her native Massa-
chusetts and then in 1930 moved to the national office of the league
in New York City. Tanneyhill coordinated the work of the campaign
from 1931 to 1946 while broadening her own understanding of voca-
tional guidance by completing graduate work in the emerging field
at Columbia University. A gifted organizer, Tanneyhill also was a
brilliant publicist and, as we shall see, the person most responsible
not only for securing the league’s access to national airwaves but also
for writing many of the scripts and convincing prominent blacks and
whites to participate in the broadcasts. By 1939, the league’s annual
vocational opportunity campaign used local radio stations in twenty-
two cities to spread its message to blacks and to the white business
community.® But the league’s access to local audiences was limited to
cities where it had strong affiliates, leaving many urban and southern
areas untouched by the yearly campaign.

Two factors converged to enable the league to broadcast its an-
nual campaign on the national airwaves: a change in the organiza-
tion’s leadership and the crisis of war. Lester Granger assumed the
position of chief administrator of the league in late 1940 and then be-
came executive director at the end of 1941. Granger, who previously
had served in the league’s Industrial Relations Department, believed
that contemporary civil rights issues could no longer be ignored but
were an essential aspect of any general campaign to improve voca-
tional and employment opportunities for African Americans. He
began during the war years to actively seek ways for the league to
play a larger role in the national politics of racial reform. The issue
of discriminatory hiring in the defense buildup provided a perfect
opening for him to link the league’s traditional emphasis on jobs to
the broader war-related aims endorsed by the NAACP, the March
on Washington movement, and the black press. As a result, the an-
nual vocational opportunity campaigns took on the expanded role
of advancing broader political arguments about racial equality. At
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the same time, the campaigns generated greater recognition of the
league’s overall program by allowing it to work on political issues of
pressing concern to the mass of black people, issues that had been
more the domain of other black organizations in the past. The war
emergency not only created more jobs and a tighter labor supply but
also provided an arsenal of new rhetorical appeals aimed at white
employers in defense industries. The war also opened the doors of
national radio to the National Utban League and allowed it a level of
national exposure that had long eluded it.

"The Negro and National Defense”

The great proliferation in network-sponsored radio program-
ming on war-related issues inspired Ann Tanneyhill to ask one of
the national networks to carry materials about the National Urban
League’s annual vocational opportunity campaign in 1941.° She wrote
a letter to CBS describing the campaign and requesting fifteen min-
utes of free time. After a long silence, CBS officials surprised Tanney-
hill by not only granting her request but also offering a full hour
of national airtime for the league’s use.' Previously, league afhiliates
had sometimes secured local airtime for announcements or inspira-
tional messages for aspiring young black job seekers and their poten-
tial employers. But CBS officials wanted the league to deliver the
kind of program they themselves were unwilling to produce because
no paying sponsor could be found. They wanted “a variety show
of America’s outstanding Negro musicians.” Tanneyhill and her col-
league Ed Lawson, then the editor of Opportunity, scrambled to design
a show that would satisfy their own aims and the network’s request,
with only ten days to airtime."

Network officials made clear that although they would donate the
airtime and production facilities, they would not assume the costs
of paying African American performers to appear on the program.
They suggested that league officials obtain fee waivers from the
unions representing these artists so that they could volunteer their
appearances. In a letter to the American Federation of Musicians, Ed
Lawson cited two reasons why the waiver should be granted: first,
it would allow black performers to lend their support to a cause
they deeply believed in, and second, a national radio appearance was
an unusual opportunity for most of these artists and musicians. He
also shared his hope that a successful show would lead to a “regular
series of Negro variety shows which will offer employment oppor-
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tunities to colored artists on the radio.”? As Lawson’s remarks indi-
cate, African American musicians and actors were routinely denied
appearances on national radio, except in limited comedic roles or as
occasional guest stars on white variety shows.”” The unions agreed
to the league’s request, clearing the way for black artists and per-
formers to provide gratis the musical appeal the network was eager
to broadcast. This arrangement allowed for the creation of special
public affairs programming about African Americans throughout
the war period—the performing artists and musicians unions ap-
proved fee waivers, and black entertainers and artists contributed
their time.

This opportunity for national airtime for black performers was
so unique that the performers responded with great enthusiasm to
Tanneyhill’s requests for their appearances. After a decade of work-
ing for the league in New York City, Tanneyhill was connected to a
network of African American entertainers, artists, actors, and writers
who lived in Harlem." Tanneyhill and Lawson approached Marian
Anderson, Ethel Waters, Duke Ellington, Louis Armstrong, and Joe
Louis. They were able to convince all of them to appear on the show,
which the league correctly characterized as the first “hour-long net-
work show with an all-black cast.” '

Tanneyhill and Lawson wrote the script for the show, which CBS
broadcast on Sunday evening, March 30, 1941. Tanneyhill recalls that
CBS made no effort to revise the draft script she and Lawson wrote.'¢
Called “The Negro and National Defense,” the show featured a
star-studded lineup that provided a dazzling variety of musical per-
formances. Opening with Louis Armstrong’s band, followed by 2
pickup from Detroit of Ethel Waters singing “Georgia on My Mind,”
the show also included Duke Ellington’s orchestra in Hollywood
playing “Take the A Train” and “Flamingo.” Marian Anderson per-
formed two songs live from Montreal, capping off a rich display of
African American musical virtuosity."”

Interspersed between the musical numbers were several brief
speeches intended to deliver the league’s message about its vocational
campaign and the war buildup. Elmer Carter, editor of Opportunity,
made 2 pointed plea to all Americans to include blacks in the prepa-
rations for war. Joe Louis made essentially the same appeal in 2 brief
interview from St. Louis in which he described to John Dancy of the
Detroit Urban League his joy at having been able to obtain 2 job on
an assembly line in an automobile factory:
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Dancy: Then, you think Joe that Negroes can work in defense
jobs—on their assembly lines, and on their machines.

Joe: T know they can. I have seen them do harder things than that
when they got the chance.

Dancy: Do you think they will ever get the chance?

Joe: Americans believe in fair play. They are good sports, and I
feel America is going to give us Negroes a chance to work and
earn a decent living. We can defend this country against
anybody if a// of us have a job to do. I know we need the jobs
now worse than ever and when they give us a chance we will
punch out a new victory for America.'®

The most interesting attempt to promote the message of racial
fairness came in a skit performed by Eddie Anderson, who played
Rochester in the Jack Benny Show, a black character very popular with
white audiences but deeply resented by some blacks. In the skit,
Rochester engaged in a telephone conversation with Jack Benny in
which he told Jack about a radio speech he had been asked to give on
behalf of the National Urban League:

It seems to me that Mr. and Mrs. America have been so busy in
this great program of national defense that they sorta overlooked
one of their children. One who has always been a great fighter—
loyal, conscientious, and willing to do his bit at all times. It seems
that this child is having a little trouble convincing the principals
and teachers of this great defense program that he should be in
there, too, and that he could come through with flying colors if
only given a chance to. . . . He is a healthy working boy, so let
him help. . . . So, Mr. and Mrs. America, give this child of yours
a chance to make you just as proud of him today as you've always
been in the past.

The tone of this soliloquy was consistent with the tone of the Roches-
ter character and the paternalistic relationship between him and his
white boss, Jack Benny, and millions of white listeners. But Roches-
ter’s underlying argument— for fair play, a chance, more opportu-
nity —was also consistent with the arguments made by Elmer Carter
and Joe Louis, although it was offered in a form and a patronizing
racial frame of reference that many whites would accept more readily
and some African Americans would find offensive.

Embedding serious messages in nonthreatening entertainment
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was a radio technique that some African Americans criticized even
though they realized that political restrictions usually mandated such
a strategy. Commenting on this phenomenon, L. D. Reddick astutely
observed that “stations will not permit discussions of ‘Negro rights’
unless such topics are so intertwined with entertainment as to make
the former very secondary.”'® This was basically the approach taken
by the National Urban League in its first hour of national radio time.
Reddick’s observation may have been shared by others, but the re-
sponse to the league’s show was overwhelmingly favorable from both
African American and white listeners, many of whom had heard the
underlying messages.

Reaction to the broadcast in black and white publications was
laudatory. A New York City newspaper extended its congratulations
to the league for producing a show that “was probably heard by
more people than has ever listened to the problems of the Negro.”*°
Another editorial from Rhode Island characterized the show as an
“educational service” that “aroused a keen awareness among all
Americans of the undemocratic exclusion of Negroes from national
defense industries and of the current discrimination against them
" in the armed forces.”? A black Michigan paper commended the
league’s “new approach” to the problem of defense industry discrimi-
nation, saying that “millions of Americans can no longer plead igno-
rance of the plight of our workers.”* A Philadelphia Tribune article
urged CBS to “continue its policy of permitting colored people and
their white friends to talk directly to the millions of Americans who
do not realize that colored people are barred from helping the de-
fense program.”

Some editorial writers used the broadcast to chide members of
the radio and advertising industries for their complicity in perpetu-
ating racially discriminatory practices. A Time magazine article com-
mended the broadcast for giving “listeners 2 chance to hear some of
the superb talent that few advertisers dare to sponsor.” The article
left no room for misunderstanding: “Obvious is the reason so few
have made the 2erial grade: they are Negroes.” Observing that Afri-
can Americans were welcome on radio only as guests or in bit parts,
the article blamed advertisers for being unwilling to “buck racial
prejudice to back a colored show or let 2 Negro star shine too
brightly.” Moving beyond the issue of wartime entertainers, a Phila-
delphia Tribune editorial urged that when the war emergency was over
“the great radio chains should keep the airwaves open so that a tenth
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of America’s population can present their case for absolute equality
as American citizens.” **

Tanneyhill’s report on the 1941 vocational opportunity campaign
noted that the National Urban League received many telephone calls
and written comments about the show, of which she characterized
only two as “unfavorable.”* To her surprise, although no plea for
funds had been made, many writers sent checks and cash in re-
sponse to the show. The listeners who wrote in were varied, ranging
from high school social studies students in New Jersey who con-
sidered discrimination “both unjust and dangerous” to a white high
school principal in Brooklyn who called the show a “magnificent
plea.”** Many white listeners wrote that they were deeply moved by
the broadcast. One declared that “the negro is just as equal as the
white man,” and another commented that “the country is the loser by
this unjustifiable discrimination.”* A woman from New York City
wrote: “You must think the white race smug and tyrannical, but I
hope you’ll understand that it’s not that we don’t care —only that we
don’t know. But now I know and I am greatly stirred.”*

The view apparently persisted among African Americans that
many white Americans would in fact support increased opportuni-
ties for blacks if they were informed of actual racial conditions, and
radio was thought to be especially well suited to the task of educating
whites. Blacks working on racial reform issues were quick to praise
Tanneyhill and the league. They seemed to shate a broad optimism
that a radio broadcast had special potential for producing results.
Roy Wilkins at the NAACP called the show “a most effective stroke
in the battle for improving the Negro’s position in the national de-
fense program.” His colleague Walter White also sent congratula-
tions, writing that the show “cannot help but further awaken Ameri-
cans to what is going on.” Channing Tobias at the national Young
Men’s Christian Association wrote a letter of praise, as did Ambrose
Caliver at the Office of Education, whose radio series Freedom's People
would premiere later that year.”

This enduring faith in the power of radio as an effective teach-
ing medium pervaded other comments about the show as well. The
writer Chester Himes expressed his appreciation for what he called
“the shortest hour in the history of radio.” Like many listeners, he
had found the mixture of music and speeches especially effective: “In
the lucid, driving, unequivocal manner which the Negro’s industrial
lockout was presented, softened by the swiftly paced, highest quality
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of radio entertainment, the point can not be missed.” Although it
may seem naive in hindsight, this belief in radio and the power
of education to change attitudes persisted among many blacks and
whites who hoped that talking about prejudice might open listeners’
hearts to understanding and change. Although the political messages
of the league’s broadcast may have been muted by the surrounding
music, they were not lost, as these comments make clear. As the first
national broadcast of its kind, the show seemed to have found the
middle ground that satisfied those who looked to radio as 2 medium
that could provide political education without straying into territory
that would have troubled CBS officials.*

League broadcasts on local New York City radio stations during
the same campaign, however, offer a glimpse of the difference in
tone of the appeal league officials made to 2 narrower northern urban
audience. Usually only fifteen minutes long, these local shows fre-
quently used a simple interview format. For example, on one show,
league board member Roger Baldwin, president of the American
Civil Liberties Union, argued that “every form of pressure” would
be needed to break through the color line and that the war crisis
offered no excuse for delay: “[Y]ou cannot get national unity by
burying grievances.”*' Another broadcast included an interview with
Chatles Collier of the New York City Urban League, who condemned
local and national unions for their exclusion of black workers from
skilled jobs, especially in the burgeoning aviation industry and other
defense-related industries.*?

Far more aggressive in language and style than any of the radio
programs, national or local, was the editorial commentary on these
issues featured in the league’s publication, Opportunity. As eatly as
1938, the magazine had argued that “the best defense against the
forces of Nazism in America is the realization of real Democracy
here,” a line of argument that the magazine continued and elaborated
through the end of the decade.”® Another editorial in 1939 observed
that “it would appear from reports in the daily press that the Ger-
man Reich has decided to model its program of racial repression on
the prevailing laws and customs in the Southern part of the United
States.”**

By early 1941, the tone and tenor of the magazine’s editorials on
discrimination in the defense industry and segregation in the mili-
tary were even more critical. Some of this change can be attributed
to the ascension of Lester Granger to the leadership of the orga-
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nization, as well as to the way the war magnified the inequities of
federal racial policies. In a 1941 Opportunity article, Granger described
the racial policies of the army and navy as “a symbol which must be
attacked wherever erected.” He continued: “It is a symbol of a low-
grade citizenship incompatible with the democratic ideal; it is a sign
of persisting intolerance disrupting our national unity and corrupt-
ing our national life; it is a danger to the American nation because
it is opposed to the true American spirit.” An editorial in the same
issue contained even more explicit criticism both of the military and
of industrialists for “adopting a policy of racial repression which one
expects to find only in those countries which have adopted the meth-
ods and ideology of fascism.”

Editorials and articles in Opportunity in the spring of 1941, and in-
deed, as we will see, throughout the war era, persistently challenged,
ridiculed, and belittled racially discriminatory policies in the defense
industry and the military. One article about discrimination in the
military noted that “all over the world the color line is being erased
as nations fight to preserve the democratic form of government —all
over the world except in Hitler’s Germany, Mussolini’s Italy, and the
United States of America.”?

