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        Introduction: Th e Social Construction 
of Race in American Schools  

      In Germany today, even the scientist can teach only those things which 
agree with Hitler’s ignorant prejudices. Th ere is no excuse, however, for 
ignorance or prejudice in our educational world, which is free to teach 
the truth. 

 —Franz Boas, 1939  

  [Teachers] need to see that, in spite of its terrible potency in the world 
today, racism is vulnerable. 

 —Ruth Benedict, 1946  

  Th e cure for prejudice is scientifi c investigation, straight thinking, and 
proper education. 

 —English Teacher, 1947  

      Just before Christmas break in 1943, eighteen elementary students from P.S. 6 
in Manhatt an assumed their places on stage for the musical  Meet Your Relatives . 
Catering to incessant government demands for tolerance education, the pur-
pose of this play was to popularize the anthropological defi nition of human 
race and its message of racial equality. As the curtain opened, twelve “eminent 
scientists” dressed in cap and gown stood in two rows on either side of an illus-
trated chart mounted in the center of the stage. Six children, wearing folk cos-
tumes from around the world, stood in front of the scientists and recited their 
opening lines: 

   First Child  :  You have heard many ideas since you were born on the question 
of Race, Religion, and Nationality. We all know Hitler’s pet ideas on the 
superior, super-duper Aryan race. I don’t have to tell you what he thinks of 
 you  or  me —or DO I?  
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   Second  :  Don’t smile. He isn’t the only one with pet ideas and pet hates. Why 
even here in our own democratic America, there are some people who are 
all mixed up on the subject of Race, Religion, and Nationality.  

   Third  :  Did you know that there are some people in  our own  country who 
think there is something very ’specially superior about belonging to the 
White Race? Th ey actually think that the yellow, the black, and the red 
races are inferior—DO YOU?   

Th e answer was an emphatic no, and the entire cast called out, “Well, we feel that 
all these ideas and hates are the bunk—and this morning we are out to DeBunk 
the Bunk—” 

   Fifth  :  We are going to clear up the whole mess once and for all—  
   All  :  And we are going to clear it up scientifi cally!    1     

  Under the direction of their teacher, Alice Nirenberg, the students did just 
that, reciting for the audience the scientifi c defi nition of human race as delin-
eated in the recent publication of  Th e Races of Mankind  by the anthropologists 
Ruth Benedict and Gene Weltfi sh. Th is small, illustrated pamphlet challenged 
Nazi racial propaganda by asserting the relative equality of what scientists in the 
1940s understood as the three races of humankind: Mongoloid, Negroid, and 
Caucasian.  Th e Races of Mankind  promised to lay out the “facts that have been 
learned and verifi ed” concerning human biological diff erences.   2    As “scientifi c” 
lessons on race, these anthropological materials were widely understood to be 
not only apolitical, but representative of an indisputable truth that stood in 
pointed contrast to pseudoscientifi c Nazi racial propaganda. 

 During World War II, many American teachers believed that fi ghting racial 
prejudice constituted a valuable contribution to the war eff ort and participated 
in a massive eff ort to teach racial tolerance in order to help secure democracy 
and promote world peace. By 1946, educators bragged that in addition to appre-
ciating minority groups, “Students are also learning the positive facts of race and 
culture which provide the scientifi c basis for belief in the equality of men.”   3    Th eir 
students agreed, noting the impact that factual information and “proper educa-
tion” had on racial prejudice. As one student explained, “With clear thinking 
instead of ignorance, we can eliminate much of the misunderstanding that brings 
prejudice. By our experiences we see the result obtained by the correct educa-
tion.”   4    Scientifi c “facts” were supposed to wipe out the “ignorance” that led to 
racial bigotry. In this sense, teaching scientifi c facts about racial egalitarianism 
served to reform the very meaning of a “proper” and “correct” education. 

 Swept up in the same social and political currents, in 1939 America’s most 
prominent anthropologists became convinced that they could wage a deliberate 
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campaign to undermine racism in the United States. Drawing on dominant 
social science paradigms of how racial prejudice was formed and reproduced, 
these activist scholars believed that by promoting a more egalitarian conception 
of human race they would wipe out irrational racial prejudice. To accomplish 
this visionary task, they turned to the nation’s largest and most powerful institu-
tion dedicated to knowledge production and social reproduction—public 
schools. Because social scientists understood racial prejudice to be the result of 
both inaccurate information and faulty socialization, schools were the most log-
ical site of reform. Not only did public schools allow activists to reach out to 
millions of Americans in virtually every corner of the nation, they also housed 
the only group social scientists believed had the capacity to completely re-form 
their basic understanding of racial diff erence—children. 

  Color in the Classroom  tells the story of one of the most audacious antiracist 
initiatives ever undertaken in American history—the joint eff ort by anthropolo-
gists and educators to revise what they called “the ‘race’ concept” in American 
schools during World War II. In doing so, it examines two distinct but overlap-
ping historical processes—an anthropological movement to reform racial dis-
course in schools during wartime, and a longer process of the social construction 
of race in American classrooms from the turn of the twentieth century through 
the historic  Brown v. Board of Education  ruling in 1954. While historians have 
long recognized the important role that anthropology, among other social sci-
ences, played in the Supreme Court’s decision to outlaw racial segregation in the 
public schools, this study is the fi rst to reveal that anthropologists worked 
 directly with teachers as early as 1939 to fi ght racial prejudice and reform the 
democratic ideal through the institution of public schools. 

 Th is analysis focuses on the dominant educational discourse on race as artic-
ulated by the nation’s leading white educators working in prominent teaching 
organizations at the city, state, and national level. During the era under consider-
ation here, all of these teaching organizations were either exclusively white or 
run by white leaders. African American teachers were relegated to second-class 
citizenship within these prominent teaching associations, or they chose to work 
through black teaching associations. Th ese black teaching associations were 
 tremendously important sites of professional development and educational 
 activism for black teachers; however, they did not have the fi nancial backing, 
institutional support, or political power to infl uence broader national trends 
in the way teachers taught about race. 

 Th is dominant educational discourse on race was one of many that infl uenced 
the social construction of race in twentieth-century America, but it had an espe-
cially powerful infl uence because it was produced through the nation’s single 
largest institution of knowledge production, elementary and secondary schools. 
Th is understanding of race can be located in professional teaching journals such 
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as the  English Journal ,  Elementary English Review ,  Social Education ,  Social Studies , 
 Science Teacher ,  American Biology Teacher ,  Journal of the NEA , and  High Points of 
the Bulletin of the City of New York . Published on a regular basis, these teaching 
journals feature fi rsthand accounts of classroom practice. Th ey defi ned current 
pedagogical trends and kept teachers up to date on “professional” teaching prac-
tices, including the appropriate way to teach about racial others, who was racially 
distinct, and what this racial distinction meant. Editors had the power to select 
certain articles for publication and reject those that were undesirable or inappro-
priate. Th e way teachers spoke about race in these journals does not represent 
the full range of discussion, but is taken to refl ect what prominent teacher asso-
ciation leaders wanted teachers to internalize and perform.   5    

 With the help of anthropological texts like  Th e Races of Mankind , racial dis-
course in American schools underwent a paradigmatic shift  during the span of 
World War II. Th e most signifi cant part of this transformation was the intro-
duction of the scientifi c concept of race, as delineated by the twentieth cen-
tury’s leading antiracist anthropologist, Franz Boas, into American teachers’ 
everyday language. Th is anthropological defi nition of race not only narrowed 
the boundaries of who was identifi ed as a racial minority, but also introduced 
a new concept—culture—to explain the diversity of human life on earth. As 
this book shows, American teachers modifi ed and translated these concepts 
as they put them into practice in their classrooms. Some teachers employed 
the anthropological defi nition of human race to challenge racism and social 
inequality, thereby creating some of the most critical antiracist pedagogy of 
the twentieth century. Th is critical antiracist pedagogy was more the excep-
tion than the rule. Most teachers simply translated an essentialist under-
standing of human “race” into a soft er language of “culture” that continued to 
defi ne minority individuals according to the supposedly natural or inherent 
characteristics of their group. In doing so they constructed culture as a foil to 
race in a way that recast the most damaging aspects of early twentieth-century 
racialist thinking into a more  acceptable, but equally reductionist, discourse 
of cultural diversity. 

 It was the “scientifi c” quality of  Th e Races of Mankind  and other anthropological 
texts that made antiracist teaching materials accessible to teachers like Alice 
Nirenberg during World War II. Pressured to teach tolerance for racial minor-
ities as part of the war eff ort, teachers were looking for a strategic way to teach 
racial equality in what could be, despite institutional support, a volatile and 
 unstable environment. Explosive racial confl icts over jobs, housing, and military 
service left  many white Americans edgy about questions of racial equality for 
the nation’s African American, Asian American, and Latino citizens. What is 
more, before World War II many Americans still believed that an individual’s 
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biological race determined his or her potential for behavior, morality, health, 
and intelligence. In general, they did not restrict their conception of race to three 
main categories delineated by anthropologists, but instead followed outdated 
scientifi c models or pseudoscientifi c claims that ranked racial “stocks” such as 
Alpine, Mediterranean, and Nordic based on their supposed proximity to the 
Anglo-Saxon ideal.   6    

 Th e anthropological defi nition of race thus challenged American students’ 
most basic, deeply held beliefs about the nature of human diff erence. One 
teacher reported “the apparent relief and surprise of the Negro children in her 
class as they read  Th e Races of Mankind .”   7    In contrast, white students sometimes 
felt compelled to share the reasons they disliked “Negroes,” “Japs,” Italians, or 
Jews, among other “racial” minorities. It was not uncommon for a teacher to 
deliver a lesson on racial tolerance, only to have a student jump out of his seat 
and shout, as one New Jersey student did aft er a lesson on the Japanese: “Th e 
only solution is to get a tommy-gun and kill them off . Th e rest is nonsense. Th ere 
is no room for idealism in this war.”   8    

 Th e more Americans performed highly visible, yet reprehensible, acts of 
racial prejudice during wartime, the more intellectuals and educational  reformers 
dedicated themselves to improving antiprejudice education. “With science as 
his shield, the educator must bridge our ‘great divides,’” proclaimed the African 
American philosopher Alain Locke to teachers in 1940.   9    Locke, like other 
scholars dedicated to social justice, believed that “science” with its neutral and 
authoritative armor would literally shield teachers from criticism as they waged 
an educational war on racism.   10    

 Following the lead of Franz Boas, these activist social scientists and teachers 
directed the brunt of their “ammunition” against what the anthropologist Ruth 
Benedict called the “race myth.”   11    In other words, they believed that by 
teaching a particular scientifi c defi nition of human race, they would help 
people understand that race, as an idea, was more a historical and social con-
struction, or myth, than a meaningful way to explain human diversity. Anthro-
pologists wanted Americans to learn that it was the concept of culture, or 
learned customs in a specifi c social and historical context, that explained the 
extraordinary diversity of human life. Th e anthropologist Margaret Mead 
played a vital role in popularizing this kind of “intercultural” tolerance educa-
tion, explaining: 

 Intercultural education  .  .  .  deals with developing the background, 
 understanding, and skills necessary to understand, in oneself and 
others, those aspects of behavior which are to be referred to as culture, 
that is, to the shared learned behavior of a specifi c society or part of 
society. It stems directly from popularization of the fi ndings of 
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 anthropologists and psychologists that there are no socially relevant 
diff erences among human groups that can be att ributed to race, and 
that the most extreme contrasts in socially relevant capacities can be 
directly traced to culture.   12    

   American teachers seized hold of this new anthropological antiprejudice ped-
agogy as a powerful weapon in the war against fascism and introduced scientifi c 
texts on racial egalitarianism into their classrooms. As a high school teacher in 
New York City proposed, “Now that the daily headlines have invaded the Amer-
ican classroom with reports of national rivalry and race hatred, we should not 
barricade ourselves behind routine dictionary work but launch a counteratt ack 
for the coming victory of democracy.”   13    Mayme Louise Sloat, a science teacher 
in St. Louis, reiterated, “Science disproves racial superiority and shows that bio-
logical diff erences are slight as compared with cultural diff erences.”   14    Educators 
in New Jersey agreed, adding, “[Teachers] must meet the poison of race hatred 
with the inoculation of tolerance . . .  . Th ey must arm each child invincibly with 
the Truth.”   15       

      
 Students studying scientifi c materials on human race.   
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 In popular new intercultural education textbooks, social scientists suggested 
classroom practices to help teachers emphasize culture and downplay race. 
“[Teachers] can select art, music, and literature that will enlarge the children’s 
experience and acquaint them with the cultural contributions of people of var-
ious races,” read a typical textbook.   16    In this way, teachers taught that each “race” 
had a special and distinct art, music, and literature. Drawing on more than two 
decades of antiprejudice education that highlighted the special “cultural gift s” of 
racial minorities, teachers emphasized the culture concept as a direct rebutt al to 
racist misperceptions.   17    

 By 1954 the rhetorical confl ation of race with culture in American schools 
was complete. Th is construction of race-as-culture has persisted, with minor 
 alterations, in educational discourse up to the present day, most notably in 
 programs designed to teach multiculturalism.   18    It continues to haunt antira-
cist  initiatives in American schools by inscribing diff erence as natural while 
 obscuring the social relations of production and the enduring power of racism in 
a capitalist society. 

 Th is book is designed to highlight a period when ideas about race were formed 
and transformed and to investigate schools as institutions with a special capacity 
for making race. Studying racialization is a way to call att ention to the ideological 
processes that att ach specifi c meanings to random phenotypic markers, such as 
skin color or hair texture. Th ese markers are not signifi cant biological distinc-
tions but are used by politically dominant groups who want to naturalize their 
privileged social positions. In this context, scholars cannot study racial groups 
like “blacks” and “whites,” now widely understood to be historically contingent 
labels, but rather the racialized identities of minority groups in a continuous 
state of fl ux. Th is approach foregrounds American schools as a race-making insti-
tution that perpetuates unequal distribution of wealth, social status, and cultural 
capital among racialized groups. It also emphasizes the distinct and infl uential 
role of teachers in the social construction of race in America.   19    

 As the largest state institution dedicated to knowledge production and social 
reproduction, public schools have infl uenced how Americans understand not 
only specifi c defi nitions of human race, but also the muted rules of racial eti-
quett e. Th is study investigates how classroom teachers defi ned certain racial 
knowledge and behavior as part of the knowledge set of an “educated” citizen. 
Even when teachers discussed human race in implicit contexts, the way they 
approached the subject of race and the meanings they associated with racial dif-
ference had the power to shape racial ideologies in America because of teachers’ 
status as authority fi gures responsible for transmitt ing a body of state-sanctioned 
knowledge. No matt er what students believed to be the “truth” about race, they 
learned at a young age what teachers expected them to know about human diver-
sity. It is not that students readily absorbed the lessons on race presented in 
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schools—in fact the opposite seems to be true. Rather, they learned to  recognize, 
and if necessary, to mimic the lessons on race they were taught in school, if only 
to cash in on the cultural capital of performing as educated American citizens. 
As an administrator in New York City refl ected at the conclusion of a successful 
“race unit” in 1942: 

 Th e questionnaire administered at the end of the term revealed that the 
boys improved tremendously in their  verbal  responses concerning 
Negroes, Italians, Puerto Ricans, and Jews—the groups about which 
they were asked to state opinions. No member of the Committ ee would 
rashly state that the verbal responses necessarily indicated  actual  change 
in att itude. It is likely that the students merely indicated the answers 
that they knew the faculty expected them to give.   20    

   During World War II American schools demanded the ideal of “tolerance” as 
a marker of the educated citizen. Teachers reprimanded students for using 
 derogatory racial epithets like nigger, wop, dago, and hunky, and pressured stu-
dents to demonstrate “good manners” when encountering racial others. Edu-
cated American citizens, teachers insisted, did not share the ignorant  racialist 
worldview of fascists and other enemies of democracy. Some teachers put this 
into idealist terms, suggesting, “Today we must inculcate an enlightened interna-
tionalism which teaches that ‘Humanity is First.’”   21    Others took a more urgent 
view of the situation such as the two educators from Oregon who proclaimed, 
“When the war is over self-respecting Anglo-Saxon nations cannot re-assume 
their pre-war air of white supremacy and re-assert their right to dominate lands 
inhabited by people of other races.”   22    Inspired by a horrifi c world war and 
informed by transnational dialogues on race, democracy, and social justice, 
American anthropologists and teachers together changed the way that educated 
Americans spoke about race. 

 A historical analysis of the social construction of race in schools helps explain 
how and why World War II had such a powerful infl uence on race relations and 
racial ideologies.   23    Leading historians interpret the social justice activism that 
emerged during the war as a defi ning feature of a long civil rights movement that 
originated in the Great Depression and continued into the 1980s.   24    While these 
studies recognize the important role that public education played in the black 
freedom struggle, they tend to focus on the drive to equalize public school facil-
ities for black children, improve the salaries and working conditions of black 
teachers, teach tolerance, and fully desegregate public education.   25    What is 
missing from this history is how teachers, scientists, and educational reformers 
worked to transform schools into “arsenals of democracy” that would help 
undermine racism in the next generation. By insisting that educated Americans 
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know the basic scientifi c facts of racial diff erence and by demanding that 
 democratic citizens embody the ideal of racial tolerance, anthropological eff orts 
to reconstruct the race concept helped to cultivate a social climate that recog-
nized the moral righteousness of the black freedom struggle as it exploded onto 
the national scene aft er the  Brown  ruling in 1954. Th e anthropologists, educa-
tional administrators, and teachers described in this book, many of them women, 
were early civil rights warriors who took great risks and tremendous leaps of 
faith to promote lessons on scientifi c racial equality to young children, years 
before the height of the popular civil rights movement. Recovering these stories 
fl eshes out critical details in the history of the civil rights movement, and in par-
ticular reveals the important lessons of racial egalitarianism promoted amid a 
brutal, racialized world war. 

 Over the fi rst half of the twentieth century, the dominant educational dis-
course on race changed abruptly as teachers went from teaching about race as 
nation, to race as color, and fi nally to race as culture in the years before, 
during, and aft er World War II.  Color in the Classroom  is organized to eluci-
date the ways that activist anthropologists infl uenced everyday classroom 
practice. As Chapter 1 demonstrates, between 1900and 1938 American 
teachers employed the race concept most oft en to describe European na-
tionals such as Irish, Italians, British, Poles, Greeks, and Russians. Mass im-
migration and industrialization transformed the purpose and intent of public 
education during this period. Th e fi rst explicit discussions on human race 
took place within Americanization programs designed to assimilate the chil-
dren of European immigrants in public schools. Teachers tended to confl ate 
race with nation, assuming that people of diff erent national backgrounds 
shared a racial  heritage that determined their potential for intelligence, mo-
rality, and health—and  ultimately for active citizenship in a democracy. 
Teachers discussed how the peculiar racial traits of Irish or Italians, for ex-
ample, determined the best strategies for Americanizing young students. 
World War I compelled teachers to shift  their discussion of “foreigners” living 
in the United States; when discussing current events in Europe, teachers now 
had to consider “foreigners” living abroad. Tolerance education blossomed 
through the interwar period alongside a growing concern with international 
relations and the rise of fascism. Notably, during this era most of the class-
room practice designed to foster tolerance was restricted to  white  racial mi-
norities. Nonwhite minorities remained largely invisible in mainstream 
teaching journals through the start of World War II. As eff orts to encourage 
tolerance expanded in the late 1930s alongside the rise of fascism, teachers 
att empted to cultivate understanding for white racial minorities by detailing 
the wonders of their material culture and historical achievements with the 
help of a curriculum known as intercultural education. 



C o l o r  i n  t h e  C l a s s r o o m1 2

 Th e onset of war motivated a new group of reformers to turn their att ention 
to the question of how Americans learned racial prejudice. In 1939 the nation’s 
leading scientifi c expert on race, Franz Boas, interrogated the relationship 
between public schools and racial equality, academic freedom, and democracy. 
Boas was provoked when the Chamber of Commerce of the State of New York 
hired a prominent eugenicist to write a widely publicized report that denounced 
urban New Yorkers as racially unfi t for academic education in the public schools. 
State legislators cited this report as scientifi c proof that people from eastern and 
southern Europe were intellectually inferior to Caucasians, and slashed funding 
for a public educational system already decimated by ten years of economic 
 depression. As Chapter 2 shows, Boas argued that schools must be fortifi ed as 
sites of academic freedom and racial tolerance. He believed that public schools 
must preserve the ideal of academic freedom so that teachers and students would 
be able to evaluate the evidence marshaled by eugenicists, among others. Boas 
felt confi dent that if teachers openly examined scientifi c data they would fi nd 
that race, while real, did not determine intelligence or behavior. Boas’s insights 
on the connections between academic freedom, public education, democracy, 
and racial equality formed the theoretical basis for the race education reform 
initiative that followed. Summing up a lifetime of research and activism, Boas 
wanted teachers and students to understand that the anthropological concept of 
culture off ered the best potential for explaining human diversity, not the biolog-
ical concept of race. 

 From the ranks of anthropology and other social sciences, liberal intellectuals 
heeded Boas’s cry to reform race education in the nation’s primary and sec-
ondary schools. Chapter 3 evaluates the reforms proposed by two of Boas’s most 
well-known and infl uential students, Ruth Benedict and Margaret Mead. Th ey 
imagined schools as institutions capable of undermining racism and promoting 
a more just and equitable American democracy, but pursued this goal through 
very diff erent strategies. Benedict, more critical than Mead, challenged the con-
cepts of race and culture as they were used in schools and wrote scientifi c texts 
designed to reeducate Americans on the scientifi c truth about human diff erence. 
While she supported intercultural education, Benedict openly criticized the cur-
riculum’s potential to ignore social class inequalities and downplay the function 
of power within race relations. Benedict was particularly infuriated by the essen-
tialist defi nition of culture promoted by intercultural education and worked dil-
igently to reform existing race and culture concepts. 

 In contrast, Mead supported the kind of quaint cultural celebrations that 
Benedict despised. She joined intercultural educators in devising lesson plans 
that celebrated ethnic and racial diff erence in terms of cultural variations on 
white, middle-class norms. Mead argued that the most eff ective way to under-
mine racism in schools was through racial integration in the classroom, not 



Th e  S oc ial  C on st r u c t i on  o f  R ac e  i n  A m e r i can  S ch ool s 1 3

 explicit discussions of it. To this end, she helped found and run an experimental 
racially integrated school in New York City and worked through nonprofi t orga-
nizations to train teachers to conduct “neighborhood home festivals,” where par-
ticipants would share cultural traditions such as food, song, and folk dance. 
While Benedict’s pedagogy was more theoretically rigorous and had greater 
potential to undermine racism, Mead’s pedagogy was more appealing and ulti-
mately more accessible to teachers. Th e chapter concludes by looking at why 
Benedict’s defi nition of race and Mead’s defi nition of culture had such lasting 
infl uence on dominant racial discourse in American schools. 

 Following this consideration of the anthropological movement to reform race 
education, the next chapter returns to classrooms to analyze the impact of this 
initiative. Chapter 4, “Race as Color, 1939–1945,” follows teachers’ dramatically 
altered conception of human race during the war years. Th is transformation was 
brought about by anthropological activism, along with the rising visibility of an 
African American movement for social justice and deteriorating race relations 
between white and black Americans. Refl ecting Boasian defi nitions of human 
race, teachers altered their language to assert that all people of European descent 
were members of the same “Caucasian” or white race. Th is had the eff ect of 
 recasting previously racialized white minorities as members of the dominant 
racial majority while hardening the racial distinction between “white” people 
and those who were “colored.” With this revised conception of race-as-color, it 
no longer made sense for teachers to direct tolerance education at European 
 minorities who were no longer “racial” minorities. Instead they began targeting 
wartime tolerance education at the problem of how to “tolerate” blacks and 
Asians, and to a lesser extent American Indians and Mexican Americans. Not 
only were European immigrant groups no longer the subject of tolerance educa-
tion, according to anthropologists they were no longer racial minorities at all. 

 While tolerance education remained popular in the immediate postwar years, 
it expired quickly in the emerging cold war, as Chapter 5 illustrates. During this 
period, teachers became reluctant to utt er the word “race” in the classroom. Not 
only did they risk losing their jobs if they taught racial equality during the cold 
war, but they imagined that by not mentioning race in the classroom they were 
living up to a new and more desirable colorblind ideal. In many ways the logical 
extension of the anthropological claim that individuals of all races are truly 
equal, the colorblind ideal asked people to downplay the signifi cance of race in 
order to diff use the impact of racism. Inside of schools, teachers believed that the 
best way to mitigate racism was not to teach scientifi c lessons on the meaning of 
race or otherwise dwell on the subject of racial diff erence, but instead to support 
the desegregation of American schools, workplaces, and public spaces. Teachers 
emphasized the importance of good manners in racially mixed company and 
encouraged students to internalize these lessons in order to perform as properly 
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educated citizens. To perform the colorblind ideal, educators began referring to 
African Americans, Asian Americans, American Indians, and Latinos as “cul-
tural” minorities, not “racial” minorities, a rhetorical move that obscured the 
enduring signifi cance of race in America and blinded both teachers and students 
to the existence of structural racism. Because teachers refused to openly discuss 
race, racial diff erence, and racial minorities in the postwar era, the dominant 
 educational discourse on race stagnated in American schools. 

  Brown v. Board of Education  in 1954 marked the culmination of a deliberately 
colorblind racial discourse in American schools. Th is landmark Supreme Court 
case signaled the ascendancy of a new antiprejudice pedagogy advocating the 
idea that att ending schools in racially integrated sett ings would diminish racism 
and promote educational equality. Th ere was no need, educators reasoned, to 
make the message of racial equality explicit. Indeed, teachers aft er 1948 hardly 
mentioned the word “race” in their writing, sometimes simply referring to 
people of African and Asian descent as cultural anomalies on the American land-
scape. As passionate debates on tolerance pedagogy receded in the postwar era, 
the idea of culture as a surrogate for race endured. 

 Th is study reveals that the social construction of race in schools is not merely 
a refl ection of larger cultural phenomena or the result of “natural” social pro-
cesses, but the product of individual social scientists, professional educators, 
and teachers with the power to infl uence how schools mark particular ideas 
about race as defi ning characteristics of an educated citizenry. Refl ecting on the 
manifestation of culture as a proxy for race in contemporary educational theory 
and practice, the conclusion suggests that the project of race education reform as 
laid out by anthropologists in the 1930s continues to have the power to fi ght 
racism through American schools.        



15

         ||   1     || 

Race as Nation, 1900–1938  

      I think one of the worthiest things the history teacher can do is empha-
size the good that has come from other races than our own. 

 —History Teacher, 1909  

  How then, ebony Narcissa Larkins and blond Helma Pekkarrinnen, are 
your junior high school teachers to lead you gently but fi rmly and 
kindly toward peace and harmony and even brotherly love within the 
four walls of your classroom? 

 —English Teacher, 1933  

      Writing in the fi rst issue of  Th e History Teacher’s Magazine  in 1909, Dr. William 
Fairley, a teacher at Commercial High School in Brooklyn, described his pro-
gressive eff orts to relate the study of ancient history to the modern lives of the 
students before him. He presented human history as a prolonged struggle from 
the earliest days of brute savagery to the enlightened state of contemporary 
American society. He elaborated, “Th e great development of civilization 
among the peoples we are to study, of course implies long preparatory ages of 
slow and bitt er struggle upward from savagery.” According to Fairley, while 
many groups had progressed from the lowest developmental stage of savagery 
to the highest stage of civilization, others remained mired in an unseemly state 
of savagery and were not worthy of academic study in American high schools. 
“Why do we begin west of the Indian peninsula, and ignore the Hindoos, the 
Chinese, and Japanese?” he asked rhetorically. “Because these peoples are out of 
the great stream of development. Th e progressive life of to-day’s world owes litt le 
to them, if anything.”   1    

 Drawing on dominant racial paradigms of the day, teachers like Fairley 
believed that certain races, such as Anglo-Saxons, were biologically endowed 
with the  intelligence and resourcefulness to evolve to higher levels of civilization, 
while others lacked these inherent capabilities and thus remained hopelessly 
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savage. Racialist models of human history like this one led many turn-of-the-
century Americans to view millions of recent immigrants as inherently unfit 
for citizenship in a democracy. Public schools became a key site to re-form 
certain immigrants for potential citizenship. Americanizing white racial 
 minorities would define the dominant discourse on race in public schools 
from 1900 to 1938. 

 Fairley, for example, insisted that teachers could apply the “obvious test of 
color” to determine which immigrants had the potential for citizenship. Only 
those immigrants who happened to be “white” passed this test, even though 
Fairley—like most of his contemporaries—viewed these white immigrant chil-
dren as belonging to diff erent racial subgroups.   2    To help assimilate these stu-
dents and make them more tolerable to their “native” white classmates, Fairley 
recommended lessons on the “good that had come from other races than our 
own” such as fi ne art, musical accomplishments, scientifi c discoveries, and great 
literature from European nations.   3    

 Many American teachers from 1900 to 1938 heeded the advice of teachers 
like Fairley and applied the test of color to determine which minorities were 
worth Americanizing. Racial discourse in American schools during this  period, 
therefore, was almost entirely limited to those racial minorities who happened 
to be “white.” Within this subset of potential citizens, teachers used the con-
cept of race to diff erentiate people from various European countries. While 
color distinguished between white and nonwhite groups in a way that had very 
clear racial implications, the most salient application of the race concept in 
American schools was to describe and interpret various peoples of European 
descent. In this way, certain minority groups benefi ted from their color-status 
as white even as they were denigrated for their supposed racial shortcomings. 
Th e way teachers constructed race-as-nation was therefore somewhat diff erent 
from other racial paradigms of the day. For instance, American teachers did 
not distinguish between racial or color variations  within  European nations the 
way the federal government did on immigration and naturalization docu-
ments, or the way that certain minority groups themselves, such as Italian 
Americans, did.   4    

 Tracing how teachers constructed a dominant discourse on race-as-nation 
through everyday practice, this chapter argues that two distinct but interrelated 
phenomena infl uenced the social production of race in schools: Americaniza-
tion and transnational dialogue. Both shaped how teachers viewed their work as 
professional educators and how they understood the function of public educa-
tion in a modern democracy. Even within the transformative social and political 
contexts of World War I, immigration restriction, the Great Depression, and the 
rise of Nazism, teachers remained for the most part fi xated on the subject of 
white racialized minorities and their so-called “cultural gift s.”    
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  Foreigners at Home   

 Public education expanded over the course of the early twentieth century in part 
because so many citizens believed in the special ability of schools to American-
ize the millions of European immigrants and their children who arrived between 
the 1880s and the passage of immigration restriction in 1924. Not only could 
schools teach these “foreign” children reading, writing, and arithmetic, but they 
could also teach the English language and a work ethic that would prepare bett er 
workers. As an editor of the  Washington Post  opined in 1914, “It would be poor 
national economy to turn healthy white immigrants back from our ports simply 
because they could not read or write.”   5    

 Americanization programs, intended to embrace European immigrants and 
ease their transition into mainstream society, were considered progressive, lib-
eral, and even kind. Nevertheless, teachers struggled with the tension between 
preserving certain worthwhile elements of immigrants’ heritage—such as 
language or artwork—and eliminating these markers of diff erence altogether. 

 Teaching journals illustrate the diff erent ways that teachers struggled to make 
sense of these competing mandates to assimilate foreign children. In 1913 a 
teacher at Washington Irving High School in New York City published “Th e 
Foreigner in Our Schools: Some Aspects of the Problem in New York.” In this 
article, Helen Cohen off ered a compassionate portrayal of European immigrant 
students even as she classifi ed these children as a “problem” for teachers. Cohen 
reported that white children of foreign parentage had a higher literacy rate than 
white children of native parentage, and then used this statistic to emphasize the 
potential strengths of European immigrants in America. According to her, 
Americanization programs should help students “conserve the best of his own 
heritage for the benefi t of the country which he is to make his home.” She con-
tinued: “Th e conservation of all that is worthy in the old life is undertaken as a 
foundation on which to base the structure of the new.”   6    

 Cohen’s perspective on Americanization programs mirrored the progressive 
eff orts of social reformers and sett lement house workers who believed that the 
fastest way to assimilate immigrants was to appreciate, not denigrate, peculiar 
Old World traits.   7    In 1913 this route to Americanization was offi  cially sanc-
tioned by the U.S. Commissioner of Education, who instructed teachers to 
“respect [immigrants’] ideals and preserve and strengthen all of the best of their 
Old World life they bring with them.”   8    Th is strategy contradicted years of Amer-
icanization eff orts dedicated to eliminating these undesirable markers of for-
eignness. Motivated by fear and inspired by potential radicalism and discontent 
among newly arrived workers, other educators emphasized strict obedience to 
the law as the groundwork of true citizenship.   9    As Th eodore Roosevelt wrote of 
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immigrants a decade earlier, “We must Americanize them in every way, in speech, 
in political ideals and principles, and in their way of looking at the relations 
between Church and State.”   10    Even politicians like Roosevelt, who imagined 
European immigrants could be assimilated into mainstream American society, 
never imagined they would do so while retaining aspects of their Old World 
language or customs.   11    For a brief window of time before World War I, however, 
some educators began to question this strict disciplinary approach to American-
ization and instead encouraged educators to use positive examples of immigrant 
lifeways to encourage voluntary assimilation among immigrant students.   12    

 In a sympathetic classroom like Cohen’s in New York City, students had the 
opportunity to learn English, civics, and practical steps for acquiring meaningful 
citizenship in America. As Cohen explained: 

 Th e foreigner is warned against the dangers of unreliable banks, of unli-
censed employers who underpay their help, and of unscrupulous busi-
ness methods; and, on the other hand, he is taught about the right sort 
of banks and employment agencies, about the prevailing rates of wages 
and of the need of a certain amount of business training before going 
into business.   13    

 Cohen led students through exercises in reading comprehension, vocabulary, 
colloquial conversation, and American-style pronunciation and intonation. Stu-
dents wrote an essay on the subject, “What the Foreign Child Can Contribute to 
the English Work in American Schools.” Cohen was so pleased with the student 
responses that she quoted them at length in her article. Th ese responses refl ected 
her att empt to balance preservation of certain elements of immigrant life against 
the larger goal of expanding and improving American “civilization.” For example, 
one student wrote: 

 Th e purpose of the study of English, as of every other branch, is the 
progress of civilization, and civilization will att ain its culmination only 
when the perfect things, the traditions, the ideas, and the customs of 
every corner of the world are combined to form what might be called 
super-perfection.   14    

   Th e  History Teacher’s Magazine  detailed other progressive Americanization 
strategies, such as citywide “citizenship receptions” for newly naturalized immi-
grants and handbills distributed by schoolchildren and Boy Scouts advertising 
English classes for adults.   15    Not all teachers imagined that select traditions, ideas, 
and customs could be culled from each immigrant group and combined in order 
to reach “super-perfection” of American civilization, however. 
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 Aft er the United States joined World War I, educators and politicians designed 
new ways for schools to contribute to the war eff ort. One impact of the war was 
the immediate contraction of the range of acceptable “foreign” expression in 
American classrooms.   16    As a school administrator in New Jersey complained, 
“Th e infl ux of foreigners, with their divergent personal ideals and antagonistic 
racial traits, imposes upon the schools an infi nitely diffi  cult problem.”   17    

 Administrators and school boards instructed teachers to demand “100% 
Americanism” in an att empt to inculcate patriotism and loyalty in a nation with 
a large immigrant population.   18    Public schools became sites of skirmishes 
between competing groups vying for control of wartime education.   19    Local 
groups like the Chamber of Commerce and Rotary Clubs fought with branches 
of the National Education Association and newly formed groups like the 
 National Board for Historical Service to determine course content on the war. 

 Politicians pressured American teachers to assimilate “foreigners” living in 
the United States as a primary duty of wartime education. Evidence of this pres-
sure was soon visible in teaching journals. Writing aft er the U.S. entry into the 
war, an administrator in the Detroit Public Schools refl ected on the serious 
problems of foreign “races” in his rapidly growing city: 

 High wages, coupled with the promise of constant labor, have brought 
a tremendous number of foreigners to the city. Th ese have rapidly colo-
nized among previous arrivals of their race and have changed nothing 
but their habits of work. Ignorant of the English language, of American 
customs and ideals, they have helped to swell the so-called “hyphen-
ated” class.   20    

   Like the earlier article from New York City, this one detailed the important 
role of public schools in assimilating European immigrants, describing the 
courses off ered in American “geography, history, federal, state, county, and city 
government and a study of the Constitution.”   21    Th e tone of this article, however, 
posed Americanization more as a punitive, disciplinary policy than a kind-
hearted movement to assimilate outsiders to American norms. It also reconfi g-
ured Americanization campaigns in schools in terms of their function in a time 
of war. According to the author, “It took the present world-confl ict to bring forc-
ibly home to thinking Americans the danger within the country” posed by for-
eign colonies on American soil. Th e solution was to “weld the many peoples of 
any community into one body politic and create throughout the nation the unity 
and power that come from common ideals, a common language, and a uniform 
interpretation of citizenship.”   22    

 Even aft er Armistice in 1918, teachers continued to promote 100% American-
ism. In 1920, Ella Th orngate, an English teacher in Omaha, joined her  colleague 
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from Detroit in demanding sure and swift  assimilation of problematic for-
eigners. “Th e answer is given in the word ‘Americanization’; that is, the use of 
 one language  and the  same ideals .”   23    According to this teacher, the problem with 
immigrants was that they were handicapped by ignorance of American law and 
customs. She portrayed these handicaps as potentially dangerous and as directly 
tied to racial identity: 

 Unless these handicaps are removed he becomes a menace to society 
and the state. By removing these handicaps, protecting and helping 
him, and fi nally by encouraging the development of latent racial and 
personal talents, he becomes a useful and valuable citizen.   24    

 Teachers wanted to balance concerns about the potential menace of immigrants 
in America with the broader role of teachers and education to protect, develop, 
and encourage young students. Like many Americans in the early twentieth cen-
tury, Th orngate assumed the children of European immigrants possessed both 
talents and defi cits associated with their racial background. She proposed a form 
of classroom instruction where teachers could identify and use these racial traits 
to eff ectively assimilate immigrant students. 

 Teachers’ frequent use of the race concept in their discussion of European 
immigrants during World War I and the immediate interwar period coincided 
with a period of heightened racism and xenophobia. Th e landmark fi lm  Birth of 
a Nation  brought Th omas Dixon’s racist tract  Th e Clansman  to the broader 
American public in 1915. Around the same time the Ku Klux Klan organized a 
major revival directed not only at African Americans in the South, but at “hy-
phenated Americans” of every kind. Meanwhile, Americans interpreted World 
War I as a direct consequence of the particular racial character of the Germans.   25       

  Th e Ascendancy of Cultural Gift s   

 Popular racialist fantasies culminated in immigration restriction in 1924 that 
employed eugenics science to limit the percentages of immigrants from each 
country. Th ese laws eff ectively cut off  immigration from eastern and southern 
Europe, geographic locations that many Americans associated with inferior 
racial populations, while reserving the greatest proportion of immigration slots 
for people from western Europe.   26    Americanization programs lost much of their 
urgency and soft ened their strict disciplinary approach in the public schools 
once the danger of unchecked immigration from eastern and southern Europe 
passed. Th e idea of cultural gift s gained currency as teachers asserted that the 
best way to assimilate foreigners was to respect carefully selected aspects of 
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 immigrant heritage. In American schools, the cultural gift s movement blos-
somed in a curriculum that would become known as intercultural education.   27    

 Intercultural education would come to have an especially powerful eff ect on 
racial discourse in American schools during World War II because it was the 
largest and most well-known educational curriculum designed to promote racial 
tolerance and intergroup harmony. Developed in the 1920s and 1930s, intercul-
tural education would come to shape tolerance education in American schools 
through the 1940s and 1950s, carrying with it outdated and oversimplifi ed con-
ceptions of culture that were craft ed by educators who lacked an adequate foun-
dation in social science models of race and culture. 

 Intercultural education is att ributed to Rachel Davis DuBois, a liberal white 
Quaker who invented the curriculum as a high school teacher in New Jersey in 
1924. Importantly, DuBois was not trained in anthropology; she promoted what 
is best understood as a popular defi nition of culture, which was theoretically 
distinct from the scientifi c defi nition of culture off ered by anthropologists like 
Franz Boas. Boas defi ned culture as a society’s complex response to given envi-
ronmental, historical, social, and political circumstances that made meaning in 
individuals’ everyday lives. A group of people living together in a given geo-
graphic location could share a culture—or way of viewing the world—that was 
constantly changing and adapting to new circumstances. DuBois simplifi ed cul-
ture to signify the visible elements of a minority group that stood in contrast to 
American norms. If people ate food that seemed strange, wore unusual clothing 
or hairstyles, or performed odd dances and dissonant songs, DuBois explained 
these aff ectations as cultural diff erences between minority groups and the dom-
inant white Protestant majority in America. 

 Intercultural educators att empted to resignify these negative att ributes in 
positive terms, oft en highlighting these traits as distinct “gift s” to American cul-
ture. Notably, DuBois assumed that all members of a given minority group 
 (alternatively defi ned as national, ethnic, religious, or racial) shared a culture no 
matt er their geographic location or socioeconomic background. Cultural inte-
grationists like DuBois imagined that American culture would be redefi ned and 
ultimately improved by absorbing the best traits of immigrant heritage. Culture 
in this sense was seen as fl uid—a process of becoming.   28    Conversely, in DuBois’s 
att empt to identify immigrant att ributes worth preserving, intercultural educa-
tion had the unintended consequence of reifying culture in static and essentialist 
terms. Th is construction of cultural diff erence att empted to substitute positive 
stereotypes for negative ones, and failed to challenge or even address the social, 
political, and economic inequalities that perpetuated the “cultural” distinctive-
ness of many racial, ethnic, and religious minorities in the United States. 

 Sympathetic educational reformers like DuBois believed it was bett er to help 
immigrant groups help themselves than to force immigrants to assimilate to 
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white Protestant norms. Th is represented an important theoretical development 
and, along with new laws that restricted immigration, helped shift  the tide from 
the disciplinary “100% Americanization” campaigns of early twentieth-century 
schools to more subtle programs of assimilation like intercultural education. 
Many reformers encouraged immigrant groups to celebrate their unique heri-
tage through folk dancing, traditional arts, and even citywide folk festivals. Not 
only did such celebrations improve the damaged self-esteem of immigrants and 
their children, thus making them more amenable to assimilation, but it also 
helped soft en the virulent racism against immigrant groups visible in immigra-
tion restriction, the eugenics movement, the rebirth of the Ku Klux Klan, and 
other racist populist movements in the 1920s.   29    

 By the late 1920s the cultural gift s movement had begun to alter Americaniza-
tion campaigns in the public schools. To take one example, in 1927 Hazel Poole 
published “Americanizing the Teacher of English” in the  English Journal,  asking 
colleagues to recognize the value of “rich and varied backgrounds of these chil-
dren with ‘no backgrounds.’”   30    According to Poole, Americanization programs 
were successful, but she faulted them for their “synthetic” production of new 
American citizens. She challenged Americanization programs that forced chil-
dren to give up their charming traditional lifeways, and instead wanted to help 
students learn to assimilate at their own pace. She proposed a new “organic” 
Americanization program, which would ease immigrants into a voluntary process 
of assimilation. In another example, a teacher educator from Ohio State Univer-
sity refl ected, “it would seem that true Americanization can never be  intelligently 
carried out until we have fi rst seriously investigated what the foreigner brought 
with him, and the eff ect he has had on our political and social history.”   31    

 Teachers’ essays reveal the challenges that celebrating cultural gifts could 
create in the classroom. For example, Poole described how her class read “arti-
cles about the occupations and achievements of various races in this country.”   32    
As was typical of lessons on Americanization, the teacher used the word “race” 
to distinguish between diff erent European nationalities. Asking a Greek student 
to report on the achievements of the Greeks, Poole was surprised when the stu-
dent was reluctant to participate. Instead of basking in the glory of his group’s 
achievements as she expected, she recounted that he was “sullen” and replied: 
“I’d rather report on something else. I don’t want to stand up there and talk about 
the Greeks.” Upon refl ection, Poole decided that it was humiliating “to hear 
yourself talking, in a half-strange tongue, about yourself or your race before 
these people, as if you were a curious kind of sideshow at the circus.”   33    

 Poole’s criticism foreshadowed an important critique of tolerance education 
that emerged in the 1940s, when educators and academics challenged inter-
cultural education for singling out second- and third-generation immigrants 
and  forcing them to identify with a folk culture they knew nothing about. 
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Well-meaning teachers like Poole asked their students to perform an objectifi ed 
version of a particular “racial” identity based on achievements in the arts or sci-
ences that students themselves may not have valued at all. Unlike many teachers, 
Poole adjusted her classroom practice accordingly and devised new ways to 
speak of minority races in positive terms. She reported that her most successful 
activity was an “International Number” of the school paper, where her students 
wrote essays describing their experiences growing up in another country. Th e 
teacher was delighted with the results, and described to readers: 

 An Italian boy pictured the three-day feast of St. Gennaro as he had 
seen it in Italy. A Canadian girl described the celebration of Empire 
Day, and a pupil of Czechoslovakian descent told how Easter Monday 
was kept in her parents’ village. Others drew on their parents’ experi-
ence for their accounts of St. Patrick’s Day in Ireland, St. John’s Day in 
Sweden, and the picturesque procession of fl oats used to celebrate a 
Swiss national holiday.   34    

   As this example suggests, eff orts to promote the cultural gift s of white racial-
ized minorities tended to create generic and even stereotypical conceptions of 
minority groups. Teachers emphasized America as a “Melting Pot” of European 
immigrants and asked students to make posters and dolls that celebrated the 
folkways of each nation. Teachers such as Hazel Poole envisioned an American 
 society that changed and expanded to include the new “gift s” brought by recent 
immigrants. Importantly, she repeatedly used the term “race” to delineate 
between various European immigrant groups, but she did not use the term “cul-
ture” even when describing aspects of immigrant life that people would later 
come to understand as cultural. Instead, she painstakingly, although somewhat 
vaguely, tried to convey an interest in her students’ “background,” or “this 
Europe of theirs as they and their parents knew it” or even “things which are 
familiar to him.”       

  Foreigners Abroad   

 As the urgency of assimilating European immigrants faded, teachers became 
more concerned with foreign people living abroad. Teaching about world his-
tory and international aff airs changed the way teachers presented the concepts 
of race and culture in the classroom. Working to portray foreign nations and 
their inhabitants in a more sympathetic light, teachers began to downplay what 
they at fi rst identifi ed as racial defi cits of foreign peoples and instead highlighted 
the “gift s” these nations had contributed to Western civilization. Because the 
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motivation for teaching about foreigners came from international events, 
teachers tended to devise lessons that considered people of diff erent nations in 
turn. Th is overlapped with and amplifi ed a racial discourse that tended to asso-
ciate race with nation. 

 During World War I, intellectuals and politicians bemoaned the ignorance of 
the American public concerning world aff airs. Th ey feared that this lack of 
knowledge would make Americans look provincial and uneducated, and so they 
worked to foster a more cosmopolitan and sophisticated outlook for future citi-
zens through education in world geography, history, and literature. As early as 
1917, a high school teacher from San Diego frett ed, “Th e almost pathetic provin-
cialism of the average American is very generally refl ected in the boys and girls 
of our secondary schools.”   35    In 1917 the National Education Association pro-
posed a new program of study in world history to further “international spirit” 
among American students.   36    Over the course of the war, this view was refi ned as 
educators imagined new ways to use the study of world history to promote a 
stronger American patriotism that specifi cally valued “Anglo-Saxon” heritage. 
As New York City Superintendent Dr. William L. Ett inger clarifi ed for teachers, 
“Th e present titanic war has made our Anglo-Saxon civilization conscious of its 

      
 Students creating an exhibit on the “Melting Pot” that included posters and dolls. 
Courtesy New York City Municipal Archives.   
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ideals as contrasted with a Teutonic swashbuckler ‘Kultur,’ which threatened to 
impose upon us our allies a sordid militarism.”   37    Teachers were to teach Ameri-
can students more about world history, but the point was to emphasize the supe-
riority of “Anglo-Saxon” traditions. 

 History teachers responded quickly with lesson plans on European countries 
and ethnic groups, as well as studies of more exotic locales ranging from Asia 
to  the West Indies.   38    Lesson plans in history are particularly revealing for the 
way they presented European national groups as distinct races with their own 
 inherent mental traits. A typical passage describing a history lesson on Central 
Europe in 1917 read: 

 Finally we have various peoples of non-Aryan origin—Hungarians and 
Roumanians [ sic ]. Th ese races show their nomadic, Asiatic origin in 
their individualism, their quickness to adapt themselves to outsde [ sic ] 
civilization together with their inability to create for themselves. Th ey 
have had many able men as leaders whom they have alternately lauded 
and crucifi ed. Extremely likeable and extremely unreliable—they are in 
a way the spoilt children of Europe.   39    

 Teachers interpreted foreign nations in terms of the racial traits of their inhabi-
tants—such as the inability to create for themselves or being unreliable—that 
simultaneously explained and determined the nation’s supposed inferiority. 

 Such blatantly demeaning portrayals of other nations would change abruptly 
aft er World War I. Th e declaration of International Good-Will Day in 1923 
prompted a new rash of articles with variations on the theme “the peoples of 
the world have become our neighbors.”   40    English teachers took the lead in this 
initiative, in part because they articulated a special ability to meet the demands 
for “international-mindedness,” usually by reading and discussing stories and 
poems from other lands.   41    As one teacher reasoned, English teachers were 
suited for this special task because of “the peculiar service of literature—to 
make us  know  the heart of humanity, and knowing, to keep us from hate.”   42    Sim-
ilarly, in an article in the  Elementary English Review  entitled “International 
Friendship through Children’s Books” the author cautioned, “Some books like 
narrow, pinched experiences may be the source of blind prejudice and intoler-
ance.” Many articles featured bibliographies dedicated to “giving children right 
kind of prejudice,” or in other words, training them in the desirable and unde-
sirable att ributes of foreigners.   43    

 Many teachers conceived of international education as a natural expansion of 
the peace movement.   44    In 1925 a children’s librarian from the Brooklyn Public 
Library made a dramatic appeal for the teaching of “international friendship” as 
a key process in securing world peace: 
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 Peace is no inert and spineless angel who will let us fool ourselves with 
safety devices into thinking the world “safe for democracy.” We must 
fi rst teach our children to be friends with the stranger, both within our 
gates and across the seas. Until the spirit of friendliness has united all 
the children of mankind national antagonisms and hatreds will con-
tinue to dominate governments.   45    

 Two teachers writing from Gary, Indiana, and Chicago, Illinois, agreed and 
designed a bibliography of children’s books on Latin American countries in 
1938, explaining, “In an eff ort to make children world-conscious through an 
 appreciative understanding of our neighbors, the foremost authors and illustra-
tors of children’s literature have devoted their art to portraying foreign countries 
and people in so fascinating a manner that international barriers may be broken 
down and long-cherished prejudice dissolved.”   46    

 Teachers viewed international understanding as an essential component of 
Americanization in the 1920s and 1930s. Educators wanted to bring all stu-
dents—not just the children of immigrants—up to speed with what they consid-
ered a set of ideals that defi ned the educated American citizen, including a 
working knowledge of international aff airs. Class work required only a subtle shift  
from focusing on foreign students  inside  the classroom to focusing on foreign stu-
dents  outside  the classroom. Th is was an especially easy transition for teachers 
who embraced liberal theories of cultural pluralism and who had previous expe-
rience promoting the unique gift s of minority groups in America.   47    In many cases 
the classroom exercises remained the same, as teachers focused on one or more 
countries and noted their accomplishments in arts, literature, and science. Fur-
thermore, just as teachers craft ed earlier programs of Americanization in response 
to anxiety concerning American security and unity, these revised programs of 
 international study were a direct response to escalating fears of another war. 

 Along with English teachers, social studies teachers agreed that teaching “inter-
national att itudes and understandings” was a necessary component of “education 
for citizenship” in the United States in the 1920s and 1930s.   48    According to How-
ard E. Wilson at the University High School in Chicago, “International intercourse 
and cooperation have become an integral part of our civilization, and any genera-
tion which manages civilization with any degree of effi  ciency must manage 
 international relations effi  ciently.”   49    Social studies teachers like Alice Gibbons in 
Rochester, New York, supervised international-relations clubs to promote the cel-
ebration of foreign peoples and nations. Gibbons described how students learned 
about people of diff erent “racial extractions” during a holiday festival: 

 Eleven students of eleven diff erent racial extractions explained how 
Christmas was celebrated in the lands of their ancestors. Each student 
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spoke fi rst in the language the group he represented and then translated 
his speech into English. Th ey represented the French, German, Greek, 
Dutch, Japanese, Polish, Ukrainian, Arabian, Italian, Hebrew, and 
En glish peoples.   50    

 For most teachers, this pedagogy translated into a simplistic celebration of for-
eign people in terms of material culture and historical accomplishments while at 
the same time assuming the innate, racial distinctions between people of dif-
ferent national backgrounds. Th is particular understanding of race, nation, and 
cultural diff erences would be forged with the help of intercultural education.    

  Th e Growth of Intercultural Education   

 Intercultural education would become the most important and widely used 
antiprejudice curriculum in American schools through World War II. Th e 
growing popularity of the cultural gift s movement through the 1920s and into 
the 1930s enabled Rachel Davis DuBois to gain fi nancial and intellectual sup-
port for her new curriculum in the early 1930s. DuBois left  her teaching posi-
tion in 1929 to begin graduate work at Teachers College at Columbia University, 
where she worked with high schools in and around Philadelphia to test the 
 eff ectiveness of intercultural education on student prejudice.   51    Facing a dearth 
of materials on the contributions of minority groups to American life, she wrote 
and assembled her own materials and sought the help of organizations in New 
York City including the China Institute, the Japan Institute, the Block Pub-
lishing Company, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP), and the Urban League.   52    During the 1932–1933 school year 
she initiated intercultural programs in Washington, DC; Boston; and Engle-
wood, NJ.   53    By the spring of 1933 DuBois was teaching a course on intercul-
tural education at Boston University, and in 1934 she drew on her expansive 
networks of academic and social support for her work to found the Service 
Bureau for Intercultural Education.   54    

 In the summer of 1934 DuBois proudly displayed what was then ten years of 
dedicated work. Before 1934 the name “intercultural education” had not yet 
been coined, and the lesson plans DuBois put on display for her colleagues at 
Teachers College were part of an exhibit on “Teaching Materials in the Field of 
International Relations.”   55    Shown as part of the World Interdependence Exhibit, 
these lessons suggest that DuBois imagined tolerance education as part of an 
international peace movement. Th e point was not simply to reduce prejudice for 
minorities at home, but to help Americans learn to understand and appreciate 
human diversity on a global scale. Th e  New York Times  reported that the new 
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Service Bureau for Intercultural Education would “give assistance to elementary 
and secondary school teachers by arranging assembly and classroom activities 
which will present a sympathetic viewpoint of the various culture groups of the 
world.” Th e Service Bureau had already prepared booklets on several “culture 
groups” including: “the Italian, British, German, Jewish, Negro, Mexican and 
South American, Far Eastern ( Japanese, Chinese, and Korean), Near Eastern 
(Indian, Persian, Turkish and Armenian), Slavic and Scandinavian.”   56    

 Th rough the Service Bureau, DuBois created dozens of lesson plans and sent 
them out to schools nationwide. By 1939, the General Education Board (GEB), 
which funded the project, reported that 140 lesson plans were available, each 
focusing on a diff erent minority group and a particular area of contribution—
such as art, literature, science, or music. Between November 1939 and March 
1940, 3,116 pieces of literature, consisting of lesson plans as well as radio scripts 
from the popular radio program  Americans All—Immigrants All  had been mailed 
to teachers and administrators. Most of these schools were in the northeast, 
Midwest urban areas, and California, although some materials were sent to all 
but three states and to international destinations including China and Canada.   57    

 Like most classroom teachers, intercultural educators like DuBois viewed 
race in terms of nation. However, DuBois expanded the curriculum to include 
nonwhite minorities including Chinese, Indians, Japanese, and even African 
Americans. According to intercultural educators, all of these minority groups 
suff ered from racial defi cits, and therefore lessons directly challenged miscon-
ceptions such as: “the Indian people are inherently incapable of governing 
themselves”; “that Japanese pictures are bizarre and meaningless, primitive 
and unimportant”; “that the Chinese have not the intelligence to think deeply 
about life, that the Chinese have litt le moral sense”; “that all Jews are merce-
nary”; “that Indian religions are all heathenish”; “that Orientals have no sense 
of honor.”   58    References to the “inherent” capabilities of minorities, their 
 natural “intelligence,” “honor,” and “morality” and words like “heathen” and 
“primitive” demonstrate that intercultural education was designed to chal-
lenge deeply racist assumptions. 

 Facing ingrained prejudice that assumed a wide variety of ethnic, racial, and 
religious groups were biologically inferior, DuBois provided teachers with an 
unlikely weapon: cultural gift s. Service Bureau lesson plans typically included 
a brief history of a particular minority group and then described outstanding 
 examples of fi ne art, literature, or scientifi c discoveries intended to discredit 
 derogatory stereotypes. DuBois took a given and presumably widespread 
instance of racial prejudice, such as the belief that the Chinese were uncivi-
lized and amoral, and countered it with examples designed to demonstrate the 
exact  opposite, such as early examples of ironwork, stone bridges, porcelain, 
paper, various food products, and even “two thousand seven hundred and 
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five volumes on Chinese philosophy” assembled in the year 190 BC.   59    Th ese 
positive  examples were presented as each group’s unique culture. Where race 
signifi ed  inherent, biological, and clearly negative traits of a given group of 
people, culture came to signify the exact opposite in terms of outstanding exam-
ples from the arts and sciences. 

 Blatantly evolutionist and scientifi cally inaccurate examples of the race con-
cept infused many prewar intercultural lesson plans, such as the unit on Italian 
art and history that tried to counteract the notion that Italians belonged to an 
inferior “savage” race. Th e material teachers were supposed to use to counteract 
this stereotype read: 

 In the fi rst place while retaining some of the follies and stupidities of 
the savage, the Italians appear to have kept not a litt le of his virtues  . . .  
Th e savage is of necessity simple in his methods of satisfying his natural 
wants; however improvident or greedy he may be, he cannot indulge to 
any great extent in the luxuries of the table, for instance, for he knows 
too litt le of cooking and has access to too few and not suffi  ciently varied 
supplies of food. He is capable of following not merely brute instinct 
and preferring to live with his herd, but of showing real devotion in 
 furthering to the best of his knowledge and ability, the interests of his 
community.   60    

 Th is text continued to explain the rise of Roman civilization as intelligent “bor-
rowing” from other “races” including the Etruscans and the Greeks. Th is excerpt 
elevated Italians slightly above the level of brute savage, but failed to challenge 
the assumption that Italians were inherently distinct from “native” white Ameri-
cans. Th us, even as intercultural educators worked to counteract negative stereo-
types, some of their materials reinforced essentialist racialist misconceptions. 

 While intercultural educators in the interwar period struggled with, or more 
commonly, avoided articulating a clear defi nition of race, they were more confi -
dent with their understanding of culture. DuBois believed a positive view of 
 minority group culture could counteract existing Americanization programs 
that demanded complete assimilation to white middle-class norms. In 1936 
DuBois criticized these disciplinary curricula, writing, “It was assumed that an 
individual could with ease drop those customs, traditions and even language 
which are basic to personality, much as one might change a dress.” In contrast, 
she explained, “Changes come slowly .  .  .  . Diff erences in culture persist.”   61    She 
off ered what she viewed as a more humane process to ease immigrants and 
 minorities into American culture, one that, importantly, included expanding 
American culture to adopt carefully selected aspects of minority life. While her 
expansive model of assimilation was liberal for the time, her more concrete 
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 defi nition of culture was static and limited to material expressions. Th us tradi-
tions such as festivals or religious celebrations, customs like eating with chop-
sticks or making lace, and language became the defi ning elements not only of a 
given culture group, but more importantly, of the individuals associated with 
this group. Although the defi nition of culture forged by DuBois and other inter-
cultural educators in the early 1930s may have been problematic, it would come 
to have a powerful infl uence on the dominant educational discourse on race over 
the course of the next decade.    

  Th e Growing Popularity of the Culture Concept   

 In the early 1930s American teachers began to use the word “culture” to describe 
a society’s way of life in terms of artwork, literature, history, food, clothing, and 
special holidays and traditions. However, because each nationality group was 
understood as racially distinct, the concepts of race and culture overlapped from 
their earliest usage in teaching journals. For instance, in 1932 a teacher at Th eo-
dore Roosevelt High School in Des Moines, Iowa, described how her class came 
to study the specifi c cultures of various foreign races. Her English students began 
by considering the unique “contributions—literary, social, and political—by 
England to us.” Her class soon discovered, however, “the fact that other peoples 
also had contributed greatly to our advancement and culture.”   62    Next the teacher 
invited students to conduct a study of a foreign country of their choice. She 
noted in passing that the students selected topics based on their “literary, 
language, vocational, travel, and racial interests.” In this case, a few students 
elected to study the countries they or their parents originated from, for example, 
“three chose Scotland because their ancestors came from there.”   63    Th us, “race” 
continued to diff erentiate among national groups in Europe in this teacher’s 
mind. Promoting the theme of international goodwill, the students composed 
and mailed lett ers to children in other nations. She reported, “We have had 
enthusiastic replies from Lausanne, Paris, Düsseldorf, Cologne, London, 
Glasgow, Wales, Edinburgh, Australia, Egypt, Czecho-Slovakia, and Spain.” 
Next, the students composed a book on their chosen country that refl ected “a 
study of the people, with emphasis on their cultural life.”   64    Indeed, the teacher’s 
description of her students’ work refl ected a growing awareness of the culture 
concept and its potential to challenge prejudice: 

 As they read, occasions arose for the discussion of the factors which 
mold a people and the diff erences which develop because of these fac-
tors; the realization that diff erences do not necessarily indicate inferi-
ority came as a natural conclusion.   65    
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   Th e introduction of the culture concept into educational discourse on human 
diversity did not immediately disrupt existing racialist notions. For instance, a 
1931 essay, “Racial Elements in American History Textbooks,” carefully delin-
eated the “racial” characteristics of various European nations. Responding to the 
alarmist claim that American history textbooks were “Pro-British” in a way that 
denigrated the United States, this Iowa City teacher examined ten high school 
textbooks to examine their treatment of the following “racial” groups: English, 
Germans, Scotch-Irish, Italians, and Poles. Th yra Carter discovered that “the 
non-English groups” were not treated fairly by American history textbooks, 
which tended to ignore the contributions these minority groups had made to 
“the upbuilding of the American nation.”   66    Carter elaborated, “By this statement 
I do not wish to be understood to mean that a writer in his chronicle should 
detract from the achievements of the English racial stock, but I merely wish to 
express the belief that textbook writers of the future, narrating the complete and 
true story of the development of the United States, will take into more consider-
ation all racial elements going to make up the warp and woof of the American 
people and nation.”   67    

 American educators became interested in whether or not current educational 
practices helped or hindered a richer, more sympathetic study of minority 
groups. Writing two years later, a college professor at the North Dakota Teachers 
College asked rhetorically, “Do We Teach Racial Intolerance?” Her answer was 
an emphatic yes. Emily Baker described her experience sitt ing in on a fi ft h grade 
history class as they studied the Huns. Baker recoiled in horror as a teacher elic-
ited the following comments from her students:  

 Th e Huns have thick lips and fl at noses. 
 Th ey lived in small, dirty houses. 
 Th ey all ate out of one dish on the fl oor. 
 Th ey ate with their fi ngers, too. 
 Th ey were cruel to other people.   68      

  Rising from her seat in the back of the classroom, Baker asked the class how 
many students were related to the Huns. She reported, “As was to be expected, 
not one acknowledged relationship to such a race.” From there, Baker aston-
ished the class with the simple declaration, “I am,” and then traced the route 
of the Huns across Europe and explained their descendants are to be found 
across Europe and Scandinavia. Her point was to demonstrate that the “race” 
of Huns was intermingled with “the land of [the students’] forebears,” drawing 
a hereditary link between these students and the group they denigrated as in-
ferior.   69    In cases where it was less feasible to highlight a biological connection 
between students and the minority group they were studying, Baker proposed 
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presenting a group’s positive att ributes. For example, she bemoaned the fact 
that so many teachers presented the Spanish colonists in America as “cruel” 
and instead wanted teachers to emphasize that “the Spanish missions from 
which radiated to the brothers of the Incas the enlightening infl uences of 
Spanish culture and good will.”   70    

 Th ese examples illuminate how and why teachers began to emphasize so-
called cultural traits in the classroom. Teachers drew directly on the cultural gift s 
movement that was expanding though schools, sett lement houses, and parent 
education magazines in order to promote a more fashionable pedagogy.   71    In 
order to encourage an appreciation of these diff erent cultural groups, teachers 
asked students to dress up in the folk costumes of their ancestral lands for special 
events. Th ese images come from the annual report of the New York City Board 
of Education in 1938–1939. Th e caption under the photo of the child identifi ed 
as “the Sheik” read: “As part of the teaching of democracy children are some-
times asked to wear to school the costumes of their native land. Th is young man 
is proud of his ancestry.”   72    By fostering appreciation for minority groups teachers 
also believed they created stronger feelings of self-worth in minority students, all 
of which was suppose to aid the “teaching of democracy.”       

      
 Students dressed in folk costumes to represent the “Children of Many Lands.” Courtesy 
New York City Municipal Archives.   
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 Articles from the 1930s show that teachers shaped tolerance education as a 
dichotomy between negative, undesirable racial traits and positive, laudatory 
cultural traits. In the process, race and culture were woven together because they 
referred to the same ideological constructs. If certain minority groups were stig-
matized for their racial defi cits, then these same groups could be uplift ed by cel-
ebrating their cultural gift s. Inside the classroom, cultural achievements became 
an antidote for racial shortcomings. Confusion over race and culture permeated 
the educational literature from this period, so that at times it is diffi  cult to under-
stand what teachers meant by either concept. For example an English teacher 
from Des Moines, Iowa, reasoned: “We must gather together the experiences of 
the races and the contributions of the peoples, the common backgrounds and 
the cultures which have marked the progress of the race, and weave them into a 
foundation for the instruction of the young in international and interracial 
 understanding and co-operation.”   73    

 Teachers’ bewilderment concerning the distinctions between race and cul-
ture would only deepen in the early 1940s as activist scientists challenged the 
basis for scientifi c racism and asserted the importance of cultural relativism. As 

      
 A New York City school celebrating the heritage of its diverse student body. Th is student 
was dressed as “the Sheik.” Courtesy New York City Municipal Archives.   
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early as 1935 articles in  Th e Social Studies  reference the work of Franz Boas and 
other anthropologists, showing that social studies teachers were beginning to 
make connections between anthropology and tolerance education. For example, 
a social studies teacher in New York City used the anthropological defi nitions of 
race and culture, citing specifi cally Boas’s work to challenge “ethnocentrism” 
among American students. Noting that many people relied on theories of racial 
diff erence to assert their superiority over others, he argued that students must be 
presented with “facts” on race and culture as scientists understood them. Th is 
author explained that once men were forced to acknowledge that racial diff er-
ences were not a viable explanation for group diff erences “we fi nd men taking 
customary recourse to a general depreciation of each other’s cultures.”   74    Th is ar-
ticle is signifi cant not only because it marked the fi rst time an educator cited 
anthropological theories to challenge intolerance, but also because it revealed 
the confusion this pedagogical approach could foster. It was far too easy, this 
teacher explained, for prejudiced people to translate their disdain for another 
group’s racial heritage to an equally powerful disdain for their cultural heritage. 