A comparison of the tone of writings intended for the league’s
own limited readership and the tone of its first national radio broad-
cast reveals how timid and abbreviated an appeal the league made
in that broadcast. Indeed, nothing in the show seemed inconsistent
with the radio programs sponsored by the federal government during
this period. After all, as discussed in chapter 3, it was this National
Urban League broadcast that the army used as a model for its own
radio show, “America’s Negro Soldiers,” which NBC broadcast five
months later in August 1941. The freedom of political expression that
league officials felt in their own publication never extended to their
appearances on the air.

CBS’s decision to grant free airtime for the league’s broadcast did
not go unnoticed by other African American activists who were eager
for access to national radio. In June 1941, A. Philip Randolph of the
March on Washington movement, which the league supported, asked
NBC to consider donating time for a program entitled “The Negro
in National Defense.” NBC officials declined, claiming that their
schedule was full and that they had granted time to representatives of
other “negro organizations” that year.”” Randolph did secure national
airtime for his announcement that the proposed mass march had
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been canceled because of the president’s new executive order barring
discrimination in defense industries. But even then, only the smallest
national network, Mutual, granted him access for that purpose.®

Having tasted the fruit of free national airtime in 1941, league ofh-
cials sought the same access for their 1942 vocational opportunity
campaign. Granger explained to NBC’s president Niles Trammell
that the league needed airtime to “reach employers, white workers,
and the American citizenry in general, in order to impress upon
them the need for unrestricted use of Negro labor.” Promising an
interracial program, with black and white speakers and entertainers,
Granger asked for an hour of time, preferably during the evening.
At the time, NBC was committed to carrying the remaining two
monthly broadcasts of Freedom’s People, and to network officials, one
“Negro show” at a time seemed to be the rule of thumb. One official
responded to Granger’s request by asking, “Can we make this one of
the Freedom’s People spots?” >

Granger complained bitterly to network officials about their as-
sumption that one “Negro program” was enough or that “Negro
programs” with different purposes and origins could simply be com-
bined. But Granger’s harshest criticism was reserved for NBC’s fail-
ure to distinguish between private and public leadership on racial
issues, which suggested to him that network officials had concluded
that “the Office of Education had a monopoly on spokesmanship in
interest of Negroes.” Indeed, in reply to Granger, an NBC official
had defended the network’s decision by explaining that the network
recognized “Freedom’s People as the official expression of problems
concerning the Negro race” since it was a government program. This
was an outright rejection of Granger’s argument that the network
should broadcast programming on race relations from both the fed-
eral and the private perspective.*

It is possible that network officials refused the league’s request for
time because they were inundated with requests for free airtime from
the federal government in the months after the attack on Pearl Har-
bor. But other factors were likely to have been at play. The league
and Granger by 1942 were identified with the March on Washing-
ton movement and with the complaints black activists and the black
press were making about discriminatory policies.*' Even after the at-
tack on Pearl Harbor, the pages of Opportunity continued to be filled
with protests against discrimination in the war effort.*” The theme of
the 1942 vocational opportunity campaign was “Speed Defense Pro-
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duction,” and its goal was “to accelerate the integration of the Negro
into American defense industry.” A league handbook designed to
encourage employers to hire black workers was subtitled “Open the
Gates.” ** It seems possible, therefore, that NBC simply did not want
to carry the league’s arguments on integrating African Americans
into the defense industry in the anxious period immediately after
American entry into the war. After his final dismissal of Granger’s re-
quest for airtime, Dwight Herrick of NBC'’s Public Service Program
Division wrote his colleagues, “[T]rust the ghost will stay buried.”**
Indeed it did, for the result was that the league’s 1942 vocational op-
portunity campaign had no national radio broadcast.

A year later, with the war effort in full swing and racial tensions
at an all-time high, the league had a much easier time getting free
national airtime during its annual March campaign week. In fact, in
1943 the league was able to make broadcasts on all of the national
networks. NBC granted Tanneyhill’s request for fifteen minutes to
carry a “radio poem” she had asked her friend Langston Hughes to
write for the league. The poem, “Freedom’s Plow,” traced the contri-
butions of black workers—free, indentured, and slave—in building
America, but it made only oblique reference to prior and existing
racial inequality.* The Mutual network also provided fifteen minutes,
which the league used for a speech by William Agar, a leading liberal
and president of New York City’s Freedom House. He freely criti-
cized the Fair Employment Practices Commission for its ineffective-
ness, launched a harsh attack on racism in unions, and condemned

the vast majority of manufacturing plants and businesses that still re-
fused jobs to blacks.*

"“"Heroines in Bronze”

Tanneyhill and other league officials decided that the 1943 voca-
tional opportunity campaign should have as its focus black women
workers. They hoped that African American women would be able to
take advantage of wartime shortages of male workers to gain access
to high-skilled, high-paying jobs and escape their vocational doom
as domestic servants. Tanneyhill later recalled that the war brought
the “first break in employment in major corporations” for blacks
and that plants “needed women so badly that they took colored
women.”*” Taking as its slogan “Woman Power Is Vital to Victory,”
the league’s annual campaign highlighted African American women’s
contributions to history and the war effort, at home and abroad. In
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that same year, the War Manpower Commission began a compre-
hensive “womanpower” campaign designed to create 2 new image of
white women that would encourage them to seek what were consid-
ered “men’s jobs” and enter the labor force as a matter of patriotic
duty. Black women, however, were largely excluded from that cam-
paign, and when featured at all, they were portrayed only in relatior
to whites—that is, in subservient roles or as mammy figures. Othe;
depictions of African Americans in that campaign sought to con.
vince anxious whites that blacks continued to accept segregation anc
white supremacy as part of their patriotic duty.*®

Tanneyhill was determined to make African American womer
workers visible. When CBS invited her to submit a dramatic pro.
gram to be included as one episode of the network’s hour-long war:
time series The Spirit of 43, she used the opportunity to produce :
groundbreaking show about African American women. The league?
1943 campaign show was broadcast nationally on CBS and to arme
forces abroad. Tanneyhill wrote the script for the broadcast by rely:
ing on historical materials at the Schomburg Center for Research ir
Black Culture and a borrowed library book on radio scriptwriting
Although CBS staff helped edit the script, they were so impressec
with Tanneyhill’s draft that at first they doubted that she had writ
ten it. Except for some tinkering with dramatic devices to enliver
some of the material, the final broadcast was virtually identical t
Tanneyhill’s original script—a tribute to her developing skills as -
scriptwriter.”

Tanneyhill’s script, “Heroines in Bronze,” was an inventive pre
sentation of the lives of three women: Phillis Wheatley, Sojourne
Truth, and Harriet Tubman. The script was faithful to Tanneyhill’
extensive research and included understated but very effective re
creations of key incidents in each woman’s life. The dramatization
and narratives about the women emphasized different aspects o
black women’s abilities, but each portrayed 2 woman who was smart
persistent, courageous, and undaunted by racial obstacles. Tanney
hill used the story of Wheatley’s life to illustrate the contrast betwees
the inhumanity of slavery’s separation of children from their mother
and the intelligence and tenacity of Wheatley’s poetry. The sectios
of the script on Sojourner Truth emphasized her life before and afte
her freedom, her courageous determination to speak in public place
controlled by white men, and her antislavery messages. Tanneyhill
treatment of Harriet Tubman was the most effective dramatizatio:
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because it included 2 reenactment of several “escapes” from slavery

" and a recitation of the number of slaves led to freedom by this “Moses
of Her People.” The section on Tubman concluded: “Yes — Harriet
Tubman’s soul was in itself the spirit of progress —the determination
to rise above the weight of oppression and injustice and breathe the
free air of opportunity.”*

The second half of Tanneyhill’s script featured contemporary
women, beginning with a speech by Mary McLeod Bethune, “di-
rector of Negro affairs” for the National Youth Administration. Be-
thune expressed her personal pride in “the valiant contribution of
Brown American women to the cause of victory for democracy.” She
identified herself with Wheatley, Truth, and Tubman and the lessons
taught by their lives: “I, myself, am 2 Negro woman, and I have ex-
perienced many of the hardships which are the common lot of our
sisterhood. I thrill to the story of those ‘Heroines in Bronze’ who suf-
fered and defied death to make America what it is today —defender
of the democratic ideal, and hope of generations to come. Life in
this country has not always been easy for people of dark skin. Yet the
fact that the American Negro today stands stalwart in his faith and
loyal devotion to the country of his birth, is a tribute to the women
of the race.” Bethune’s claim for the centrality of black women’s con-
tribution to the race’s survival and faith in democracy was bold. She
also sought to link African American women with other American
women in the war crisis: “Brown American women are sending their
husbands, sons, brothers and sweethearts to war on five continents
and seven seas. They watch fearfully at home for the fateful word that
brings news of death in action—of drowning at sea.” But she quickly
distinguished the fate of black women, adding that “they have felt
the heartsick disappointment that is their lot when they apply for
jobs and are denied because of their race.” Commending contem-
porary black women for their courage and endurance under difficult
circumstances, Bethune argued that it was “essential that the contri-
butions of these women be increased, for womanpower is vital to
victory,” using the vocational opportunity campaign’s slogan to help
make her point.

Bethune’s linking of black women’s efforts and an elevation in
their status as pivotal to the race’s progress amplified arguments from
a long line of African American feminist activists and intellectuals,
including Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin, Mary Church Terrell, Elise
McDougald, and Amy Jacques Garvey. The show’s acknowledgment
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of the “double jeopardy” of race and sex that faced black women also
had deep roots. The notion that uplifting black women was an essen-
tial avenue for advancing the race had been given voice in the 1890s
by Anna Julia Cooper and other African American women associated
with the women’s club movement.* The sctipt contained no hint of
any feelings among black women of subordination or inferiority to
men or any need to temper their ambitions as women. The script’s
focus on the lived experience of the historical figures enabled them
to stand alone in their convictions, strong and independent yet com-
mitted to the communal mission of the race.

This image of African American women was reinforced by a series
of live interviews with black women working in the war effort in
the United States and throughout the world. The women interviewed
ranged from a radio technician at a2 Western Electric plant in New
York City to a flight training instructor in Chicago, who commented
that “our Negro students haven’t been granted the same opportuni-
ties as our white students.” A black woman serving as a Red Cross
Club worker in London described her work among black soldiers
stationed in the British Isles.

Black activists had used the service of black men in World War
I to argue for fuller opportunities for them in World War II. This
show made the same argument about black women who had served
in World War I as canteen workers or army nurses. Expanding the
opportunity for the military service of black nurses was both a real
and 2 symbolic issue because the army initially had established an ex-
clusionary quota for black women in the nurse corps. In an interview
on the show, Marion Brown Seymout, a black nurse who had served
in World War I, did not hesitate to remind the audience of the dis-
crimination and federal policies that had prevented the greater use
of black nurses who wanted to serve: “Unfortunately during World
War I, though the Negro nurse was fully qualified, there was delay
and hesitancy in making a decision to accept Negro women in the
Army Nurse Corps. Their services were not used until just before
the Armistice was signed.” This same hesitancy was being repeated
in World War II. By the time of the broadcast, however, the deci-
sion had been made to allow black women to serve abroad in the
army nurse corps.*? This section of the script succeeded in raising
the two wartime issues that most affected black women: access to
defense industry positions and full opportunity to serve in the mili-
tary’s nurse corps.
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This show differed dramatically in tone and approach from the
1941 National Urban League broadcast, which had at its core a high
entertainment appeal. “Heroines in Bronze” made no attempt at
light entertainment; the music was almost exclusively sacred or in-
spirational.* The dramatic sequences and overall tone of the broad-
cast were entrusted to black entertainment professionals. The three
“heroines,” Wheatley, Truth, and Tubman, were portrayed by well-
known black actresses, including Fredi Washington, who was famous
for her role in the film Imitation of Life. Although the show was about
black women, Tanneyhill asked her friend, veteran stage actor and
radio performer Canada Lee, to narrate it, as he had the league’s
1941 broadcast. But there was no comedy, no Rochester skit, no tap
dancing by Bill Robinson, which made for a far more somber and
dignified presentation of the “Negro woman.” Overall, the show cre-
ated and claimed 2 new image of “respectability” for black women,
who were as vilified as black men in all media representations. Public
representations of black women had a virulent narrowness, perpetu-
ating either the Jezebel or the mammy image. As old as slavery and
as persistent as racism itself, these were the images that “Heroines in
Bronze” sought to displace with its bold aural configuration of Afri-
can American women.**

Tanneyhill believed that since this show was the first national
radio broadcast dedicated to African American women, it deserved
and would garner special attention. To ensure this, she mounted an
aggressive prebroadcast publicity drive for both the broadcast and
the vocational opportunity campaign theme, “womanpower is vital
to victory.” She urged all local Urban League members to con-
vince the program directors at local radio stations to air the national
broadcasts during the campaign. Finally, Tanneyhill asked members
to organize local “listening groups” for the show and to send their
reactions to local stations to encourage them to air more program-
ming about African Americans and provide more opportunities for
black artists.** She also issued several general press releases about
the upcoming broadcast, starting six weeks prior to the broadcast
and ending the day after.* The prebroadcast publicity received a
boost when both New York governor Thomas Dewey and President
Franklin Roosevelt endorsed the league’s annual campaign. Roose-
velt stated in his letter of endorsement that “Negro Americans are
carrying their part of the load at home and on the fighting front.”