 Even as they att empted to cultivate respect for racial minorities, teachers fi rst 
had to account for the fact that students understood minority groups as cultur-
ally as well as racially inferior. Introducing a lesson on cultural gift s, another 
teacher observed: “Students confessed to amazing misconceptions concerning 
other races that were cleared by wide reading. Mexico suggested sleepy people, 
Indians, treachery, and countless revolutions.” Still, teachers hoped that by intro-
ducing a sympathetic perspective on the lives of these racial minorities, they 
would begin to undermine harsh stereotypes. Th rough “wide reading” on Mexi-
cans and Indians, the same teacher observed that her students “learned to recog-
nize that a foreign civilization was not necessarily inferior because it was 
diff erent.”   75    Th ese were early lessons on cultural relativism, to be sure. Th ey just 
happened to cast culture as a foil to race.    

  African Americans: A Nationless Race   

 Lessons on “interracial” understanding from 1900 to 1938 largely targeted 
white minority groups such as Germans, Poles, and Irish. In part this was 
because teachers understood lessons on foreigners as a practical response to 
World War I, which focused att ention on Europe and to some extent Central 
and South America. It also refl ected, however, the extent of white supremacy 
and racism in the United States that fostered a climate where teachers could 
openly teach  acceptance of white ethnic groups, but not yet promote accep-
tance of American Indians, Asian Americans, Latinos, or African Americans. 
Some historians have interpreted this silence on what we would today consider 
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to be “racial” minorities as evidence that liberals in the 1930s were not att uned 
to the problem of racial discrimination in America.   76    

 Teaching journals, however, show that teachers were not at all silent about the 
subject of racial minorities; it is just that their concern rarely ventured outside of 
a specifi c group of racial minorities understood to be “white.” Th is distinction 
reiterates the tremendous signifi cance of color at this time, which bestowed 
on certain racialized groups preferential treatment and access to important 
 resources like quality education, bett er health care, and safer and higher-paying 
employment. In the case of schooling, being white also bestowed special att en-
tion on white racialized minorities, who were thought to posses the innate traits 
for democratic citizenship even if they were supposedly racially inferior. Th is 
process marked “nonwhite” students as individuals who did not possess the 
 inherent capacities for participatory democratic citizenship. 

 As sites of citizenship training, public schools had a confl icted role to play in 
the education of African American and other nonwhite students. In the South, 
this problem had been “solved” by the creation of rigidly segregated public 
schools for nonwhites (a category that was defi ned diff erently in diff erent states). 
Not only did African American schools receive only a fraction of the funding 
that white schools did, but in many cases black schools were run out of one-
room schoolhouses with poorly trained teachers for only a few months a year. 
Very few African Americans in the South had access to a public high school, and 
what litt le secondary education existed was typically a “manual” or “training” 
school designed to prepare African American students for a limited range of 
jobs, typically domestic or manual labor.   77    

 Public education for blacks was not much bett er in the North. Over one mil-
lion African Americans migrated out of the South during World War I to urban 
and industrial centers in the Northeast and Midwest, swelling existing black 
populations in urban and suburban communities.   78    Nearly every American town 
and city outside of the deep South maintained segregated and inferior public 
schools for blacks through the 1930s. In one of the few batt les African American 
social activists won relating to public education, predominantly black schools 
would oft en (but not always) be staff ed by black faculty and administrators.   79    
Th e near total isolation of black students in black schools with black teachers, 
combined with the popular assumption by whites that African Americans were 
not eligible for full citizenship, meant that in the white dominated educational 
press, there was very litt le mention of African Americans at all. 

 As teachers began to consider more carefully this question of “interracial” 
 relations and racial tolerance, the subject of African Americans began to creep 
into the dominant educational discourse on race in the 1930s. Among white-
dominated teaching journals, the  Elementary English Review  and  Social Education  
devoted the most att ention to the subject of African American education in 
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United States, although only three or four articles each. While  Social Education  
tended to deal more explicitly with the “Southern race question” in terms of 
social and economic issues, the  Elementary English Review  focused instead on the 
best ways to instruct black children. Neither of these teaching journals treated 
African Americans in the same way that they treated white racialized minorities. 
African Americans could not be confl ated with a single nation—instead they 
were positioned in between, but distinct from, both Americans and Africans. 
Lacking a national heritage, teachers steered away from speaking and teaching 
about blacks in terms of culture, even as this trend accelerated for other racial 
minorities and despite the fact that black educators taught lessons on black 
achievements through the study of Negro History.   80    

 Indeed, most of the white educational discourse on African Americans was 
prescriptive, that is, it identifi ed problems with black children and suggested 
 solutions. For example, Pitt sburgh children’s librarian Eugenia Brunot published 
“Th e Negro Child and His Reading” in the summer of 1932 to advise white 
teachers on how to teach black children. She explained that poor reading habits 
were caused by limited social and economic experiences including unstable fam-
ilies, poverty, overcrowded conditions, and frequent changes in guardianship 
among “Negroes.” Brunot suggested that teachers could observe black students 
alongside Irish and Italian children in order to consider the specifi c “racial inher-
itance” and “peculiar culture” that defi ned their distinct classroom experiences. 

 Brunot then detailed the racial and cultural traits that infl uenced the literacy 
skills of black children at the public library where she worked. Describing how 
black students selected books to read, she recounted, “Gold and jewels in abun-
dance must sparkle, satin robes must trail through the pages, giants must be very 
tall and terrible and the fi re-breathing dragon must slay his fair quota of minor 
heroes before (aft er desperate struggles) his seven horrible heads are hacked off  
by the intrepid youngest son.” According to the author, “Negro boys and girls are 
particularly fond” of fairy tales and stories of the “grotesque,” and that “being no 
devotee of Webster,” a black child reads “slowly and generally chooses books 
decidedly below his school grade.”   81    Even as the author insisted that economic 
and social factors explained the literacy skills of black students, she made 
sweeping generalizations about how and why black students picked certain 
books to read. Th e fact that Brunot viewed her own work as benevolent enabled 
her to cast “Negro” children in stereotypical, essentialist, and derogatory terms. 

 White teachers writing on the subject of African American education, while 
frequently sympathetic, could display acute and oft en appalling racism. For 
 example, Frances Bacon, a children’s librarian from Baltimore, composed what 
was intended to be a funny appraisal of a white woman’s experience teaching in 
an inner city library entitled “Epaminondas at the Library.” Th e title referred to a 
popular children’s book of the era, much like  Litt le Black Sambo , that depicted 
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African Americans as unintelligent, lazy, and generally uncivilized. Th e author 
related her dismay at encountering a “seething mass” of colored children on her 
fi rst day working at a new library. She found she could barely understand the 
children’s spoken English—both syntax and pronunciation—and struggled to 
answer their questions at the front desk. “How should I ever be able to help them 
when I couldn’t even understand their questions?” she frett ed. Bacon shared her 
discovery with readers: “It takes training and much imagination. I am advised to 
listen for the rhythms and sounds and translate into the proper words. Th is is 
very helpful, for colored children love rhythmic words and will change them to 
suit their own ears.”   82    

 Like her colleague writing three years earlier from Pitt sburgh, this librarian 
recounted that black children loved fairy tales as they were fascinated with the 
“swashbuckling and macabre.” She also puzzled over the racial traits that distin-
guished black children from youngsters of other races. Noting that black chil-
dren were “naturally noisy” she explained, “Th e keen intellectual curiosity of, for 
instance, the Jewish child, that makes him work so hard on scientifi c problems, 
is not found to any marked degree in the colored child.”   83    Likewise, she tried to 
understand these diff erences in a broader social context. She related her dismay 
at how dirty the “Negro” children were and how they damaged the books when-
ever they looked at them. “Aft er walking about the neighborhood and realizing 
the conditions of poverty and crowding, however, I was more tolerant.” Yet, 
Bacon’s tolerance had its limits. As she admitt ed, “It is an uphill job to teach 
cleanliness and good care of something as perishable as a book to these Eliza-
belles and Jeff ersons when they have no place to keep their possessions, no pri-
vacy, no tradition of ‘clean hands for reading’ and so very many litt le brothers 
and sisters.”   84    Whatever sympathy this author felt for children coming from 
these “conditions of poverty and overcrowding” faded quickly as she recounted 
their families’ inability to maintain clean, private, or responsible homes. 

 Demeaning generalizations about African Americans were not uncommon in 
the articles writt en by “tolerant” whites in the mid-1930s as white teachers began 
to question how to teach black students, or even less commonly, how to teach 
about blacks to white students. On the rare occasions when white students were 
introduced to the subject of the “Negro,” this was done uncritically. To take one 
example, an English teacher producing a special “Pageant of America” in 1934 
included a scene featuring a slave plantation in the antebellum South. Describing 
the play to readers of the  Elementary English Review , she boasted, “Th e whole 
scene is refi ned, showing the best of the colored race, yet at the same time 
dwelling upon their superstitions, their mannerisms, and their mode of life. Th is 
scene gives the pageant much mirth.”   85    In this way, white teachers simultaneously 
highlighted what they believed was the “best of the colored race” while depicting 
African American life in such a way as to add “mirth” to the lesson. 
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 Notably, the only article in a mainstream teaching journal that asked teachers 
to celebrate the culture of African Americans was writt en in 1933 by a self- 
identifi ed “Negro” author. Wilhelmina Crosson of the Hancock School in Bos-
ton promoted the theme of African American contributions to American 
culture in her article “Th e Negro in Children’s Literature.” Crosson explained 
that she did not enjoy att ending school as a child because “We read stories of 
every race’s contribution to the development of literature but our own, and of 
every race’s part in the laying of the bricks in its history but our own.”   86    Th ere-
fore, Crosson promoted African and African American literature, which she 
believed would help “the Caucasian race see that the African is not merely a 
black savage, incapable of leadership and judgment.”   87    Not only did “Negro” 
literature promise to defuse white racialist thinking, but Crosson assured 
readers that it would “make the Negro child strive to lift  his race to higher 
levels.”   88    Crosson’s interest in “race pride” and her sophisticated analysis of the 
benefi ts of African American literature for all students suggest this teacher drew 
on the expanding literature and activism from black intellectuals like Carter 
G. Woodson, W. E. B. Du Bois, and Charles S. Johnson.   89    Few white teachers 
seemed to have been reading the same work. 

 While English teachers and librarians considered how to teach to and about 
black children, social studies teachers refl ected on American race relations in 
terms of questions of political economy. Although typically denigrating in their 
descriptions of what one teacher described as “Southern Remus darkies,” social 
studies teachers writing in the midst of the Great Depression tended to focus on 
economic inequalities and a lack of equal opportunities, writing: 

 Th e conviction is spreading, also, that our major problems are not those 
of race relationship but rather are to be found in the region’s poverty, in 
its health problems, in its poor educational facilities, in the low skill of 
its laboring millions. Th eir solution, of necessity, elevates black as well 
as white. Th is promises, also, to raise the color line from a horizontal to 
a vertical position and thus open the door of opportunity to all of both 
races while it preserves the integrity of each.   90    

 An article writt en by a teacher in North Carolina agreed with the economic 
roots of the problem: 

 Neither the biologist nor the psychologist has given us any reason to 
believe that these Southern people, either white or black, are funda-
mentally any bett er or any worse human stock than is to be found 
elsewhere in the nation. However, in the midst of a natural environ-
ment that could aff ord the basis for a rich and abundant civilization 
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they present a picture of poverty, frustration, and defi ciency that is 
almost unbelievable.   91    

   While social studies teachers tended to address political and economic con-
cerns more explicitly than English teachers, they were nevertheless unequivocal 
in their desire to “preserve the integrity” of the black and white races by support-
ing rigid racial segregation. Like English teachers, social studies teachers in the 
years leading up to World War II found litt le cause to celebrate or even consider 
the culture of American blacks. As racial minorities without a nation, African 
Americans were also without culture in the mainstream, white-dominated edu-
cational discourse on race.    

  Nazism and Racial Prejudice   

 By 1937 American teachers were aware of the growing menace of Nazism and its 
racial doctrines. As early as 1934, social studies teachers criticized the racialist 
policies of Nazi Germany in teaching journals.   92    Th e mounting violence in 
Europe and Asia in the late 1930s was beginning to infl uence tolerance educa-
tion in American schools in 1936, 1937, and 1938. Teachers now targeted “racial 
prejudice” as a specifi c problem for educators, and they further suggested that 
tolerance education would counteract the evils of Nazi racism. While teachers 
had taught about national groups in an att empt to speed the assimilation of 
recent immigrants and to inculcate a more cosmopolitan outlook among all stu-
dents, now, for the fi rst time, they expressed concern about the problem of  racial 
prejudice . Th ey specifi cally connected tolerance education to racial discrimina-
tion, and later violence, against Jews in Germany. Rising international tensions 
drew teachers into urgent deliberations on how to promote friendly relations, 
peace, and goodwill and especially how to combat the growing menace of irra-
tional prejudice against racial minorities. As a result teachers were willing to 
 experiment with diff erent strategies in the classroom. 

 In 1936 the  English Journal  criticized what it viewed as meager programs of 
tolerance education in a roundtable entitled, “Th e English Teacher in Relation 
to the International Scene.”   93    Here the author proclaimed: “We must cease our 
romantic vaporings on loving our foreign neighbors, with no defi nite, con-
structive policy to chart the intermediate steps.” Francis Shoemaker argued 
that the key to an eff ective pedagogy of international relations was to have stu-
dents recognize “that races are, aft er all, mere temporary geographic accidents.” 
Like many English teachers, this one insisted that by reading literature “on the 
contributions of other cultures” students would become less racially preju-
diced through imagined encounters with foreign peoples. He elaborated, “His 
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vicarious experiences will tend to individualize members of these other groups 
so that all Italians will not remain ‘dagos,’ all Germans ‘huns,’ and all Englishmen 
proverbial cockneys or ‘by-jovers.’   94    Th is kind of tolerance education under-
scored a more egalitarian understanding of race as well as knowledge of the cul-
tural contributions of racial minorities. 

 Over the next two years the  English Journal  continued to emphasize the 
importance of racial tolerance and international goodwill. Writing from a high 
school in Stambaugh, Michigan, one teacher described her classroom eff orts to 
foster a “peace-inoculating experience.” One of the most important features of 
this teacher’s work was her use of an att itude test to gauge her students’ racial 
prejudice before and aft er her lesson. Att itude tests like this one would become 
a defi ning feature of tolerance education during World War II as teachers strug-
gled to defend the eff ectiveness of their antiprejudice initiatives. In this case the 
teacher listed twenty-fi ve nationality and occupation groups, and then had the 
students record their immediate reactions to each one as “pleasant, unpleasant, 
or indiff erent.” She then led the class in a discussion of why they might harbor 
prejudice against certain groups of people. Concluding that students simply did 
not know the people they disliked, the teacher presented minority groups in 
terms of their literature and special “contributions to civilization.” Th e students 
composed essays and presented talks on the group they had studied, practices 
the teacher understood as “formulas for peace.”   95    Lessons like this would become 
a model for tolerance education once the war broke out. Th is teacher carefully 
contextualized the lesson as an educational response to international events, ref-
erenced the scientifi c approach to tolerance pedagogy, and directed a unit that 
diff ered litt le in content from the international relations education or many 
Americanization eff orts of previous decades by highlighting minority groups’ 
“contribution to civilization.” 

 In May of 1938 the  English Journal  reported an entire course dedicated to 
tolerance education under way in the Santa Barbara High School in California. 
Th is course, Builders Together, stated as its goal: 

 To build understanding of and sympathy with the various peoples who 
have contributed to the cultural growth of America; to learn what those 
contributions have been and to understand the backgrounds that 
enabled these peoples to contribute  . . .  to build by the aid of all these 
elements a creative Americanism.   96    

 In this course, the teacher organized a student-led census of the high school to 
determine the “chief heritages” of the community. Th e students then interviewed 
and collected artifacts from among Santa Barbara’s Mexican, Scandinavian, and 
Italian families in order to discover how each group’s “racial gift s could be used 
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to build an even bett er Santa Barbara.” Like other teachers of the late 1930s, this 
teacher used the term “culture” to describe the lifeways of each immigrant group, 
but because she considered each group to be a distinct race, she sometimes 
referred to a group’s special att ributes as “racial gift s.” In conclusion, the teacher 
noted, “wholesome pride in race and in world-citizenship came to many,” under-
scoring the connection between racial tolerance and international aff airs.   97    

 In 1937, social studies teachers joined the eff ort to fortify the nation against 
the impending war by teaching racial tolerance and understanding. As one 
teacher from Brooklyn bemoaned, “We teach the futility of war, yet we seem to 
be approaching chaos with recklessness equal to that of the year 1914. We teach 
tolerance, yet race hatred has shown its consequences in more than one place.”   98    
Like his colleagues in English, this teacher understood tolerance education as a 
prescription for world peace. He wanted tolerance education to include open, 
critical engagements with the key issues that were responsible for animosity 
between people and nations. Yet, even as the author composed his lesson plan, 
he acknowledged that any teacher who conducted critical discussions of social 
and economic bases for war would most likely be labeled an “indoctrinator” and 
removed from his position. 

 As international tension escalated, social studies teachers staked out a mean-
ingful role for American public schools. “Should the teacher be a propagandist 
for peace or a prophet of the inevitable war?” asked a teacher from Two Rivers, 
Wisconsin.   99    Th e head of the social studies department in Muncie, Indiana, 
reminded teachers, “If the school is to meet its obligation of training for citizen-
ship, it cannot fail to give att ention to the problems of world community.”   100    
Teachers from across the country including Abington, Pennsylvania, and South 
Bend, Indiana, debated how to make civics and history “functional” in terms of 
the international confl ict.   101    

 Even as teachers expanded their horizons—articles on “Th e Moslem World” 
and American Indian history both appeared in 1938—others argued that the 
goal of American education was to promote the American Way of Life, not waste 
time celebrating foreign cultures.   102    A teacher from LeRoy High School in New 
York wrote bitt erly, “if the millions of American dollars spent annually for educa-
tion have any justifi cation at all, it is certainly this: to further acknowledge, an 
understanding, and an appreciation of American thought and culture.”   103    In a 
sense, these seemingly contradictory positions would be somewhat resolved 
during the war itself. American teachers would teach about foreign people and 
racial minorities in a way that seemed to highlight their proximity to white 
American norms, a pedagogy that promised to reduce racial prejudice as it forti-
fi ed national unity. 

 In December 1937 Rachel Davis DuBois, who now served as director of the 
Progressive Education Association’s Commission on Intercultural Education, 
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published in New York City’s teaching journal,  High Points . DuBois described 
her three-pronged approach to reducing racial prejudice: the emotional, the 
 intellectual, and the situational approach, which essentially boiled down to 
changing the way students felt, thought, and acted toward minorities. In one of 
the most extensive descriptions of tolerance education yet published she 
explained how intercultural education reduced racial prejudice at Benjamin 
Franklin High School, a school located at a tense intersection of Italian, Puerto 
Rican, and black communities in East Harlem. She off ered vivid portrayals of 
homeroom activities, special assemblies, teas, and meetings required to stage an 
eff ective antiprejudice campaign. Th is was no special lesson or even a single 
course on tolerance education, but instead an opportunity to transform class-
room practice through an integrated approach that included teachers, students, 
parents, and the larger community. Pondering the results, which she measured 
with an att itude test given before and aft er her program, DuBois quoted the 
writt en comments of students as evidence of success: 

 I had been taught, as all French are, by my grandmother to hate the 
Germans but when the program was given, I found out that they are the 
same as we are. (9B boy) 

     I have learned to call all people my neighbors. I have learned to love 
their ways of living and to respect them more for what they have done. 
(8B girl) 

     I have changed my att itude toward the Mexicans and now regard them 
as one of us. My att itude was changed when the program was brought 
to our assembly. (high school junior)   104    

   Th ese quotes refl ected DuBois’s cherished intercultural pedagogy; by 
teaching that all people were inherently the same, students would come to 
love and respect a once-despised minority. As she told New York City teachers 
in 1937, all schools should be conscious of the need “for developing more 
appreciative att itudes among our culture groups.” Her curriculum focused 
heavily on the “culture groups” found in a given school, and then introduced 
a series of lectures, discussions, and activities to highlight each culture group’s 
contributions in terms of music, folk art, dance, athletics, and cuisine. Th ese 
lessons taught students “how very unique and rich American culture and life 
is because of its gift s from many lands and races.”   105    DuBois, like other educa-
tors in the late 1930s, failed to distinguish between the concepts of race and 
culture and referred to the minority groups she studied including Jews, 
“Negroes,” Italians, Mexicans, and Germans in terms of their distinct racial 
and cultural traits. 
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 In 1938, DuBois delivered intercultural education to a national audience in 
the  English Journal , launching a popular curriculum of tolerance education that 
would expand over the course of World War II.   106    Teachers throughout the 
United States raised their voices to protest racial discrimination and promote 
tolerance education. In the contest between democracy and fascism, racial toler-
ance would be the “keystone of democracy,” and teachers would deliver this 
powerful tool into the waiting hands of American public school children. Writing 
from Evander Childs High School in New York City, one educator prophesied, 
“Just as the glory of the rainbow consists in the harmonious blending of all its 
colors, so must the glory of these United States emanate from the union, mate-
rial and spiritual, of all our many peoples, races, and creeds.”   107    United in their 
outrage against Nazi racial prejudice and their unwavering devotion to democ-
racy, American teachers launched a war against racial prejudice to be waged in 
their classrooms.          
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Franz Boas  
  Reforming “Race” in American Schools 

       I have always thought of a scientist as a man who works apart from 
other people, in the laboratory, where he learns about the forces of 
nature. Why should he bother with such things as government, toler-
ance, and democracy? 

 —Student, 1939  

  Th ousands of college and school teachers throughout the country have 
joined together in a campaign of education for democracy. We have 
pledged ourselves to protect and extend intellectual freedom, to 
strengthen our appreciation of the long and glorious heritage of Amer-
ican democracy, to combat propaganda for racial or religious discrimi-
nation or intolerance, to make our schools fortresses of democracy. 

 —Franz Boas, 1939  

      In July of 1939, the  New York Times  informed Americans that racist Nazi propa-
ganda had been located  inside  of the cherished institution of public schools, 
charging: “Schools Rebuked on Racial Errors! Professor Boas Charges Many 
Use Textbooks Th at Support Nazi Doctrine!” By this time, educated New York-
ers recognized the anthropologist Franz Boas as the nation’s leading scientifi c 
expert on race. Infl uenced by his background as a German-born Jew, Boas dedi-
cated his professional life to challenging dominant scientifi c models of racial 
 understanding.   1    Featured on the cover of  Time  magazine in 1936 for his heroic 
eff orts to defend minority groups against pseudoscientifi c claims of racial supe-
riority, Boas was renowned for his long and distinguished career as a curator at 
the American Museum of Natural History and as a professor at Columbia Uni-
versity.   2    Th anks to the  New York Times , the nation now learned that this distin-
guished anthropologist had discovered a majority of American schoolbooks 
“misuse the concept of ‘race’ in one way or another,” while an astounding 20 
percent “teach what amounts to Nazi doctrines about superior and inferior 
races.” Th e  Times  quoted Boas, who explained: “Th e myth of the 100 percent 
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‘Aryan’ and similar nonsense has reached such proportions even in our own 
country that the fi ght against race prejudice is now a major problem for educa-
tors.” In response, Boas declared “a broad educational campaign” would be con-
ducted by more than fi ft y of the nation’s leading educators and scientists “against 
unscientifi c teaching of race problems in American schools.”   3    

 Franz Boas launched the fi rst coordinated eff ort to change the way American 
schools taught about the concept of race. Citing the potentially devastating con-
sequences of pseudoscientifi c Nazi racial doctrines, he introduced anthropolog-
ically accurate, egalitarian, and ultimately democratic ideas about human 
diversity to American teachers through lectures, pamphlets, radio shows, and 
other venues. He wanted all Americans to learn that culture, which he under-
stood as a complex set of historical, environmental, and social conditions, had 
greater infl uence on an individual’s way of life than did the biological concept of 
race. Boas’s race education reform initiative, and in particular the culture con-
cept it promoted, would forever change the way American schools taught about 
human race. Th is chapter explores the diff erent strategies Boas used to convince 
teachers, educators, and the broader public that schools in a democratic nation 
must teach a specifi c scientifi c conception of human race.   4    

 Boas focused on schools because he recognized public education as a key site 
of cultural production in American society, and in particular, an important sym-
bolic location for constructing popular conceptions of race. Speaking to 
 reporters, Boas asked how scientists could expect laymen to resist racialist pro-
paganda, “when all through his school days he is impregnated with false and 
dangerous doctrines, disseminated by teachers usually through ignorance or 
carelessness and sometimes even deliberately?”   5    Boas recognized that the way 
teachers taught about human race would have an especially powerful infl uence 
on the ways Americans understood race. 

 In addition, Boas believed public education played a critical role in securing 
the idealized, but as yet unrealized, aspiration of freedom inherent in a demo-
cratic society. He reasoned that public schools must be preserved as sites of aca-
demic freedom where teachers and students could explore the myths and realities 
of scientifi c knowledge about human diversity. Under such conditions he was 
confi dent that teachers and students would discover, as he had, that individuals of 
each of the three main races were potentially equal.   6    Given the escalating violence 
against Jews in the name of race purity and mounting challenges to academic 
freedom in Europe and the United States in the 1930s, Boas became convinced 
that public schools and universities were among the most important—and most 
threatened—weapons in the American arsenal of democracy. 

 Boas produced several pamphlets that identifi ed specifi c problems with the 
way American schools taught about human diversity that off ered guidance and 
suggestions for how schools could correct these critical shortcomings. He also 



C o l o r  i n  t h e  C l a s s r o o m4 6

composed press releases, public speeches, rallies, lectures, exhibits, and radio 
shows relating to questions of race education. Boas’s antiracist activism was cov-
ered in the mainstream and African American presses at the start of the war. Th e 
 Chicago Defender  was more than happy to reproduce Boas’s increasingly bold 
insistence on the equality of the black and white races. According to one reporter 
at this black newspaper, “Dr. Boas’ contention should enlighten not only 
 narrow-minded white folk, but should shed equal light to those Negroes who 
have no faith in the ability of our race to assimilate to this culture, and who have 
refused to acquaint themselves with Africa’s glorious past.”   7    

 Published texts illuminate the main anthropological critiques of the way 
American schools used the term “race.” Anthropologists implored teachers to 
understand that there was no scientifi c proof of any correlation between race 
and intelligence. For these scholars this was the most glaring and potentially 
treacherous component of racialist ideology found in schools. Not only did this 
idea threaten to indoctrinate young students with prejudicial beliefs, but more 
importantly it threatened the quality and degree of education off ered to  minority 
students. Boas’s writings posited an alternative model of the race concept that he 
wanted teachers to teach. In simplifi ed language and surprisingly clear detail, 
Boas spelled out for teachers the “truth” about race as he understood it. Anthro-
pologists envisioned this educational reform as a direct assault on “racism,” a 
new term at the time, which they defi ned as the att empt of individuals of one 
group to dominate another group based on false racial theories.   8    Specifi cally, 
they wanted Americans to view human diversity not as fi xed, inherited “racial” 
diff erences, but as learned, and therefore malleable, “cultural” diff erences. Boa-
sian anthropologists emphasized that this “scientifi c” defi nition of race repre-
sented an apolitical and verifi able truth, which they directly contrasted to false 
racial propaganda of the Th ird Reich. As Boas explained to reporters in 1939, 
“we scientists have the moral obligation to educate the American people against 
all false and scientifi c doctrines, such as the racial nonsense of the Nazis.”   9    As a 
scientifi c truth their lessons had special salience in the nation’s expansive system 
of public education, and so Boas launched an initiative to bring egalitarian les-
sons on human race to American classrooms. 

 For Boas, academic freedom, racial tolerance, and public education converged in 
1939, when the New York business community employed eugenics and appealed 
to growing anti-Semitism to reduce the state budget for public education. Racial 
tension in New York City public schools had been growing for years, with reports 
of incidents against teachers and students, especially Jews.   10    Jewish teachers 
found swastikas on their blackboards and anti-Semitic literature in their 
 mailboxes, while Jewish students faced ridicule and even violence from their 
 classmates. Th is hostility toward religious minorities spilled over to Catholic 
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 immigrants and their children, and Catholic teachers reported harassment by 
students.   11    At an open Board of Education meeting in January 1939, angry citi-
zens denounced Jewish teachers and then booed and hissed when teachers stood 
up to defend themselves. A member of the Board of Education criticized these 
blatantly anti-Semitic actions the next day, saying, “My heart bleeds to think that 
we have products of our schools who could so forget themselves to act the way 
they did at the meeting.”   12    Th e New York City Board of Education stepped up 
the “Tolerance Drive” it had initiated just months earlier in an att empt to stem 
these disturbing racial confrontations in local schools.   13    

 Mounting suspicion that intellectuals harbored communist sympathies fur-
ther exacerbated racial tensions in New York City. Journalists baited educators 
into admitt ing controversial viewpoints by soliciting information on “liberal” 
courses in the guise of prospective students. George S. Counts, one of Boas’s 
most famous colleagues at Teachers College, Columbia University, received 
such a lett er and then warned public school teachers that the same thing could 
happen to them.   14    Boas himself was forced into early retirement from teaching in 
large part due to his outspoken and controversial political views.   15    Meanwhile, 
state and federal committ ees investigated public school teachers from kindergar-
ten through college for any sign of communist sympathies.   16    Across the country 
Martin Dies’s Committ ee to Investigate Un-American Activities formalized 
 inquiries into teachers’ political affi  liations, while the Rapp Coudert Committ ee 
examined the same question in New York State.   17    Many of the teachers targeted 
by these inquiries also happened to be Jewish. Organizations in New York such 
as the League to Protect Our Schools from Communism att empted to persuade 
citizens that “Communism IS JEWISH.”   18       

 Amid the mayhem caused by visible anti-Semitism and the deliberate sup-
pression of free speech, New York educators had to contend with a series of rapid 
att acks launched by the state’s most powerful business associations. Th e 
Chamber of Commerce of the State of New York launched an att ack against the 
public schools that would result in a crippling $10,000,000 budget reduction 
aft er it released a report by the eugenicist Harry H. Laughlin entitled  Immigra-
tion and Conquest . Widely distributed and discussed, this polemical, ostenta-
tiously “scientifi c” study reproduced the worst fallacies of eugenicist science 
from an earlier generation.  Immigration and Conquest , as the name implies, criti-
cized U.S. immigration and naturalization policies, which the Chamber of Com-
merce felt were far too lax despite the restrictive immigration laws imposed by 
the Johnson-Reed Act in 1924. It recommended: “Th e United States Congress 
should, by statute, declare defi nitely that the immigration policy of the United 
States consists basically in recruiting to the American population only such 
 immigrants as are assimilable, in numbers and quality, to the predominating 
 native white stocks of the United States.” 
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 Not only must all American immigrants be white—defi ned as an individual 
“all of whose ancestors were members of the white or Caucasian race”—but the 
report further recommended that “each individual immigrant should be 
required to possess family-stock qualities which are substantially superior—in 
physical stamina, in intellectual capacity and in integrity of moral purpose—to 

      
 Anti-Semitic fl yer distributed in New York City schools, reproduced in the  New York 
Teacher .   
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the current breeding stocks of the American people.”   19    Besides limiting immigra-
tion to highly selective levels, the report also suggested repealing social and 
fi nancial assistance to immigrants and their descendants during times of fi nan-
cial crisis, and even suggested deporting all immigrants currently on the dole. 
Th e report refl ected business leaders’ discontent with rising taxes necessary to 
support the New Deal, a concern that would soon spill over into questions of 
public education.   20    

 Within weeks of releasing  Immigration and Conquest  the Chamber of Com-
merce released a second report aimed directly at public schools. It proposed lim-
iting public education to basic literacy and completely abolishing free high 
schools, charging: “As we see it the great purpose for which the schools were 
founded was to preserve and strengthen the State by making bett er and abler 
citizens. Other benefi ts derived from it are secondary.”   21    Joining forces with the 
Citizens Budget Commission and the Real Estate Board, the Chamber of Com-
merce pressed state legislatures to cut state aid to public education by $31 mil-
lion, or 25% of the state’s annual appropriation for education. Supporters 
promised middle-class citizens that they would see an immediate reduction in 
their taxes, and the New York state legislature passed a measure that cut $10 
million from the school budget.   22    

 College professors and many public school teachers in New York City fol-
lowed these events closely, Boas foremost among them. Not until the legislature 
passed the $10-million budget cut, however, did a majority of public school 
teachers realize the scope and intensity of the threat they faced. Th ey were 
already working for reduced salaries in overcrowded schools with limited sup-
plies.   23    Defending themselves against red-baiting and racial discrimination, most 
did not even see the budget cut coming until it was too late. Teachers’ response, 
although belated, was swift  and eff ective. Th e many teachers’ organizations in 
the city united to protest that the budget cut was the fi rst step in a concerted 
 eff ort to “undermine and destroy the American system of free public education.” 
Inside the schools, teachers organized “leafl ets, pamphlets, broadcasts, movies, 
bulletins, petitions, public rallies, and upstate forums” to defend the schools.   24    

 Th e Teachers Union led a “Save Our Schools” campaign that demanded a 
return of full state aid and a defi ciency appropriation to compensate for the bud-
get reduction. Tensions came to a head in Albany on February 12, 1940, when 
state budget makers held an open hearing on the fi scal budget.   25    Newspapers 
across the state gave front-page coverage to the clash between representatives 
from business and education in “an oratorical free for all” that lasted all day and 
into the night. Th e  New York Times  described the fi ve hundred featured speakers 
as “an inexhaustible volcano of verbosity.” Since most of the participants came 
from New York City, the contest began that morning in Grand Central Station as 
competing groups vied for seats on available trains and struggled to keep their 
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constituents together. Th e more powerful groups chartered trains, including a 
“Save Our Schools Express” by the Teachers Union and a “Taxpayers’ Special” 
by the Taxpayers Federation. Upon arriving in Albany, protestors clambered out 
of the station and marched up a steep hill to the capitol building, waving placards 
and chanting. Reporters described the scene as festive, with a “slightly Mardi 
Gras air” as protestors held their signs aloft : “Save the Schools,” “Slash the Gas 
Tax,” “Remove the Noose of High Taxes from Our Neck.” Protestors had to 
check their placards at the door at the giant Armory building set aside for the 
hearing. For twelve hours, participants listened to arguments for and against tax 
cuts, but the speech by James Marshall, president of the New York City Board of 
Education, evoked the most vocal response when he announced, “Our schools 
and our democracy will be saved despite taxpayer opposition!” Even the forty 
state troopers on site could not stop the “torrent of cheers and boos” erupting 
from the audience.   26       

 New York City teachers won the batt le, and the school budget was restored 
the following year. While teachers were organizing protests and soliciting sup-
port, Franz Boas defended local public schools through academic networks. 
Boas was immediately wary of  Immigration and Conquest , emerging as it did 

      
 Teachers protesting against school budget cuts in Albany, New York. United Federation 
of Teachers Photographs Collection, Part 1: Photographic Prints, Courtesy of Tamiment 
Library, New York University   .
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from the Chamber of Commerce and affi  liated with the prestigious Carnegie 
Institute. He feared the public would be swayed by the authoritative presenta-
tion of what claimed to be scientifi c materials on race as a marker for potential 
citizenship. Boas launched an immediate counteratt ack, fi rst by organizing a 
response by the American Committ ee for Democracy and Intellectual Freedom 
(ACDIF) of which he was chairman.   27    Together with professors and presidents 
of New York City colleges and universities, the ACDIF announced that the 
report “deserves the outspoken condemnation of all true Americans.” In a press 
release, reproduced in full by the  New York Times , Boas asserted: 

 We view with alarm the rapid spread in our own country of the hyster-
ical cry that the alien or the Jew or the Catholic or some other scapegoat 
is responsible for all the ills of society. Th e report of the Chamber of 
Commerce seeks to lend scientifi c support to such demagogy. We 
would not be true citizens of a democracy if we did not enter our vig-
orous protest against any such abuse of science.   28    

   Dissatisfi ed with newspaper coverage alone, Boas published a pamphlet,  Sci-
ence Condemns Racism , that challenged Laughlin’s conclusions point-by-point. 
Th e pamphlet proclaimed, “When the sponsorship of the Chamber of Com-
merce of the State of New York is given to a restatement of such false racial doc-
trines, men of science must answer.” Leading scientists, educators, historians, 
and major scientifi c associations, including the American Anthropological 
 Association, endorsed Boas’s response.   29    

 Within weeks of fi nalizing  Science Condemns Racism , Boas was forced to con-
tend with a second report by the Chamber of Commerce that challenged state 
funding for kindergartens, high schools, and city colleges. “Religion and health, 
in that order, are the two most important subjects that can be taught to Ameri-
can youth,” the report claimed. “It seems to us,” the report continued, “that there 
is a defi nite line which must be recognized and that is the line between the 
amount of education it requires to kill illiteracy and the amount of education we 
give beyond that point.” Complaining that the state spent too much money edu-
cating children beyond the basics, business leaders insisted they were “entirely 
out of sympathy with the idea that the State must support youngsters and keep 
them occupied in school until they reach a certain age.”   30    

 Boas recognized the underlying racial and class implications of this report. 
Business leaders wanted to reduce education to basic instruction in health and 
morality, att ributes it suggested were missing in the current public school pop-
ulation. In New York City, most public school students were the sons and 
daughters of the very immigrants the Chamber of Commerce had rebuked in its 
fi rst report. By att acking the inherent capabilities of immigrants and their 
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descendants in one report, and suggesting strict limitations on their education in 
a second report, the Chamber of Commerce and their allies aimed directly at the 
city’s working-class, racially stigmatized population. 