In an ambiguously worded promise, he allowed that “the social and
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economic advantages which we of the democracies are fighting to
defend, and further, will not be lost in the readjustment of the post-
war period.” Nevertheless, the mere fact that the president had lent
his support to the league’s work was itself a source of publicity for
the upcoming broadcast.”” Tanneyhill’s hard work paid off: some
newspapers printed her press releases about the show practically ver-
batim.*®

The show’s theme was given an added boost when the league de-
voted its entire spring 1943 issue of Opportunity to the topic of “brown
American womanpower.” The ninety-six-page special issue of the
quarterly was prepared by Tanneyhill and Madeline Aldridge, an edi-
torial assistant at the league, both of whom were responsible for the
campaign’s focus on black women. The magazine featured dozens of
photographs of African American women engaged in a wide variety
of defense work and volunteer war activities and wearing military
and nurses’ uniforms at home and abroad. The articles were about
various aspects of black women’s wartime concerns, but the empha-
sis was primarily on the same issues that drove “Heroines in Bronze™:
equal access to employment in defense industries and full opportu-
nity to serve in war service organizations and the military, especially
the army nurse corps.*’

The images presented in this issue were in sharp contrast to the
traditional images of African American women presented in the
media. The magazine offered a counternarrative to the advertising
industry’s campaign to help the federal government project an inspi-
rational image of the white female worker, an effort that completely
ignored black women. Indeed, one study has found that “astonish-
ingly, no black women were pictured in advertisements during the
war”; even the reliable stereotypical images of maids and mammies
disappeared. At a time when white women were being portrayed as
sources of national pride, there was no politically acceptable place
for black women, who remained invisible.*°

Articles in this special issue gave detailed reports on black women’s
work in a variety of defense factories and industries, from ballistic
laboratories to electrical repair plants to aviation factories. African
American women were depicted as welders, riveters, and clerical and
stenographic workers. Special attention was given to the ongoing
campaign “to accelerate the integration of the Negro nurse into the
total war effort.” Similarly, an article on the Women’s Army Auxiliary
Corps encouraged black women to enroll in both basic and offi-
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cer training since a large call for women was soon expected. Taken
together, these articles, whether on civilian or service activities, en-
couraged African American women to take advantage of the oppor-
tunities for training and service that the wartime emergency offered,
even if many barriers to full participation remained in place.®

Unlike the content of some of the league’s earlier broadcasts, for
the most part the content of “Heroines in Bronze” was consistent
with and reinforced by the messages in the magazine, both in style
and in rhetoric. Lester Granger began his contribution to the special
issue with a discussion of discrimination against women in general
before addressing the special burdens and sacrifices of black women.
“They have felt the brunt of that mean racial discrimination which
has stultified our national ideals and twisted the social growth of
the Negro population,” he wrote. At the same time, he argued, they
“faced the added handicap of sex whenever they have sought oppor-
tunity to express their talents.” He credited the historical progress of
the “Negro race” to black women:

If Negro Americans have endured three hundred years of slavery,
economic exploitation and social frustration without losing faith
in their country and their future, it is because the women of the
race have kept the faith. If Negro men have made endless sacri-
fices in the painfully slow, upward progress of the past seventy-
five years, it is because their women have insisted upon and gladly
shared those sacrifices. If a growing interracial cooperation and
understanding in many communities partly compensates for in-
creased racial tensions in others, it is because Negro women have
made it their particular business to keep channels of understand-
ing open. . . . [BJrown American women have been a mighty force
working for redemption of the soul of Democratic America.

Not only did Granger include African American women in the politi-
cal history of the race, but like Bethune had done on the air, he placed
them at the heart of the struggle to advance black people. Granger
concluded by commending black women for having pursued the
training for jobs that had been denied them early in the war but
were now open to them because of extreme labor shortages. After
giving examples of black women’s involvement in fields from which
they previously had been excluded, Granger ended his essay with this
plea: “Please God, let it be a good omen for America in the peace

years that are to come.” *
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This special emphasis on African American women in Opportunity
and more dramatically in “Heroines in Bronze” struck 2 responsive
chord with the black press. A Baltimore Afro-American article left no
room for doubt about its opinion: the lead sentence described “Hero-
ines” as “the most effective radio appeal yet heard on the air in behalf
of colored Americans.” New York City’s People’s Voice weighed in with
a review that congratulated the league for its “industry and initia-
tive” in getting the show on the air. Ann Petrey also mentioned the
broadcast in her column in the paper, calling the show “tops in radio
programs.”**

Tanneyhill’s role in creating the broadcast earned her praise from
National Urban League colleagues in New York City and throughout
the country. Elmer Carter, although no longer a league employee,
congratulated her for “the best publicity job in the history of the
Urban League” and told her that “the community is literally ringing
with praises of your Saturday program.” A. L. Foster of the Chicago
Urban League expressed his deep appreciation, telling Tanneyhill
that he knew she “must have worked like the devil” on the show.
Foster also reported that the local league had urged drugstores, gro-
cery stores, and other businesses to turn on their radios so customers
could hear the Saturday broadcast. Pastors at area churches also had
encouraged their congregations to listen. The Minneapolis Urban
League sent its thanks to Tanneyhill, explaining that it “would be im-
possible to evaluate the amount of interest created in the work of the
local Urban league by that broadcast and by the splendid April issue
of Opportunity Magazine.” Accolades for Tanneyhill’s work came
from league affiliates in Baltimore, where it was called “strictly ‘high-
class’” and a “swell job,” and Buffalo, where it was labeled the “best
ever placed on a national hookup.” The Omaha league passed along
its compliments to CBS, thanking the network for carrying the show,
which it described as a “source of inspiration to all Negro people.”*

Offering a particularly perceptive observation, the executive sec-
retary of the St. Louis Urban League praised Tanneyhill not only for
producing the “best broadcast by Negroes that has come over the
air” but also for taking risks by veering away from the traditional
entertainment-dominated format: “Most groups think that to get
people to listen to a program, you have to have some ‘name’ band,
some blues singers or some other person whose name appears fre-
quently in the press and otherwise before the public. Your broadcast
proved that is not exactly true. . . . We Negroes believe that they
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get over only a certain type of program which is usually accepted by
white people, but our times today call for a more serious bit of pro-
paganda than the Rochesters usually get over.”**

Other people unaffiliated with the National Urban League but
interested in race relations also congratulated Tanneyhill on “Hero-
ines in Bronze.” Sociologist Ira De A. Reid commended Tanneyhill
for the “high calibre” of the “positively enchanting” show. Black
nurses were especially appreciative of the attention the show gave to
their war-related concerns. In a letter to Granger, Mabel Staupers
of the National Association of Colored Graduate Nurses singled
out Tanneyhill for special praise.*® The fact that the show focused
on African American women was emphasized in subsequent reports
about it. The Tuskegee Institute’s 1947 Negro Yearbook stated that the
broadcast was “the first time in the history of radio that the accom-
plishments and achievements of Negro women have been heard on
the air in story and in fact.”®’

Tanneyhill and the league also received letters and postcards from
listeners in the general public. One writer thanked the league for
an “excellent” and “well-planned and really very effective” show.
Another commented that the broadcast was “thrilling, instructive,
and finished in all respects” and that “it has done a great deal to
stimulate genuine respect and good will towards negroes.” Other
writers also expressed the hope that the show would help whites; one
white listener wrote that “I need no such aid to make me appreciate
the place that the Negro race should have in our community life, but
I hope it has broadened the outlook of thousands throughout the
country who cling to another point of view.”*®

To the extent that the National Urban League hoped its broad-
casts would bring greater attention to the plight of African American
workers, especially black women, “Heroines in Bronze” was a big
success. In other public affairs programming about African Ameri-
can history or race relations, black women had been invisible or
veiled behind broad communal representations of the black commu-
nity that rested on male voicings. Here for the first time, Tanneyhill
was able to bring African American women front and center and
treat them with a dignity and respect that radio, like all media, had
long denied them. This would remain one of Tanneyhill’s singular
accomplishments for the league and for broadcasting in general. The
paradox, of course, is the singularity itself: a one-hour broadcast
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could hardly compete with the influence of centuries of despicable
images of African American women. As politically significant as
African Americans knew popular images to be, they remained largely
powerless to intervene or compete successfully in the long term in a
public arena now controlled by powerful mass media, regardless of
how eager and prepared they were to try.

Race Riots

Race riots that erupted in the summer of 1943 propelled the issue
of race relations to the forefront of national attention. Groups of
white soldiers and sailors stationed in Los Angeles attacked mostly
young Mexican American and black men over the course of sev-
eral days of disturbances that came to be called the “zoot-suit” riots,
named after the distinctive attire common among young Mexican
American and black men at the time. In Detroit, an argument be-
tween African Americans and whites quickly escalated into a full-
scale riot. Thirty-four people were killed, soo injured, 1,800 arrested,
and over s1 million in property damage resulted before President
Roosevelt sent in federal troops.®® Finally, in August, rioting erupted
in Harlem, where 300 blacks were injured and 6 were killed before
calm was restored.”

Throughout the summer, African American leaders continued to
urge President Roosevelt to make a national radio address condemn-
ing racial violence, but he refused to take that step.”" Instead, black
activists, racially progressive liberals, and entertainers prodded the
radio industry to take a public role in calming fears and preaching
racial tolerance. Walter White of the NAACP helped form the Emer-
gency Committee of the Entertainment Industry, a group of black
and white entertainers organized specifically to sponsor a nation-
wide radio appeal for racial tolerance.”> Members of the committee
convinced CBS to donate thirty minutes of free national airtime to
their cause. Unlike NBC, which was routinely more cautious about
programming on race relations or African Americans, CBS took on
the cause of calming racial tensions as its own. Rather than simply
granting free time for the show, William Paley at CBS took the un-
precedented action of officially sponsoring the show.”

The network asked the respected liberal radio scriptwriter, direc-
tor, and producer William Robson to help with this special project.”
Robson recalled later the sensitivity with which he and his colleagues
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approached the issue of race: “We were extremely careful in the
preparation of the script, since the country at the time was pock-
marked with ‘tension areas’ where it was feared new race riots might
break out. Our problem was to throw the light of truth on the
Detroit incident without inciting either whites or Negroes to riot
elsewhere.”” Robson opted for a simple dramatic format. He de-
cided to use a reenactment of the Detroit riot to emphasize “the
positive aspects of person helping person, rather than the destruc-
tive aspects of the disturbance.” ™ So cautious were Robson and CBS
that the entire show was recorded in dress rehearsal twice and the
broadcast was postponed twice as those involved sought to produce
a balanced presentation and one that would not stir up additional
controversy. Even on the day of the broadcast, network officials took
the precaution of broadcasting the entire show via a closed circuit to
every CBS affiliate, allowing each ample time to refuse to carry it. In
the end, only a few stations declined to air the show.”

On July 24, 1943, the network broadcast the program, “Open Let-
ter on Race Hatred,” which began:

Dear Fellow Americans. What you are about to hear may anger
you. What you are about to hear may sound incredible to you. You
may doubt that such things can happen today in this supposedly
united nation. But we assure you, everything you are about to hear
is true. And so, we ask you to spend thirty minutes with us, facing
quietly and without passion or prejudice, a danger which threat-
ens all of us—a danger so great that if it is not met and conquered
now, even though we win this war, we shall be defeated in victory
and the peace which follows will for us be a horror of chaos, law-
lessness, and bloodshed. This danger is race hatred.”

The program then presented its aural re-creation of the Detroit
riot. It dramatized the fact that the arrival of waves of wartime im-
migrants from Appalachia and the rural South, crowded housing,
and the efforts of “subversive organizers and native Nazi orators”
all combined to create conditions in which misunderstandings and
rumors could start a race riot. The broadcast emphasized that the
courage of individual blacks and whites prevented more deaths and
injuries from occurring. In a bit of radio magic, the show included
reports on the riots broadcast as if they were German and Japanese
radio propaganda. The Japanese “broadcast” was especially hard-
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hitting, portraying the Detroit riot as one in which “hundreds of
negroes were sacrificed to the altar of American white superiority
complex.”

“Open Letter” seemed to be directed primarily at whites, referred
to as “the decent law-abiding citizens . . . who will pay the final bill
for the race hatred of your fellow Americans.” The narrator included
this admonition: “We’ve got too tough an enemy to beat overseas
to fight each other here at home. We hope that this documented ac-
count of the irreparable damage race hatred has already done to our
prestige, our war effort, and our self-respect will have moved you to
make 2 solemn promise to yourself that, wherever you are and what-
ever is your color or your creed, you will never allow intolerance or
prejudice of any kind to make you forget that you are first of all an
American with sacred obligations to every one of your fellow citi-
zens.” The broadcast concluded with a straightforward attack on the
concept of white superiority and a clear argument for extending the
full rights of American citizenship to African Americans delivered by
former Republican presidential candidate Wendell Wilkie.” “Two-
thirds of the people who are our allies do not have white skins,” he
said, “and they have long, hurtful memories of the white man’s su-
petior attitude in his dealing with them.” Turning his attention to
racism at home, Wilkie recited 2 long litany of basic rights that Afri-
can American citizens deserved but did not yet enjoy.*

The race riots finally had inspired the type of radio show that
Theodore Beri’y and other African American federal officials repeat-
edly had urged the Office of War Information (OW1I) to air: one that
targeted the racist attitudes of white Americans. But it was CBS, act-
ing without federal imprimatur, that had taken this step. The task of
fashioning 2 national response to the riots had been assumed not by
the racially timid Roosevelt administration but by an alliance of CBS
network officials and writers, entertainers, scriptwriters, and the lib-
eral Republican Wendell Wilkie. The unusual nature of the broadcast
drew praise and national media attention. 7ime magazine reported:
“[T)he fact that 2 major U.S. network had the courage and took the
time to emphasize a crisis in race relations was big radio news.” The
magazine also called the show “one of the most eloquent and out-
spoken programs in radio history.”®' No one reacted mildly to the
widely discussed program. General reactions to the broadcast were,
in Robson words, “as varied and violent as the point of view of
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the listener,” with “indiscriminate applause and vile condemnation”
coming from the same locality.”” The attention the show garnered
was yet another indication of the controversy that met attempts to
use radio as a forum to discuss racial tensions.

The two limited arguments the broadcast made —that race hatred
was bad and that black Americans deserved basic rights—were aired
without the sponsorship of the federal government, whose officials
remained fearful of the national political implications of those basic
arguments. Nonetheless, some of the groundwork for the appeals
made in “Open Letter” had been laid by the federal program Free-
dom's People and the War Department broadcasts “America’s Negro
Soldiers” and “Judgment Day.” Even the National Urban League’s
broadcasts in 1941 and 1943, especially “Heroines in Bronze,” had
made the fundamental argument for fair play and equal opportunity,
although they had not directly attacked racial hatred and violence.
Still, none of these shows addressed the questions of a remedy and
how the long-denied basic rights were to be extended or protected,
questions that constituted the principal claims of African American
protests.

When the “zoot-suit riots” erupted in Los Angeles, 2 national
media center, CBS officials reacted once again, this time not with
a single national broadcast but with a series of broadcasts for affili-
ates of its Pacific regional network. The riots in Los Angeles, which
grew out of tensions between white sailors and Mexican American
youths, actually involved African Americans only tangentially.*® But
the violence provided the cautionary incentive for the production of
These Are Americans, a series of six fifteen-minute shows about Afri-
can Americans and their place in American democracy that began
in January 1944. The show was created in cooperation with two
local civic groups and an entertainment-based group, the liberal
Hollywood Writers’ Mobilization. Veteran CBS radio newsman Chet
Huntley, 2 member of the writers’ group, wrote and narrated the
series.®*

Addressing the question of race relations was again considered so
controversial that the show opened with a preliminary caution simi-
lar to the one in “Open Letter.” Huntley introduced the first episode
by explaining that the series was “about the American Negro: about
his problem, about his education, about his place in industry, busi-
ness, the arts, the armed forces, and his position in our society.” A
voice interrupted him:
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Voice 1: Excuse me! But, brother, are you headed for trouble!
This question of the Negro is the hottest thing on the books!
It’s a controversial question! ‘

Huntley: That’s true, but the principles of it are not! We hold that
democracy is non-controversial, and the Negro question
broadly stated is “Shall Democracy work for all or shall it work
in places?” We hold that equality —and the Bill of Rights are
non-controversial —and that’s what the Negro question
is about.*

Whereas “Open Letter” had pleaded primarily for racial tolerance
and basic rights for African Americans, These Are Americans worked
from the assumption that a change in race relations and the exten-
sion of greater opportunities to African Americans were not only
inevitable but also imminent. Its primary goal was to coax white
Americans into accepting the idea of equal opportunity and fair play
for African Americans while calming their fears about the practical
implications of such a political and social shift.

The series first sought to convince whites that African American
advancement was linked to the national self-interest:

Voice 1: Democracy cannot limp along with 2 ten percent
handicap.

Voice 2: Holding the Negro down means the rest of us stay down
with him. Keeping him unproductive hurts America. Keeping
him in ill health hurts America and the cause of democracy for
which we are fighting.*

Huntley expressly sought to assuage white concerns about the
pace of racial change. Throughout the series, he repeatedly tried to
reassure whites who were fearful of the impact of greater black free-
dom on the racial status quo. One show on the cultural contributions
of blacks consisted entirely of 2 reading of Langston Hughes’s poem
“Freedom’s Plow,” which had been written for a National Urban
League broadcast the previous year. Huntley used the poem’s nar-
rative of progress and patience to support and reinforce his own
modest interpretation of African American goals for advancement.
He told his listeners that “the Negro expects no overnight remedy,
no instantaneous change, no sudden correction of discrimination by
man-made laws.”*’

In fact, no other theme in the series received greater attention than

The National Urban League on the Radio : 181




the fears of whites about a time when African Americans would con-
sider themselves their social equals. The series repeatedly cautioned
African American listeners to accept new opportunities without over-
stepping existing social and political boundaries too quickly. In the
first broadcast, for example, 2 white character declared: “I don’t want
an ‘uppity,” smart-aleck black boy here. The way I see it, is that the
Negro has to give way in this whole thing as much as the white man.
I don’t mean I want him to stand around with his hat in his hand
and call me mister, but I do want him to take his rights in stride and
just go on and wortk as though nothing much had happened.” Con-
sider this conversation between Doc, who was white, and Jim, who
was black:

Doc: But what about the Negro who gets a taste of equality and
then gets a little out of line?

Jim: He’s a problem, and every Negro leader of any merit isn’t
overlooking that reaction.

Doc: Tknow . . . we can explain it, Jim. He’s known Jim Crow
laws so long that when they’re gone, he just goes too far, is all.

Jim: We Negroes must take our advancement in dignity and
majesty . . . not in bowing and scraping nor in obtrusive,
aggressive celebration.

In another episode, a character advised African Americans who got
good jobs to “accept [their] improved economic status with reserve
and dignity. Over aggressiveness or brash conduct wipes out any ad-
vancement.”®®

Huntley returned to the familiar immigrant melting pot paradigm
as he tried to create a calming vision of a future in which African
Americans were accorded full rights as Americans and accepted as
equal members of the body politic. The message of the final broad-
cast in the series was a throwback to the rhetoric of the 1938 series
Americans All, Immigrants All: “Fellow Americans! Take pride in what
has happened here! They came to this land as bohunks, wops, spicks,
greasers, cockneys, cousin-jacks, micks, chinks, slaves and kikes. But
read the honor roll of Americans and note the names: Patrick Henry,
Albert Einstein, General ‘Tke’ Eisenhower, Arturo Toscanini, Pisud-
ski [sic], Lin Tutang [sic], Booker T. Washington, and so on down the
immortal list. We’re a bit of every race and every people on earth and
we have reason to believe that it’s been a good idea.”® The show
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continued the theme of an earlier broadcast devoted to 2 choral ren-
dition of “Ballad for Americans,” first popularized by Paul Robeson
in the late 1930s.*°

Because These Are Americans was a western regional broadcast
rather than a national one, the show’s creators were not working
in a racial frame of reference that was dominated by worries about
an imagined southern white reaction, as were the creators of many
coast-to-coast shows. Overall, the show spent relatively little time
justifying the extension of full rights to African Americans and de-
voted most of its attention to the issue of how to manage the re-
sulting transition in race relations. Huntley was therefore able to
address more directly white fears about black progress and the in-
evitable change in social relations that would follow. This is most
obvious in the recurring cautions to blacks not to gloat or overstep
new racial boundaries. But even this appeal for racial gradualism en-
visioned exactly the kind of future that southern congressmen had
protested so vehemently in their 1943 showdown over the OW1I pam-
phlet Negroes and the War. Those white men recognized as clearly as
Huntley did the broader social implications of full opportunity; they
had recoiled from such images just as quickly as black Americans
had embraced them. Since it did not have to dodge imagined south-
ern white fears, this western regional radio series was able to offer
a melting pot vision that included “the Negro,” but not without en-
countering resistance from some white listeners who, although they
were not southern, shared many of the same views. Indeed, this is
one reason why the series had as its central mission the reassurance of
whites fearful of changes in the racial status quo. Huntley revealed in
a later interview that during this period a2 man wrote to ask him the
definitive racial inquiry: “{W]ould you want your daughter to marry
a Negro?””

Wherever they lived, most white Americans harbored deep fears
about changes in the existing racial regime, and the specter of equal
social and sexual relations with blacks was at the root of many of
these fears. Subsumed under the rubric of social equality was a nexus
of fears about the implications of political and economic equality —
a loss of value for the currency of American whiteness. When the
radio networks entered the terrain of racial equality, those fears gov-
erned the content of their broadcasts. With few exceptions, national
radio programming remained under the control of powerful whites
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who, even if they were opposed to racial injustice, remained unwill-
ing to permit African Americans to speak freely for themselves on
the medium.

The National Urban League’s appeal to the networks to grant it
broadcast time to respond to the riots was overshadowed by what
CBS had already done. League officials instead turned their atten-
tion to urging local affiliates to call special meetings of local leaders
from labor, politics, and civic groups to “prepare counter offensive
of public opinion” to prevent further violent outbreaks. The league
decided to dedicate its upcoming October national annual confer-
ence to the theme “Victory through Unity” and to make it a publicity
centerpiece for interracial unity.”

In preparation for the conference, Ann Tanneyhill approached
officials at NBC and asked for national airtime for the league’s use
during the annual meeting, having worked with the network earlier
that year when it broadcast “Freedom’s Plow.” NBC officials, who
had seen CBS’s success with “Open Letter,” accepted Tanneyhill’s
proposal and granted her fifteen minutes of airtime. Tanneyhill, who
had a penchant for lining up popular entertainment figures, asked
actor Edward G. Robinson if he would be willing to read a message
about the league on the radio. Robinson agreed and asked Tanneyhill
to write something suitable for him.”

Unlike the league’s earlier shows, this one did not include music,
entertainment, dramatizations, or interviews but simply featured
Robinson speaking alone in conversational tones. Introduced by an
announcer as the “great dramatic actor and distinguished American
citizen,” Robinson read his “special message,” an understated plea
for racial tolerance. Robinson’s basic appeal rested on concerns that
racial violence would prolong and weaken the war effort. Casting
“morale” as a “force” and a “weapon” in modern warfare, Robinson
held up racial intolerance as antithetical to national morale and ulti-
mately to victory itself. He argued that if and when victory came,
it “will have been the victory of Americans of every shade of color,
political and religious belief. It will not be an Irish victory, nor a
Czech victory, nor a black, nor a white, nor any other kind of victory
—just an American victory.” He addressed more subtly the issue at
hand: prejudice and hostilities against African Americans, “a people
who have knocked at the doors of industry and government for the
chance to make their contributions.”** After citing several compel-
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ling examples of black heroism during the war, Robinson made his
most direct appeal to white listeners:

The fellow whose skin is black, but to whose welfare you prob-
ably never gave too much thought, is on your side. Your battle is
his battle! His battle must be yours! What is his battle? It’s a battle
for freedom of opportunity, security of living, happiness for his
family, a future for his children. Well, these are the things that all
of us want. The Negro American wants them just as deeply, and
as rightfully as the rest of us. . . . Contrary to common belief, the
Negro doesn’t always sing his troubles away—nor does he always
laugh in the face of adversity. Boil it down and you find that the
Negro is not unlike the rest of us.”®

In his closing remarks, Robinson emphasized that a lasting peace de-
pended on the willingness of the American people to accept “that an
unmolested life, an untrammeled liberty, and an unhampered pur-
suit of happiness are not just a dream, but a practical program.”®®
This show made no direct reference to the spate of violent episodes
that had precipitated both the broadcast and the expanded “Victory
through Unity” campaign. But the racial violence created an atmo-
sphere of urgency that permitted the directness of the political argu-
ments Robinson made.”

League officials reserved their anger about the riots for the pages
of the October 1943 Opportunity. The magazine’s editorial page was
packed with ardent political criticism unlike any heard in league
broadcasts. League board member William Baldwin placed the riots
in an international perspective. He noted that “Detroit, Harlem, Mo-
bile and Beaumont are but thin strands in comparison with those of
Burma and Malaya in the crazy quilt of the white man’s pretensions to
innate superiority in a world predominately colored and now awak-
ened and on the move; but our local ‘incidents’ have a high visibility
which cannot be concealed from the world at large, or even from
us, by any techniques of camouflage or artificial blackout.”*® Once
again, Lester Granger used the magazine as a forum for blasting fed-
eral leadership. He described the riots as the “inevitable outcome of
a laissez, faire policy followed by governmental leadership.” Granger
made this prediction: “Historians . . . will look back upon the present
phase of our racial relationships with unbelieving wonder. They will
find it hard to understand that a great nation, fighting for its very
existence in the bloodiest war of all time, should have been forced
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to depend upon leaders so dismally incompetent in solving 2 funda-
mental problem of national unity and civilian morale.”*®

The league’s contrasting timidity on radio reflected a pragmatic
decision to use the medium primarily to draw general attention to its
work because league officials knew that the national airwaves simply
could not be used to advance political arguments like those found in
Opportunity. League officials understood that retaining their “guest”
status on national radio depended on the use of vaguely worded gen-
eral appeals, as well as the crisis of war itself. Strongly worded sen-
timent had no place on the broadcasts the league made to a general
national audience, but the recurring vivid contrast between the two
levels of rhetoric does raise a question about whether the league’s
true political position rested at either extreme or somewhere in the
middle.

The league shows broadcast in 1943 were the high point in the
league’s use of national radio during this period, although Tanneyhill
and Granger continued to try to secure additional long-term com-
mitments from the networks. After her success with “Heroines in
Bronze,” Tanneyhill had become more convinced than ever of the
“wide possibilities for interracial education which can be developed
through the radio,” which led her to propose longer-running series
about African Americans.'® Although the riots had compelled CBS
and eventually NBC to carry programs about the need for racial
unity, that spirit of commitment was short-lived. Broadcasts about
blacks and race relations seemed destined to remain restricted to
the narrow confines of special programming; the idea of 2 longer-
running series apparently exceeded the level of commitment the net-
works were willing to make to the league or to anyone else.

In 1944 and 1945, league officials produced two other special
broadcasts, neither of which lived up to their expectations. In 1944,
Tanneyhill envisioned a show that would “emphasize the contribu-
tions and sacrifices being made by Negroes in the war program,
and the need for elimination of remaining racial discrimination that
weakens our national morale, impedes our Victory effort, and en-
dangers our hopes and aims in the post-war period.”** The broad-
cast, however, did not achieve these goals. NBC carried the half-hour
show, which returned to the comfortable formula of speeches inter-
spersed with musical entertainment. That show did not elicit the vol-
ume of mail the league had received in response to previous shows.!*?
It seems likely that the novelty of the league’s national broadcasts and
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Radio commentator H. 1. Kaltenborn, National Urban League official Ann Tanneyhill,
pianist Hazel Scott, and a member of the Charioteers preparing for the 1944 National
Urban League broadcast. (National Urban League Collection, Library of Congress)

its timid radio message were wearing off. For 1945, Granger stressed
to ABC that the league wanted to make an annual broadcast “de-
voted to the vocational and economic development of Negro war
workers and veterans, and to interracial harmony.”** Tanneyhill ex-
plained that the show must “point to the possibilities for continued
use of Negro labor in the post-war period,” but she played no role
in writing the script, which was marked by incongruity and the vir-
tual absence of a political message.'* After the broadcast, Granger
thanked the network for airing “the type of message we wanted con-
veyed,” although that hardly seemed to have been the case.'® At the
same time, knowing that the war was drawing to an end, Granger
tried to secure a permanent place on national radio for the league.
He asked the networks to commit to a regular series of league broad-
casts, a request that went unmet since the overriding rationale for
that kind of commitment—the feared impact of racial disunity —ex-
pired with the end of the war crisis.”*
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“"The Story They'll Never Print”

The constraints under which the league sought national airtime
became even more apparent after the war ended and when the orga-
nization attempted to use national radio to address one of its most
pressing concerns: postwar employment opportunities for blacks.
League officials wanted to raise public consciousness of the plight
of black workers who were quickly being dismissed from jobs in the
shrinking postwar economy. Rather than producing another show
on its own, league officials in 1946 asked the respected writer Erik
Barnouw to draft a script for a half-hour dramatic radio show ap-
pealing to large companies to hire blacks. CBS, the most reliable
supporter of league broadcasts, agreed to carry the show.