 Business leaders’ coordinated strike on New York public schools at this time 
suggests that educational retrenchment during the Great Depression at times 
proceeded along racial lines, even though the students under att ack happened to 
be “white.” Beginning in the early 1930s there was a movement to cut “fads and 
frills” from public education and reduce teachers’ salaries—necessary steps 
given the unprecedented fi scal crisis and the fact that tax bases were so deci-
mated. Public schools simply did not have the funds to operate that they once 
did, and by 1932 nearly all American public schools had begun to reduce 
teachers’ salaries and diminish educational programming.   31    Faced with diffi  cult 
choices between further reducing teachers’ salaries or cutt ing special programs, 
many schools began eliminating the nontraditional courses that had been added 
over the past three decades of progressive reform. For example, in 1933  Harper’s  
magazine observed, “Art, home economics, manual training, physical education, 
trade and vocational classes, and even foreign languages are all being eliminated 
or curtailed.”   32    

 The example from New York stands out for two reasons. First, the attack 
by the business community came relatively late in the depression, when 
other school districts had already weathered public calls for budget reduc-
tions and the economy was on a moderate, if uncertain, recovery. Second, 
the example of business activism in New York highlights the racialist logic 
and rhetoric of school  financing in this era. The connection between the two 
Chamber of Commerce reports was no accident, and the business commu-
nity clearly intended to emphasize the undesirable racial make-up of the me-
tropolis before stripping public  education down to what it deemed were the 
essentials. The Chamber of Commerce identified the predominantly ethnic, 
working-class population in terms of racial shortcomings that undermined 
their potential for citizenship  and  for education. What is especially notable 
is that, while business associations elsewhere wanted to limit public educa-
tion to the basics tenets of reading, writing, and arithmetic, the architects of 
New York school budget cuts wanted to preserve health and moral educa-
tion. By retaining these two elements of the “fads and frills” that were else-
where being cut, business leaders strategically emphasized the inherent 
shortcomings associated with ethnic, urban communities. The racialized 
nature of this attack explains its emergence five to seven years after the 
nationwide movement. The New York Chamber of Commerce believed they 
had discovered a potent new strategy to undermine popular faith in free 
 education—the racial  inferiority of urban students, who drew the largest 
 portion of state funding. 
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 Boas organized and led a counteratt ack against New York business elites fear-
ing this powerful threat to the ideal of American democracy. Writing to Ruth 
Benedict in October 1939, Boas noted that local concerns were now taking pre-
cedence over international ones, and expressed dismay that his physical health 
limited his eff orts: 

 I am more interested in our own civil liberties and, as you know, I am in 
that fi ght. Just now we are att acking the Chamber [of Commerce] of the 
State of New York, who want to see our free high schools chopped off , 
religion introduced, etc. I wish I had more strength, but I cannot under-
take any work that requires physical strength. My heart simply won’t 
stand for it.   33    

 Boas responded to the second report of the Chamber of Commerce in the  New 
York Times  with an open lett er coauthored with local teachers from the New 
York State Federation of Teachers Unions, the Association of First Assistants in 
New York City High Schools, the High School Teachers Association of New 
York, and the Kindergarten-6B Teachers Association: 

 We must condemn the conception of democracy revealed in the report. 
When it says the purpose for which our schools were founded “was to 
preserve and strengthen the State by making bett er, abler citizens.” Th is 
concept is fascist, not democratic. It implies that citizens exist for the 
sake of the State, whereas in a democracy the State exists for the benefi t 
of its citizens.   34    

   Attempting to reach a wider audience, Boas’s ACDIF produced a series of 
radio shows in 1939 that summarized and critiqued the battle between public 
schools and the New York Chamber of Commerce. In one show, “This Is 
 Democracy,” a family debates whether or not education should be free to all 
citizens or if education beyond literacy should be paid for by individual fam-
ilies, as the Chamber of Commerce suggested. After listening to an appeal for 
tax cuts by the Chamber of Commerce, the wife is starting to believe that 
perhaps it would be better to reduce funding for public education. But her 
husband cuts her off, saying, “He wants to cut our schools so that a child may 
learn enough to be a slave, to work machines, and nothing else, unless the kid 
had brains to pick a wealthy pair of parents.” The wife replies that they have 
already saved enough for their daughter’s college education, and the tax cuts 
would be a welcome break for their family. The husband responds, “That’s 
not the point. If only the rich can go to school to learn the mysteries of sci-
ence, of government and art, then only the rich will taste the power that’s 
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within the kernel of knowledge, so only the rich will rule. Within a single 
generation we would have an aristocracy upon our shores as arrogant and 
sterile as the best in Europe.”   35    In this radio show and in others, some of 
which Boas himself appeared on, the ACDIF attempted to spread its message 
to a general audience. 

 Th e Chamber of Commerce att acks on education pushed Boas to experi-
ment with new and more vigorous forms of social activism. At the same time, 
his prominence as an anthropologist drew the popular support that New York 
public schools desperately needed to rebuke these powerful business associa-
tions. It would have been diffi  cult for teachers to challenge Laughlin’s report on 
their own. Th ey needed a scientist, and not just any scientist but the nation’s 
most respected race expert to evaluate and reject the scientifi c knowledge cited 
in  Immigration and Conquest . Boas’s activism on behalf of New York public 
schools was supported in the national press, including a fl att ering story in the 
 New Republic  that portrayed Boas as an honest man of science working to under-
mine the nefarious and fascist political maneuvering of the New York Chamber 
of Commerce.   36    Reaching out to teachers directly, Boas published articles on 
the relationship between academic freedom, tolerance, and public education in 
the  New York Teacher , the monthly teaching journal of the New York City 
Teachers Union.   37    

 Propelled by a groundswell of public support, in the spring of 1940 Boas 
organized a rally to defend New Yorkers against what he called a “determined 
assault on the free democratic basis of our system of education.”   38    Speaking at 
Carnegie Hall to a large audience of teachers and administrators from New 
York City public schools as well as allies from academia, social work, churches, 
and synagogues, Boas recounted a long list of recent att acks against public ed-
ucation, including severe budget cuts, formal investigations into teacher’s po-
litical views, inquiries into school textbooks, and the proposal of formal 
religious education in the public schools. Boas passionately denounced these 
events and the business leaders who orchestrated them. Facing a sea of sup-
porters, Boas saw them as “giving expression tonight to our determination to 
defend our schools against the att acks of those who wish to abuse them for the 
purpose of raising a docile, submissive nation willing to follow a group of 
self-appointed masters.”   39    In his speech he explained that free public education 
was essential to the functioning of a democratic society. Education for democ-
racy required not only ample funding, but more importantly an open intellec-
tual climate that promoted the free exchange of ideas. He continued, “Certainly 
the kind of culture that we cherish can fl ower only in a country in which perfect 
freedom is given to the intellectual and spiritual life of every citizen, where free 
discussion of free minds will allow every one to contribute his share to the 
well-being of society.”   40       



 
 Flyer advertising an educational rally at Carnegie Hall featuring Franz Boas. United 
Federation of Teachers Records, Box 1, Folder 13a. Courtesy of Tamiment Library, 
New York University. 
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 In the ongoing batt le to secure New York City schools from budget cuts and 
att acks on academic freedom, Boas wrote an introduction to another pamphlet 
designed to rally support in 1941.  Winter Soldiers: A Story of a Conspiracy against 
the Schools  was published as a joint eff ort by the Committ ee in Defense of Public 
Education, the Teachers Union, and the College Teachers Union of New York 
City. Writt en in a colloquial style to appeal to the average American, the text 
tried to convince New Yorkers that business att acks on public schools were an 
immediate threat to American democracy. 

 Boas argued that American security is based on confidence in “the good 
sense of our people.” In order for all Americans to have confidence in their 
neighbors, he continued, we must ensure that all citizens receive the best ed-
ucation possible. Boas argued that this can only happen “if the teacher him-
self is free to think, if he is not prevented from presenting facts impartially.” 
In conclusion, Boas described how schoolchildren demonstrated “a com-
plete disregard of race” that epitomized a true democracy. The rest of the 
pamphlet contained short  descriptions and vivid illustrations to persuade 
the public of the need for academic freedom and security for teachers, and 
expanded social services for schoolchildren. To promote expanded services 
for students,  Winter Soldiers  portrayed New York City schools as racially re-
stricted, overcrowded, and generally unhealthy and inadequate institutions. 
One section explained that 81 cents per day per child could meet the nutri-
tional and educational needs of each child, and yet this money was lacking 
while another section detailed discrimination against black students in 
the schools. 

  Winter Soldiers  illustrates how Boas’s academic authority butt ressed the 
response by public school teachers in New York City, lending the rigor of scien-
tifi c certainty to the eff ort and the extended network of academics and intellec-
tuals to which Boas had access. Ultimately Boas’s activism would help turn the 
tide of popular support and force the legislature to reverse the budget cuts. Even 
aft er legislators restored the school funds, Boas remained infuriated with the 
Chamber of Commerce, which he denounced before the National Federation of 
Constitutional Liberties in 1941: 

 If I were to summarize the recommendations of the Chamber of Com-
merce of the State of New York I might say that they demand as aims: 
the teaching of humility so that the poor may accept with gratitude 
what is given to them, health that they may work eff ectively for their 
employer, ignorance that they may not ask questions.   41    

 He concluded with a passionate appeal, “Th erefore we consider it one of our 
most important duties to protect the schools and to extend their infl uence.”   42       
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  Reforming Race Education   

 Concurrent with his involvement in educational politics, Boas began to 
question how Americans acquired racial prejudice and wondered what role 
the schools could play in reducing this prejudice. In 1939 he designed the 
first scientific study to analyze how American textbooks used and defined 
the concept of race.   43    With funding from the American Jewish Committee 
(AJC), Boas discovered that most textbooks presented the race concept in 
terms that had been rejected by mainstream scientists for ten, twenty, even 
thirty years. Partially, this gap between scientific theories and textbook con-
tent reflected a typical time lag between knowledge production in the 
academy and textbook publishing for the K-12 market. Furthermore, in non-
scientific disciplines such as history the authors were more likely to reflect 
popular conceptions of race, those familiar to themselves and their readers, 
than current theories in biology or anthropology. However, the disturbing 
version of race presented by the vast majority of American textbooks in 1939 
had to do with the longstanding, intimate relationship between educators 
and eugenicists in American schools. 

 Eugenics wavered on the fringes of scientifi c respectability for the fi rst half of 
the twentieth century. Eugenicists claimed to study the science of race, and used 
scientifi c classifi cation systems to describe and interpret diff erences in intelli-
gence, biology, and physiology among people of various so-called races. In fact, 
the organizational impetus for many early eugenicists came from the rising 
 infl uence of Boas’s theories on racial egalitarianism within the discipline of an-
thropology.   44    While the professed “scientifi c” views of eugenicists changed sig-
nifi cantly from 1900 through 1950, these scholars remained committ ed to the 
immutability of race as a category for explaining human diff erence and believed 
that social problems like feeblemindedness, alcoholism, crime, and disease 
could be abolished through strict breeding programs and att ention to the dis-
tinct qualities of each racial “stock.” 

 National organizations like the American Eugenics Society were deeply 
concerned with promoting their theories of “racial bett erment” through Amer-
ican schools. Th ey organized national conferences dedicated to improving 
 eugenics education in the public schools and even designed essay contests to 
recruit high school and college students to the movement.   45    Some teaching 
journals, notably the  American Biology Teacher , regularly featured articles that 
promoted the teaching of eugenics in high school biology courses.   46    As late as 
1950, articles in the  American Biology Teacher  lamented the fact that modern 
societies kept alive “those who cannot do so for themselves,” including people 
with mental and physical disabilities. As one author cautioned, “We house, 
clothe, and feed them, and very oft en we allow them to reproduce.” Such acts of 
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“emotion” and “pity,” warned the author, threatened the very survival of the 
human race.   47    

 Consequently, in the late 1930s, when Boas and other mainstream scientists 
were turning their att ention to race education in the public schools for the fi rst 
time, they encountered a curriculum and various components of educational 
policy that had been under the infl uence of politically engaged eugenicists for 
more than twenty years.   48    For this reason, American textbooks tended to portray 
race as a fi xed marker of identity that determined an individual’s physical health, 
mental well-being, and overall capacity for functioning as a modern citizen in a 
democratic society. 

 Boas suspected that American textbooks taught scientifi cally inaccurate 
models of human race from a modern anthropological perspective. To prove 
this, Boas recruited twenty-fi ve students from Columbia University to examine 
how the term “race” was used in 166 high school textbooks in geography, history, 
civics, and biology, as well as a smaller sample of college textbooks in sociology 
and economics.   49    Th e results were alarming, and indicated that 66 percent of 
books misused the term “race” by using it where “nationality” would have been 
more appropriate. For instance, a history textbook entitled  Our World  stated, 
“Some races of people are more inclined to do certain things than other races. 
Th e French are noted for artistic goods.”   50    While such conceptual errors were 
extensive, they were nothing compared to the shocking fi nding that 20% of the 
textbooks surveyed contained teachings of racial superiority. Boas found 32 that 
contained claims of racial superiority of the white race. For example, a 1933 his-
tory book declared: “Civilization has been developed and history has been made 
chiefl y by the white race.”   51    

 Scientifi cally inaccurate statements like these were ubiquitous in American 
popular culture in 1939. Boas specifi cally chose to examine textbooks in antici-
pation of the public outrage such fi ndings would inspire. It was one thing to dis-
cover that American novels, fi lms, or newspapers spoke erroneously about 
human race, but to learn that public schools were teaching obsolete scientifi c 
knowledge would outrage the American public, which was highly aware that 
Nazi Germany was teaching false racial doctrines in fascist, government- 
controlled schools. Boas hoped Americans would be compelled to insist on 
more scientifi cally accurate portrayals of human diff erence in their schools in 
order to position the United States as clearly anti-fascist and pro-democratic. 

 At the same time as the Chamber of Commerce of the State of New York was 
publishing its eugenicist text  Immigration and Conquest , Boas broadcast his fi nd-
ings about the fl aws of textbooks through press conferences, radio shows, and 
the pamphlet  Can You Name Th em ? Th ese public outreach eff orts had two fun-
damental goals: to emphasize the scientifi c defi nition of the term “race,” and to 
highlight the social and political signifi cance of limiting educational practice to 
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the scientifi c meaning of this term. Th e materials published under Boas’s ACDIF 
focused on what race was not: it was not an accurate way to describe variations 
among human beings, it did not determine behavior or innate abilities, and it did 
not predict the achievements of a group of people. Summarizing this position, 
“Th ere is nothing to justify the belief that any type of man, any one of the large 
divisions of mankind, is condemned by nature to an inferior status. Until now 
many have not had the opportunity to participate in those cultural achievements 
on which we pride ourselves.”   52    In the nature versus nurture debate, Boas and his 
colleagues downplayed biology as an explanatory factor and suggested that 
 “opportunities” had much more to do with determining an individual’s success 
in the modern world. 

  Can You Name Th em?  was endorsed by the American Psychological Asso-
ciation, the American Historical Association, the American Sociological Soci-
ety, the American Federation of Teachers, and the Progressive Education 
Association, as well as leaders from renowned Jewish, Catholic, and Protestant 
organizations and the nation’s leading textbook publishers.   53    Displayed prom-
inently on the inside cover of the brochure, these endorsements illustrated the 
broad range of support for Boas’s reform initiative. Together, leaders in sci-
ence, education, publishing, and religion agreed, “A concerted eff ort should be 
made to revise all textbooks so that they will conform to the scientifi c truth on 
the subject of ‘race.’”   54    

 Boas ensured that  Can You Name Th em?  would att ract media att ention by 
mailing the pamphlet to major newspapers across the country. Besides the 
 New York Times , stories appeared in the black press including the  Chicago 
 Defender ,   55    as well as prominent papers including  Hartford Courant ,  Davenport 
Democrat ,  Des Moines Tribune ,  St. Paul Dispatch ,  Richmond-Times Dispatch , 
 Sacramento Union ,  Long Beach Press Telegram ,  Cincinnati Post , and  Bismarck 
Tribune . Boas wanted to persuade readers to reform the way that public schools 
taught about human race. Th e title referred to a series of portraits portrayed on 
the front and back cover of the pamphlet that featured six photographs of 
 middle-aged men of European descent. All were distinguished looking, with 
styled hair and professional att ire. Under each portrait was a simple question 
asking the readers to guess the subject’s nationality, “French? German? Aus-
tralian? American?”   56    While correct answers were included on page seven of 
the text, it was clear that Boas intended readers to struggle to identify nation-
alities on the basis of external appearances. 

 From this initial challenge, Boas delivered a clear and concise challenge to 
popular notions of race. Th e fi rst page highlighted both popular misconcep-
tions about race and the scientifi c points that refuted them, asserting, “Th e false 
dogma of inherited ‘racial’ diff erences has oft en been used to justify political 
domination. In recent times it has led to merciless persecution of minorities.” 
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In  contrast, Boas informed readers, “Serious anthropologists, psychologists, 
and sociologists have emphasized over and over again that no proof has ever 
been given to show that the mental characteristics of a ‘race’ can be deduced 
from its descent.”   57    

 Th e pamphlet then recounted the fi ndings of Boas’s impartial textbook study 
with the harrowing discovery that not only were American schools years behind 
on the latest scientifi c developments, but that outdated theories on racial diff er-
ence posed an immediate threat to the nation’s social welfare. According to mod-
ern scientists, it was “absurd to speak of the population of any modern nation as a 
‘race.’” Boas emphasized the signifi cance of environment on physical form, health, 
and even “mental life” such as artistic achievements. “Nobody has ever proved that 
the achievements of a people depend upon their innate, hereditary abilities.”   58    
Boas concluded by revealing the inaccuracy of intelligence tests like the ones con-
ducted during World War I that supposedly demonstrated the mental inferiority of 
blacks. He argued that IQ scores resulted from individuals’ personal and educa-
tional experiences, not their “innate qualities.”   59    Boas explained that scientifi c les-
sons on racial diff erence were necessary in public schools because, “today the term 
‘race’ has taken on a high emotional intensity and is almost unavoidably  associated 
with an exaggerated nationalism and with claims of ‘racial’ superiority.”   60    

  Can You Name Th em?  outlined Boas’s strategy to reform the way American 
public schools used the concept of race. First, Boas located the problem that 
needed to be corrected: the misuse of the term “race” in educational materials. 
He then explained in laymen’s terms the inherent dangers of teaching unscien-
tifi c models of racial diff erence. Finally, and most signifi cantly, Boas off ered a 
concrete solution to the problem: informing teachers, and by extension stu-
dents, of the proper, scientifi c defi nition of human race. Boas specifi cally tar-
geted prominent misconceptions, such as the correlation of race with intelligence 
and behavior, and refuted them with scientifi c evidence he had amassed over the 
course of his professional career. 

 Publishing a pamphlet was but one tactic in a larger strategy to reform race 
education. He designed a series of radio shows that reproduced the central mes-
sages of his pamphlets though engaging dialogues and skits that were broadcast 
on WNYC.   61    Th e 1939 World’s Fair in New York City off ered Boas another 
venue to garner support to reform race education in American schools. Working 
through the ACDIF, Boas constructed an exhibit at the Fair’s popular Hall of 
Science and Education that displayed anthropological books and charts to refute 
scientifi c claims of racial superiority.   62    Th e American Anthropological Associa-
tion’s new decree against racism was prominently displayed, reading: “Anthro-
pology provides no scientifi c basis for discrimination against any people on the 
ground of racial inferiority, religious affi  liation, or linguistic heritage.”   63    Th e 
 exhibit became the model for 239 exhibits installed in libraries and book stores 
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all over the country.   64    Not only did the display challenge the eugenicist claims of 
the Chamber of Commerce’s recent report, it also contradicted the material pre-
sented by the American Eugenics Society at the Fair, which promised Americans 
they could improve themselves and the nation by paying strict att ention to the 
genetic qualities of potential mates.   65    

 In a poignant challenge to eugenicists, Boas organized a public session in the 
Hall of Science and Education in October of 1939 entitled “Th e Genetic Basis 
for Democracy.”   66    Outside of the “Negro Week” celebration in 1940, Boas’s 
panel was the sole antiracist initiative offi  cially condoned by Fair organizers and 
performed on Fair grounds.   67    According to introductory remarks by the geneti-
cist and vice presidential candidate Henry A. Wallace, the goal of the panel was 
to confront a new threat: racism. Boas and his supporters believed that “false 
racial theories” explained acts of violence and domination over people targeted 
as racial minorities.   68    According to these activists, the genetic basis of democ-
racy was that all people, regardless of so-called race, were valid, necessary, and 
equal citizens in a democratic society.   69    

 Speaking to a large audience of teachers and community activists from New 
York City, Boas outlined his model of genetic democracy. In typical academic 
style, Boas lectured, “Behavior of peoples is evidently primarily determined by 
cultural environment as expressed in all social and economic conditions. Th us 
science teaches emphatically that we must value men and women according to 
their individual worth, not according to the biological group to which we assign 
them.”   70    Other speakers included Wallace on the subject of genetics, Professor 
Hadley Cantril on race propaganda, and William A. Hamm, Assistant Superin-
tendent of Schools in New York City, on the subject of tolerance education.   71    

 Th e fact that Boas invited a school superintendent to speak alongside a panel 
of scientifi c experts indicates his conscious strategy to use education to counter-
act propaganda and promote racial tolerance in America. Hamm spoke passion-
ately about the eff orts of New York City schools to promote tolerance for ethnic, 
racial, and religious minorities in the classroom. He described initiatives that 
coincided with the city’s school tolerance drive, including special assembly pro-
grams highlighting “the infl uence of various racial groups upon America,” stu-
dent elections of minority leaders in schools dominated by majority groups, 
home room classes that emphasized “the contributions of various racial groups,” 
as well as tolerance programming in history, art, and drama classes. Finally, 
Hamm recounted the special role that science classes played in fi ghting racism, 
claiming, “Our pupils are familiar with the extent to which science knows no 
boundary, knows no race, no creed.”   72    Overall, Hamm painted a vivid portrait of 
the extensive eff orts undertaken in New York City schools to counteract racism. 

 Th e audience, however, was far from convinced. Of the seven people who 
asked questions at the end of the lecture, three were educators in New York City. 
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All were critical of New York City’s stance on racial equality in the schools. Dr. 
Rosenthal from the Rand School lambasted the Board of Education for sending 
prejudiced white teachers to Harlem, complaining, “Among the school teachers 
of the city of New York there is a feeling that if you are appointed to Harlem it is 
one of the greatest punishments. Now people with that point of view who go to 
Harlem to teach certainly cannot have a favorable relationship to the children.”   73    
Other teachers questioned whether a program designed to foster “tolerance” 
went far enough in the fi ght against racism. Mr. Subarsky reported that a fourth 
grader in one of his classes defi ned tolerance as “when you put up with certain 
people but you don’t like to have them around anyhow.”   74    

 For the most part, the panel of scientifi c and educational experts deft ly 
dodged the barrage of critical questions from New York City educators. Hamm 
explained that the Board of Education carefully selected principals to work with 
a given school population, but that the selection of teachers was out of their con-
trol. Subarsky’s critique of tolerance as an educational ideal was simply ignored. 
Th e speakers stood on fi rmer ground defending the position of scientists in the 
war on racism. For example, Boas willingly defended his right as a scientist to 
produce antiracist propaganda, responding, “When we believe that we have def-
inite proof against the current opinion which is so vicious and so dangerous for 
the well-being of the whole people—when we have these defi nite opinions and 
convictions it is our duty to make those public in the most energetic and effi  cient 
way we can . . .  . If that is considered propaganda, I can’t help it.”   75    

 Th e fact that Boas was willing to admit his antiracist education campaign was 
a form of propaganda at this time demonstrates the depth of his commitment to 
race education reform. By World War II liberal intellectuals like Boas were gen-
erally terrifi ed of the concept of propaganda, which they viewed as a form of in-
tellectual manipulation by the state and therefore inherently antidemocratic. 
Boas’s defense of his antiracist activism as potential “propaganda” illustrates lib-
erals’ struggle to balance national education campaigns against more malicious, 
state-sponsored propaganda utilized by fascist leaders.   76    

 Confi dent that dispelling racial ignorance was his ethical duty as a scientist, 
Boas willingly defended himself against critics who questioned his motives. 
Th rough popular media, Boas asserted his core beliefs in intellectual freedom, 
racial egalitarianism, and education as necessary ideals to protect American de-
mocracy. Sometimes he connected these themes in a single paper or presenta-
tion, as in pamphlets like  Can You Name Th em?  and  Science Condemns Racism . 
Other times, they were tied together in a lecture series or the radio show he pro-
duced on WNYC. On this show, broadcast during the summer and fall of 1939, 
Boas and other academics addressed New Yorkers on the subjects of science, 
literature, education, and race. Boas made transcripts of the lectures available to 
schools, reporting that there were “many teachers asking for them.”   77    
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 A defi ning component of Boas’s race education reform strategy was his will-
ingness to work directly with teachers in addressing the problem of racial preju-
dice in American schools. Boas designed coursework on racial egalitarianism 
and intellectual freedom for the nation’s leading schools of education, including 
Teachers College at Columbia University, but he also met with high school 
teachers to design practical and informative lesson plans on the subject of race.   78    
He published in teachers’ journals, including two essays in the  New York Teacher  
and an entire lesson plan on race in the  Teaching Biologist .   79    Additionally, Boas 
met with administrators from New York City’s Board of Education, where he 
off ered to develop “alertness courses for teachers on the race question.”   80    While 
some of his strategies would never be realized, other components of his anti-
racist campaign would forever transform the way American schools taught the 
concept of race. 

 Just as Boas was making progress reforming the scientifi c teaching of race in 
American schools, his major funding source, the American Jewish Committ ee 
(AJC), withdrew its support. Th e AJC was a powerful, politically moderate 
 organization led by Jewish men of largely German descent who favored a strong 
assimilationist policy for American Jews. By 1934, the AJC was fi ghting to stem 
a rising tide of anti-Semitism not only in Nazi Germany, but in its own schools 
and neighborhoods in New York City. According to annual reports, the AJC was 
hesitant to directly challenge anti-Semitism because leaders feared that a  rebutt al 
by a Jewish organization would only anger anti-Semites and att ract unwanted 
att ention to Jewish political activism. Instead the organization carefully devel-
oped  indirect  challenges to anti-Semitism through scientifi c studies, newspapers, 
radio shows, magazines, and even public schools to challenge claims of Aryan 
racial superiority.   81    

 Funding a prominent anthropologist working to challenge Nazi racial pro-
paganda was at first an ideal way for the AJC to conduct this kind of indirect 
 activism. Beginning in 1934 the AJC funded Boas and his American Com-
mitt ee for Democracy and Intellectual Freedom. By the outbreak of war in 
1939, however, the AJC became concerned that Boas’s antiracist activism was 
extending beyond the bounds of neutral scientifi c inquiry. In September of 
1939, Boas outlined a request for funds in a lett er to Harry Schneiderman, 
 assistant secretary of the AJC. But, the following month, the organization 
 decided to sever all ties with Boas, his scholarly research, and his political 
 activism, on which it had already spent over $30,000.   82    Internal memos, corre-
spondence, and reports from the AJC suggest the organization soured on 
Boas’s antiracist activism as it took on more critical and outspoken qualities.   83    
Citing anthropological defi nitions that positioned Jews as racially Caucasian, 
leaders at the AJC insisted on school programming that emphasized the loca-
tion of Jews within the American racial and cultural mainstream. For this 
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 reason, they did not want to advocate for the rights of those scientifi cally 
 diff erentiated as racially distinct “Negroes” or “Mongolians.” Th e AJC was also 
not willing to risk being associated with the ACDIF as it became scrutinized 
for harboring communist sympathies.   84    

 Until his death in 1942, Boas insisted that Americans must revise the way that 
public schools taught about race and remain committ ed to educating all stu-
dents on an equal basis. Although his commitment to these causes never 
wavered, poor health and limited funding circumscribed the extent of his infl u-
ence in reforming race education. On a bitt erly cold day in December 1942, 
Boas was addressing a gathering of colleagues at Columbia University on a new 
strategy to fi ght racism when he collapsed, abruptly ending a lifetime of research 
and activism in the name of racial egalitarianism.   85    

 While Boas died before he could see his educational reform eff ort enacted on 
a large scale, he had convinced two of his star students, Ruth Benedict and Mar-
garet Mead, of the value of race education reform. Th ey turned their full att en-
tion on American schools during World War II and began the diffi  cult process of 
reconstructing racial discourse on a national level.          



65

         ||   3     || 

Ruth Benedict and Margaret Mead  
  Teaching Teachers Race and Culture 

       No subject you study in school today is more fraught with conse-
quences than this subject of race. We shall examine it from every angle. 

 —Ruth Benedict, 1942  

  If educational leaders  . . .  were able to enlist young people in the task of 
creating new patt erns of living congruent with the aims of a democratic 
society, this readiness for any new path might be used in building a 
more democratic state rather than a less democratic one. 

 —Margaret Mead, 1940  

      Speaking to James Baldwin in 1970 in their collaborative eff ort  A Rap on Race , 
 anthropologist Margaret Mead refl ected on her civil rights activism of the 1940s. “I 
was speaking in those days about three things we had to do,” she explained. “Appre-
ciate cultural diff erences, respect political and religious diff erences, and ignore race.” 

 Baldwin replied, thoughtfully, “Ignore race. Th at certainly seemed perfectly 
sound and true.” 

 “Yes, but it isn’t anymore. You see, it really isn’t true. Th is was wrong, because  . . .  ,” 
stammered Mead. 