Barnouw’s script was a textured rendering of the preparations of
a plant as it began the process of introducing blacks into skilled
positions. In the script, a consultant from the league worked closely
with plant officials and potential black employees to smooth the way
for the employees’ integration into the workplace. At the same time,
plant officials attempted to assuage the fears of white employees. On
the fateful day when blacks were to begin work at the plant, 2 news-
paper reporter showed up to cover the expected violent confronta-
tion between resistant white workers and the black newcomers. But
no hostilities erupted, and the newspaper had no story: “Why should
they? No blood was spilt. No bones broken. A reporter lounged
about but nothing happened, so he went home. Nothing happened?
No, that’s not quite right. . . . Here, in a factory, mankind moved
forward; it moved an inch, and did not slip back.” With this ironic
and optimistic ending, Barnouw concluded his script, entitling it
“The Story They’ll Never Print.” '’

After CBS ofhcials reviewed it, “The Story They’ll Never Print”
became the show they would never carry. Barnouw later recalled that
the script was among the best he had ever written and that officials
at the network also liked it very much. But network officials felt that
the script was too hard-hitting on the racial question for its national
audience, and they told him they “didn’t dare produce it.”***

Quite surprisingly, however, the War Department approved the
use of a recorded version of the play for the Armed Forces Radio
Service. But Barnouw recalled that he learned in 2 later conversation
with Samuel Newman, who had worked for the radio service during
the war, what happened when it was time to air the broadcast: “So it
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went through all the clearances and it finally reached this point of a
glass master from which the wax was going to be made. And New-
man was called in to his superior who had the disc on his desk and
said, ‘Now listen, Sam, I'm not going to have any of this nigger-
loving shit on this network.” And he took the glass and shattered it all
over the desk. So it went down the drain ‘for technical re?sons.’ 7109
This response is consistent with the army’s decision the year before
not to produce “The Glass” for broadcast on CBS because it in-
truded too deeply into civilian racial matters. In this case, a year
later, both the network and the army drew lines on the race question.
In both cases, what is most clear is that familiar wartime appeals
for national unity had lost their usefulness and no substitute con-
sidered politically safe for national airing had emerged. Faced with
the looming postwar question of how black loyalty and service were
to be rewarded, both CBS and the army pulled back because they
feared that the most obvious answers—integration and full oppor-
tunity —were simply too provocative to be advocated in a national
broadcast.

Minority Opinion

As part of its overall media strategy during the postwar period,
the league encouraged its local affiliates to pursue radio time on local
stations, and many succeeded, with varying degrees of effectiveness.
One example of an extraordinary local program was Minority Opin-
ion, a series begun in 1945 by Sidney Williams, the energetic and
aggressive director of the Cleveland Urban League. Carried on local
ABC affiliate WJW, the show broke with the traditional formats of
most other broadcasts about blacks, including those of the national
league. It consisted of interviews with African American writers
and political activists and provided in-depth analysis and commen-
tary concerning problems facing the black community in the postwar
period. The show began broadcasting in October 1945 and was heard
at least through March 1946. The fact that this was a local rather than
a national broadcast allowed Williams to “narrowcast” to a sympa-
thetic northern urban audience that had grown in stature and size
because of the wartime migration of African Americans. Although
he was confined to a local station, Williams dedicated his time on the
air almost exclusively to national rather than local political issues."

Williams served as the show’s moderator, interviewer, and politi-
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cal commentator. The first broadcast in the series was a vivid and
imaginative narrative of the birth of the interracialism of the National
Urban League itself, linking it to black migration, economic disloca-
tion, and racial patterns during the period prior to World War I.
Williams focused on particular problems facing blacks in urban areas
like Cleveland, especially housing shortages. The first of two pro-
grams on the problem of housing shortages outlined the economic
and racial causes of the shortages and the drastic social consequences
of overcrowding. In the second show, Williams described permanent
solutions to housing shortages for blacks, including pending federal
housing legislation, the elimination of racially restrictive housing
covenants, and an end to discriminatory lending practices.™

Williams also explored other pressing national issues of concern to
African Americans through interviews with a wide variety of public
figures, writers, and journalists."? One show featured an interview by
Williams with writer and activist Carey McWilliams in which the two
men discussed the responsibility of what Williams called “our makers
of public opinion” —the press and the movie and radio industries
—for improving intergroup relations. McWilliams announced that
members of the screenwriters’ and radio writers’ guilds had signed
an agreement “not to write scripts which portray Negro people and
other groups in stereotyped situations.” He concluded by predicting
that the current period, 1945 and 1946, would be a time of testing
in race relations: “We are going to have to decide whether we are
going to preserve, consolidate, and extend the gains made in the war
period, or whether we are going to revert back to the pre-war status-
quo—as a matter of fact, I don’t think we can adopt the latter policy
because I do not think there is a status quo. The war undermined
that—there is no racial status quo.” "

Other shows emphasized the political ties between African Ameri-
cans and other people of color around the world. Paul Robeson, then
chairman of the Council of African Affairs, linked the struggles of
African Americans with those of colonized people the world over, in
“Africa, the West Indies, India, China.”"* This theme was repeated
in a broadcast on the black press. There, journalist Horace Cayton
noted the “world-wide scope of the Negro Press” and its concern
“with subjected and subordinated people —and, especially non-white
people all over the world.” William Walker, the editor of the Cleveland
Call and Post, argued that black Americans not only had a “deep com-
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munity of interest with all minorities in the U.S. and throughout the
world” but also had a special responsibility “to help build a world in
which all the minorities can weave their peculiar contributions into a
creative whole.”'*

Williams also occasionally explored political issues without the
use of interviews. On the first anniversary of Franklin Roosevelt’s
death, his program “Jim Crow Is On the Run” provided an imagina-
tive account of Jim Crow’s birth and life. In it he argued, as C. Vann
Woodward would in the 1950s, that legally sanctioned segregated
practices were imposed well after the Civil War rather than being a
continuation of antebellum racial practices. Williams also reminded
his listeners that the South was not Jim Crow’s only home:

Jim Crowism spread throughout the economic and political and
social life of America like a malignant cancer, eating away the
cohesion and unity of our nation. Statutes and regulations were
passed in the south requiring that negro and white people be sepa-
rated. . . . [T]he intent was to make impossible social contacts
between white and Negro people. . . . There is no such thing as
“separate but equal.” Let’s be fair to the South and admit, with
shame, that Jim Crow has invaded the North too—sub rosa. What
other than Jim Crowism is our segregated housing? The quota
systems in our colleges and universities? The discriminatory em-
ployment practices of our industries and businesses?

Williams ended the broadcast with a lively summary of the achieve-
ments of Roosevelt’s New Deal and, particularly, the changes in
racial policies that had come during the war. Roosevelt’s spirit lived
on, Williams argued, and could be memorialized best through con-
tinued efforts to make the Fair Employment Practices Commission
permanent and abolish the poll tax."¢

In these ways, Sidney Williams, working on an independent local
station in Cleveland, broadcast programming that was more conso-
nant with African Americans’ views of the real questions of postwar
race relations. He used a more serious and weighty radio format that
included interviews, book reviews, and commentary, without any
need to entertain or hedge. According to Ann Tanneyhill, Williams
was seen by some at the national office as a “radical,” but the views
he solicited and expressed on Minority Opinion were far more consis-
tent with those being advanced in the pages of Opportunity than were
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the views carried on the league’s national broadcasts. Williams, oper-
ating on a local station, was able to say out loud on the air what
officials of the National Urban League felt free only to write.

As Ann Tanneyhill remembers it, the networks “never told us what
we could and could not do” and did not censor the league’s scripts.”’
But incidents sutrounding the rejection of “The Story They’ll Never
Print” remind us how well league officials knew and abided by the
parameters that governed their wartime radio scripts and programs.
Although Granger and others in the organization were involved in
the ongoing campaign for racial reform, there is little to indicate
that the organization, which was so deeply wedded to the notions
of interracialism and corporate support, wanted to mount an overt
challenge to the networks’ conventional approach to racial discourse.

At the same time, league officials practiced what advertisers called
“segmentation” — that is, they purposely targeted variations of the
same basic message to different audiences, altering language and
tone accordingly—albeit as much out of necessity as part of a gen-
eral strategy. This is seen clearly in the pages of Opportunity, where
Granger in particular wrote scathing editorials protesting the dis-
criminatory practices of the federal government, the War Depart-
ment, and unions and private industry. Yet league officials did not ap-
pear to be eager to push the boundaries of political discourse about
race and endanger their limited free access to national radio. The lan-
guage and tone of league national broadcasts actually changed very
little from 1941 to 1945. The first show in 1941 had made a basic plea
for fair play and equal opportunity, as did its final, aptly named 1945
broadcast, “Too Long America.”

League officials tried to use their national radio programs mostly
to draw attention to the organization and give it a more visible
national presence among both blacks and whites. Broadcasting its
name and its general goals to millions of listeners across the country
did just that, as league officials stressed in a 1945 issue of Opportu-
nity dedicated to a retrospective of the organization’s first thirty-five
years. Illustrated by two photographs from the broadcasts in 1944
and 1945, the accompanying text stressed that “nationally known
news commentators and radio and motion picture stars have helped
to bring the annual VOC to the attention of a nation-wide audi-
ence.”"®

Speaking half a century after her experience with the league’s
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radio broadcasts, Tanneyhill emphasized what she saw as their en-
during effects. Of most obvious significance was that the use of
radio “drew attention to the Urban League and to the problems
people were facing” and helped elevate the league’s stature during
the war period. Equally significant, although for different reasons,
was its 1943 broadcast of “Heroines in Bronze.” Never before had the
achievements of African American women received the amount of
national media attention that show and the simultaneous issue of Op-
portunity generated. Listeners and readers were presented images of
black women they had never encountered in popular representations,
images that would remain rare on radio and other media. Finally, she
credits the success of shows with opening the way for African Ameri-
can entertainers in the radio industry as 2 whole."” The league’s
first show, “The Negro and National Defense,” not only served as a
model for many other wartime appeals featuring black talent but also
brought to the air an all-black show with tremendous popular ap-
peal, illustrating that the medium’s virtual exclusion of black talent
was shortsighted.

These shows also constituted part of the emerging public dis-
course on equal opportunity and race prejudice in the World War II
era, although their exceptional nature means that their lasting impact
on public opinion was limited. Yet these broadcasts and the stories of
their production and reception give us a glimpse of radio’s potential
as 2 medium for “positive” racial propaganda.
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CHAPTER §

RADIO AND THE
POLITICAL DISCOURSE OF
RACIAL EQUALITY

opular national political forums were among radio’s most
prominent features in the war era and one of its many gifts
to television. All of the networks had some version of this
public affairs format, and of these, the Uniersity of Chicago
Round Table and America’s Town Meeting of the Airwere the most
popular, respected, and influential.' Because of their conti-
nuity, these two shows are particularly valuable sites for ob-
serving how over the course of a decade the political subject
of race, first deemed unspeakable, came to be aired and then
Tose to prominence as a national issue. Quite literally, these
broadcasts chart the evolution of a permissible political dis-
course about racial oppression, a development that provides
insights into the fashioning and limitations of the white Lib-
eral response to the emergence of the civil rights movement.

African Americans waged a mind war against the shame-
ful paradox of a segregated democracy during this period,
although it would take two decades of mass protests, liti-
gation, and deaths to overcome virulent white resistance to
dismantling its edifice. On a rhetorical level, the discourse of
racial equality was challenged by a discourse of white resis-
tance, a fight played out before a national listening audience.



The concerted assault by African Americans on the conceptual world
of racial segregation and the airing of a new political narrative on
race have been overshadowed by their legacy: the dramatic battles
and victories of the 1950s and 1960s that would be carried not on
radio but on television.

Airing the Race Problem

NBC’s University of Chicago Round Table began in the early 19308
as a local program broadcast from the campus of the University of
Chicago.? In 1937, the university hired William Benton to fill the
new post of vice president for public relations, whose responsibili-
ties included oversight of radio operations. Benton was the premier
practitioner of radio advertising and founder of the advertising firm
Benton and Bowles.> Round Tabl pioneered a format in which faculty
members engaged national political figures and journalists in dis-
cussions about pressing national political and economic issues. The
program built up a loyal nationwide listenership that it reinforced
by distributing printed transcriptions and bibliographies for each of
the weekly Sunday shows. Round Table’s audience grew rapidly, rising
from 1.5 million in the 19308 to approximately 10 million by 1941.
Although other programs competed with it, Round Table under Ben-
ton’s leadership earned a reputation as the most stately of the panel
discussion shows, becoming recognized as the “intellectual’s radio
paradise.”*

Attempts to introduce the race question into this paradise repeat-
edly met with defeat, and the resistance to those attempts offers valu-
able insights into the volatility of the race question over the course
of the decade. Sherman Dryer, director of radio for the university,
believed that the program had a public responsibility to confront the
race issue and that if it did not do so it would risk accusations that
it was afraid to take on controversial contemporary topics. Under
Dryer’s leadership, the program staff approved, scheduled, and pub-
licly announced a broadcast in 1939 with the provocatively simple
title “Is the Negro Oppressed?” Answering that question would not
be easy. A black newspaper announced the upcoming broadcast with
a description of the show’s conflicted intentions: “Lynchings, Jim
Crow laws, and other evidence of discrimination against the Negro
in the United States will be compared with the advances made by the
American Negro with the assistance of government and individuals
interested in more than legal emancipation of the Negro.” Walter
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White of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP) and University of Chicago sociologist Louis Wirth
were expected to appear on the show. Wirth would argue, according
to this report, that “Hitler has accused America of ignoring its own
minority problem” but that progress for blacks had been made “prin-
cipally by the efforts of the Negro himself.” This meant, according
to Wirth, that “the Negro is not one of our greatest problems.”® The
show never aired and was replaced by a special on the coal miners’
strike.