 “Because race can’t be ignored,” fi nished Baldwin.   1    
 By 1970 it was clear that the ideal of a colorblind society had been hopelessly 

optimistic, if not downright destructive to social justice in the United States.   2    
But in the 1940s social activists like Mead fi rmly believed the most eff ective way 
to eradicate racism was to stop focusing so much att ention on the subject of race. 
Th e colorblind ideal was a logical and appealing extension of the scientifi c cri-
tique of racism. It allowed activists to acknowledge that the race concept had no 
ability to explain social relations, while providing what appeared to be a simple 
solution to the enduring problem of racial discrimination. Instead of trying to 
teach scientifi c theories on racial egalitarianism, proponents of the colorblind 
ideal asked Americans to disregard the signifi cance of race as part of a larger 
project of gradual racial integration. 
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 Among anthropologists active in educational reform, Mead was the leading 
proponent of racially integrated, colorblind tolerance education, putt ing her at 
odds with her mentor Franz Boas, and by extension Ruth Benedict’s strategy of 
teaching Americans scientifi c theories of racial egalitarianism. Mead’s colorblind 
approach to tolerance education resonated with leading intercultural educators 
including Rachel Davis DuBois. In her conversation with Baldwin, Mead praised 
one of DuBois’s most popular pedagogical techniques, the community festival. 
According to Mead, at DuBois’s community festivals “a mixed group of people 
sit around telling about things that happened and singing songs.”   3    Mead was 
impressed by the way community festivals created space for interracial dialogue 
on a subject that had nothing to do with racial diff erences. She noted in 1945, 
“Th ese are excellent devices to initiate intergroup relationships among people 
who are frightened and suspicious of one another,” adding, “It cannot be empha-
sized too strongly that methods which evoke strong or painful emotion are not 
necessary in groups of this type.”   4    

 In contrast, Ruth Benedict was skeptical of intercultural education, especially 
programs like DuBois’s community festivals. Benedict ridiculed this kind of peda-
gogy for its relentless insistence on “cultural gift s” and declared that programs like 
these were detrimental to American race relations. Benedict off ered a form of tol-
erance education that drew on the scientifi c concepts of race and culture to chal-
lenge essentialist perceptions of human diff erence and foster a more humane 
understanding of human diversity. Of special importance, Benedict also asked ed-
ucators to learn more about the social factors like racial discrimination and social 
class privileges that shaped the opportunities for members of minority groups. 

 Th is chapter investigates the diff erent models of tolerance pedagogy developed 
by Ruth Benedict and Margaret Mead over the course of World War II. As leading 
academic authorities on education, they infl uenced the development of tolerance 
curricula by publishing articles in teaching journals and textbooks, lecturing to 
 educators, and serving on educational committ ees. Th e chapter considers the dif-
ferent strategies Benedict and Mead employed to reform race education in America 
and evaluates the consequences of their eff orts to reconstruct racial discourse in 
American schools.   5    Despite their varying approaches in the early 1940s, Benedict 
and Mead both ended up supporting a “colorblind” society in the early postwar 
era, an ideal that would gain momentum in the wake of World War II.    

  Ruth Fulton Benedict   

 Aft er graduating from Vassar College in 1909, Ruth Fulton Benedict spent time 
traveling in Europe and working as a teacher and social worker before deciding 
to pursue graduate work in 1919, fi rst at the New School for Social Research and 
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later at Columbia University, where she would earn her Ph.D. in anthropology 
under Boas. Benedict joined Boas at Columbia in 1921, where she continued to 
work until her death in 1948.   6    Her status in the fi eld was secured with the publi-
cation of  Patt erns of Culture  in 1934.   7    According to Margaret Mead, this text 
helped Americans understand culture in anthropological terms as “the system-
atic body of learned behavior which is transmitt ed from parents to children.”   8    In 
 Patt erns of Culture , Benedict argued that every cultural group could be under-
stood in terms of a “personality writ large.”   9    Comparing three societies—Zuni, 
Dobu, and Kwakiutl—Benedict discovered that each society developed its own 
ideal personality such as the serene, peaceful, moderate Zuni as contrasted with 
the paranoid and suspicious Dobuans or the megalomaniac, egotistic Kwakiutl. 
Because she viewed these personality patt erns as the products of unique histor-
ical circumstances, she asserted that each society selected from among infi nite 
choices those att ributes it considered desirable, and then reproduced and 
enhanced these qualities over time by rewarding desirable behavior and con-
demning deviations from the norm.   10    

  Patt erns of Culture  essentially popularized what Boas had been arguing for 
years, that historical and environmental factors were far more important for 
 understanding human diversity than inherent physical or racial traits. Bene-
dict was able to articulate this idea in a way that reached beyond intellectual 
circles to convince many educated, mainstream Americans that culture was far 
more pertinent than biology in explaining human diversity. Eventually, Bene-
dict employed this defi nition of culture to analyze structural sources of social 
 inequality in America.   11    

 Benedict was initially skeptical when Boas began devoting scholarly att en-
tion to international politics in the 1930s. As he focused on the menace of 
Nazism in 1934, a puzzled Benedict complained to Mead, “He has given up 
science for good works  .  .  .  such a waste!”   12    However, as reports of abuses 
against Jews in the name of racial superiority fi ltered in from Europe, Benedict 
became one of the era’s most politically engaged anthropologists. As early as 
1937, she joined educational committ ees dedicated to reducing prejudice in 
the United States. Boas convinced Benedict to spend her sabbatical in 1939 
writing a book for popular audiences designed to challenge racialist thinking. 
 Race: Science and Politics  translated Boas’s scientifi c defi nition of race and its 
political implications into layman’s terms, producing a fascinating account of 
the scientifi c approach to race and the political manifestation of racism.   13    
Th rough her work with Boas in the 1930s, Benedict became interested in the 
question of how American public schools could combat the escalating prob-
lem of racial prejudice. She quickly became involved in aspects of educational 
practice that Boas never addressed, particularly regarding the curriculum of 
intercultural education. 
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 Benedict craft ed a stinging critique of intercultural education in an eff ort to 
promote a more sophisticated, anthropological view of the culture concept in 
schools. She hoped that this more rigorous understanding of culture would 
 encourage educators to fi ght social inequalities in terms of limited access to 
 resources. By participating on infl uential educational committ ees and publishing 
in prominent educational journals, she att empted to reformulate the goals and 
strategies of intercultural education to account for a vision of “culture” that val-
ued real instead of superfi cial diversity and focused att ention on the plights of 
Jews and blacks. Second, Benedict infl uenced the way teachers understood the 
race concept when she revised her book  Race: Science and Politics  into a pam-
phlet,  Th e Races of Mankind . Th e 1943 pamphlet, which defi ned race in simple 
but anthropologically accurate terms with the help of straightforward text and 
cartoon illustrations, became an international sensation in American schools 
with lasting implications for the dominant educational discourse on race. 

 Like Boas, Benedict became increasingly active in liberal reform movements 
during the Depression and in the late 1930s.   14    In 1937, she was drawn into New 
York City educational politics when she joined the Commission on Intercultural 
Education (CIE) of the Progressive Education Association.   15    Benedict sup-
ported the CIE’s goals of reducing prejudice and promoting bett er race relations 
among American youth. On the surface, she found nothing to disagree with in 
the CIE’s eff orts to identify and promote the positive att ributes of minority 
groups. However, as she became familiar with intercultural education and its 
pedagogy, she realized the curriculum cultivated a static defi nition of culture 
that undermined its ability to challenge racialist discourse. 

 Within months of joining the CIE, Benedict derailed director Rachel Davis 
DuBois’s planned publication of an intercultural education book series on var-
ious ethnic groups.   16    Benedict’s opposition was not simply that these books pro-
moted “immigrant cultural conservation,” but more signifi cantly that they 
employed a nonscientifi c concept of culture that threatened to undermine anti-
racist education.   17    Th is problematic conception of culture was evident in two 
books published by DuBois and Emma Schweppe before Benedict terminated 
the series. For example, in  Th e Germans in American Life , DuBois and Schweppe 
contended that tensions and misunderstandings between “nationality, cultural, 
and racial groups” in America were caused by proponents of the “Melting Pot” 
theory who expected immigrants to “drop their customs, traditions, and even 
language, which are basic to personality, much as one might change a dress.” Th e 
authors observed that the acculturation process was slow, not immediate, and 
that the persistence of diff erences among groups caused members of the domi-
nant group to develop “att itudes of superiority.” Th erefore, they asserted that 
American students should develop a “sympathetic understanding” of minority 
groups while minorities continued the process of acculturation.   18    
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 To foster this sense of sympathy, DuBois and Schweppe presented a concise 
and decidedly compassionate analysis of Germans in one book and Jews in 
 another. Besides a brief history of each group in Europe and America, the books 
recognized each group’s achievements in the fi elds of education, science, art, 
journalism, literature, drama, and music. For educators, these achievements in 
various fi elds represented a group’s “culture.” DuBois and Schweppe intended 
this positive view of culture to boost minority children’s self-esteem while fos-
tering empathy for minorities among white, Protestant, middle-class students. 
Th e authors demonstrated familiarity with Ruth Benedict’s famous  Patt erns of 
Culture , describing Germans and Jews in terms of the “patt erns of life” they 
brought to America and att empting to understand each group in terms of its 
dominant “personality.”   19    

 Benedict, nevertheless, strongly disagreed with how intercultural educators 
translated anthropological theories into practice. Specifi cally, she disagreed with 
DuBois and Schweppe’s defi nition of culture as a list of fi xed att ributes. While 
interculturalists worked to convince Americans to appreciate select elements of 
minority “culture,” Benedict viewed schoolchildren as active members of a 
broader, more encompassing American culture. To dredge up and celebrate the 
specifi c markers of racial or ethnic “culture” was not just pointless, according to 
Benedict, but actually harmful to race relations. From her scientifi c vantage 
point, culture was not the cute or quaint folkways from the old country, but the 
active ways that people living together in a community made sense of their lives. 
From 1937 through her death in 1948 Benedict fought to make intercultural 
education conform to an anthropological concept of culture, one that she 
believed off ered educators a powerful theoretical tool to undermine racial preju-
dice in American youth. 

 In 1941 Benedict publicized her critique of intercultural education through 
lectures and publications in educational journals and textbooks. She was partic-
ularly concerned with the way that intercultural education masked social class 
inequality in America, or what she called “special privilege.”   20    Her article, “Privi-
leged Classes: An Anthropological Problem,” in the progressive educational 
journal  Frontiers of Democracy  directly responded to the recent presidential elec-
tion, which Benedict believed demonstrated “the lines between America’s un-
derprivileged and special privileged were drawn more tightly than ever before.”   21    
In this essay, she argued that the “special privileges” aff orded to the wealthy “sets 
up a tension which is fatal to the humane satisfactions in the privileged as well as 
in the under-privileged.”   22    By comparing the way that various “primitive” cul-
tural groups reproduced social inequality by refusing to allow commoners to 
compete with the elite for power, wealth, and status, Benedict suggested that 
Americans reexamine the way that “special privilege” in America restricted fair 
competition for education and jobs for racial minorities. 
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 Academics and liberal activists in the 1930s were drawn to questions of 
social-class inequality generated by the Great Depression. Especially at Teachers 
College and Columbia University, scholars like George Counts and William Kil-
patrick wanted teachers to unmask the inequalities of a capitalist system as the 
fi rst step in reforming the social order. When this movement dovetailed with the 
anthropological critique of race, scientists like Boas and Benedict worked to 
make the connections between social-class exploitation and racism explicit, not 
only for teachers but for many of their colleagues in academia. As experts on race 
and on cultural production, Boas and Benedict worked to separate issues of 
racial and class discrimination for the purposes of analysis, and then to bring 
these concepts back together to generate a more nuanced and sophisticated cri-
tique of inequality in American schools. 

 Benedict’s “Privileged Classes” refl ected her faith in the potential of public 
education to serve as an equalizing mechanism in a democracy. Because she 
believed that tolerance education must make this agenda of social equality more 
explicit, Benedict criticized existing programs of intercultural education for 
their reluctance to directly confront social class inequality. She did not aim to 
abolish the program but wanted to refi ne it by downplaying its insistence on 
“cultural gift s.”   23    Benedict wanted to create a pedagogy of inquiry that examined 
questions of equality of opportunity in education, employment, and health care, 
problems she understood in terms of class privileges. While educators remained 
focused on the unique traits of white ethnic groups like Greeks and Poles, Bene-
dict criticized American social inequality in terms of socioeconomic class, race 
relations, anti-Semitism, and discrimination against women. 

 Benedict admonished educational initiatives that singled students out for 
their ethnic or racial heritage and then forced them to enact traditional or ste-
reotypical “cultural” roles. She found this especially inappropriate for second-
and third-generation students who were already assimilated to American 
culture and did not require interference by reformers. Belitt ling DuBois’s 
 version of intercultural education, she explained to an audience at Bryn Mawr 
College in February 1941: 

 One leader in this fi eld I used to call the woman who believed that race 
problems could be solved by teaching children that Japanese were adept 
at arranging fl owers. So in our schools we put on assembly programs 
where the Negro children sing their spirituals and the Balkan children 
dress in their native costume—and wonder why they don’t like it. But 
in America, aliens want more than anything else to be American.   24    

   Due to strict immigration legislation passed in the 1920s, the vast majority 
of American schoolchildren in 1941 had been born in America.   25    Th ey grew 
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up in American towns and cities, learned English in school and on the streets, 
and participated in the full range of activities that produced what Benedict 
understood as their culture, even if they lived in minority enclaves. While she 
recognized that these children might face hardships and discrimination, she 
could not conceive of emphasizing old-world folk traditions as a way to alle-
viate discrimination. At another lecture, she explained the wrong-headedness 
of this technique: 

 Many people in America who have tried to improve our race relations 
here have acted as if America were like Europe. Th ey have provided 
 opportunities for immigrants to show off  their costumes and songs on 
school programs, they have emphasized folk-handicraft s, they have had 
children tell folktales from their own lore in the old country. But this 
does not fi t the American situation. New Americans are not perpetu-
ating their traditional customs down the generations. Even if in special 
cases a group lives to itself for two generations, it wants its place as 
Americans by the third. And usually the pace is much faster. Primarily 
new Americans want to be accepted as Americans, they want to be 
asked to participate in American life as Americans.   26    

   Benedict saw a nation where the children of immigrants and racial minorities 
wanted to fi t in, not stand out. According to educators, these diff erences were 
examples of “culture,” which they thought could be used to promote minority 
self-esteem and temper majority discrimination. In contrast, Benedict believed 
the best antiracist strategy was exposing and removing barriers to equal oppor-
tunity. Benedict asserted that American immigrants, particularly children, 
wanted desperately to fi t into American culture, writing, “Each new generation 
is ashamed of its hang-overs.”   27    For Benedict, the solution to racial prejudice was 
clear: “working shoulder to shoulder” with minorities of all backgrounds for 
bett er city administration, housing, and public schools.   28    

 Beyond these challenges to the way intercultural educators employed the cul-
ture concept, Benedict disagreed with the curriculum’s strategy of targeting 
 minority students for reform. Instead of focusing on minority children “across 
the tracks” she wanted educators to reform middle- and upper-class white Prot-
estant children “on the hill.”   29    Benedict tried to convince teachers: “Bringing a 
group of Italian-American boys from another school for two hours to perform 
for a middle-class suburban school will not be likely to infl uence adult att itudes 
toward Italian employees or toward a housing project in the Italian district.”   30    
Unlike intercultural educators, Benedict wanted to discuss the implications of 
intercultural education for future citizens in terms of political issues like housing 
covenants and employment discrimination. For this reason, she wanted teachers 
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to focus on “human worth” and integrate intercultural education throughout 
subject matt er and extracurricular activities so that “they will not be part of what 
are so oft en intolerably named the ‘tolerance’ courses.”   31    

 In her most potent challenge to intercultural education, Benedict suggested 
that Jews and blacks faced a more powerful strain of discrimination than white 
ethnics in the United States. Benedict summarized her vision for intercultural 
education in terms of equal opportunities and civil liberties for a more inclusive 
group of American citizens: 

 Th e central plank in realizing this [intercultural education] program 
must be that of opportunity for the development of every talent. 
 Opportunity must be without discrimination based on race, birth, 
sex, income, or creed. Th ere will always be inequalities of achieve-
ment because people diff er in energy, intelligence, and ability to lead. 
But  inequalities are not socially disruptive in societies where special 
privilege is lacking—special privilege before the law, special privilege 
in educational opportunity, special privilege in positions of prestige. 
All those things which we in our society remove from the category of 
special privilege we call civil liberties, that is, rights which are valid 
only when they are guaranteed to everybody, and our intercultural 
program will therefore be concerned with civil liberties as an integral 
part of its program.   32    

   Benedict believed that civil liberties should defi ne intercultural education 
and that celebrations of cultural gift s detracted from the curriculum’s potential 
to promote social justice. Furthermore, she worried about the nature of the cul-
tural att ributes teachers elected to highlight. In most programs, Benedict noted, 
teachers reduced the world’s rich cultural diversity into bland, homogenous var-
iations on American norms, designed so that children “will discover that aft er all 
human beings are a lot alike.” Instead, Benedict pleaded with educators, “we 
must admit human diff erences, admit them to the hilt and not deny them. Diff er-
ences are the most precious thing in life. Th ey give it all the variety and richness 
it has; they make possible the achievements of civilization.”   33    Benedict wanted 
teachers to undermine myths of racial superiority and promote civil liberties for 
minorities, not waste time trying to convince students that all people were inher-
ently the same. Bett er to acknowledge the diff erences between people, even if 
they were disagreeable. Schools att empted to do the impossible, Benedict 
claimed, when they tried to “make everybody love everybody.”   34    

 In 1942 Benedict shift ed tactics from critiquing programs of intercultural 
 education to directly att acking what she understood to be the foundations of 
racial prejudice among teachers and students. Like Boas, Benedict believed that 
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racial prejudice stemmed from a lack of accurate information about human racial 
diff erences. She became convinced that the unscientifi c way that teachers and 
textbooks spoke about race in the classroom was a serious problem. For this rea-
son she agreed to publish a teaching aid entitled “Race and Cultural Relations: 
America’s Answer to the Myth of a Master Race,” a sixty-page text on the scien-
tifi c defi nition of human race. Th e last twenty pages were writt en by an educator 
who off ered specifi c suggestions for how to incorporate Benedict’s ideas on race 
into the classroom.   35    

 Published as a joint venture by the National Association of Secondary 
School Principals, the National Council for the Social Studies, and the National 
Education Association, “Race and Cultural Relations” allowed Benedict to 
 articulate a critique of the race concept that was intended for teachers, and by 
extension, children and adolescents. Benedict argued that teachers must teach 
modern and scientifi c defi nitions of human race, given the racialized nature of 
World War II and the related problem of race relations in America. She then 
delineated the scientifi c defi nition of human race including the signifi cance of 
skin color, eye color and form, hair color and form, shape of the nose, cephalic 
index, and blood groups. A third section introduced teachers to the relatively 
new concept of “racism,” which was explained as a form of power used to dom-
inate people based on false claims about human biological diff erences. Th e fi nal 
two sections of Benedict’s text off ered “a short history of racism” that explained 
the interplay between race and class confl icts, and the relationship between 
racial and religious confl icts. 

 As was her style, Benedict ended with a dramatic challenge to teachers to take 
responsibility for the shortcomings of American democracy. She asked them to 
move beyond the naive expectation that tolerance education alone could end 
racism in America, writing, “Th e program that will fi nally banish racism is called 
today ‘making democracy work.’” She continued, “It involves using the nation’s 
full manpower for the common benefi t, raising housing standards and condi-
tions of labor above the needlessly low standards which prevail in many sections 
of the country today, encouraging the practice of social responsibility in indus-
try, raising health standards, providing equal educational advantages for all, 
extending civil liberties and other measures of this nature.”   36    

 Just because Benedict wanted teachers to understand racism as a dilemma 
that would require more than tolerance education to fi x did not mean she was 
unwilling to be associated with practical matt ers of developing classroom con-
tent. Th e lesson plans in the second half of “Race and Cultural Relations” 
 included specifi c discussion questions, suggested readings and fi lms, and of-
fered classroom activities to improve knowledge of minority achievements and 
foster familiarity with minority individuals. While some of the suggested activ-
ities were provocative, such as the discussion question “Should intermarriage 
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between the races be allowed?” others were consistent with intercultural educa-
tion such as ethnic pageants, interviews with minority group leaders, and fi eld 
trips to visit minority people where they lived and worked. Th e intended audi-
ence for the lesson plans was clearly white, and the text directed teachers toward 
a special concern with American Indians, Chinese Americans, and African 
Americans—or nonwhite racial minorities.   37    

 Th ere is litt le evidence that “Race and Cultural Relations” was read by very 
many teachers in 1942, although clearly it helped Benedict refi ne her public pre-
sentation of scientifi c materials on race. She brought her message to a much 
larger audience the following year when she published  Th e Races of Mankind , an 
easy to read, illustrated pamphlet produced for school use. Benedict wrote  Th e 
Races of Mankind  with the help of another female Boas student and Columbia 
professor, Gene Weltfi sh. Originally published in the fall of 1943 by the non-
profi t educational group the Public Aff airs Committ ee, the pamphlet sold for ten 
cents to schools, civic groups, churches, and synagogues.   38    Th e book was mod-
estly successful until 1944, when it became the focal point of a nationwide polit-
ical controversy.   39    Congressional leaders learned that 55,000 copies of  Th e Races 
of Mankind  had been purchased for distribution to American soldiers. Congress 
initiated a panel to “expose the motive behind this book,” which one con-
gressman scoff ed, “described Northern Negroes as the equals in intelligence of 
Southern white men.”   40    Anthropologists at Columbia University defended the 
publication as a “general refutation of Nazi race theories.”   41    However, the Con-
gressional subcommitt ee headed by Representative Durham from North Caro-
lina asserted the book contained statements ranging “all the way from half-truths 
through innuendos to downright inaccuracies.”   42    Th e controversy reverberated 
through newspaper headlines and radio talk shows, pushing publication from a 
substantial 250,000 in 1944 to over 750,000 in 1945 as Americans “sent in their 
dimes” to read the pamphlet for themselves.   43       

 Although southern politicians were outraged by Benedict and Weltfi sh’s 
claim that IQ scores had more to do with the “luck” of educational opportunity 
than innate ability, this was but a sidebar in the pamphlet’s main narrative. 
Writt en in a casual, conversational tone, the introduction highlighted the need 
for American unity in the face of Nazi aggression. Speaking to Americans who 
may have felt uncomfortable with a frank discussion of race relations, the authors 
framed the discussion in patriotic terms: “Today, when what we all want more 
than anything else is to win this war, most Americans are confi dent that, what-
ever our origins, we shall be able to pull together to a fi nal victory.”   44    Readers 
were invited to join “most Americans” in this civic duty through a dialogue 
about the meaning and signifi cance of racial diff erence. Striking a pleasant 
tone, Benedict and Weltfi sh introduced claims that were controversial—if not 
 threatening—to popular notions about racial diff erence. 
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 Th e authors established themselves as soldiers on the “Race Front.” To ad-
dress the troubled state of race relations worldwide, Benedict and Weltfi sh 
asserted the scientifi c objectivity of “facts that have been learned and verifi ed” 
about race.   45    Th e pamphlet explained physical diff erences among humans, 
 including height, blood, and skin color, and defi ned the Boasian model of racial 
classifi cation as it was understood in 1943. Th e distributions of the three “pri-
mary races,” Caucasian, Mongoloid, and Negroid, were plott ed on a map, while 
the authors explained ethnic groups of varying colors and hues as the result of 
intermarriage among the original three races. Th e authors were at pains to 
 assert: “Aryans, Jews, Italians are  not  races.” “Aryan” was defi ned as a word that 
“has no meaning,” while Jews represented a religious group and Italians a 

      
  Th e Races of Mankind  by Ruth Benedict and Gene Weltfi sh, 1943.   
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 nationality.   46    Th e goal of this section was to establish unassailable scientifi c 
truths about racial diff erence, as well as to deconstruct the fallacies of racialist 
thinking prevalent in the early 1940s. Th e text included numerous cartoon 
drawings to illustrate central claims.    

 Benedict and Weltfi sh devoted an entire section to explaining the long his-
tory of “race mixing” among the three main races: “Wherever they went, some 
of them sett led down and left  children.” Although it avoided the unpleasant facts 
of colonization and exploitation over the past four centuries, it defi nitively 
stated, “as far as we know, there are no immutable laws of nature that make racial 
intermixture harmful,” openly addressing an aspect of race relations so contro-
versial it was rarely spoken about in public, especially in publications produced 
for students.   47    Although they refrained from challenging American laws and cus-
toms that restricted “interracial” marriages, Benedict and Weltfi sh off ered scien-
tifi c evidence that “race mixing” was harmless. 

 Ultimately,  Th e Races of Mankind  att empted to convince the public of the 
scientifi c theory that diff erences between individuals of any group, whether 
racial, national, or religious, were due to variations in social environment and 
historical circumstances and not biologically determined.   48    Th us, the rich 
 diversity of human life on earth was to be understood as the result of cultural 

      
 Th is cartoon drawing from  Th e Races of Mankind  explained that people of various races, 
nationalities, and ethnicities can be Jewish.   
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or learned phenomena, not racial or inherited characteristics. While the text 
successfully deconstructed certain elements of racialist thinking, such as the 
so-called danger of “race-mixing,” it was nonetheless a product of its time. As 
such, the authors unintentionally reifi ed elements of racialist thinking that 
they viewed as harmless. For example, while they insisted the only anthropo-
logical races were Mongoloid, Negroid, and Caucasian, they sometimes 
referred to people as Mediterranean or Nordic, a rhetorical move that would 
have been confusing for readers used to viewing these as racially distinct 
groups. In one passage, Benedict and Weltfi sh insisted that Hitler’s view of 
ideal Germans as “Aryans” was incorrect, and that the “anthropological term” 
was “Nordic.”   49       

 Another perplexing element of  Th e Races of Mankind  is the way Benedict and 
Weltfi sh used the colors white, black, and yellow interchangeably with anthro-
pological racial classifi cations. Referencing popular slang of the day, the authors 
employed color as shorthand for race. Later translations of  Th e Races of Mankind  
made the color for race paradigm even more explicit. For example the 1948 chil-
dren’s book  In Henry’s Backyard  portrayed human diversity in terms of boldly 

      
 Th is illustration from  Th e Races of Mankind  explained that traits like aggression are 
formed through culture, not race.   
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colored illustrations of yellow, black, and white men standing next to each other 
while captions insisted the three men were inherently the same.    

 With  Th e Races of Mankind , Benedict and Weltfi sh established themselves as 
rational, unbiased scholars whose scientifi c authority allowed them to openly 
challenge popular misconceptions about race. Despite the fact that they went to 

      
 Illustrations from  In Henry’s Backyard  depicted the three “races of mankind” in starkly 
contrasting white, black, and yellow colors.   
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considerable lengths to present the material as noncontroversial, it was 
 ultimately public controversy that att racted readers. Th e public response to the 
pamphlet sheds light on the state of race relations in America in 1944. Th e  New 
York Times  cover story “Army Drops Race Equality Book” lent support to 
Benedict and Weltfi sh by portraying congressional leaders as old-fashioned 
and out-of-touch southerners.   50    Despite grumbling about the portrayal of 
black and white IQ tests, the pamphlet was well received in New York City and 
across much of the nation. Th e New York City Board of Education encouraged 
teachers to read and implement the text as part of their ongoing tolerance 
drive, and the Detroit public schools distributed the pamphlet and poster 
series to every school.   51    

 While these texts accurately refl ected the anthropological defi nition of 
human race, they nevertheless promoted stereotypical and oversimplifi ed exam-
ples of racial diversity.  In Henry’s Backyard , the children’s book adapted from  Th e 
Races of Mankind , followed the story of a white man wearing a bow tie as he met 
his neighbors, the brown Mexican wearing a sombrero, the yellow Chinese 
wearing a peasant hat, and the brown Arab wearing a turban. Despite Benedict’s 
concern with the tendency of intercultural education to confl ate race with cul-
ture, in this case each racial minority was depicted in stereotypical “folk” dress 
and not as assimilated Americans.    

 Following the astonishing success of  Th e Races of Mankind , the American 
Council on Education (ACE) invited Benedict to survey “the treatment accorded 
religious and racial matt ers in basic teaching materials used in our public schools 
and colleges.”   52    Th is study, fi nanced by the National Conference of Christians 
and Jews (NCCJ), was designed to promote balanced treatment of minorities in 
textbooks, reduce prejudice and tensions between minority and majority groups, 
and focus att ention on the ethical questions of discrimination against minorities 
in America. ACE researchers met at Harvard Graduate School of Education, 
where they surveyed the text and photographs of 267 public school textbooks, 
21 college texts in psychology and sociology, 25 manuals for college orientation 
courses, and 100 popular children’s books found in school libraries.   53    Th e fi nal 
report, carefully craft ed to portray a “positive and constructive” tone,   54    found 
that “with very few exceptions the textbooks and courses of study are free of in-
tentional bias toward any population.”   55    However, the report also demonstrated 
that “there are frequent value judgments and implications, unconsciously or 
carelessly expressed, which tend to perpetuate antagonisms now current in 
American life.”   56    Beyond insisting that textbooks should remove stereotypical or 
harmful depictions of  minorities, the report suggested that school curricula and 
textbooks present more realistic impressions of the range of diversity within 
each minority group. Furthermore, the report wanted school materials to incor-
porate basic anthropological, sociological, and psychological theories on the 
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nature of prejudice and the role of personality on social relations. In a favorable 
review of the ACE survey, the  New York Times  reminded readers, “Th e textbooks 
used in the classroom are the tools through which democracy can be strength-
ened.”   57    As with Boas’s survey nearly a decade earlier, publishers promised to 
revise textbooks to refl ect the suggestions made by Benedict and other ACE 
Committ ee members.   58    

      
 Th e cover of  In Henry’s Backyard , a version of  Th e Races of Mankind  for young children.   
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 Working with the ACE’s Committ ee on the Study of Teaching Materials in 
Intergroup Relations motivated Benedict to move beyond a critique of the race 
concept in American schools to a broader analysis of American cultural patt erns. 
Aft er 1944 she became more concerned with the way minority groups were por-
trayed in dominant American culture, such as textbooks and teaching materials, 
and less concerned with the way these books presented the race concept. Bene-
dict recognized overt racial discrimination as a potentially devastating fl aw in 
American democracy and national culture, and took direct action to remedy this 
problem. Th e conclusion of World War II and the subsequent increase in schol-
arly att ention on the subject of American race relations encouraged Benedict to 
embrace the colorblind ideal. In her fi nal published essays on tolerance educa-
tion, Benedict no longer asked teachers to present scientifi c material on race and 
culture, and instead encouraged them to promote racially integrated schools. 

 In June 1946 Benedict contributed the essay “Racism Is Vulnerable” to the 
intercultural education issue of the popular  English Journal , a publication of the 
National Council of Teachers of English. According to Benedict, anthropolog-
ical texts that exposed the fallacies of racism, such as her own  Th e Races of Man-
kind , were examples of “negative” race education.   59    While this was a useful 
approach to reducing prejudice, Benedict suggested that the postwar world also 
required a “positive” approach to fi ghting racism in the schools where students 
would get to know people of diff erent races through intimate daily contact. She 
refl ected, “It is hard to be simple enough about such a terrible social curse as 
racism and to recognize that the only positive approach to a world free of racism 
lies in seeing people as individuals.”   60    Grasping that racial integration was not 
always a viable strategy, she encouraged English teachers to use literature to try 
to re-create personal knowledge of people from diff erent races. She suggested 
teachers discuss the good and bad att ributes of literary characters, even if this 
seemed to emphasize unfl att ering traits of a character who happened to be a 
racial minority. 

 According to Benedict, the best way to breakdown racism in the classroom 
was through thoughtful analyses of people based on their individual merits. She 
explained to readers, “Racism brands the nice litt le Jewish boy in the class as a 
‘kike’ and his individuality makes no diff erence. Americans will never be rid of 
race prejudice until we are able to drop our group labels, which ignore all that 
really matt ers, and learn to judge each person as he really is—mean or kindly, 
reliable or irresponsible, sane or fanatical.”   61    Benedict recommended that Eng-
lish teachers draw on poems, plays, and novels featuring minority protagonists 
to help students learn to evaluate people based on the values and culture that 
shaped each character’s life. Th is empathetic or positive approach to intercul-
tural education was Benedict’s prescription for bett er race relations in the post-
war world. Th us, Ruth Benedict, the leading academic in race education reform 
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during the war, moved away from promoting scientifi c lessons on race by 1946. 
Nevertheless, she continued to emphasize culture as a complex system of shift -
ing values in a continuing eff ort to convince educators of the anthropological 
meaning of this term. 

 In 1948, just months before her death, Benedict completed the shift  toward 
the promotion of a colorblind ideal. In “Can Cultural Patt erns Be Directed?” 
published in  Intercultural Education News , she questioned how America’s unique 
cultural patt erns could be “rationally directed” to improve democracy and indi-
vidual freedom. She claimed Americans needed to strengthen federal and state 
laws to protect minority rights in voting, education, and employment. Benedict 
emphasized the need for federal funding of public education, as well as govern-
ment oversight to deter racial discrimination in educational politics and prac-
tice. Most importantly, Benedict urged teachers to draw on the fundamental 
American love of “fair play” to improve race relations: 

 We tend to interpret anti-racism as meaning that everyone should love 
everyone else regardless of bad behavior, admit them to colleges regard-
less of poor records, and employ them regardless of absenteeism. Th is is 
a mistake. It is fair play, not universal love and permissiveness, that is 
needed—fair play which will recognize a man on his merits. With a cul-
tural patt ern such as ours, sportsmanship and the spirit of fair play are 
ethical qualities that are basic to the success of a program of intercul-
tural education.   62    

   Benedict envisioned a society free from racial prejudice, but also free from 
racial preferences that seemed to value people only because of the color of their 
skin. Guiding intercultural educators to consider minority civil rights, Benedict 
outlined a strategy that would tackle racial discrimination and support federal 
funding of American public schools. She believed teachers could play a 
prominent role by critically evaluating and then mobilizing American cultural 
patt erns so that certain att ributes, like the inherent belief in “fair play,” could be 
redirected to generate widespread support for minority civil rights. Teaching the 
scientifi c defi nition of race was conspicuously absent from her argument. 
Instead, Benedict emphasized the value of the anthropological concept of cul-
ture, by which she meant American national culture—not individual minority 
cultures—to promote social equality in America. 

 One signifi cant result of Benedict’s work was that teachers came to speak of 
white racial minorities as members of the dominant Caucasian race, a shift  that 
focused antiprejudice education on people of African or Asian descent. Bene-
dict accomplished Boas’s goal of raising political awareness of the race concept. 
As a public intellectual, Benedict followed the shift ing tides of postwar liberal 
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thinking to adopt the notion of a colorblind ideal. Instead of focusing on race, 
Benedict wanted teachers to employ a critical anthropological conception of 
culture to mobilize direct action against social injustice, especially racial dis-
crimination. Benedict believed teachers could employ American cultural pat-
terns to direct their students toward an understanding of the importance of 
individual worth and equal opportunities. Inspired by what was, in hindsight, 
an overly optimistic view of postwar race relations in America, Benedict 
believed the time had come to consider all people on their individual merit in 
an essentially colorblind world. Her student, friend, and colleague Margaret 
Mead came to a similar conclusion at the same time—only Mead lived long 
enough to regret it.    

  Margaret Mead   

 In 1922, a young Margaret Mead took a course with Franz Boas and his teaching 
assistant Ruth Benedict during her senior year at Barnard College and was con-
vinced to switch fi elds from psychology to anthropology. She also decided to 
pursue a doctorate degree under Boas at Columbia University and quickly 
signed up for fi eldwork in the South Pacifi c to study the trendy subject of “ado-
lescence” among the Samoan. She published her research as  Coming of Age in 
Samoa  in 1928, a national bestseller that described in tantalizing detail the unin-
hibited sexual relations of Samoan teenagers and skyrocketed the young scholar 
to lasting fame. Mead contrasted Samoan expressions of free love to the strict 
sexual mores of Americans, ultimately suggesting that sexuality was socially con-
structed and that behavior deemed immoral in one society could be condoned, 
if not encouraged, in another. In the Boasian tradition, Mead’s work encouraged 
Americans to consider what aspects of their own culture were socially con-
structed as opposed to natural or inevitable.   63    From the start of her career 
through the early 1950s, Mead found the subject of American public education 
to lie at the intersection of her diverse professional interests. 

 Mead’s background in psychology and her expertise on adolescence pushed 
her into American educational debates long before 1939, when Boas identifi ed 
the topic as a salient problem for anthropologists. In 1926 Mead accepted her 
fi rst professional job as assistant curator of ethnology at the American Museum 
of Natural History (AMNH). Th e AMNH was dedicated to disseminating sci-
entifi c knowledge to the public, including knowledge about human beings pro-
duced by anthropologists.   64    Mead used her association with the museum to 
publish an article in  School and Society  the following year that challenged the use 
of intelligence tests in American public schools.   65    In the 1920s, educational 
 reformers dedicated to improving the “effi  ciency” of public education promoted 
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IQ tests as an accurate way to determine which curricula was best for students: a 
precollegiate academic curriculum or vocational education that prepared stu-
dents for skilled trade, domestic, and factory work. In the United States, these 
tests justifi ed promoting industrial education for all black students in the South 
as well as many racial and ethnic minority students in the North.   66    In her article, 
Mead demonstrated that IQ scores for Italian American students were directly 
correlated to the amount of English spoken at home. Disputing the way educa-
tors used these tests to track students into nonacademic curricula, Mead asserted 
that IQ tests were “not a just evaluation of the child’s innate capacities.”   67    If IQ 
scores did not refl ect “innate capacities,” as social effi  ciency experts argued, but 
instead refl ected social variables like the amount of English spoken in the home, 
then Mead had identifi ed a major defect in contemporary educational theory 
and practice. While she avoided a direct critique of educational policy, her early 
scholarship laid the foundation for later professional involvement in problems of 
social justice and public education. 

 Early in her career at the AMNH, Mead encouraged educators to teach an-
thropology at schools of education. In 1927, she suggested that future teachers 
could learn more “constructive” thinking skills through the study of non- Western 
cultures. She explained, “Anthropology is a special technique for enabling people 
to step outside their own civilizations and view them objectively.”   68    Mead 
designed a lecture series for teachers on primitive cultures at the AMNH in 1930 
and 1931, gave talks for teachers at the museum on Wednesday aft ernoons, and 
invited New York City public school teachers to att end for free. In the lecture 
series, Mead explained how diff erent culture groups across time and space have 
craft ed alternative ways of adapting to physical and social environments. In one 
lecture she contrasted the rich artwork and elaborate social structure of the 
northwest coast Indians to the “poor” culture of California Indians. She explained 
that economic conditions, including the abundant food supply in the northwest, 
allowed this culture group to devote more time to leisure activities like art and 
religion while the harsh conditions of the California desert meant that people 
who lived there spent most of their time securing basic necessities like food and 
shelter. Mead hoped these lessons would demonstrate for teachers the “fl exi-
bility of human nature” and emphasize the social, environmental, and historical 
factors that shaped each group’s culture and civilization.   69    Her lessons att empted 
to illustrate that diff erent cultures were just that—diff erent, and that they should 
not be viewed as bett er or worse. Even more importantly, Mead wanted teachers 
to recognize that social factors, not biological ones, determined the varied cul-
tural expressions of human beings. Many of these same themes could be found 
in her 1930 book writt en for a popular audience,  Growing Up in New Guinea: A 
Comparative Study of Primitive Education , a comparison of educational institu-
tions in New Guinea and public education in the United States.   70    
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 Mead’s ongoing interest in education, her prestigious position at the 
AMNH, and her continued association with Boas and Benedict at Columbia 
University primed her to enter one of the most contentious educational debates 
of the 1930s. Like most liberal social scientists interested in the period’s prob-
lems of public education, she supported “progressive” education. Mead envi-
sioned her lecture series as a resource for progressive teachers committ ed to 
experimental education and relating schoolwork to the “immediate problems” 
of the real world, rather than standardizing the curriculum and rigidly sepa-
rating subject matt er.   71    

 In 1932 Mead’s colleagues at Columbia University’s Teachers College took 
over the nation’s most prominent organization dedicated to progressive educa-
tion, the Progressive Education Association (PEA), ousting the private school 
teachers and principals who had been running it. Th e Columbia faculty, led by 
George Counts and William H. Kilpatrick, wanted to change progressive educa-
tion’s goals and direction to stand more aggressively against what they saw as the 
evils of unrestrained capitalism. In the midst of the Great Depression, these 
“social meliorists” found powerful support for their claims that education must 
be used to transform the values undergirding the capitalist economy.   72    

 Th e progressive education movement inspired the historian Charles A. Beard 
to organize a committ ee within the American Historical Association (AHA) to 
investigate the teaching of social studies in public schools. His report, published 
in 1934, identifi ed laissez-faire capitalism and individualism as dangerous and 
destructive forces within American society. He called for teachers to embrace 
politics and promote social criticism through the public schools. “Today,” the 
report declared, “because of  . . .  the timidity and weakness of the profession and 
the power of vested interests and privileged groups, the teacher seldom dares to 
introduce his pupils to the truth about American society and the forces that drive 
it onward.”   73    Th e report was so bombastic that it drew vehement criticism from 
both conservatives and liberals. For liberals like John Dewey, the point of pro-
gressive education was to teach critical thinking through an open intellectual cli-
mate. Dewey and others specifi cally opposed promoting a “pre-determined social 
ideal” on children, or anything that sounded remotely like “indoctrination.”   74    

 Mead was quickly drawn into the heated PEA debate, where she identifi ed 
with Dewey’s liberal critique. In the summer of 1934 she fi rst met the intellec-
tuals associated with the PEA at a retreat at Dartmouth College. Lawrence Kelso 
Frank, with fi nancial support of the Rockefeller Foundation, organized the 
retreat to investigate “everything then known about teaching adolescents.” Th e 
interdisciplinary group of the nation’s most outstanding scholars assembled, in 
Mead’s words, to pull together “all that we knew about human development as 
we would want to teach it in the schools.”   75    Following the retreat, Frank orga-
nized the same social scientists into the Commission on the Secondary School 
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Curriculum (CSSC). One of their most urgent tasks in 1935 was to respond to 
the report by Beard that called for a radical restructuring of the social order, a 
goal Mead and her colleagues in the CSSC did not share. Th e debate was so vol-
atile and the lines drawn between “liberal” and “radical” intellectuals so conten-
tious that Mead originally agreed to participate on the CSSC only if she could do 
so anonymously.   76    

 Th e CSSC asked Mead to develop a statement on the problem of teaching 
social studies. Chairman V.T. Th ayer urged her to address this matt er, writing, 
“As you know the teaching of the social studies has been oversimplifi ed and at 
the present time we are in the hands of the indoctrinators.”   77    Mead and other 
moderate liberals sought a more subtle method of reform by promoting an 
intellectual climate of inquiry and debate. It was through her involvement in 
this project that Mead fi rst expressed her belief that schools should be used to 
change social att itudes, not social structures. As she elaborated at the PEA 
conference in New York City, “Changing the mechanics of the social order 
can only be done though the schools aft er at least part of the society is ready 
for the change.” Educators were not equipped to disrupt established patt erns 
of political economic behavior, she continued, “But changing the climate of 
opinion in which young people are reared, a change which will inevitably 
have profound reverberations in the social order, is well within the power of 
educational leaders.”   78    

 Mead refi ned and developed this critique in her report to the CSSC. She di-
rected teachers and administrators to alter student att itudes by fi rst studying the 
“total personality” of adolescents in their school, which shared a given culture 
defi ned by a set of ideal traits. In a single-spaced, thirty-six-page report she of-
fered detailed instructions on how to do an anthropological study of a single 
school. She instructed educators to investigate seemingly mundane topics that 
defi ned school culture: 

 What is the att itude of the school towards athletics? Are students 
fi ghting for more athletics or praying for less, or is this an individual 
matt er? Is the student’s health continually watched until the student 
fi ghts for ill-health, a bad digestion, a faulty posture, etc., as if for indi-
vidual liberty? For girls, what are the penalties to prevent, athletics 
during menstruation? Is the information that a girl is menstruating 
known to her whole gym class, beyond its borders, is it in any way ac-
cessible information to the boys—through being excused from gym, 
not dressing, etc?   79    

 By evaluating adolescent culture closely, Mead believed educators could iden-
tify the best ways to alter undesirable att itudes. Her experience with the PEA 
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 Commission helped her formulate this strategy, which would be developed, 
tested, and revised over the next two decades. 

 In April of 1940, aft er fi eldwork in the South Seas and having a child, Mead 
joined the intellectual debates on education swirling around her in New York 
City with an article on antiprejudice education in the PEA journal  Frontiers of 
Democracy . Echoing the themes she developed at the PEA conference in 1934, 
Mead criticized scientists for expecting “facts” about race to dissuade Americans 
of prejudicial beliefs. She carefully summarized the scientifi c case for racial egal-
itarianism, emphasizing “culture, a common character structure which results in 
a similar response to similar conditions” as responsible for shaping the patt erns 
of life of diff erent minority groups in America.   80    Nonetheless, she refl ected, “in 
the face of all this documentation, all this research and exposition, the belief in 
race diff erences remains a part of the ordinary att itudinal equipment of the man 
in the street.”   81    

 Th e problem, according to Mead, was that “opponents of race prejudice” mis-
understood the scientifi c argument for racial equality. While anthropologists 
asserted, “Th ere is no physical inherited basis for the observed diff erences in 
achievement level between groups,” well-meaning “propagandists” translated 
this statement as “there ARE no diff erences.” Th is made no sense, explained 
Mead, to the man on the street whose personal experience dictated that 
“Negroes” and women were less skilled and successful than white men. Th ese 
diff erences, of course, were due to the way that blacks and women were raised—
usually with less education than white men—and to their employment opportu-
nities and expectations, again, far below that of white men. Mead declared, “If 
the propagandist would shift  his ground and deal more realistically with the 
problem of changing social att itudes, he might have much more eff ect.”   82    

 As this suggests, by 1940 Mead had created an alternative model of antipreju-
dice education diff erent from either Boas’s or Benedict’s. While Mead valued 
and promoted scientifi cally accurate understandings of human diff erence, she 
was more interested in changing att itudes that she believed were formed through 
personal experience. Recruited to help with the war eff ort, from 1942 to 1945 
Mead worked as the executive secretary of the Committ ee on Food Habits 
(CFH) of the National Research Council, where she att empted to infl uence 
American att itudes on a large scale. Initially belitt led by her male colleagues for 
accepting a position as a “kitchen anthropologist,” Mead stepped in and orga-
nized the CFH into a powerful and successful organization that would eventu-
ally evolve into the Committ ee on Living Habits, then the National and World 
Federations of Mental Health, and fi nally the United Nations Educational, 
 Scientifi c, and Cultural Organization.   83    

 From her position on the CFH, Mead directed a team of fi eldworkers to 
 address diff erent economic, political, and nutritional problems related to food 
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supply and production during the war. She wrote pamphlets instructing Ameri-
can housewives how to make food purchases and described how nutritious 
meals could be made out of unusual, but abundant, ingredients. An important 
component of her work at the CFH was the promotion of block associations “so 
that people on this side of the street can fi nd out how people on that side of the 
street are dealing with what they can fi nd to shop for and cook and eat.”   84    Soon, 
Mead began to envision the potential of block association gatherings to bring 
together people from diff erent social, economic, and ethnic backgrounds in 
order to break down prejudice and promote unity, a national imperative during 
World War II. She made a compelling argument for this tactic in the article 
“Food Can Be a Bridge between Diff erent Groups,” published in 1945 as part of 
the widely circulated series  Learning to Live in One World . Mead encouraged 
neighborhood associations to throw potluck parties where everyone contrib-
uted a favorite family dish, something that was supposed to refl ect their special 
cultural heritage. 

 By bringing Americans from diff erent backgrounds together to share a meal, 
Mead devised a strategy not only to promote healthy eating, but also to break 
down prejudice and misunderstanding. She described how foodways were so-
cially constructed and culturally relative, off ering examples of diff erent religious 
and cultural sanctions on what was considered edible. According to Mead it was 
only natural that the foodways of another group seemed strange, or even off en-
sive, as one group may violate the dietary laws of another. “Aft er all,” Mead wrote, 
“people’s bodies are built up from the food they eat, and if garlic is felt to be odd 
then the people who eat garlic are likely to seem odd also. But if the foods which 
other peoples eat seem att ractive, eating their foods may be one of the surest 
ways of gett ing acquainted with them.”   85    

 While Mead was promoting block parties to help Americans “get acquainted” 
with one another, she helped intercultural educators devise a new strategy for 
combating racial prejudice in the schools known as the “neighborhood home 
festival.” In 1943, Mead joined Rachel Davis DuBois’s Intercultural Education 
Workshop just as racial tensions in America erupted into riots in Detroit, Los 
Angeles, New York, and Beaumont, Texas.   86    Th e festivals were designed to 
bring people of diff erent backgrounds together in a friendly, nonthreatening cli-
mate where they could share food, stories, and songs. DuBois and Mead 
believed people would have the kind of intimate experiences with others that 
would help transform deeply ingrained att itudes. Mead believed this method of 
promoting real-life experiences between people was far more eff ective than 
teaching scientifi c facts about race. From 1943 through the end of the war, 
Mead played an important role as an advisor on programming for DuBois’s 
Intercultural Education Workshop. She reported that neighborhood home fes-
tivals were “a real social invention for bringing people together in an atmosphere 
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of friendly  understanding, as a fi rst step in gett ing them working together on 
common problems.”   87    

 In 1945 DuBois and Mead supervised neighborhood home festivals in New 
York City public schools 169, 173, 132, and 24 in Washington Heights and 
 Harlem and trained teachers through intercultural education workshops in 
Princeton, Baltimore, Philadelphia, Pitt sburgh, Coatesville, and Tarentum, 
Pennsylvania.   88    While Mead’s role was primarily as an advisor, she did partici-
pate in at least one teacher-training workshop at Wellesley College.   89    Th e neigh-
borhood home festival, alternatively called the “group conversation method” or 
“parrandas,” defi ned Rachel Davis DuBois’s intercultural education strategy 
well into the postwar years, even aft er Mead resigned from the project in 1947.   90    
Like Mead, DuBois believed that the best way to improve race relations was by 
creating experiences between people that would act as a catalyst to dissipate 
individual prejudice. DuBois reported in 1945, “We know of no way to over-
come these feelings of distrust on the part of the whites and of discouragement 
of the part of Negroes except to continue to provide for more face-to-face con-
tacts  . . .  which by their very nature produce feelings of understanding and gen-
erate confi dence and trust and hope for the future.” Echoing Mead, DuBois 
continued: “the main aim of the Workshop is not to take specifi c social action, 
but to develop the kind of att itudes which could be counted on to take such 
action in a democracy.”   91    

 Under Mead’s infl uence food became an important strategy for bringing 
people together for “face-to-face” encounters. Newslett ers and textbooks describe 
the apparent success of special teas, dinners, and even entire festivals dedicated to 
sharing special food items like bread. Notably, these festivals asked participants to 
perform identifi ably “cultural” traits, which organizers like Mead insisted all 
people possessed. Beyond selecting and preparing a dish related to one’s ethnic, 
racial, or religious heritage, participants usually progressed from the communal 
act of eating to exchange craft s, dances, poetry, and songs. A teacher from 
 Kalamazoo described how her school reached out to local Hungarian- Americans 
by hosting a dinner: “We shared delicious Hungarian food—we sang together, 
our Hungarian friends matching every song with folks songs [ sic ] from the plains 
of Hungary.”   92    

 Holding up particular material aspects of “culture” for scrutiny was exactly 
the tolerance pedagogy Benedict objected to. In contrast, Mead supported inter-
cultural programming and helped design new ways for educators to talk about 
and share an idealized sense of minority group culture. Mead and DuBois 
expected festivals to induce strong emotional and even cathartic experiences in 
participants. A newslett er recounts the poignant example of a bread festival held 
in Princeton, New Jersey, where an “elderly Viennese woman” gushed, “you gave 
me courage to go on.” Th e organizer reported how the participant’s comments 
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aff ected everyone at the event: “With deft  and graceful gestures, she showed us 
how her mother had cut the bread, rescuing every crumb that fell with the cut-
ting.”   93    Descriptions of festivals off ered precise strategies to elicit emotional re-
sponses in participants, such as holding hands and singing songs in a circle. In 
her account of how to conduct a spring festival, DuBois suggested, “Perhaps 
each person takes a spring of blossom or pussy-willow from a vase in the room 
and holds it aloft  as all join in singing.”   94    

 By nurturing these emotional reactions, DuBois and Mead believed they 
had created a pedagogical method to combat racial prejudice by subtly infl u-
encing people’s att itudes toward others. In her promotional brochure, “Build 
Together Americans,” DuBois insisted: “when working in the area of racial and 
cultural confl icts one should remember that people seldom change their att i-
tudes about other groups of people merely by being presented with facts. 
People do not act according to what they know, but according to how they  feel  
about what they know.”   95    

 Mead agreed with these statements, although she preferred to qualify them 
by insisting that emotional experiences should be combined with intellectual 
training, especially the ability to judge interracial situations “objectively.” Never-
theless, Mead’s work in intercultural and interracial education during the 1940s 
continued to emphasize the importance of emotion over intellect and experi-
ence over knowledge. Th e most useful part of intercultural education workshops 
for teachers, she explained in 1945, was not the content of the coursework, but 
the opportunity for teachers to live with other teachers of diff erent racial, ethnic, 
and religious backgrounds in integrated dormitories.   96    

 Mead’s faith in the power of personal experience to alter att itudes and 
thereby reduce racial prejudice encouraged her to found and help run an exper-
imental intercultural school in Manhatt an in 1945. At the Downtown Commu-
nity School, Mead wanted the racial, ethnic, and religious diversity of the 
student body to refl ect the demographics of New York City, and so the school 
off ered scholarships to off set the cost of $400 tuition and fees. She believed the 
integrated student body would, by itself, foster understanding and tolerance 
among students and for this reason did not promote lessons on the scientifi c 
defi nition of race or racial discrimination in American society.   97    “Don’t men-
tion diff erences unless they are relevant,” she scolded a reporter from the  Chi-
cago Defender  in 1946. “It is not important to mention the race of someone who 
has lost his hat. Use it only when the issue is so important that you have to make 
the designation.”   98    

 In matt ers of classroom instruction, Mead did not fi nd it useful to dwell on a 
student’s racial identity. Decades later, she att ributed the failure of the Down-
town Community School to the fact that teachers and administrators worked so 
hard to ignore race in the classroom.   99    However, during the war Mead pressed 
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Americans to embrace a colorblind model of intercultural education to reduce 
tensions and promote unity in local politics, schools, youth groups, and churches. 
She presented intercultural education as a necessary form of social activism, and 
asked Americans to join her in this important endeavor. Writing in the Young 
Women’s Christian Association newslett er she elaborated, “It is not that we have 
chosen this hour for action, but rather that the hour has chosen us.”   100    

 Th e end of World War II precipitated a dramatic shift  in race relations in the 
United States and quickly altered the context of tolerance education. In 1947, 
Mead politely resigned from Rachel Davis DuBois’s Workshop for Cultural 
 Democracy, as the Intercultural Education Workshop was now known, although 
she remained associated with the organization as a special consultant.   101    Mead 
focused instead on her work at the American Museum of Natural History and at 
the Institute for Intercultural Studies, which she had founded during the war 
with the help of other prominent social scientists. She became more interested 
in global interdependence and the study of “complex” cultures, including the 
United States. At this time, she transitioned from a scholarly interest in Ameri-
can race relations to the broader subject of global human relations, a project 
Mead pursued for the remainder of her career through the Institute for Intercul-
tural Studies. Mead became a well-known public intellectual, lecturing on a 
 national and international circuit as well as publishing in the popular press and 
speaking on radio, and later, television shows.   102    Although she remained inter-
ested in the subject of “Th e School in American Culture,” she distanced herself 
from her wartime eff orts at teaching racial tolerance.   103    

 Even though Mead cited her busy committ ee schedule as the main reason for 
her departure from DuBois’s Workshop for Cultural Democracy in 1947, there 
are hints that she was dissatisfi ed with intercultural education for other reasons. 
Unlike Benedict, Mead did not off er a formal critique of intercultural education, 
but an essay she wrote in 1955 suggests her growing discomfort with the way 
tolerance education ignored cultural diff erences and relied on a vague discus-
sion of relationships between diff erent “groups” of Americans. Instead, Mead 
argued that the intercultural education should use an anthropological lens in 
order to emphasize “that there are no socially relevant diff erences among human 
groups that can be att ributed to race, and that the most extreme contrasts in 
 socially relevant capacities can be directly traced to culture.”   104    

 By the mid-1950s, intercultural education had drawn serious criticism from 
scholars on the left  and right. Some critics complained that intercultural educa-
tion promoted a dangerous form of cultural relativism that failed to hold individ-
uals or nations responsible for ethically unjust deeds. Others charged that 
intercultural education fostered ethnic and racial nationalism through its relent-
less emphasis on minority group att ributes. Mead discounted both of these cri-
tiques, insisting that cultural relativity left  room for judging the ethical behavior 
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of a given act within a specifi c cultural context, and then explaining that the 
problem of fostering ethnic nationalism was unlikely since second- and third-
generation immigrants were more likely than “native” Americans to strongly dis-
approve of cultural expressions that deviated from a standard, national American 
culture.   105    Mead argued that intercultural education must remain fl exible enough 
to respond to the needs of local communities, such as reducing prejudice against 
specifi c groups, establishing a sense of “common humanity,” or helping individ-
uals deal with their own “multicultural inheritance.”   106    

 In comparison to Boas and Benedict’s tolerance pedagogy, which was based 
on imparting scientifi c facts about race and promoting an analysis of American 
culture that revealed social inequalities, Mead’s approach to tolerance educa-
tion was more politically moderate and focused on reforming individual preju-
dice through an appreciation of cultural diversity. Two factors infl uenced 
Mead’s more cautious approach to fi ghting racial prejudice in American public 
schools. First, her theoretical emphasis on adolescence and childrearing en-
couraged her to interpret everyday lived experiences as the building blocks of 
individual personality and group culture. Because Mead understood att itudes 
such as racial prejudice as the direct result of experiences during the formative 
years of childhood, she believed that schools could best fi ght racial prejudice by 
constructing alternative experiences to cultivate more desirable att itudes like 
racial tolerance. Given her understanding of the human psyche, simply pro-
viding students with scientifi c facts about race would have litt le impact on these 
basic “personality” traits. Second, Mead’s position at the AMNH and her fi eld-
work from 1936 to1939 distanced her from the racialized political debates that 
consumed Franz Boas, and to a lesser extent, Ruth Benedict on the eve of war. 
Unlike Boas and Benedict, Mead never felt compelled to refute Nazi racial doc-
trines or to promote a more scientifi cally accurate defi nition of the race concept 
in American society. 

 In her fi nal essay on intercultural education, Mead suggested that the curric-
ulum should “learn to ignore race, respect religious and political diff erences, 
and appreciate or discount cultural diff erences.” Praising the curriculum for 
generating the kinds of experiences necessary to break down prejudices, she 
explained, “Th e aim of such racial experience is to increase trust, reduce any 
tendency to lump people together because they belong to a specifi c stock, and 
to disassociate race from culture and religion.”   107    For Mead, the defi ning goal of 
tolerance education was to separate the race and culture concepts, an intellec-
tual feat that could be only be accomplished through lived experience. Unfortu-
nately, as it was practiced, intercultural education demonstrated a stubborn 
tendency to confl ate the race and culture concepts in a way that diminished the 
potential of anthropological theory to help Americans think critically about 
human diversity.    
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  New Lessons on Race and Culture   

 Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict’s outreach in American public schools in the 
1930s and 1940s represents some of the earliest and most signifi cant anthropo-
logical social justice activism in American history. Th ese two women developed 
creative, and very distinct, models of tolerance education that drew on their 
Boasian training to challenge essentialist notions of racial diff erence and pro-
mote cultural relativity. Boas targeted educational reform as a strategic way to 
promote the scientifi c facts of race through textbooks and other materials to dis-
seminate the very knowledge required to modify prejudicial views. Benedict fol-
lowed Boas’s initiative by publishing popular texts on the scientifi c defi nitions of 
race and culture. While she shift ed her emphasis in the postwar years to embrace 
a “positive” approach to antiracist education that included an emphasis on att i-
tudes, she hoped to “direct” these att itudes to specifi c problems of social injus-
tice like equal opportunities in health care, education, and employment. 

 Mead was less convinced that scientifi c facts alone could function as a useful 
weapon against racial bigotry. Mead asserted that lived experience was far more 
powerful than school knowledge in shaping and reforming racial prejudice. 
Th erefore, she promoted an antiprejudice pedagogy that emphasized social 
 interactions designed to foster goodwill, empathy, and tolerance. Mead’s strategy 
promoted a concept of culture in American schools that was somewhat antithet-
ical to her own scientifi c defi nition of the term. She saw no harm in asking Amer-
icans to perform idealized cultural traits like eating ethnic foods and singing folk 
songs. She elected not to emphasize the political dangers of racism, as Boas and 
Benedict had done, or to refl ect on the unjust barriers to equal opportunity and 
minority civil rights in America. 

 While both Benedict and Mead shared a conception of “culture” as an over-
arching personality, their educational activism produced competing defi nitions 
of this term. Benedict directly challenged the way educators used culture to con-
struct diversity in terms of quaint, stereotypical cultural traits. She believed all 
Americans shared the same culture, especially the younger generation, and that 
eff orts to celebrate old-world traits were not only artifi cial but dangerous as they 
erased the markers of true cultural diversity that made the study of human diver-
sity so theoretically engaging. Especially during the war, Benedict struggled to 
make educators understand culture in terms of more scientifi cally accurate 
terms as a set of patt erns that all Americans shared and reproduced. In contrast, 
Mead embraced a more static defi nition of culture designed to promote positive 
interpersonal relations in mixed company. Th rough her wartime work on food-
ways and nutrition, Mead came to imagine that breaking bread together could 
foster the kind of experiences that would reduce individual racial prejudice. If 
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these experiences relied on a nonscientifi c defi nition of culture as quaint folk-
ways, that was a risk Mead was apparently willing to take. 

 Benedict and Mead’s diff erent versions of tolerance education generated mul-
tiple and confl icting defi nitions of the race and culture concepts for educators. 
Benedict produced explicit instructions for defi ning race according to scientifi c 
principles. As the next two chapters in this book illustrate, teachers took rather 
quickly to this educational imperative and modifi ed the way they spoke about 
race in the classroom to conform to Boasian models of human race. Mead’s rela-
tive silence on the subject of race, in contrast, had a less discernable impact on 
teachers. It seems likely, however, that Mead taught teachers how to silence dis-
cussions of race in the classroom, a practice that emerged as part of the domi-
nant educational discourse on race aft er 1947. In other words, teachers learned 
what race was from Benedict and how not to speak about it from Mead. 

 In tracing the infl uence of Boas, Benedict, and Mead on American educa-
tional politics and practice, it is important to consider that while all three were 
active during the period surrounding World War II, their main periods of infl u-
ence were distinct. Boas had the greatest infl uence in the years leading up to 
American involvement in the war, when a tense and highly racialized political 
climate threw educational issues into stark relief against questions of democ-
racy, academic freedom, and racial tolerance. Whatever uncertainties Ameri-
cans may have felt about the value of free education in the 1930s were quickly 
resolved with American entry into the war. As schools became sites for prein-
duction training, few questioned their function or purpose in a modern democ-
racy. At the same time, Americans expected public schools to promote absolute 
loyalty and national unity, especially as growing racial unrest seemed to threaten 
the Allied war eff ort. Th ese factors infl uenced Benedict’s reform eff orts, espe-
cially by creating a welcoming context for the publication of her popular book 
on the meaning of race. Patriotism during wartime engendered a tolerance ped-
agogy so intent on promoting unity that teachers insisted all Americans were 
inherently the same. Benedict struggled to make teachers understand that while 
all  Americans shared a national culture, diff erences between individuals should 
be assessed and treated fairly. 

 Finally, Mead joined the intellectual debate on tolerance education just as the 
war came to a dramatic end. She was skeptical of her colleagues’ eff orts to pro-
mote factual knowledge as a strategy to undermine racism. Instead, she envi-
sioned a form of tolerance education that could create empirical knowledge of 
people of diff erent races and backgrounds. Her previous att empt to reform 
American class relations through schooling in the 1930s made her suspicious of 
drastic reforms imposed by outsiders. She viewed intercultural education, espe-
cially activities such as the neighborhood home festival, as a more realistic way 
for educators to infl uence social change. Th is was the only democratic way for 
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educators to change the social order, by laying the foundation for new ideas 
among the nation’s youth, not by indoctrinating them with ideas outside of their 
interest and understanding. 

 Boas, Benedict, and Mead were three of the twentieth century’s most famous 
anthropologists, a fact they capitalized on as social justice activists committ ed 
to reforming American democracy. Training their sights on public education, 
these anthropologists developed not only a new and potent site of antiracist ac-
tivism, but a revision of racial discourse in American schools that would help 
redefi ne the racial knowledge and etiquett e of the “educated” citizen. In this 
way, the  anthropological movement to reform the race concept in American 
schools helped lay both strategic and ideological foundations for the growth 
and expansion of civil rights activism.            



96

         ||   4     || 

Race as Color, 1939–1945  

      Indeed, the normal community in the United States is made up of 
people with many diff erent cultural experiences. Of our one hundred 
and twenty-fi ve millions, some thirty millions are only one generation 
removed from Europe, and many more millions are from the black and 
yellow races. 

 —Intercultural Educator, 1938  

  Well, I believe that the members of this class are as grievously unin-
formed about our Negro population as I am. I have questions I’d like to 
have answered. For instance, what is the diff erence between Negro and 
white blood? 

 —Teacher, 1945  

  Th ey are just like us, only their skin is colored. 
 —Student, 1944  

      Writing in the popular  English Journal  at the start of World War II, a high school 
teacher reported, “Th ere are in my city a number of racial groups gathered into 
neighborhoods, as one fi nds them everywhere: Syrians, Italians, French, and a 
large number of Germans and Jews, as well as three distinct communities of 
Negroes drift ed up from the South.” Noting that Terre Haute, Indiana, was “as 
typically American as any section of the country, more American than most,” 
Margaret Gillum was troubled when Carl, one the more popular boys in the 
class, made “a sneering remark about ‘Hunkies.’” When the teacher reprimanded 
the young man for his outburst, he shot back, “Well, they’re all dirty foreigners!”   1    

 Refl ecting on her personal experience of watching “queerly att ired for-
eigners making their entrance into the new world” in New York City as a child, 
Gillum knew she had to do something to make her students understand that 
their “att itude of antagonism and unfriendliness toward the newcomers” had a 
direct impact on American democracy. Th e next day Gillum walked into her 
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classroom and started her tolerance lesson by repeating Carl’s comment from 
the day before and then demanding, “What do we call Italians?” “Dagoes,” 
called back the students. “And the Germans,” asked Gillum. “Dutchmen,” 
answered the class. “Th e Irish,” pressed the teacher. “Oh, Pat or Mike,” retorted 
the students, amicably.   2    

 Now that she had the students’ att ention, Gillum asked which of their par-
ents, grandparents, and great grandparents had been born abroad. Eventually, all 
the students in the class admitt ed to having “foreign” heritage. “I’ve been won-
dering, too,” Gillum pondered out loud, “how really diff erent from us these 
people are, in spite of their foreign clothes, their foreign customs, and their for-
eign speech. Don’t they have the same feelings we have? Let’s see for ourselves. 
I’m going to read to you.”   3    

 Explaining that she had chosen the author T. A. Dally to make her case for the 
“dago,” Gillum read poetry with an exaggerated Italian accent. Poems like “Da 
Besta Frand” were supposed to help students understand what it would feel like 
if they suddenly found themselves in a vast foreign city where they did not speak 
the language, had no money, and did not know anyone. Gillum selected other 
European authors to read to the class, proudly explaining: “We had learned that 
intolerance and ridicule frequently emanate from ignorance and that knowledge 
oft en leads to tolerance and friendliness.”   4    At this point the students became in-
terested in learning all they could about “foreigners” in America. Gillum elabo-
rated, “Th e many suggestions from the children, now interested in another angle 
of the foreign problem, recalled to our minds the gift s of science, of art, of music, 
of literature, even from those countries whose political policies we condemn or 
whose sons and daughters we call wops and dagoes and hunkies.”   5    

 Margaret Gillum’s lesson on racial tolerance in 1941 is notable because it 
focused exclusively on racial minorities who also happened to be white. Th is par-
ticular conception of race would change as a host of previously racialized Euro-
pean minorities fi nally acquired the full material, social, and political benefi ts of 
whiteness over the course of the war.   6    Some minority groups, like Poles and Ital-
ians, were fi nally and permanently recategorized as members of the dominant 
racial majority. In this sense the concept of whiteness was simplifi ed as racial dis-
tinctions within whiteness simply evaporated. And yet, as the distinctions 
between color and race dissolved, the demarcation between white and colored 
solidifi ed with a new sense of scientifi c certainty. Inside schools this process un-
folded in distinct ways as teachers grappled with an existing educational discourse 
on race inscribed in textbooks, curriculum materials, and everyday practice. 