Dryer persisted in trying to get a show about blacks on the air.
After the cancellation, Dryer argued to Benton that, “purely from
a public relations angle,” the series had to include a show about
blacks or it would become the target of a protest campaign from
the “left-wingers.” He explained: “Influences will begin seeping out
from New York, through the Daily Record-Daily Worker on the one
hand and through the National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People on the other, the net effect of which will be to
undermine the prestige of the Round Table. When I say undermine,
I mean not only with the so-called liberals but the academic conser-
vatives as well. If once our own Faculty feel (as some of them do
already) that the Round Table had cut off a program because of exter-
nal influences, even the most conservative members would tend to
look at it askance.” Dryer suggested ways that such a broadcast could
be kept “innocuous,” such as adding a white southerner to the show
or limiting the discussion to “the economic position of the Negro
in the Northern cities.” He advised that the title be changed to the
more neutral “Today’s American Negro” instead of “Is the Negro
Oppressed?,” although he confessed that he liked the drawing power
of the more controversial title, which “would have a million dials
twisting our way.”*

Benton’s work as an advertising executive made him quite cautious
about risking negative audience reaction to any direct discussion of
blacks, a point of view shared by officials at NBC. This is richly ironic
because Benton had been the person who had convinced Pepsodent
to sponsor the local show Amos 'n’ Andy for national broadcast on
NBC, a decision that brought enormous profit to NBC and the two
white men who played the black characters on the show.” But there
was a difference between depicting African Americans and airing a
show that actually discussed their place in American political life.
Benton asked NBC president Niles Trammell for advice on the idea
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of airing a “Negro show,” letting him know that the university had
received quite a few letters protesting the cancellation and that “the
Communist papers and other left wing papers have been nipping a
bit at our heels.”®

Judging by their reaction, NBC officials had been unaware that
any show on blacks was even under consideration. NBC vice presi-
dent John Royal advised Trammell to prevent the show from being
broadcast: “Today’s American Negro, Today’s American Jew, Today’s
American Catholic, Today’s American Irish, would all be difficult and
dangerous subjects to be discussed by the Round Table. The fact that
the Communist papers and other left-wing papers have been nip-
ping at his heels is not reason why it should be done, but perhaps
a very good reason why it shouldn’t be. Anyone who knows what’s
going on in this country realizes that the Communists are making a
very strong play to arouse the Negroes in America.”” Royal dispar-
aged Dryer, describing him as “a young man with radical or at least
‘broad minded’ tendencies,” and vowed to keep him from maneu-
vering “us into some embarrassing positions.” The question of “the
Negro,” Royal told Trammell, simply had to be left alone: “They
would /ike to have a Southerner on, but you, as a Southerner, know
more than anyone else that you cannot discuss the nigger question.”
Royal recommended that the network cancel Round Table altogether
if it decided to go forward with the show.” Trammell agreed with
Royal’s assessment. He called Benton directly to make the network’s
position clear, later informing Royal that Benton “understands our
position and I don’t think you will hear from this matter again.” "

Silence on the race matter was enforced for another three years
until American entry into the war emboldened Dryer in May 1942 to
raise once again the idea of a “Negro Round Table.” Dryer explained
that Archibald MacLeish at the Office of Facts and Figures “now
smiles upon a discussion of the Negro.” Indeed, MacLeish had made
a closed-circuit address to the radio industry in which he spoke of
his fears of the dangers to national security of continued low black
morale.'? Taking MacLeish’s remarks as federal imprimatur for radio
to act, Dryer argued that as the most popular show of its type, Round
Table had “a patriotic obligation to treat this topic” because “we can
do more with one broadcast on “The Negro’ than probably a score
of certain other ‘national’ programs, more than a hundred local pro-
grams.” Dryer emphasized that the declaration of war had changed
everything: “[T]he Negro problem today is not, as it was before
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December 7, a Southern problem. It is now a nationwide problem,
which the government has officially recognized.” Certain precautions
and “practical considerations” would be necessary, he warned. One
participant had to be a white southerner, and no panelist should be
black, “for if a Negro is on the program, whatever good things we
have to say about the Negro race will be construed by a lot of people
as something we couldn’t avoid because of the Negro’s presence.”*?
Implicit here is Dryer’s fear that plans to include an African Ameri-
can panelist would automatically doom the broadcast just as surely as
ignoring the southern white perspective would.

Encapsulated here once again was the struggle about who was to
speak on the “Negro problem,” who was to serve as an expert at
a time when African Americans were excluded from the symboli-
cally equalizing formality of political discourse. Southern politicians
and journalists still claimed sole legitimate authority concerning “the
Negro” and most other white Americans deferred to this claim.
When fears had surfaced among federal officials at the Office of
War Information (OWI) and the War Department about their broad-
casts about race relations, the specific object of concern was south-
ern congressional control of key appropriations committees. But the
immediate concern of Round Table was to avoid offending southern
white listeners’ sensibilities, to which it ceded veto powers.

Dryer sought advice from federal officials on how to proceed with
his proposed show in June 1942. He turned to his liberal friend,
Charles Siepman, in the Radio Division of the Office of Facts and
Figures at the OWTI. As discussed in chapter 3, Siepman was battling
to convince his agency to sponsor broadcasts on the race question.
Although he and Dryer were in agreement on the need for radio to
act, he cautioned Dryer about the risks of talking about a problem
that had no political solution:

It is obviously a delicate subject, the action necessary to the solu-
tion of the problem being as yet absent. An airing of the issues in-
volved may prove the most helpful contribution that can be made
over the radio as long as this is done in terms that do not provoke
hotter feelings than at present exist. Any decent person will sym-
pathize with the negroes [si] aspirations. Many will recognize and
with distress, the anomaly of his position under the law and in a
free democracy. But many too, will realize what deep seated preju-
dice and what a long tradition lies behind this unhappy story. . . .
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To arouse false hopes would be as dangerous as to inflame violent
passions.“

Siepman’s warning was unnecessary since Dryer’s efforts to bring 2
show on African Americans to the air were for naught. Benton again
had sent a copy of Dryer’s suggestions to Trammell, asking him once
more for guidance but without taking any position himself: “Does
Dryer make his case or is it your feeling that we’d better pass up this
subject?” Two months later, Benton reported to Dryer that Trammell
had told him that “he doesn’t want to face this issue. He doesn’t want
us to face it.” Trammell feared “all kinds of trouble and tribulation
in the future around this issue.” Benton asked Dryer, for the sake of
the series, to “drop the matter,” predicting that “if we decide to press
this further, we’ll have 2 major issue with NBC.”**

The subject might have been dropped, but it would not go away.
In August, Edwin Embree of the Chicago-based Rosenwald Fund
called Benton to suggest that the series include 2 show about the poll
tax, with Senator Claude Pepper as a participant. Benton replied that
the subject would need to be broadened to include all “interferences
with the democratic franchise,” presumably to keep its focus away
from the South and the race question. When he passed the informa-
tion on to his colleagues at Round Tabl, the reaction was negative,
based on the realization that “any broadcast on this subject will be in
substantial part a discussion of the Negro question,” which remained
an issue to be avoided.'®

Finally, after four years of internal conflict and delay, Round Table
could no longer ignore the continued escalation of white fears con-
cerning black activism and the steady migration of African Ameri-
cans out of the Deep South. In 1943, faced with the eruption of racial
violence in several major cities, the show publicly acknowledged the
existence of African Americans, albeit only as 2 problem. Within
a four-month period, Round Table broadcast two discussions on the
“Negro question,” the first in April and the second in July. Despite
the decision to go forward, there was still serious trepidation about
how to frame the issue and how it would be received. For example,
to be on the safe side and to avoid any preshow objections, Benton
cleverly suggested that the announcement for the first show include
no reference to blacks but that it be given the covert title “Minori-
ties,” even though, as Dryer would later point out, “two-thirds of
this program was devoted to the Negroes.”"”
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The broadcast on minorities featured none, having as its guests
Avery Craven of the university’s history department; Robert Red-
field, an anthropologist and the school’s dean of social sciences; and
Ralph McGill, editor of the A#anta Constitution.'® In many ways, the
discussion played itself out as representational performance, with
each panelist speaking on behalf of an imagined constituency. Al-
though he was chosen to represent the South, McGill took on the
role of the southern race moderate. A more conservative southern
position on race was expressed by Craven, who was a southerner by
birth as well as a historian of the South and the Civil War. That left
Redfield to advocate more liberal views. What was missing from the
performance, although not yet noticeable to the actors, was the voice
of the subject itself.

Although they knew the show’s purpose was to raise the race issue,
the three men alternately approached and avoided the subject. They
began with vague introductory comments about the importance of
“minorities” to the country’s development, with brief mention of
Jews, Mexican Americans, Japanese Americans, and “the Negro.”
After the discussion skirted specifics, Redfield boldly suggested the
obvious—that “the Negro” was the “number-one minority” problem
and the one they needed most to discuss. Craven agreed and de-
scribed the “problem” this way: “The Negro does . . . represent the
minority group to the nth degree. . . . If ever there is a problem
under the sun that had something of history and tradition back of
it, it is the Negro problem. If I can judge, there are the other two
things —restlessness on the part of the Negro as never before, de-
manding his rights and recognition as an individual, and there is also
a stimulation of fears on the part of the dominant group. The ma-
jority, in other words, are as much disturbed over the race question
as the Negro himself.” "

It was this duality—black restlessness and white fear—that had
finally rendered the issue of race too urgent to be ignored. McGill
confirmed Craven’s definition, but he added that African Ameri-
cans were dissatisfied because they wanted their rights and that they
should have them. Craven and McGill quickly agreed that the “Negro
problem” was a national matter and no longer simply a southern
concern, as if to protect themselves (and the show) from charges that
they were “interfering” in the South’s business. Furthermore, Red-
field added that “what we do with reference to the Negro is attended
to by persons in all parts of the world today, including our own allies
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of a different color.”** This laying claim to the race problem marked
a shift in thinking among some whites as they embraced the idea long
advanced by African Americans that the national deference that had
been accorded the South on the race issue was harmful to national
interests, both domestic and foreign.

Redfield dared to raise the obvious question: “[Slomething has to
be done about the Negro—is this the time to do it, and what is it we
are to do?” When Craven argued that the war’s needs came first, Red-
field countered that the two problems— the war and “the Negro” —
were intertwined and that solving the “Negro problem” was “also a
strong step toward winning the war and the peace to come after.”*!
Redfield concluded that “the race problem has now become so im-
portant to the security of the nation that the national government
must, in some form or another, declare its interest in solving it and
implement that interest by appropriate legislation.” But when Red-
field suggested that enforcement of such legislation be left to the
localities, both Craven and McGill predicted failure, with Craven
citing Reconstruction as a particularly strong case in point.

The show concluded with agreement that progress on the issue in
the South would be most likely to come from the leadership of south-
ern race moderates. In summation, Redfield laid out this consensus
statement: “We seem to agree that this racial discrimination is a great
evil; that it is in conflict with our democratic principles; that that
conflict was never more dangerous, perhaps, than it is today when we
are so seriously at war; and that some solution must be found. The
difficulty we have is that difficulty of making a reasonable-enough
progress in the direction of granting to the minority groups the
rights which they should have without, at the same time, endanger-
ing public safety by stirring up reactionary resentment and perhaps
violence.” ??

The consensus then, it seemed, was that this was a moral and
political problem for the nation as a whole and that the war re-
quired that something might need to be done, perhaps by the federal
government, provided it did not create reactionary violence among
whites. That, of course, was the crux of the political problem of
“the Negro” —what should be done, under whose leadership, at what
pace, and with what resistance. The long-avoided Round Table discus-
sion about “the Negro,” mounted under the rubric of “minorities,”
had reached the heart of the racial dilemma in 1943.

Even with all of its limitations, this representational drama cap-
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tured well certain shifts in white thinking on race relations that oc-
curred during the war, in large part because of the increasing political
visibility of African Americans. One was the idea that the war itself
had nationalized the issue of race relations, especially in the eyes
of the international community. The other was the notion that the
federal government, and not just white southern leaders, had the au-
thority and obligation to address the race issue. The political narrative
on the race question was being reopened, although its ending was
still far from being rewritten. On this broadcast, the solution to the
question was represented as resting in the hands of southern white
moderates; the power of Supreme Court intervention or the poten-
tial force of white resistance or that of the “Negro” race itself was
missing both from this drama and from its expected denouement.?

Round Table staff members had not misjudged the amount of inter-
est a program about racial matters would draw, even one masked
under the bland title “Minorities.” Dryer reported that the volume of
mail sent in response to the broadcast had been extraordinarily heavy,
about 500 letters a day. To reassure his superiors, he emphasized that
“only an infinitesimal percentage of the letters” had been critical.?*
Most listeners had voiced enthusiastic approval, he explained, and he
noted with some surprise that a number of the letters had come from
black listeners.

The idea that African Americans also were listening to a politi-
cal discussion show had not occurred to many people at Round Tabl,
and this broadcast about the “Negro problem” had the ironic effect
of making black listeners visible and enlarging the scope of the
show’s “imagined community” of listeners.” Two prominent African
Americans, Ira De A. Reid of Atlanta University and Claude Bar-
nett of the Chicago-based Associated Negro Publishers, contacted
McGill directly. Both recognized the political significance of the
broadcast, but neither was satisfied with its content. Barnett thanked
McGill for saying as much as he could to a broad national audi-
ence: “You must have known that many Negroes, as well as whites,
north and south, some of whom are inclined to be apprehensive of
the southern liberal’s attitudes these days, were vitally interested in
your pronunciations. On the other hand, they must have known that
southern conservatives and demagogs were listening with equal at-
tention and appreciated the necessity for careful statement on your
part.” Reid was more blunt about the show’s weaknesses, concluding
that the discussion about a remedy was “not very fruitful” because
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it was so limited, both in content and in duration. He urged McGill
to “give this thing further ‘airing’” in his daily Atlanta Constitution
column.® As Siepman at the OWI had warned Dryer, discussing a
problem that had no current solution carried the risk of criticism, in
this case from African Americans who found the program lacking in
that regard.

The eruption of racial violence later in 1943 helped propel Round
Table’s return to the issue of race on a July 4 broadcast. Efforts to
avoid controversy for fear of inciting racial tensions seemed moot
at that point, so this discussion, unlike the earlier one, was more
urgent and, as a result, more daring in tone and content. Under the
title “Race Tensions,” the show featured as panelists black sociologist
E. Franklin Frazier and Carey McWilliams, a leading activist writer
on issues of race and ethnicity. Robert Redfield, who had espoused
the most liberal views on the previous program, made a return ap-
pearance, this time in company more in line with his own views.

Despite the generally favorable reactions to the earlier show on the
“Negro question,” officials at NBC were no less nervous about air-
ing this second broadcast. Indeed, they were more anxious because
of the decision to include a black panelist. On the Friday before the
scheduled Sunday broadcast, Judith Waller, director of public ser-
vice for NBC’s Central Division in Chicago, phoned Dryer to warn
him that many stations, mostly southern, had notified the network
in New York City that they would not carry the program because
they objected to the topic or “the participation of a Negro” or both.
Wialler said that “the South was ‘irrational,’” but she insisted that a
white southerner be added to the program or that the program be
canceled. Dryer suggested that a southerner “introduce” the panel
and the topic, an arrangement that was acceptable to NBC. NBC
also approved the choice of University of North Carolina sociologist
Howard Odum for that role.”’

Once again the white South was represented on Round Table by a
racial moderate. In brief remarks broadcast from North Carolina,
Odum opened the show by asserting “that our problem of the Negro
in America is a southern and national problem.” Odum urged “that
America, and the South in particular, declare a moratorium on all
violence.” He ended with this plea: “{OJur immediate problem here
now is to covenant together for some new high morale on the part
of all the people everywhere and for a master strategy for the better
ordering of race relations in the war and the post-war period.”** It is
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difficult to imagine how Odum’s remarks about a “better ordering of
race relations” could have been intended to achieve the show’s goal
of appeasing the imagined southern listener. Presumably Odum’s
representational status as a southerner slurred the starker political
implications of his words.

The discussion in Chicago then began in the same way that other
shows that reacted to the race riots had begun: by tantalizingly draw-
ing attention to the fact that the subject matter was considered “hot”
and taboo. Redfield opened by admitting that some Rownd Tabi lis-
teners had advised against broaching the topic, saying it was “too
dangerous” to discuss (avoiding any reference to the fact that NBC
held a similar view). Thus cued, McWilliams and Frazier reassur-
ingly responded that the times demanded the attention and that, in
Frazier’s words, “an intelligent understanding of the situation is nec-
essary for intelligent action.” Redfield insisted that the “objective
atmosphere of a university group” was indeed the best place for that
discussion, laying claim to the show’s special qualifications as an ob-
jective site and protecting it from attacks for broadcasting the issue.?”

McWilliams and Frazier both came prepared with demographic
data about various minority groups, including their relative poverty
in terms of health care, education, employment, and housing. Both
also emphasized the impediments of the color line and, as Frazier
described it, a “melting pot” that had “excluded the dark ingredi-
ents.” McWilliams sought to set the record straight on the “zoot-suit
tiots,” stressing that they were the result of attacks by white soldiers
and sailors on Mexican Americans and African Ameticans and not
the reverse. All of the panelists agreed that small steps toward ad-
vancement had come with the war but that it was that progress—and
the potential for more — that was stirring up racial violence against
blacks.*

The panel advanced the idea that changes were necessary to ad-
dress the problem of racial inequality. Frazier insisted that an end to
segregation and the sanctioned inferior status of blacks was the first
step. McWilliams and Redfield quickly agreed, and McWilliams ar-
gued that the Fair Employment Practices Commission (FEPC) be
strengthened and a new federal civil rights statute be passed. But the
question of how to bring about the changes in public attitudes nec-
essary for federal action to end segregation stumped and silenced
this panel of opinionated men.* Indeed, this silence was telling, as
the issue of segregation would continue to be an issue that divided
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blacks and white race liberals, especially southern moderate whites.”?
Although most blacks, like Frazier, saw segregation as the primary
issue, whites who considered themselves southern race liberals did
not follow suit.

After the show had aired, officials at Round Table congratulated
themselves for having balanced the concerns of network officials and
“southerners” sufficiently to get the show on the air. But as Judith
Waller had feared, some local stations had refused to broadcast the
show: only 86 of the 100 to 120 affiliate stations that normally carried
Round Table aired the “Race Tensions” show.*® Like the response to
the earlier broadcast on minorities, however, the volume of mail sent
in response to the show was heavy, about 1,700 letters, and again
Dryer reported that most letters were approving. Dryer as usual tried
to cast as positive a spin as possible on the overall response, but even
he admitted that many less supportive listeners also had written in,
almost all of whom were from the South. After reading a random
selection of these letters, Dryer was shocked to find that almost all
criticized “the Negro” because “he was a menace to white women.”
That topic certainly had not been discussed or alluded to in any way,
but it was clearly on many southerners’ minds as the unspoken and
unspeakable implication of the changes in the racial order envisioned
by the panelists. The mere advocacy of ending segregation was heard
by these listeners as the equivalent to arguing for intermarriage.

This reading of sexual transgression was related to the political
transgression of having a black man on the show as an equal par-
ticipant with white men in advancing political solutions to the race
problem. Indeed, the Tennessee father of one of Benton’s neighbors
registered a protest about the broadcast that captured just that sen-
timent. The man objected vehemently because “the colored partici-
pant addressed the other two participants by their last names without
a ‘Mr.””** Southern racial etiquette had been violated not only by
Frazier but also by the two white men who allied themselves with
him as coequals.

Frazier’s presence on the show was as much an affront to prevail-
ing racial etiquette as it was a divergence from familiar aural repre-
sentations of African Americans; he was, after all, no Amos, Andy,
or Rochester. Vigilant white listeners, ever on the lookout for blacks’
assertions of social equality, heard such a claim in Frazier’s voice, his
erudition, and the assumption of his authority to speak forcefully on
behalf of African Americans against segregation and discrimination.
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This was not a misreading or an overreaction on the part of those lis-
teners, for they understood well that Frazier’s presence represented
a powerful symbolic shift. His arguments signaled that the prevail-
ing political narrative about race was losing some of its potency and
that African Americans, although long rendered voiceless, were lay-
ing claim to a place in that process. One supportive listener wrote
Frazier that he had been listening to the show for many years, hoping
to hear just such a discussion. He thanked Frazier for being such a
“capable representative” and for his “profound and enlightening pre-
sentation,” sentiments he also expressed in a letter to Round Table >

Dryer tried to protect Frazier from the racist remarks in some lis-
teners’ letters about the show. He thanked Frazier for his “excellent
participation,” but he was purposely vague in describing listener re-
action, telling him only that the response had been extraordinary
and that “most” listeners agreed that the show was among the most
“stimulating and socially important.” Dryer shared with Frazier his
hope that “not too long a time will pass before you’ll face our micro-
phone again.”

This hope would go unrealized. After these two shows in 1943,
Round Table was almost completely silent on the subject of American
race relations, despite the extraordinary public attention the sub-
ject received in this period.*” Indeed even the appearance of Gunnar
Myrdal’s American Dilemma in 1944 failed to motivate this “intellec-
tual’s radio paradise” to revisit the questions that had been so elo-
quently raised by panelists on its two broadcasts in 1943 and that were
now encapsulated in Myrdal’s encyclopedic treatise. Myrdal’s book,
like the two shows, had the effect of airing, describing, and validat-
ing the race problem, but both the book and the shows faltered when
the discussion shifted to solutions.

Although it was no longer taboo or controversial to admit that
race was a national political issue, the question of remedy or interven-
tion remained as elusive and volatile as ever. Only when the federal
government acknowledged in 1947 the need for 2 remedy would this
series be drawn back to search for solutions in the political minefield
of American race relations.

America’s Town Meeting of the Air

America’s Town Meeting of the Air, a New York City-based town hall-
style political discussion program, had a much livelier and less pre-
tentious tone than the staid academic atmosphere of Round Table. A
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descendent of the suffragist-founded League for Political Education,
the town hall discussion meeting originated in 1921 and was brought
to radio in 1935. Hosted by George Denny, a former drama teacher
and professional actor, Town Meeting was intended to be 2 nation-
wide version of the old New England town meeting. Guests on the
show debated controversial issues in front of audiences of over 1,000
people who were allowed to ask the panelists questions. As in Round
Table, listeners could obtain weekly transcriptions of the program,
which Town Meeting used in an aggressive public outreach campaign,
actively promoting the use of its broadcasts and transcriptions in
schools and the hundreds of listening and discussion clubs that
gathered during the show’s weekly broadcasts. The show also took to
the road for half of the year, broadcasting live from cities around the
nation. Although both Round Table and Town Meeting were broadcast
initially on NBC, Town Meeting seemed to have enjoyed far greater in-
dependence from the network than Round Table, and for that reason,
it followed 2 different path to the racial issue.

Panelists first debated the issue of racial inequality in 1941 on 2a
show broadcast live from Birmingham, Alabama, on southern eco-
nomic problems. Although Mark Ethridge, the moderate editor of
the Louisville Courier-Journal, appeared on the show to cast the North
as a colonizer of the South and to blame northern economic oppres-
sion for part of the South’s problems, he also emphasized that he
refused to defend the South for “the KKK, lynchings, floggings of
union organizers, violations of civil rights,” for poll taxes and white
primaries, or for “imitating” Hitler. Columnist John Temple Graves
admitted that the South had “sinned against the Negro,” but he ar-
gued that the “number one problem of the Negro” was the “man
across the sea,” whom he called “the greatest race hater in history, the
Jim Crow of all ages.” This was as aptly ironic 2 description of Hitler
as any. As argued earlier, Hitler’s brand of white supremacy conjured
up resonating visions of American white supremacy— for African
Americans and here some southerners as well. Ethridge’s reference
to “imitating” Hitler and Graves’s attempt to compare Hitler to Jim
Crow only begged the question of why this American referent was so
fitting in the first place.®

An editorial in 2 Birmingham newspaper pointed to the broadcast
with pride, calling it 2 “bloodless battle” of free expression and ap-
parently attaching much significance to the fact that southern whites
were willing to disagree with each other in front of a national listen-
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ing audience.*® Similar conclusions were reached in an editorial in the
newspaper at Birmingham Southern College, where the debate was
held. In its extolling of the value of free debate, it barely hinted at
the discussion of the economic plight of southern blacks, referred to
obliquely as a “few local ills.” *° The on-air discussion and these edi-
torials showed how narrow the southern views on the race question
were, even if they alluded to differences of opinion. That narrowness
and those differences would drive southern political responses to the
questions of racial inequality for the duration of the war and decades
to follow. Most significant by its absence, however, was the voice of
African Americans themselves, a point lost entirely on the editorial
writers in their rush to celebrate the value to democracy of southern
white free speech.

Attempts to move Town Meeting into a more direct confrontation
with the race issue met with little success, and as on Rownd Table,
radio officials looked to the federal government for guidance. In
1942, Denny proposed to Archibald MacLeish at the OW1I that Zown
Meeting broadcast a program on “the Negro in the defense problem.”
Theodore Berry, the black lawyer working inside the agency to get
radio programming about African Americans on the air, strongly
advised MacLeish to encourage Denny.*' But Town Meeting never pre-
sented an episode on that subject, aan indeed it is difficult to imagine
how the series could have addressed such a volatile issue. Fairness
would have required the presence of an African American and a gov-
ernment representative, and the broadcast could not have avoided
confronting the paradox of fighting a segregated war for democracy.
This was too much too soon for Town Meeting, as we have seen was
the case for the duration of the war for the OW1I.

Figuring out how to openly confront the race issue was a puzzle
for Town Meeting, as it had been for Round Table. Town Meeting’s initial
foray into the question of race also relied on the tactic of exploring a
seemingly neutral subject, but the show was set in a more daring sym-
bolic space. In May 1942, Town Meeting aired a show from the chapel
of the premier black academic institution of the day, Howard Univer-
sity. The show’s guests were all black Howard faculty members: phi-
losopher Alain Locke; Howard’s president Mordecai Johnson; Leon
Ransom, dean of the Law School; and Doxey Wilkerson, professor
of education. In introducing these representatives of the black intel-
ligentsia, Denny hastened to emphasize that although the panelists
were all African Americans, they had been asked to deal not with the

8 : Airing the Race Question




“race problem” but with the broader philosophical question, “Is there
a basis for spiritual unity in the world today?” Despite the designated
topic, to those eager to hear the race question aired, the site selection
alone served as clue and cue enough, as it did for the panelists.**

Locke and his colleagues took the show as an opportunity not
only to discuss the philosophy of religion, which they did with vigor,
but also to portray racism as an international ethical problem. Locke,
for example, characterized as “poor seedbeds for world unity and
world order” what he called the “superciliously self-appointed su-
perior races aspiring to impose their preferred culture, self-righteous
creeds and religions expounding monopolies on ways of life and sal-
vation.” Wilkerson was even more blunt, noting that “in this war in
which colonial people play such an important role, the traditional re-
lations of master and subject peoples are being altered. The chain of
imperialist slavery tends definitely to weaken.” Taking the point fur-
ther, Ransom asked, “[H]ave we, Negroes and whites in this country,
for instance, achieved any sort of spiritual unity? Are we not still
enslaved by the idea that one must be dominant and the other the
subservient group?”**

The audience’s questions generated responses from the panelists
that were more wide-ranging than the initial discussion. One per-
son asked: “[D]Jo you agree that the Negro has made his progress
in America because of cooperation rather than through his opposed
struggles?” Ransom’s answer drew hearty applause: “[Bleing a real-
ist, I am afraid that I must say that the Negro has made his progress
in America #n spite of the majority group.”**

The broadcast from Howard put African American intellectuals
on display, where they embraced a cultural and political role, not
just through the logic of their arguments but also through their aural
presence as articulate, thoughtful representatives of the race. Oper-
ating in an educational forum, they could engage in a relatively free
and protected level of political discourse. One paradoxical character-
istic of the broadcasts from Birmingham and Howard was that the
subject of race was being discussed by a group of whites and 2 group
of blacks separately, although both groups were speaking to an inte-
grated radio listening audience. Segregated arguments were being
made but with no dialogue or dialectic. For Town Meeting, the subject
still remained too volatile to be discussed by a mixed-race panel in
any setting.

Although it had not yet broadcast a show devoted solely to the
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race question, Town Meeting had not shied away entirely from re-
lated controversial issues. For example, whereas Round Table resisted
a request to deal with the poll tax issue, Town Meeting broadcast not
one but two shows on the issue, including one with Claude Pepper,
whom Round Table officials had specifically rejected. The series also
aired discussions about problems facing other minority groups, such
as the detention of Japanese Americans, the continued restrictions
on Chinese immigration, and the prospect of Japanese assimilation.**
Plainly, the creators of this series viewed controversy as a way to sus-
tain and build audience interest. Taboo subjects stir listener interest,
and racial equality was still at the top of the list of such subjects,
although that fact alone was not enough to overcome deep fears
about how to address the issue more directly.