 Between 1939 and 1945 American teachers reconstructed the dominant 
 education discourse on race as they consolidated a host of racialized white 
 minorities into a singular and monolithic Caucasian race. Informed by massive 
wartime social transformations, teachers began equating race with color in a 
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way that collapsed the racial divisions within whiteness. Motivated by a national 
educational movement to promote tolerance and inspired by new anthropolog-
ical materials on the scientifi c meaning of race, teachers altered their under-
standing of  who  was a racial minority while leaving the implications of  what  this 
racial distinction meant relatively unchanged. Even as teachers identifi ed people 
of African and Asian descent—and only those people—as “racial” minorities, 
they continued to believe that race determined traits like intelligence, morality, 
and way of life. Together, anthropologists and intercultural educators in the 
early 1940s reinforced the idea that racial diff erence could best be understood as 
cultural diff erence. 

 Beginning in 1943, anthropological materials on human race become a reg-
ular feature of tolerance education in the United States. Even if teachers did not 
personally use these scientifi c pamphlets, posters, comic books, and children’s 
books, they came to understand the signifi cance of teaching about race in 
 scientifi cally accurate terms. As this chapter illustrates, teachers’ expanding 
knowledge of the race and culture concepts, combined with the social upheaval 
of war, ushered in a paradigmatic shift  in the social construction of race in 
American schools. 

 Teaching racial egalitarianism in order to promote tolerance represented a 
valuable educational contribution to the war eff ort. “Th ere is nothing more 
 un-American than a teacher who favors one child because she is a nice, clean 
litt le Anglo-Saxon and scorns another whose skin is dark or whose religion does 
not conform with her own,” scolded one teaching journal.   7    Many students 
agreed, such as a class from New Jersey tired of hearing words like “nigger,” 
“wop,” “Pollack,” and “kraut eater” on a daily basis. As one student insisted to his 
principal, “We’re Americans and we think you and the teachers ought to do 
something about it.”   8    Teachers believed that lessons on racial tolerance were not 
only socially desirable and scientifi cally accurate, but that these lessons were also 
morally just. As an administrator from New York proposed, “Let us teach our 
teachers and children to denounce bigotry by our inculcation of moral and spir-
itual values, which values of themselves involve a respect of scientifi c truth.”   9    
Encouraged by politicians, school administrators, social scientists, and profes-
sional associations, teachers taught special units with names like “Education and 
Race Prejudice,” “Tolerance and Democracy,” and “Th is Hate Business,” and 
att ended “Franz Boas Workshops.”   10    Reporting on widespread eff orts by Ameri-
can teachers to combat Nazi racism and secure American unity with the help of 
scientifi c knowledge,  Science Teacher  magazine in 1943 declared, “Scientists and 
science teachers are descending from their ivory towers to pitch in and help win 
this war. Th e spirit of Franz Boas lives.”   11    

 Over the course of World War II teachers modifi ed their language to refl ect 
Boasian theories of race by insisting that all “white” people belonged to the same 
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“Caucasian” race, a fact that meant only people of African and Asian descent 
were “racial” minorities. As their understanding of who was a racial minority 
changed, so too did the subjects of lessons on racial tolerance. Teachers stopped 
teaching tolerance for white racial minorities and began teaching tolerance for 
African Americans, Asian Americans, and other “colored” minorities. “Plays, 
round-tables discussions, and stories about Negroes are taking a great place in 
school programs,” observed an African American teacher from Chicago in 
1944.   12    Teachers compared the Nazi persecution of Jews to American mistreat-
ment of racial minorities, so that by the end of the war a teacher from Belling-
ham, Washington, refl ected: “Th e main part of the unit was concerned with the 
study of fl agrant examples of race persecution in the contemporary scene: Nazi 
treatment of Jewish people, the position of the Negro in American life aft er 
three-quarters of a century of freedom, and the origin and growth of ‘Th e Yellow 
Peril’ idea on the Pacifi c Coast.”   13    Th us even as educators were motivated to fi ght 
racial prejudice in response to Nazi racism, it was the social and cultural transfor-
mations on the American home front that served as a catalyst for change in the 
dominant educational discourse on race. 

 Escalating racial tensions in the United States fed a growing demand for anti-
prejudice programming in public schools. Educators off ered a new and revised 
intercultural curriculum designed to improve minority student self-esteem 
while dampening unwanted expressions of racial prejudice by majority white 
students. Intercultural textbooks promoted a modern, scientifi cally grounded 
tolerance pedagogy that drew on social science expertise from anthropology, 
 sociology, and psychology. Supporters of “intercultural” and “intergroup” educa-
tion declared that teachers had a patriotic duty to fi ght racial prejudice in the 
classroom and off ered teachers the tools to do so in the form of pamphlets, 
 textbooks, posters, and articles in teaching journals.   14    

 At the outbreak of war, teachers understood tolerance education as a new and 
bett er form of Americanization that would cultivate the democratic ideal of tol-
erance while forging a unifi ed, patriotic citizenry.   15    As one teacher insisted, “Th e 
most vital problem of our country today and one, therefore, especially impor-
tant to our schools is the promotion of the doctrine of tolerance as a means of 
knitt ing our nation into one closely integrated unit.”   16    Teachers writing in jour-
nals from 1939 through the end of 1941, therefore, emphasized the ways that 
tolerance education healed social relations in local communities and improved 
interactions between minority and majority students in their schools. 

 American entry into war in December of 1941 transformed both the ratio-
nale and the objectives of tolerance education, adding to the already formidable 
project of nation-building the daunting task of showcasing the moral superiority 
of democracy on a global stage while tending to violent outbursts of racial con-
fl ict on the home front. Suddenly teaching racial tolerance had far more pressing 
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goals than restoring minority student self-esteem or improving relations 
between minority and majority groups in a given school. Noting that the world 
“focuses its att ention on America to see if this great nation is going to give lead-
ership in democracy over all the world,” an Ohio educator declared, “We can 
hardly expect others to be enthusiastic about our brand of democracy if we 
cannot handle problems of race, religion, and color successfully aft er 150 years 
of unparalleled opportunity to do it.”   17    Teachers like this one believed that only 
by modeling successful race relations at home would the future of democracy 
around the world be secure, no easy task with the eruption of race riots, hate 
strikes, and an increasingly visible and demanding African American movement 
for social justice.   18    

 Teachers hoped that their ambitious lessons would serve as proof that Amer-
icans were trying actively to diminish white supremacy, while inculcating the 
ideal of racial tolerance so painfully absent in the average “educated” citizen. 
While it is diffi  cult to ascertain whether or not tolerance education had any dis-
cernable impact on students’ racial prejudice, what is clear is that this new toler-
ance pedagogy reconstructed the dominant discourse on race in American 
schools in an extremely short time. Th is chapter details this transformation 
through the varied experiences and perspectives of American teachers.    

  Wartime Expansion of  Tolerance Education   

 Eager to intervene in the spread of Nazi propaganda and combat the prolonged 
eff ects of the Great Depression, the New York City Board of Education 
 announced the nation’s fi rst educational “tolerance drive” to counteract wide-
spread “intolerance, racial bias, and misunderstandings in the classroom” in 
January of 1938. Th e Board of Education contended that tolerance education 
would help minority students withstand “feelings of inferiority” intensifi ed by 
the international crisis. Th e  New York Times  reported favorably on the initia-
tive, noting: “Th e tense atmosphere created in the world at large is refl ected in 
the classroom. Th e pupils, reading the newspapers and hearing it discussed at 
home, are aware of the ill feeling between the Jew and the German, the  Chinese 
and Japanese and other nationalistic groups.” Interviewed for the article, 
Rachel Davis DuBois cited “numerous instances of unhappy, thwarted, 
 frustrated pupils who became problem cases because of racial or religious 
prejudice shown them by their classmates.”   19    Emphasizing that tolerance pro-
gramming was a natural part of the Americanization process of public schools, 
interculturalists promised to teach “various incidents chosen from American 
history” that were “selected as demonstrating that intolerance is  basically 
 un-American.”   20    
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 Reformers targeted minority students as potential “problem cases” and hoped 
to counteract this trend by fostering “appreciable att itudes” toward minority 
groups by demonstrating how “Jewish, Italian, Japanese, German, Irish or other 
groups had helped enrich the American culture.”   21    Drawing from theoretical de-
velopments in psychology and sociology, reformers interpreted the behavioral 
problems and poor academic performance of minority students as the result of 
psychological damage they suff ered as outsiders to dominant American norms. 
Th is damage manifested itself as poor self-esteem, and reformers argued that 
intercultural education could reverse this trend by making students proud of 
their heritage.   22    In 1939 New York City’s Service Bureau for Intercultural Educa-
tion claimed to provide tolerance education to all 1,200,000 students and 40,000 
teachers in the nation’s largest public school system.   23    

 “Tolerance” became a national buzzword as religious leaders, educators, and 
politicians stressed it as essential for democracy. New York City was a driving 
force in this movement with debates over the meaning of tolerance, tolerance 
rallies, and the national distribution of 10 million “badge of tolerance” butt ons 
by the National Conference of Christians and Jews.   24    Politicians nationwide 
asserted that tolerance was a desirable ideal, agreeing with President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt’s proclamation: “we should renew our fealty to the principles of toler-
ance and equality forever embodied in our Declaration of Independence.”   25    War-
time demands for greater tolerance were spearheaded by the United States 
Offi  ce of War Information (OWI) created by Roosevelt in 1942 to explain the 
war to the American people in a way that would reinforce national unity. Offi  -
cials at the OWI were determined to portray “the confl ict as a batt le for democ-
racy and tolerance against fascism and intolerance.”   26    

 In particular, politicians and educators wanted Americans to “tolerate” the 
cultural anomalies of America’s diverse minority groups in the name of patriotic 
duty. Th is represented an important refi nement to tolerance education peda-
gogy. Whereas intercultural educators in the 1930s imagined that their curric-
ulum would facilitate assimilation without explicitly forcing students to conform 
to white, middle-class norms, the war prompted educators to articulate a more 
specifi c plan of forging a united, homogeneous citizenry.   27    Speaking to 150 
teachers at an intercultural education conference in the spring of 1939, the Dean 
of New York University’s School of Education explained, “Democracy assumes 
diff erences and heterogeneity of culture.”   28    Th e role of wartime tolerance educa-
tion became, in a sense, to defi ne which traits of minority groups were accept-
able and which traits would have to be modifi ed to fi t American standards. 
Furthermore, proponents of tolerance expected that minority groups would 
repay this gesture of goodwill with complete and unquestioned loyalty to the 
United States. Sometimes this point was made explicitly, as when a politician 
combined his “plea” for racial and religious tolerance over the radio with a stern 
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reminder to the “heterogeneous people making up this county” that they owed 
their allegiance to America.   29    

 Intercultural education quickly became the nation’s premier form of toler-
ance education, though modifi ed from the original curriculum in signifi cant 
ways. While early interculturalists like Rachel Davis DuBois envisioned a toler-
ance education that valued minority cultures and specifi cally challenged the old 
“melting pot” ideal, politicians like Commissioner Studebaker viewed intercul-
tural education as an instrument to further the assimilation of ethnic and racial 
minorities to a fi xed white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant ideal. Strengthening demo-
cratic ideals and practices reinforced a common culture because, as Studebaker 
articulated, “every school is a melting pot refi ning human alloys with the ores of 
a common language and of common experiences.”   30    Professional educators 
picked up on this revised function of tolerance education and published new 
textbooks and special journal issues designed to help teachers integrate new 
social science theories on prejudice into the new intercultural theme “One Land, 
One Language, One People.”   31    As one popular textbook instructed teachers: “If 
seeking to develop the culture traits which all Americans should have in common 
is the positive aspect of education for democracy, eliminating those patt erns of 
thought and action which are contrary to democratic principles is its equally 
important negative aspect.”   32    By working to “develop” certain cultural traits and 
“eliminate” others, educators believed American schools could promote a more 
refi ned program of Americanization. 

 Wartime tolerance education was fraught with inherent contradictions, as 
teachers were supposed to simultaneously inculcate open-mindedness while 
 encouraging conformity to white, middle-class norms. Th is tension erupted at 
the 1941 annual convention of the National Council of Teachers of English 
(NCTE) in Atlanta, where organizers urged teachers to “direct Americanism ef-
forts toward assimilating all foreign-born groups into a unifi ed nation.”   33    Th e 
prominent African American teacher and writer Sterling Brown described the 
scene that unfolded when NCTE members arrived for the conference in this 
southern city, which insisted on strict racial segregation by barring “colored” 
members from all “social” events such as teas and dinners, and by roping off  
black teachers within special “colored” sections at paper sessions. NCTE leader-
ship, white men who hailed from outside of the South, were perplexed but ulti-
mately complied with the hotel’s Jim Crow policies. Black teachers and college 
professors were unwilling to abide by these blatantly racist practices and 
employed a variety of protest strategies, from deliberately integrating roped off  
seating sections to canceling scheduled appearances. Brown recalls how the key-
note speaker regaled the audience with stories about “darkys” and an “old nigger,” 
while noted interculturalists from New York City looked on with passive  interest. 
Th e special panel on “Intercultural Relationships” was disrupted when the 
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Spelman-Morehouse Glee Club, scheduled to sing as part of the session on 
“Negro Contributions,” canceled their appearance in protest. Meanwhile, the 
African American panelist Dr. Sidney Reedy of Lincoln University (Missouri) 
declined to speak at the intercultural luncheon where he was the main speaker, 
noting that he would be have been excluded from the very luncheon he was 
 invited to address as an expert in the fi eld of racial tolerance. Since he could not 
deliver his speech in person, the Intercultural Committ ee asked Dr. Reedy to 
send in a phonograph of his speech, since “his voice could be allowed in the 
Hotel Biltmore dining room” even if his body could not. Dr. Reedy readily com-
plied, and sent over a “spirited and incisive” speech that scolded, “the Committ ee 
on Intercultural Relations is even now dying, having lived briefl y in vain.” As 
Brown noted with pleasure, “the record was considered too hot to be played.”   34    

 Despite potentially glaring internal tensions and inherent contradictions, 
intercultural education surged under the political mandates of war and drew tre-
mendous att ention to a previously marginal curriculum. In 1939 the entire city 
of Springfi eld, Massachusett s, became a laboratory for intercultural education 
under the guidance of Superintendent John Garund.   35    By 1945 reformers had 
secured funding for two new organizations dedicated to intercultural education: 
the Project in Intergroup Education in Cooperating Schools at the University of 
Chicago and the College Study in Intergroup Relations at Wayne State Univer-
sity in Detroit.   36    Meanwhile the Bureau for Intercultural Education opened a 
West Coast offi  ce in San Francisco and ran a workshop for future teachers at 
Stanford University’s School of Education.   37    A list of intercultural workshops 
planned for the summer of 1945 included teacher-training workshops at univer-
sities in California, Colorado, Wisconsin, Vermont, Massachusett s, Illinois, 
Minnesota, Oregon, and New York.   38    Th e National Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People (NAACP) hired an educator to travel the country and 
promote intercultural education in hundreds of schools.   39    By the end of the war, 
the National Education Association claimed that nearly every school district in 
the United States had implemented some form of intercultural education.   40    Of 
course, each school—not to mention individual teachers—enjoyed a great deal 
of latitude in terms of deciding how much “tolerance” education was appro-
priate, and surely not all teachers complied with tolerance decrees. For instance, 
archival materials from the city of Boston suggest that despite strong administra-
tive and governmental support in Massachusett s, Boston teachers declined to 
teach lessons on the subject of tolerating racial minorities such as Jews and Afri-
can Americans.   41    What is signifi cant, however, is that wartime tolerance educa-
tion had become a national fad and was politically solvent enough to be promoted 
by school districts and educational organizations nationwide. 

 Apart from teachers in Boston, American teachers insisted that they had 
a  special role to play by fostering tolerance, democracy, and international 
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 goodwill in American classrooms. “Now that the daily headlines have invaded 
the American classroom with reports of national rivalry and race hatred, we 
should not barricade ourselves behind routine dictionary work but launch a 
counteratt ack for the coming victory of democracy,” insisted an enthusiastic 
New York City teacher.   42    Rachel Davis DuBois shared this sentiment, asking: “Is 
it enough then for teachers, faced with this serious situation, to prepare the att i-
tudes of their students with vague talk of hope for internationalism? Aware of 
the racial and cultural confl icts in this country and the close ties between our-
selves and the Old World, can teachers quietly sit back with a ‘come what will’ 
att itude?”   43    For many teachers the answer was no. Viewing prejudice as a condi-
tion that stemmed from a lack of factual knowledge and emotional sympathy for 
minority groups, teachers believed they could undermine racial prejudice 
through creative lessons that were informative and engaging. Typically, these 
lessons on racial tolerance were intended to promote world-friendship with 
European  minority groups. 

 For instance, in 1941 a Missouri teacher created a unit called “Developing 
World-Friendship through a Study of Immigrants.” Distributing storybooks 
about foreign lands, the teacher hoped to “introduce the readers to the children 
of other places and help them to make friends with these people and to under-
stand them.” According to the teacher, her students became naturally interested 
in the subject of “strangers within our gates” and so the class tackled the subject 
of American immigrants. “Each child was reminded that his own ancestry, how-
ever remote, was inevitably foreign,” the author announced, as she recounted her 
class’s exhaustive study of European immigrants. At the end of the lesson, when 
the teacher asked “What can we do to help,” the students knew “they must be 
friendly with the young aliens; must banish prejudices.”   44    

 First-hand accounts of classroom practice suggest that teachers and students 
viewed European minority groups as racially, biologically diff erent from “old 
stock” white Americans. Identifying racial prejudice against these minorities, 
teachers att empted to promote goodwill by emphasizing laudable group traits 
such as artistic or scientifi c achievements. Although well-intentioned, celebra-
tions of cultural gift s were sometimes superfi cial, such as the teacher who 
emphasized, “color from Italy, stamina and restraint from the Scandinavian 
countries, artistry from France, steady nerve and purposefulness from Britain—
we could encircle the globe saying ‘thank you’ to one nation aft er another for 
what each has brought us.”   45    

 Likewise, William Suchy of Cicero, Illinois, chastised “the small minority of 
old-stock Americans” who directed his school’s curriculum for ignoring the 
seven thousand students of Czech, Polish, Irish, German, Dutch, Scandinavian, 
and Italian background.   46    By teaching students how and why their ancestors 
 immigrated to the United States, with a special emphasis on the contributions 
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each group had made to American civilization, Suchy believed he improved stu-
dent morale. For Suchy, the “immigrant problem” was understood as a discon-
nect between home and school life. He explained, “Th ose who retained cultural 
ties with the home were considered backward, reticent, or ‘foreign’ in the 
school.”   47    In contrast, by painting a sympathetic picture of American immigrants 
Suchy found he could improve minority student self-esteem and social relations 
between these students and their peers. 

 Other teachers sought out prejudicial beliefs and then designed course con-
tent to counteract harmful stereotypes. J. M. Klotsche in Milwaukee conducted 
his own informal survey of high school students to ascertain “international att i-
tudes.” When Klotsche casually asked students, “What is your fi rst reaction 
when you hear the word ‘Japan’?” the students answered with a list of angry 
racial slurs: “Queer people, primitive, war-like race of slanty eyed people, blood 
thirsty, sly, people sitt ing on fl oors, cheap goods, a backward nation with lots of 
fi ghts.”   48    When asked the same question about the people of other nations, stu-
dents described Russians as “bearded, illiterate men, a stupid peasant race and 
governed by a blood thirsty group . . .  . Mexicans were classifi ed as lazy, Germans 
as crooks, Chinese as opium eaters, and Italians as robbers.” 

 Klotsche responded by promoting “factual information completely divorced 
from sentimentalism, superstition, and emotionalism.”   49    Armed with these facts, 
he argued students would learn to appreciate foreigners on their own terms, and 
avoid “quaint, queer, or strange” characterizations of other people. While stu-
dent comments suggest they viewed both Japanese and Russians as distinct 
“races,” Klotsche neither confi rmed nor contradicted this characterization. Fur-
thermore, while Klotsche made a compelling case for the appreciation of foreign 
lifeways, he never used the term “culture” to explain these diff erences. Instead, 
he spoke of the “customs,” “manners,” and “habits” of each group. Th is kind of 
informal usage of the race and culture concepts was poised to change. 

 Teachers across the country from Detroit, Michigan, to Webster Groves, Mis-
souri, and from Redwood City, California, to Askov, Minnesota, described similar 
programs of intercultural education at the start of World War II.   50    Th ese teachers 
instituted tolerance education for white ethnic minorities, occasionally referred to 
as racial groups, and then directed lessons on each group’s cultural gift s. Teachers 
focused on race relations in their local communities and not necessarily racial 
prejudice on a national or international scale. As the superintendent of schools in 
Askov, Minnesota, explained, “We are informed by sociologists that the dispro-
portionately high crime rate among children of foreign-born parents is due largely 
to the confl ict of culture in the immigrant home.”   51    Interpreted as a “culture-con-
fl ict,” educators believed that they could mediate this chasm by promoting the 
old-world heritage of students’ parents. Th ey hoped this would improve parental 
authority, familial relations, and the social fabric of their communities. 
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 Lessons on race, therefore, included a celebration of European folkways 
through classroom activities like singing, eating, reading stories, writing lett ers, 
and putt ing on plays. For instance, Jeanora Don Wingate, a fi ft h-grade teacher in 
New Rochelle, New York, designed a unit she called an “Around the World 
 Museum” that focused exclusively on European nations. Noting that “twelve for-
eign nationalities were represented among the thirty-two children in the class,” 
the teacher decided to devote half an hour each day to “intercultural discussion.” 
Students participated eagerly, bringing in objects that represented their heritage 
such as “a beautifully hand-embroidered nightgown of Grecian design and a 
Hungarian peasant costume.” Th e celebration of European nations continued 
over the course of the semester with a special Christmas celebration in Decem-
ber and an art show in the spring featuring student posters on each country. As a 
grand fi nale, the class decided to host an “international luncheon” for the entire 
school. Th e class served the following menu: 

 Tomato juice—American 
 Smorgasbord—Swedish 
 Meat pie—English 
 Spaghett i—Italian 

      
 Students dressed in European folk costumes served European food and sang European 
songs as part of one school’s “Around the World Museum.”   
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 Spring salad—Portuguese and Spanish 
 Stewed fruits—German 
 Oatmeal cookies—Scotch 
 Cocoa—Holland   52         

 Wingate describes how, “Th e lunchroom was att ractively decorated with the 
posters, and children in their native costumes served the class.” In between 
each course, the students serenaded the room with an international selection 
of songs:  

 “Tic-e-tic-e-toc”—Italy 
 “My Spanish Guitar”—Spain 
 “Oh, Dear, What Can the Matt er Be?”—England 
 “Auld Lang Syne”—Scotland 
 “Jolly Winter”—Sweden   53      

  Dressing up in “peasant costumes,” eating “foreign” food, and singing Euro-
pean folk songs was supposed to help students develop empathy for minorities, 
at this point still minorities who happened to be white. Teachers envisioned tol-
erance education as a way to promote patriotism and national unity. Wingate 
wrote, “Th e luncheon ended with the children’s rising to sing ‘God Bless Amer-
ica,’ led by a colored boy.”   54    Similarly, in Illinois, William Suchy’s high school 
students ended with a patriotic review: 

 Boys and girls of Polish descent did Mexican dances. Czech mothers 
craned their necks to see their daughters jigging with the colleens. 
And a little Italian grandmother moved to the front to see a familiar 
figure step up and turn among the smiling Gretels. A patriotic grand 
finale combined all the dancers around an American flag review. 
To the thousands of parents who attended, the conclusion had a 
special meaning.   55    

 While a “colored boy” might have a special role in a classroom performance and 
girls of Czech descent might jig with the “colleens,” teachers rarely emphasized 
the special cultural heritage of African Americans or Mexican Americans. As 
Jeanora Don Wingate explained in the conclusion of her article, “Th is activity, 
while teaching European culture, also developed tolerance.”   56    

 Th e outbreak of World War II encouraged some teachers to include non-
white minorities including African Americans, Asians and Asian Americans, 
and Mexican Americans in classroom discussions of racial tolerance. Teachers 
justifi ed these lessons in terms of the war, such as the New York teacher who 
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explained: “Reports of Axis infi ltrations in the republic south of us have made us 
anxious about the defense of the Western Hemisphere and our neighbor’s loyal 
cooperation for the purpose.”   57    Teaching racial tolerance and goodwill for South 
Americans, therefore, could serve a strategic defensive function by securing 
“loyal cooperation” in the defense of the United States and was promoted 
through eff orts at Pan-Americanism.   58    In Hartford, Connecticut, an English 
teacher introduced novels about “the American Negro,” “the Chinese,” and var-
ious European immigrant groups in order to strengthen American democracy 
by fi ghting racial prejudice.   59    Teachers were particularly concerned that the 
sparks of American racial prejudice could be fanned into disastrous race wars by 
Axis propaganda, which a  New York Times  reporter described as “Trojan Horse” 
tactics designed to sabotage American democracy.   60    Th erefore, teachers like the 
one in Hartford taught students about the “diverse gift s of temperament, charac-
ter, and culture that are being woven together to form the rich patt ern of Amer-
ica.”   61    Like other lessons from the early war years, this one implied that each 
minority group possessed its own unique “gift s” that corresponded to static 
forms of behavior, morality, and material culture.   62    Th e large majority of lessons 
described in the mainstream press and white-dominated teaching journals, how-
ever, neglected to include nonwhites in their celebration of America’s diversity 
at this time. In the words of one New York City teacher in 1941, “In short, all of 
American life, civilization, culture is based on a fi rm belief in the value of using 
and combining the diff erent qualities and abilities of the many European stocks 
that make up the U.S.”   63    

 In contrast to the dozens of articles that described international education or 
education for goodwill in terms of these European minority groups, there were 
only a handful of articles that touched on the subject of African Americans 
before 1943. Th ese came from southern white schools in places like Moultrie, 
Georgia; Louise, Mississippi; Chatt anooga, Tennessee; and Marshfi eld, Mis-
souri.   64    In one example, a Mississippi teacher instituted a formal study of 
“Negroes” aft er one of his male high school students punched a young African 
American woman in the face for no reason as she was walking down the side-
walk. Citing this behavior as both unmanly and uncivilized, the teacher success-
fully petitioned the state of Mississippi to institute a formal plan to emphasize 
Negro contributions in white schools. Much like tolerance education in the 
North, southern white students studied “Negro” literature, music, food, and 
 historical achievements. Two white teachers in Missouri described how their 
students eagerly collected stories of black achievements in sports, religion, 
 government, entertainment, and science from books and magazines and then 
created a class bibliography of “Negro life.” Next students wrote lett ers to black 
schools, requesting information and scheduling visits to places of work and 
study. According to the authors: 
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 Some students had toured southeastern Missouri and were eager to 
tell of the share-cropping system and its eff ect on general living con-
ditions of the Negro. One girl visited in Oklahoma at the time the 
study was being made, and she came to class bubbling with news of 
the cott on-pickers. Another group att ended a young people’s conven-
tion in Memphis, Tennessee, and visited a cott on gin where Negroes 
were at work.   65    

   Despite this enthusiasm for studying black lifeways, this white class engaged 
in an objective analysis of the materials they gathered. At the end of the article 
the authors wrote, “Aft er having fi nished the study, each student was able to con-
clude for himself whether or not the Negro had been a help or hindrance to 
American life . . .  . Some students were so convinced one way or the other that 
they asked to debate the subject.”   66    Tolerance education directed at reducing 
white racism against blacks was craft ed as a diff erent pedagogy than tolerance 
education directed at reducing racism against European ethnics. While both 
sought to understand minority groups in terms of achievements in the arts, lit-
erature, sciences, and sports, tolerance education did not demand appreciation 
of “Negroes,” nor did white schools celebrate the cultural gift s of blacks to 
American civilization. Such lessons in the South functioned to butt ress white 
 supremacy by dampening unacceptable expressions of racial hostility while 
leaving structural inequality intact.   67    

 Only very rarely did major white-dominated teaching journals publish 
 articles that emphasized black cultural contributions before 1943. Even so, 
these were viewed as contributions to the black race, not as gifts to world or 
to American civilization. Thus, Myrtle Crawford from the Second Ward High 
School, a segregated black high school in Charlotte, North Carolina, 
described her school’s performance of a “Negro Pageant” before an audience 
of over five thousand people.   68    The pageant featured 150 students dressed as 
famous black historical figures dating all the way to ancient Egypt. The stu-
dents filed on stage and mounted the bleachers as the narrator introduced 
each character and their special contribution to the race. As the glee club 
sang black spirituals, the students slowly formed a giant pyramid symbol-
izing the outstanding achievements of the black race. Projects like this were 
popular in black southern schools during the war, although the white press 
for the most part declined to report on them.   69    Remarkably, once African 
Americans became the subject of mainstream white tolerance education after 
American entry into World War II, white students in the North would partic-
ipate in similar programs of tolerance education including singing “Negro” 
spirituals, studying black history, and even dressing up and performing as 
African Americans.    
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  American Entry into the War   

 Th e Japanese att ack on Pearl Harbor signifi cantly altered the context for toler-
ance education in America. Th e strike generated such profound anger that many 
American high school and college students, as well as their teachers, immedi-
ately left  school to enroll in the armed services.   70    Sudden demands for wartime 
production created hundreds of thousands of new jobs, and impoverished blacks 
and whites living in rural communities followed jobs into industrial centers. 
Very quickly, then, the need for tolerance came to have new meaning as all of 
these people adjusted to living and working together, oft en crowding and over-
whelming previously small and homogeneous school districts.   71    

 One result of these social, economic, and political transformations was that 
American teachers began to implement tolerance education not as a response to 
local prejudice, but instead to stabilize national race relations and defeat the 
worldwide spread of fascism. At the National Education Association’s annual 
conference in 1944, teachers were told “it is just as important  .  .  .  to get rid of 
intolerance in this country as it is to crush the Nazi armies or sink the Japanese 
fl eet.”   72    Headlines like “Supreme Duty of All Teachers Is to Clear Children’s 
Minds of Bias” and “Teachers Urge Americanism in Racial Strife” ran in newspa-
pers including the  New York Times ,  Washington Post ,  Atlanta Constitution ,  Chi-
cago Daily Tribune, Christian Science Monitor ,  New York Amsterdam News , 
 Afr o-American ,  Atlanta Daily World ,  Pitt sburg Courier , and the  Chicago Defender .   73    
Teaching associations made fi ghting racial prejudice a central function of war-
time education and insisted that everyone from principals to kindergarten stu-
dents had a vital role to play. As leaders of the National Council for the Social 
Studies announced in their offi  cial “Statement of Wartime Policy”: 

 Total war mobilizes civilians as well as armed forces. It mobilizes chil-
dren and youth as well as adults. It mobilizes the minds and hearts as 
well as the physical strength of all the population. Th is is a war involving 
every citizen—a people’s war.   74    

   Teachers from across the country echoed the rallying cry, “Th e schools are 
the batt leground on which the issue of racial tolerance is now being fought.”   75    
Journals like  American Unity  off ered pamphlets on racial tolerance as “Ammuni-
tion” in the educational war on racial discrimination such as:  Sense and Nonsense 
about Race ,  Let’s Not Forget We’re All Foreigners ,  What about Our Japanese- 
Americans ,  Together We Win ,  Intolerance Is a Crime against Democracy , and  Th e 
Races of Mankind .   76    

 Participation in World War II cast American racial injustice in stark and 
 unfl att ering relief. Th e United States waged a war against Nazi Germany with a 
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Jim Crow army, set up its own concentration camps for racially stigmatized citi-
zens, and restricted the best defense jobs and available housing to whites. 
Teachers were the professionals best positioned to reach vast numbers of young 
Americans in order to mediate this racialized hatred thereby securing national 
unity and improving American democracy.   77    

 In their eff orts to combat prejudice, teachers struggled to balance the Ameri-
can ideal of democracy with blatant policies of exclusion and discrimination 
against nonwhite citizens in classes jammed with students who felt passionately 
one way or another about minority civil rights. Over the course of 1942 and 
1943 tolerance education shift ed and reformed around two new themes. First, 
teachers focused on teaching goodwill for “Negroes,” “Mexicans,” and “Orien-
tals” as these minority groups experienced the brunt of the “racialized rage” in 
America.   78    Second, teachers became sensitive to teaching carefully delineated 
“scientifi c” lessons on human diversity in terms of race and culture, a rhetorical 
strategy that strengthened the social science claims of tolerance pedagogy while 
simultaneously shielding teachers from charges of political indoctrination. 