As was the case with Round Table, the escalation of racial tensions
and growing political attention directed at African Americans finally
drove Town Meeting to abandon its caution. Departing from its usual
practice of presenting the week’s debate topic in the form of a ques-
tion, Town Meeting aired a show from New York City in early 1944
with the imperative title: “Let’s Face the Race Question.” Following
the seemingly standard format for introducing shows on race at the
time, Denny opened the broadcast by warning that “[tJonight we’re
going to discuss a question that is considered by some timid souls to
be dangerous—the race question, more specifically, the Negro ques-
tion.” He predicted that there would be “no disagreement among
our speakers that we have a race problem. The difference in opinion
lies in the way it should be approached.” Adding to the air of danger,
Denny took the very unusual cautionary step of asking the audi-
ence “to refrain from applause or demonstrations of any kind dur-
ing the program.”*® Special care had also been taken to balance the
presentation and debate. The show’s panelists were well-known Afri-
can American poet and writer Langston Hughes; Carey McWilliams,
an effective progressive radio presence throughout the decade; John
Temple Graves, again representing a white southern point of view;
and James Shepard, the president of North Carolina College for
Negroes, who expressed a more conservative black southern stance.

E. Franklin Frazier had broken the race barrier on Round Table the
year before, but on the more relaxed and freewheeling Town Meeting,
Langston Hughes launched a frontal attack on the race problem un-
like anything heard on national radio before. He accused the country
of treating black soldiers shabbily, of being “unwilling to provide
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more than inadequate Jim Crow cars or back seats in buses south of
Washington for our own colored soldiers,” and of undermining “the
morale of Negro soldiers by segregating them in our armed forces
and by continuing to Jim Crow them and their civilian brothers
in public places.” Hughes blasted opposition to social equality as
a smoke screen for a profound fear of intermarriage, “as if per-
mitting Negroes to vote in the poll-tax states would immediately
cause Whites and Negroes to rush to the altar.” That conception of
equality, he concluded, had “nothing to do with the broad problem
of civil, legal, labor, and suffrage rights for all Americans.” What was
needed was an “over-all federal program protecting the rights of all
minorities and educating all Americans to that effect.”

The voice of the South then rose to answer Hughes. John Temple
Graves began his rebuttal of Hughes’s performance with some drama
of his own, silencing the audience to offer a prayer “that nothing
tonight will increase the sum total of race hate in America.” Graves
argued again, as he had on the 1941 broadcast from Birmingham, that
states should be left alone to deal with the race problem because “not
all the laws this nation can pass, not all the excitement this Nation’s
race leaders can create, not all the federal bureaus laid end to end,
can force 30 million white people in the South to do what they are
passionately and deeply resolved not to do in race relationships.” **

Carey McWilliams took on Graves, countering that Americans
“cannot solve this question even in their own communities until it
is solved nationally, for the question has now become national in
scope and effect, and it now falls full square within the field of fed-
eral action.” His reading of the war’s import contrasted starkly with
Graves’s plea for the status quo. McWilliams used Popular Front
rhetoric to argue that the war was a “world revolution” that had “pro-
foundly altered the relationships and factors involved in what we call
the race question.”*’

Members of the live audience eagerly pushed this frank discussion
even further. One person asked Graves, “How can you expect the
states down south to handle the Negro problem when these states
are in the hands of men who don't represent the people?” Denny
called that question unfair and excused Graves from answering it,
but the very vocal New York City audience insisted on an answer.
Graves did not deny that democracy had historically been restrained
by race in the South, but he said that such restraints were necessary
because blacks so outnumbered whites. McWilliams pointed out that
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“the Negro minority in the South is declining decade by decade” and
asked Graves how much it would have to decrease to satisfy southern
whites.*®

The broadcast generated a large volume of letters and would re-
main among 7own Meeting’s most popular shows ever by that measure.
The staff seemed relieved that there were so few negative responses to
the program, credit for which rested with McWilliams and Hughes,
both of whom had amicable styles that softened the political mean-
ings of their arguments for some white listeners. After all, radio
listeners heard tone as well as content in these discussions, and one
could override the other. Hughes and McWilliams both had man-
aged to project a nonthreatening tone even as they made fairly radical
arguments in substance. Indeed, most listeners complimented the
show for its fair discussion and the absence of bitterness.’'

Hughes’s appearance spatked an outpouring of personal support
from many listeners who valued his message and his tone. They
wrote him directly rather than through the network to thank him
and to commend his political courage. “Not only did you ably tell
how and why Federal action would be more effective than the states’
in attacking the race problem, but you so intelligently discussed that
delicate aspect of the problem — ‘social equality,’” one listener wrote;
“[ulnlike some Negroes would have done, you did not evade that
issue, you faced it and upheld it.”*2 Perhaps the letter that best cap-
tured the meaning of the broadcast for many black listeners came
from a group of students at Spelman College: “Thousands and thou-
sands of thanks. . . . As all of us students . . . huddled around the
radio in our various dormitories here on campus tonight, we rallied
and cheered you as you so frankly and beautifully spoke the truth
on the ‘race question.” Thanks 2 million for your wisdom in treating
and combing out the kinks in our dear Mr. Graves’ approach. . . .
The questions of the audience certainly did ‘stick him up’—It was
so amusing.” ** The managing editor of a black newspaper in Kansas
City wrote him that “you did a swell job and I just wanted you to
know that we out here in the Middle West enjoyed it very much.” She
also asked the question that may have been on many minds: “What
percentage of the audience was colored and how many of those who
asked questions were colored? We couldn’t tell over the air.” 5*

Several white listeners also commended Hughes, one of whom
thanked him for his “fine contribution towards a better understanding
of one of America’s greatest problems.”** A recent white immigrant
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from England congratulated Hughes and observed “that towards the
negro question the Southerners have a blind spot, to overcome which
nothing avails, neither argument nor logic, neither appeal to Chris-
tian principles nor appeal to national or self interest.”*

Hughes knew the power of radio and had repeatedly sought access
to it, although with much disappointment. He had written poems
and dramatic plays for radio but as a black writer had faced difficul-
ties in getting his work aired. Indeed, in a 1943 Chicago Defender col-
umn, Hughes wrote 2 letter to “Southern White Folks” in which he
subverted the usual “Negro problem” imagery to make a point about
radio’s refusal to broadcast more of his work: “I tell you, you are
really 2 problem to me. I, as a writer, might have had many scripts
performed on the radio if it were not for you. The radio stations look
at a script about Negro life that I write and tell me, “Well, you see,
our programs are heard down South, and the South might not like
this.” You keep big Negro stars like Ethel Waters and Duke Elling-
ton off commercial programs, because the sponsors are afraid the
South might not buy their products if Negro artists appear regularly
on their series.”*” Hughes recognized that the imagined southern lis-
tener was not the only reason or perhaps even the real reason radio
executives were so reluctant to air more serious programming about
race. Several weeks after his Defender column, he observed that during
the war radio had become “faitly receptive” to presenting material
about the “positive achievement” of particular African Americans,
like George Washington Carver and navy hero Dorie Miller, but was
still unwilling to air anything “setting forth the difficulties of the Jim
Crow military set-up, segregation in war industries, etc., and what
people of good will can do about it.” The fact that radio had “cen-
sored out any real dramatic approach to the actual problems of the
Negro people” rendered the radio industry “almost as bad as Holly-
wood.” African Americans, he wrote, continued to hold a deep dis-
dain for radio’s presentation of what he called “ ‘handkerchief head’
sketches” in which black stars usually were featured.*®

Fueled by his anger over radio’s failure to treat the race issue,
Hughes seized the opportunity to appear on Zown Meeting to present
his own political views. His appearance on this national broadcast
also opened the way for him to undertake an extremely successful
speaking tour that included sizable white audiences. As a result of the
broadcast, he became the first African American to be booked on a
national tour by Feakins, the country’s most well respected speakers’
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bureau. On tour for three months after the show, Hughes made over
fifty appearances throughout the Midwest and the Southwest, ad-
dressing a variety of enthusiastic audiences, black and white.*®

Hughes’s experience with the power of radio only fed his anger
and disappointment over radio’s failures on the race issue. “Consid-
ering the seriousness of the race problem in our country,” he wrote
in 1945, “I do not feel that radio is serving the public interest in
that regard very well. And it continues to keep alive the stereotype
of the dialect-speaking amiably-moronic Negro servant as the chief
representative of our racial group on the air.” Recounting that “lib-
eral” network executives lacked the political resolve to air a dramatic
series about African Americans that he had repeatedly proposed to
them, Hughes concluded: “1 po NoT L1kE RADIO, and I feel that it
is almost as far from being a free medium of expression for Negro
writers as Hitler’s airlanes are for the Jews.” ¢

Despite Hughes’s continued disappointment in radio’s treatment
of the race issue, his appearance on Town Meeting had brought lis-
teners face to face with the race question. The scarcity of listener
protest eased the way for Town Meeting to tackle the more difficult
issue of what to do about racial inequality. A discussion of the pro-
vocative question, “[Sthould government guarantee job equality for
all races?,” was aired in reaction to the ongoing campaign to make
the FEPC a permanent agency.*'

What remains most remarkable about this 1944 debate is the fact
that point for point the arguments made against a government role
in helping African Americans obtain fair access to employment were
exactly the same as those directed at federal affirmative action pro-
grams decades later. Opponents blamed affirmative intervention for
creating the very bitterness and racial hatred that mandated the mea-
sures in the first place, as if race prejudice, discrimination, and segre-
gation had no prior independent or enduring existence. For example,
Texas congressman Clark Fisher claimed to support equal opportu-
nity in principle but said he opposed any federal role in furthering
it because it will “stir up race consciousness, bitterness, and intoler-
ance.” He preferred the current system, which allowed “the poorest
boy in the poorest family if he will work, if he has the ability and
the initiative, to lift himself to the very top.” Journalist Ray Thomas
Tucker made a corollary and very creative argument that the creation
of 2 permanent FEPC would prevent African Americans from fol-
lowing the traditional difficult path to success of immigrants and
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therefore “will breed bitterness and racial hatred.”*? Lillian Smith,
the controversial writer and liberal activist, appeared in support of
the FEPC, arguing that “it is the Government’s job to protect the
individual against those people who would endanger his basic right
to work, just as the Government protects our safety on the streets
and our health in epidemics.” >

This exchange captured well public disagreement about the role
the federal government should play in protecting and furthering the
access of African Americans to employment. But as in many of the
Town Meeting broadcasts, the debate expanded when questions were
taken from the 1,500 people in the audience and telegrams sent in an-
ticipation of the broadcast. One leading question came from Mary
McLeod Bethune, who wrote, “[Clonsidering the increased indus-
trialization of the USSR, China, and India, will the US be able to
successfully compete for the postwar world trade without guaran-
teeing job equality for Americans of every race?” A person in the
studio audience pointed out that blacks had already proven them-
selves capable of hard and ardent labor and yet they were still dis-
criminated against in employment and therefore needed government
help.#* Once again, Town Meeting staff were surprised by the degree
to which white listeners wrote long “dissertations on their personal
feelings about the Negro question,” exhibiting “emotional reactions”
that far exceeded the issue of employment.®®

Having faced one aspect of racial discrimination, Zown Meeting
turned to the broader question of racial injustice in a May 1945 broad-
cast entitled “Are We Solving America’s Race Problem?” This topic
generated passionate expressions of white resistance to the very idea
of raising it for public discussion. Indeed, this would be one of Town
Meeting’s most controversial and tumultuous broadcasts. The mere
announcement of the topic drew letters of protest from white lis-
teners, even before the show was aired. Many fear-filled letters came
from outside the South, evidence in part that wartime migrations
of African Americans had nationalized the race problem in many
whites’ minds.

These fears may have been amplified by Franklin Roosevelt’s death
and the growing anticipation that the war would soon end, although
such concerns were not given direct voice in the letters. Several
writers warned that the show was “playing with dynamite” and would
only encourage more racial strife.®® Some listeners earnestly sug-
gested remedies to the race problem, including the often-repeated
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TOWN HALL
AND

THE BLUE NETWORK

PRESENT THE 371ST BROADCAST OF

America’s Town Meeting

MAY 24,1945

Are We Solving America’s
Race Problem?

SPEAKERS:

Affirmative: Negative:

IRVING IVES Representative JERRY VOORHIS
Majority leader of N. Y. State Assembly Democrat of California

and co-author of the Ives-Quinn Anti-

Discrimination Bill

ELMER CARTER RICHARD WRIGHT

Former editor of the magazine "Opportunity”  Author of “Native Son”’ and "Black Boy”
and member of N. Y. State Unemployment
Appeal Board

Moderator: GEORGE V. DENNY, JR.

PRE-MEETING: 8:00 P.M. BROADCAST: 8:30 TO 9:30 P.M.

Announcement of an America’s Town Meeting of the Air broadcast,
“Are We Solving America’s Race Problem?” (America’s Town Meeting of the Air
Collection, New York Public Library)

idea that all blacks be relocated to reservations or separate cities, re-
gions, or states of their own, with one writer suggesting that this
be done “in the same spirit as Zionism.”*” Another wanted blacks
to have completely equal opportunities with whites in employment,
education, and housing, provided that this could be done in a way
that would keep “ALL OF THOSE THINGS SEPARATE.”* The most
colorful description of the race problem came from a man in Seattle
who may have mixed metaphors but captured well the fears held to
some degree by many people outside the South: “The Negro popu-
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lation, is like the Sahara Desert, advancing every year about a mile,
with overwhelming and irresistible force. Only one thing can stop
the Desert, by drowning or letting in the sea. . . . But you cannot
drown America’s no. 1 problem, the negro. We are saturated with an
incurable cancer. It has been allowed to go on so long, to operate
now is impossible.”

When the show was aired, these prebroadcast responses prompted
Denny to spread the responsibility for the choice of the topic, re-
minding his listeners that their votes and letters “had put this subject
near the top of the list of America’s major domestic problems.””®
Richard Wright, one of the country’s most powerful black writers,
and Elmer Carter, the black former editor of the National Urban
League’s Opportunity magazine, took opposing points of view on
whether the race problem was being solved. Carter was paired with
Irving Ives, the majority leader of the New York State Assembly; on
Wright’s side was liberal congressman Jerry Voorhis of California.™
Carter offered the more conservative black position that the country
was making progress toward racial equality, contrasting the record of
the treatment of blacks in World War I with that in World War IT and
also noting that “the lynching record has almost been eradicated.”

In sharp contrast to Carter’s voice of moderation, Wright launched
an aggressive