 In the wake of Pearl Harbor, teachers renewed their dedication to intercul-
tural education even as they shift ed from teaching about the eastern and 
southern European countries that refl ected the diversity of their homerooms 
to exploring the Japanese, Chinese, and Russian people featured in daily head-
lines. Because promoting racial tolerance and cultural appreciation were cen-
tral to these eff orts, teachers began to develop more complex models of both 
the race and culture concepts. For instance, at an emergency meeting held 
over the Christmas holiday of 1941, leaders of the National Council of 
Teachers of English (NCTE) agonized over how to defi ne their new role as 
educators in a warring nation. Finally, they devised a list of wartime goals for 
English teachers, writing: 

 In the teaching of English we are in a position to promote national 
unity: 

 1. through the democratic integration of diverse cultural groups. 
 2. through recognition of the unique contribution of each to our na-

tional culture. 
 3. through emphasis upon the contribution which America has 

made to each of them.   79    

   Not only did the NCTE emphasize the signifi cance of  culture  to wartime tol-
erance education, but they insisted that cultural appreciation was a dialectical 
process where minority students, understood to be racially and culturally dis-
tinct, learned to value America. In the subsequent issue, editors of the  English 
Journal  took this idea one step further, contending, “If we are to build a new 



C o l o r  i n  t h e  C l a s s r o o m1 1 2

world—a democratic world—we must have an exhaustive knowledge of world 
cultures.” Lest readers misconstrue this knowledge as nothing but mindless 
 appreciation for foreigners, the author, a teacher from Jenkintown, Pennsylva-
nia, elaborated, “We must understand what we are fi ghting to change.”   80    Teachers 
advocated studying enemy cultures so that they could be altered more effi  ciently 
at the conclusion of the war. 

 Inspired by the world war, teachers emphasized public schools as the best 
institution to forge diverse American citizens into a single, unifi ed nation. For 
some, this required “exhaustive” knowledge of foreign cultures, especially since 
the United States was burdened with so many “foreigners” living within its bor-
ders. “Shall We Teach Th em to Hate?” queried one elementary school teacher, 
wondering what to teach about the Germans and Japanese now that they were 
national enemies. She answered in the negative, arguing that not only would 
such hatred later undermine prospects for world peace, but that “it’s easier to 
hate Germans and Japanese who are geographically close to us than those who 
are overseas.” Driving home the signifi cance of this point, she added, “Hatred 
thus becomes a divisive force which fi ghts against us.”   81    For American teachers in 
1942 there was no greater risk than fracturing the American nation. 

 Teachers responded to demands for strengthening American unity with crea-
tive lessons on Americanization and “Th e American Dream.”   82    One teacher in 
Atlanta, Georgia, devised a unit called “Americanism: Qualities Th at Make up 
the Term.” In this class, Paul Farmer reported recycling material from past les-
sons on Americanization, such as the history of great presidents and excerpts 
from the Western literary canon. But this time, he added the popular song 
“Ballad for Americans,” which his students enjoyed so much they demanded to 
hear it again and again. Th e song began as Paul Robeson, an African American 
singer, asked, “Are you an American.” His response, sung in a “rich baritone 
voice,” boasted: “I’m just an Irish, Negro, Jewish, Italian, French and English, 
Spanish, Russian, Chinese, Polish, Scotch, Hungarian, Litvak, Swedish, Finnish, 
Canadian, Greek and Turk and Czech and double-Czech American.”   83    Accord-
ing to Rachel Davis DuBois, the song was an expression of “Th e American 
Dream” set to music.   84    

 Teachers were particularly interested in the people and cultures of warring 
nations. Th ere was litt le good to be said about the Japanese, although  Common 
Ground  awarded fi rst place in its annual essay contest to a Japanese American 
student for her poignant story of internment in the Santa Anita concentration 
camp.   85    Th e Chinese, in contrast, off ered teachers the opportunity to present an 
“Oriental” country and culture in the warmest terms. Minnie Rugg, a teacher at 
the Barratt  Junior High School in Philadelphia, described how to conduct a 
proper “Chinese unit” in an English class. Her class read the Chinese fable  Shen 
of the Sea,  whose cover featured “tiny silhouett ed folk dressed in the traditional 
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manner and fl aunting tantalizing pigtails.” Th is story provided the perfect 
opening to appreciate these “four hundred and fi ft y million allies.” To begin, 
Rugg invited her students to air their prejudices about the Chinese. Th e stu-
dents obliged, describing “the Chinese as opium smokers, ‘sneaks,’ ‘murderers,’ 
and laundrymen from whom one  .  .  .  ran for fear of being kidnapped.”   86    Rugg 
then organized a semester-long study of Chinese history and culture, empha-
sizing the special gift s this nation brought to the world. Her class learned, for 
example, how: 

 Old peace-loving China whom the world had forgott en for centuries 
had given us many gift s too—printing, tea, porcelain, silk, gunpowder 
put to the pacifi c use of fi recrackers, the science of terracing, proverbs 
to guide the way of men, and a great reverence for learning.   87    

   Rugg’s lessons emphasized the naturally peaceful, or “pacifi c,” temperament 
of the Chinese and highlighted similarities between Chinese folklore and Amer-
ican traditions. Th us, the Chinese belief in ghosts was compared to American 
superstitions about black cats, Friday the thirteenth, and broken mirrors. Like 
other intercultural educators, Rugg followed a study of Chinese culture and his-
tory with more “emotional” exercises including Chinese American pen pals and 
lectures by Chinese American community leaders. A display on the bulletin 
board, “Our Chinese Friends,” featured articles, essays, maps, and other items 
collected by the students. Th e class ate at a Chinese restaurant, organized a series 
of skits about China, and raised money for the United China Relief Fund Drive. 
Att empting to convince others of the importance of such a comprehensive unit, 
Rugg concluded her essay: “If we are to convince the peoples of the Far East of 
the sincerity of our war and postwar aims we shall have to do more than engage 
in abstract declarations. We shall have to develop an understanding of our inter-
dependence and an appreciation for their history, their culture, and their poten-
tialities.”   88    Lessons like this one shift ed the primary purpose of tolerance 
education from forging American unity to demonstrating the common bonds of 
humanity that united people of all nations.    

 Following the lead of intercultural educators, teachers tried to combine a fac-
tual study of “foreign” contributions to Western civilization with a personal 
 appreciation of each nation through activities like lett er exchanges, guest lec-
turers, sampling foreign food, and meeting upstanding Americans of foreign 
descent. Th ese activities concentrated on elements understood now as  cul-
tural —not only the unique “gift s” to American civilization but also foodways, 
traditional dress, songs, stories and folklore, and superstitions. Th ese lessons did 
not examine the history, politics, or economy of foreign nations. Because they 
focused so intently on traditional or folk culture, they taught very litt le about the 
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lives of contemporary Chinese people. Furthermore, teachers frequently invited 
students to list demeaning stereotypes of each minority group, which the teacher 
then countered with positive stereotypes. Working without a scientifi c defi ni-
tion of either race or culture, Rugg described Chinese culture in static and highly 
racialized terms. 

 As tolerance education expanded alongside American entry into the war, so 
too did student resistance to lessons on goodwill and friendly relations. Even 
teachers sometimes resisted teaching tolerance, complaining that it was point-
less to teach complex lessons on intercultural relations to “our average boys and 
girls who have no special intellectual equipment.”   89    An educator in New Jersey 
described how one teacher urged his young students to buy defense stamps to 
get money for bullets to kill the “dirty Japs,” making the project of tolerance ed-
ucation all the more diffi  cult.   90    Th e English teacher Marie Syrkin in New York 
City reported that her cynical students rebelled against the citywide campaign 
to teach tolerance, democracy, and international friendship. When she instructed 
the students to write an essay with the title, “Th e Meaning of Tolerance,” her 
students responded resentfully, writing: “Why must we be tolerant? Th is is a free 
country. We have the right to be intolerant.”   91    Syrkin’s students liked to express 
this intolerance, oft en in class, and typically for each other. Th e students of 

      
 A teacher in New York City reads a book about the Chinese to her young students in 
order to promote tolerance. Courtesy New York City Municipal Archives.   
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Greek and Italian background gave her particular trouble that year. Racial 
 confl ict between schoolchildren was not uncommon in America during the war, 
with accounts of drawn-out, violent confl ict between Italian American and Afri-
can American students in Newark and Philadelphia, Jewish and Italian students 
in Brooklyn, and Polish and African American students in Buff alo and Chicago.   92    
Sensational media coverage of “race riots” in the public schools served to rein-
force popular and educational support for stronger tolerance programming.    

 Widespread support for tolerance education did not alter the fact that 
teachers were working in racially charged, sometimes intimidating classrooms. 
A social studies teacher in Bellingham, Washington, reported that student 
outbursts were “quite common” during lessons on tolerance, such as the time 
one of her students announced: “I believe that all these examples of abuse and 
mistreatment of one race by another are true, but I still hate the Japs!”   93    In 
Muncie, Illinois, a social studies teacher bemoaned that even aft er a lesson on 
racial prejudice, one of her white students retorted, “I don’t like Negroes, I 
never did like Negroes, and I never will like Negroes.”   94    A Chicago-wide study 
of “the Negro” ran up against similar problems when, aft er a lengthy unit on 

      
 Media coverage of student “race riots” in schools generated popular support for tolerance 
education. Courtesy of the Historical Society of Pennsylvania, Leonard Covello Photographs.   
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African American contributions, students told their teacher, “It would not be 
nice having Negroes with white people, I would not feel safe, they would spoil 
the neighborhood.”   95    

 A minor skirmish between black and white students in one New York City 
school prompted white students to demand that black students be removed or at 
the very least segregated within the school, complaining, “Most of the white stu-
dents try to foster a more human understanding between their brothers of the 
diff erent race. Th ere must be a 100 percent cooperation or racial segregation.”   96    
Typically these outbursts came either during or immediately aft er a lesson on 
racial tolerance. As this teacher refl ected, “Th eir fi ne talk about Jim Crow in the 
South had apparently not registered.”   97    Racial animosity fl owed both ways, and 
at times black students became infuriated by the comments made by white stu-
dents or teachers. Aft er suff ering through a long discussion of why blacks should 
“hold out for bett er jobs and not be menials all their lives” a black student in 
Newark, New Jersey, called out: 

 I don’t like to talk about this subject. It gets me mad clean through. I 
can’t stand it when some white friends of the Negro people say, “You 
must be patient. It may take a hundred years to clean up this mess.” I 
won’t wait that long. I’ll be dead by then and what good will it do me? 
What satisfaction will I get from it? I believe in direct action. Fight back. 
Don’t take it lying down. Th at is the only way the Negro people will get 
anywhere.   98    

 In another instance, a black student listened incredulously as his white class-
mates discussed the need for fair trials for Nazi war criminals. Finally the young 
man stood up and demanded, “Why are you so worried about fair trials for 
Nazis? How about lynching in the U.S.A.?”   99    Similarly, another teacher com-
plained of a black girl in her class who refused to buy war stamps and would not 
help with classroom salvage campaigns. When pressed, the student fi nally 
 admitt ed that her brother had been telling her horrible stories about the racial 
segregation and discrimination he suff ered as a soldier in the U.S. Army.   100    

 In New Jersey, a lesson on Japanese Americans came to a dramatic end when 
a white boy rose from the back of the classroom and yelled: “Th e only solution 
is to get a tommy-gun and kill them off . Th e rest is nonsense. Th ere is no room 
for idealism in this war.”   101    Similarly, in Dover, Delaware, white parents and 
community leaders threatened to shut down the high school when they learned 
that intercultural education now included racially integrated sports and drama 
programs. “Why, you are practically saying Negroes and whites are to be equal,” 
charged an angry school board member aft er a teacher explained the curric-
ulum. “Th at’s exactly what we’re saying,” retorted the teacher. When the 
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 administration refused to call off  what the principal described as “our best Eng-
lish unit ever,” the school board responded by requiring parental lett ers of per-
mission to study intercultural education. “Th at will fi x that,” chortled a school 
board member, and according to the principal, it did.   102    

 As these varied examples suggest, teaching racial tolerance during World 
War II was a project fraught with complications that varied according to when, 
where, and even in which classroom a teacher happened to be teaching. By 
inviting students to discuss race relations, teachers risked provoking white 
students into angry tirades or unintentionally off ending minority students, 
not to mention drawing the wrath of the wider community. While some 
teachers simply refused to teach tolerance given these circumstances, others 
developed even more sophisticated lessons on racial equality. Teachers like 
Pearl Fisher from New York City argued that to be truly eff ective, antipreju-
dice education must expose American racism and instruct children in demo-
cratic strategies to secure social justice for racial minorities. “America professes 
democracy and practices caste,” Fisher charged in her article, which was a 
reprint of a speech she had given a few weeks earlier at a meeting of the New 
York Association of Teachers of English.   103    “Tolerance is not enough. It is at 
best a patronizing snobbery,” she continued, arguing that unless America 
quickly resolved its “color” problem the people of Latin America and Asia 
would never learn to trust the United States or its system of democratic gov-
ernment.   104    In order to show the world the best democracy had to off er, Fisher 
suggested direct action, such as analyzing the Red Cross policy of discrimina-
tion in blood banks and “blasting the myth of a super-race or a master-race or 
a superior white race.”   105    

 While some teachers organized lett er writing campaigns to train their stu-
dents in the tools of democratic protest, others worried that teaching racial 
equality would confuse children into “tolerating” the enemy. New York City 
English teacher Clara Molendyk anguished over how to teach boys and girls 
the “right” kind of tolerance. Writing with Captain Edwards of the U.S. Army, 
Molendyk called for teaching “intelligent tolerance of the minority groups 
who work with us in the preservation of democracy” while advocating “intel-
ligent hatred” toward the cruelty and injustice of enemy nations.   106    Molendyk 
wanted teachers to distinguish the culture of enemy nations from their despi-
cable fascist regimes. Th us she suggested students study “‘enemy’ music, 
‘enemy’ art, ‘enemy’ language and literature,” in positive terms, but only if 
they could balance this with “intelligent hatred” of political oppression and 
social injustice.   107    

 Very quickly, then, teachers stopped teaching tolerance for white racialized 
minorities and began directing tolerance education at nonwhite minorities, 
 especially African Americans. As an article in  Social Education  testifi ed: 
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 Th e sudden outbreak of race confl ict in cities of the United States 
during the present war period is symptomatic of basic, underlying ten-
sions which have been heightened by the crisis of war. Th e existence of 
these tensions in Negro-white relations is indicative of fundamental 
changes in the nature of race adjustment.   108    

 Teachers claimed that American citizens must be taught to perform as 
racially tolerant human beings—or risk the worldwide collapse of democ-
racy. Not only did teachers now see race as color, they also began to con-
template the global implications of faltering race relations. An article in 
 Social Education  entitled “The American Negro—A World Problem” tried 
to make teachers see that the war had revolutionized race relations, not just 
in the United States, but around the world. Writing from Chicago, Horace 
Cayton warned: 

 Th e nature of the war itself has given rise among non-white and 
oppressed people to aspirations for complete liberation. India, China, 
and parts of Africa have been stimulated by the fact that for months, 
Japan, a yellow nation, successfully fought off  three white nations. Prob-
ably the beginning of hope for the overthrow of white supremacy as a 
world doctrine and practice began in 1905 when Japan whipped Russia. 
Th is feeling has found recent expression in the expectation which all 
non-white people have obtained from the principles articulated in the 
Atlantic Charter.   109    

   Frightened by the global implications of white supremacy, teachers 
refined tolerance education to address race relations in terms of color. “Nazi 
leaders have bragged that because of this friction which breeds dislike and 
distrust, it would be easy for them to create chaos here,” warned a social 
studies teacher from Pennsylvania. For this teacher the only way to effec-
tively mitigate white racial prejudice was to encourage a critical analysis of 
American racism. Through education, teachers could “eliminate these ten-
sions and strains which result from the past and present treatment of many 
minority groups, such as the sharecroppers, the Negroes, the relocated Japa-
nese-American citizens, and others.”   110    The antidote to these tensions, now 
specifically understood as white prejudice against nonwhite citizens, was 
“tolerance and understanding between groups.” Whereas earlier intercul-
tural education emphasized teaching about minority groups in terms of fac-
tual information devoid of sentimental feelings, Richard McFeely proposed 
a curriculum that used students’ feelings about minorities to cultivate partic-
ular actions. He explained: 
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 Information about these racial, economic, and cultural groups, and 
the tensions which exist between them, necessary as it is, is not 
enough. We must use already existing methods and devise new tech-
niques to dramatize and emotionalize these facts with a view to de-
veloping bett er att itudes in students which will in turn lead them to 
bett er actions.   111    

   However, a new trend was visible in McFeely’s classroom as he advocated 
proper etiquett e as an important component of tolerance education. Th is logic 
suggested that minority students should take responsibility for mitigating white 
racism by conforming to standards of behavior, dress, and work habits of the 
dominant society. As McFeely explained: 

 Social studies teachers can also help their pupils develop good manners 
of speech, of dress, and of conduct, and thereby do much toward over-
coming intolerances. Ill-mannered acts, though small, oft en become 
irksome enough to create prejudices.   112    

 In McFeely’s course, minority students were held responsible for “creating prej-
udices” in whites. Increasingly, teachers came to agree that minority students 
should and could alleviate white racism by simply avoiding “ill-mannered acts.” 
Th is would emerge as distinct tolerance pedagogy in the postwar era that stood 
in stark contrast to the more critical lessons of antiracist educators committ ed to 
minority civil rights. 

 Articles like McFeely’s celebrated the unique cultural gift s of racial minor-
ities while refusing to acknowledge any part of minority life that potentially 
clashed with white, middle-class norms. Such lessons objectifi ed the culture 
concept to refer only to interesting things that other people did in terms of ma-
terial culture and folklife. At the same time, teachers demanded compliance 
with white hegemonic norms. For this reason promoting good manners through 
“friendly relations” and being a “good neighbor” were consistent themes through 
1943, even as more critical scientifi c and intercultural lesson plans began to 
emerge.   113    For many teachers an emphasis on intercultural friendships was the 
only practical way to teach tolerance to very young children. In some cases, a 
similar approach was advocated by black educators, who feared that “Bad Man-
ners Can Ruin Us.” Writing in the  Pitt sburg Courier , two educational administra-
tors warned readers of this black newspaper: “Segregation cannot be beaten 
down by bad manners, walking over everybody else’s feet in a bus, outpushing 
and outshoving everybody and creating unnecessary scenes. Such tactics do not 
frighten our enemies, but they do alienate our friends. Th is is no time to be 
LOUD and WRONG.”   114       
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  Teaching Anthropological Defi nitions of 
Race and Culture   

 For those teachers who did not enlist in the armed services or leave the teaching 
profession for bett er-paid industrial work, fi ghting racial prejudice in the class-
room became a strategic function of wartime education. It was a way to mod-
ernize the curriculum and make schools relevant to the war eff ort without special 
training, new textbooks, or expensive materials. Viewing tolerance education as 
a critical contribution to the war eff ort, teachers sought out new and more eff ec-
tive kinds of “ammunition.” 

 For many teachers, scientifi c data on human race was the most powerful 
 ammunition in the educational arsenal against prejudice. In 1941, the educa-
tional movement to teach tolerance collided with the anthropological move-
ment to reform the race concept in American schools. Beginning in 1943, nearly 
every article on tolerance education cited the anthropological defi nition of race 
and used the culture concept to create more sophisticated, scientifi cally informed 
tolerance pedagogy. 

 Th e fi rst examples of anthropological lessons on racial equality come from 
New York City, ground zero for both intercultural education and anthropolog-
ical activism. Articles in  High Points  magazine,  Th e American Biology Teacher , and 
an intercultural textbook described classroom lessons on biological racial 
equality as early as 1939. According to a teacher at Evander Childs High School, 
“When we discuss the origin and development of man it is also simple to show 
that we are all related, if we go back far enough, and that regardless of diff erence 
of color, race, or religious belief we are all brothers and sisters under the skin.”   115    

 Across town, teachers from DeWitt  Clinton High School (DCHS) and Ben-
jamin Franklin High School (BFHS) both off ered “race units” to teach the an-
thropological defi nition of race. Both units began with a special test designed to 
illustrate the scientifi c principle of racial egalitarianism. At BFHS, the biology 
teacher Maurice Bleifeld borrowed an example from the anthropologist Franz 
Boas’s pamphlet on racial equality,  Can You Name Th em?  Displaying photo-
graphs of well-dressed European men he asked students to identify each man’s 
country of origin.   116    Th e purpose of this test was to show that there was no accu-
rate way to identify nationality based on external appearances. At DCHS, the 
biology teacher Alfred Kishner incorporated an “att itude test” designed to 
measure prejudice. Th e point of this test was to emphasize that all groups were 
potentially equal in individual variations of mental ability, honesty, work ethic, 
and cleanliness.   117    

 Despite some confusion concerning the scientifi c meaning of race, the two 
race units were ultimately comprehensive and suggested the potential equality 
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of individuals from any racial group. Both challenged Nazi race theory and the 
claim of a superior “Aryan” race, and both grappled with potentially diffi  cult 
questions concerning the social equality of blacks. Designed to be six to twelve 
weeks long, each race unit devoted signifi cant time to the question of “Negro” 
racial equality. Overall, these two units are notable for their creative activities 
designed to challenge racial stereotypes with scientifi c data. Yet, this strategy led 
both teachers into activities that potentially reifi ed harmful biological under-
standings of racial diff erence. 

 Striving to undermine the precise forms of racial prejudice they located 
among their students, both New York City teachers asked students to compare 
and contrast the physical appearance and “racial traits” of blacks with that of 
apes.   118    According to these teachers, a common misconception among whites 
was that blacks were closer to apes than to Caucasians on the scale of human 
evolution. Kishner listed “Ape, Caucasian, Mongolian and Negro” on the black-
board. Asking the students to recall their last visit to the Bronx Zoo, Kishner 
listed the physical att ributes of apes on the board including “length of arms, and 
legs, lips, body hair, hair texture, nose, prognathism.” Th e students then off ered a 
“comparative anatomical description” for Caucasians, Mongolians, and Negroes. 
Kishner reported, “Boys infer that Negroes are furthest removed from the Ape in 
as many respects as the Caucasians.” Refl ecting, perhaps, on the incongruity of 
an exercise that lingered so long on the signifi cance of physical characteristics, 
Kishner added, “And in any case, physical characteristics have nothing to do with 
one’s conduct or behavior.”   119    

 Th e teachers at BFHS developed a nearly identical classroom activity, also 
intended to counteract white racism against blacks. “Th e students were espe-
cially interested in obtaining information concerning Negroes,” they recalled at 
one point. Th e authors continued: 

 Racial superiority is sometimes claimed on the basis of physical appear-
ance. Th us the Negro is oft en supposed to be inferior to other racial 
groups in the scale of evolution because of alleged resemblance to the 
apes. He has wide nostrils, comparatively long arms, and dark skin.   120    

 Th is casual observation was followed by a confusing list of “truths” that appar-
ently counteract this falsehood, such as the fact that apes have thin lips, thus the 
thick lips of “Negroes” demonstrate distance, not proximity to this species. 
Classroom activities like these suggest the kinds of complications that arose as 
teachers att empted to translate scientifi c data on race into classroom practice. 
Th ese early, haphazard lessons on racial equality stand in stark contrast to the 
steady stream of articles that referenced scientifi c defi nitions of race that emerged 
two years later. 
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 Beginning in 1943 lessons on the anthropological defi nition of race became a 
regular feature in nearly every article on tolerance education. Th is change coin-
cided with the publication of  Th e Races of Mankind  by Ruth Benedict and Gene 
Weltfi sh.   121    Teachers latched on to  Th e Races of Mankind’ s egalitarian message 
and its easy to read, illustrated text. In reviews in teaching journals, educators 
praised the text as the perfect blend of scientifi c authority and light-hearted 
social critique.  Social Education  bragged, “ Th e Races of Mankind   . . .  is a very read-
able litt le booklet for school pupils. Its purpose is to show the meaning of the 
term ‘race,’ and to fi ght the idea that one race is innately superior to another. Th e 
explanations are clear and forceful, and are amusingly illustrated by cartoons.”   122    

 Th e text emphasized the anthropological concept of culture, or learned habits 
and worldview, as the best explanation for human diversity. Importantly, in  Th e 
Races of Mankind  pamphlet, books, movie, and poster series Benedict and Welt-
fi sh moved back and forth between using the scientifi c names for the three races 
of mankind and the more colloquial terms: white, yellow, and black. Together 
with the illustrations, anthropological texts on race therefore collapsed race and 
color in a way that would prove to be particularly confusing for teachers. 

  Th e Races of Mankind  was an educational sensation. Entire school districts 
including New York City used the text, while national teaching journals lauded 
its message and even reproduced images and text from the pamphlet.   123    In 
Detroit, the English teacher Marion Edman reported her school system secured 
the “unique and splendid” traveling poster exhibit of  Th e Races of Mankind , 
while copies of the pamphlet were distributed free of charge to every teacher in 
Detroit’s public schools. “Th is exhibit doubtlessly will clear up, both for 
teachers and pupils, many of the common misconceptions concerning race dif-
ferences,” Edman predicted.   124    Th e editors of  American Unity  agreed, explain-
ing that the text “is simply writt en, sensible and explodes the race myth so 
completely that it makes a fool out of Hitler and his ‘aryan’ nonsense,” and of-
fering readers a free copy of the ten-cent brochure.   125    Teachers complained 
there were not more scientifi c texts like  Th e Races of Mankind  available. Teachers 
from Washington wrote, “We wished many times in the course of the work that 
there had been available more material like Ruth Benedict and Gene Weltfi sh’s 
Public Aff airs Pamphlet,  Th e Races of Mankind , which is within the range of the 
understanding of junior high school students.”   126    A national survey of tolerance 
education in 1946 confi rmed the widespread usage of the text in American 
classrooms, reporting: “Almost all the special units in intergroup education 
described included study of the facts of race and the fallacies of racism using 
such materials as  Th e Races of Mankind  by Gene Weltfi sh and Ruth Benedict.”   127    
Th e text was so popular it was reproduced for school use in the form of a trav-
eling poster series, a comic book, a color children’s book, and an animated 
color fi lmstrip.   128    
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 Th e  Social Studies  announced to readers in 1944 that “Race Can Work toward 
Democracy.” Norman Humphrey in Detroit described common misconcep-
tions about race and countered these with “irrefutable conclusions” to the con-
trary. “ Race , as generally used, is a catch-word applied indiscriminately and 
categorically to ethnic groups, with litt le regard for the bases of their oneness,” 
Humphrey explained, criticizing teachers who believed that European nation-
ality groups were racial minorities.   129    He elaborated: 

 In contrast with such catch-phrase thinking, scientists have marshaled 
together a convincing array of facts regarding race and cultural groups, 
and have drawn irrefutable conclusions from them. Th is is succinctly 
shown by Drs. Ruth Benedict and Gene Weltfi sh in their pamphlet 
“Th e Races of Mankind.”   130    

   What Humphrey wanted teachers to understand was that white ethnic groups 
were not racial minorities, but that blacks  were  racial minorities. 

 Even if they did not lay hands on these anthropological materials, teachers 
became aware of the vital importance of using the word “race” in more carefully 
bounded terms. Not only did teachers begin to emphasize the signifi cance of 
using scientifi cally accurate information about minority groups, but they also 
shift ed their understanding of who was a “racial” minority to refl ect the tripartite 
division of human races off ered by anthropologists.    

  A New Discourse on Race   

 Teaching journals from science, English, and social studies illustrate that Ameri-
can teachers made racial tolerance a key function of wartime education and that 
the anthropological defi nition of race was central to this eff ort. In 1943 two ad-
ministrators from Eugene, Oregon, published the article “Education for Racial 
Equality” in the journal  Social Studies . Mildred Williams and W. L. Van Loan 
insisted that students learn not only the cultural contributions of America’s many 
races, but that diff erences in  culture  and not  race  explained human diversity: 

 Boys and girls must have an opportunity to learn the facts about the 
nature of our population, the reasons why people of various races and 
nationalities have come to the United States to live, that diff erences 
among races and national groups are due to diff erences in environment 
and cultural background and not to diff erences in innate ability, and 
that all racial and national groups have made worthwhile contributions 
to our culture.   131    
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 Th e authors of this unit distinguished carefully between “races” and “nation-
alities.” Th e explanation for this distinction becomes clear as the authors 
 att empt to dislodge racial prejudice not against European “nationalities,” but 
instead against racial minorities, in this case: “Negroes,” “Indians,” “Orien-
tals,” and “Jews.” 

 Th is narrowing of the race concept marked a paradigmatic shift  in educa-
tional discourse on race, and one that would solidify quickly in revised goals 
for tolerance education in America. By 1943 teachers began to fret that unless 
America could demonstrate a successful model of participatory democracy 
for the rest of the world then democracy itself was at risk. Williams and Van 
Loan warned: 

 When the war is over self-respecting Anglo-Saxon nations cannot re-
assume their pre-war air of white supremacy and re-assert their right to 
dominate lands inhabited by people of other races. Neither can the 
people of the United States ignore their own racial problems.   132    

   Citing “all of the reliable, scientifi c information that is available” these educa-
tors designed a special curriculum of tolerance education for middle school stu-
dents that included rigorous testing with “att itude tests” to make sure the 
students internalized the message of racial egalitarianism and displayed the 
“ability to apply principles to concrete situations.”   133    Although this unit dwelled 
on the special “cultural” contributions of each race, it combined cultural gift s 
with an analysis of the scientifi c meaning of race as Caucasian, Mongoloid, and 
Negroid, or in more colloquial terms: white, yellow, and black. According to sci-
entists, minority students of European descent were no longer “racial” minor-
ities at all. For instance, a photograph from a New York City shows students 
making posters for a display labeled, “What Democracy Means.” Th e posters vis-
ible on the wall with titles like “Brotherhood,” “Americans All,” and “Teamwork” 
depict friendly relations between blacks and whites.    

 Th e anthropological defi nition of human race blossomed in American 
schools, emphasizing both the egalitarianism of the three “races of mankind” 
as well as cultural relativity. As one social studies teacher refl ected, “every stu-
dent should acquire some appreciable knowledge of the elementary principles 
of anthropology basic to the intelligent understanding of democracy within 
our country as well as within the world  . . .  diff erent customs, dress, food, eco-
nomic organization, arts, opinions, and religion do not imply inferiority.”   134    
Detailing what she called the “Scientifi c Aspects of the Race Problem” for 
readers of the  American Biology Teacher , Sister Mary Henry of River Forest, 
Illinois, off ered a thorough review of recent anthropological fi ndings on 
human race. “Th e cool, objective fi ndings of science invariably have a way of 
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tempering our enthusiasms and lessening our prejudices,” she concluded with 
apparent satisfaction. 

 Occasionally, teachers’ experiments with lessons on anthropological the-
ories of race led to critical investigations of social equality. Faced with con-
tinuing racial tension in their neighborhood, one class of New York City students 
decided that “promoting unity between the Negro and white people of the 
neighborhood was the most valuable thing we could do.” Th ese students 
described a palpable “friction over the fi ction that Negro and white blood was 
diff erent.” To fi nd out the truth about black and white blood for themselves, 
these students decided to take samples from their classmates and study the 
results under a microscope. 

 Discovering that “Negro” and “white” blood was the same, just as scientists 
had promised, the students decided to challenge the American Red Cross’s 
policy of segregating blood donations on the basis of race. Th ey wrote a story for 
the school newspaper, made copies of the slides of “Negro” and “white” blood 
for the science teachers in their school, and created a poster for the national 
Youthbuilders organization. Delighted with the poster, Youthbuilders repro-
duced it for schools nationwide. In the poster, a fallen soldier reaches out for 
help as two arms, one black and one white, off er the desperately needed blood 
transfusion. “IT’S ALL THE SAME TO HIM,” states the caption, “AND TO 
SCIENCE TOO.”   135       

      
 Students creating posters on racial tolerance for an exhibit entitled “What Democracy 
Means.” Courtesy New York City Municipal Archives.   
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 Fearful of reproducing fascist ideology, teachers refi ned their language to 
refl ect new scientifi c defi nitions of human racial egalitarianism. Th ree biology 
teachers in New Jersey reported that they adjusted their curriculum to analyze 
“the errors in the theories of racial superiority as propounded by the Axis biolo-
gists.” Th eir revised lesson in biology now included “the contributions of 
oppressed groups, like the negroes [ sic ], to the culture of the United States.”   136    
Similarly, a science teacher in St. Louis insisted, “Science disproves racial superi-
ority and shows that biological diff erences are slight as compared with cultural 
diff erences.”   137    Some teachers explained anthropological knowledge about 
human diversity in extended “heredity units” that insisted: “National groups do 

      
 Junior high school students created this poster challenging the Red Cross policy of 
maintaining segregated blood banks during World War II.   
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diff er from each other in  cultural  characteristics (language, food preferences, 
social customs, etc.), but these are predominantly environmental, i.e., acquired 
 aft er  birth. Th ere is no evidence that the cultural traits that distinguish national 
groups are hereditary in a genetic sense.”   138    

 Although science, English, and social studies classes were favorite places to 
teach about the scientifi c defi nition of human race and the cultural contribu-
tions of minority groups, even elementary school teachers found ways to incor-
porate these materials into their classroom work. Students at Jordan Junior High 
School in Minneapolis had the opportunity to put on the musical play “Meet 
Your Relatives,” which presented the central idea of  Th e Races of Mankind  set to 
the catchy western swing song, “Pistol Packin’ Mama.”   139    Dressed as scientists in 
white lab coats, the school drama club belted out:  

 All the people in the world 
 Are from one Family tree 
 It starts with Eve and Adam 
 Right down to you and me. 
 In the ancient Bible 
 Th e tale is told to you 
 And now scientifi cally 
 It’s proven to be true— 
 So  . . .  
 Lay that pistol down, Babe 
 Lay that pistol down 
 Pistol packin’ mama 
 Lay that pistol down.   140      

  Th e scientifi c defi nition of race, while trendy, created a practical dilemma 
when translated for tolerance education. “Race” as defi ned by anthropologists 
reifi ed the biological division between whites and nonwhites even as it asserted 
that race was a meaningless concept. Teachers struggled to mediate this apparent 
paradox. Th e Detroit teacher Norman Humphrey, for instance, insisted that 
white Americans should not be prejudiced because they themselves were  racially 
mixed: “Th e Caucasoid American can less justifi ably ‘look down his nose’ at the 
mulatt o if he knows that his own genealogy contains Negroid Moors, and Mon-
goloid Tartars and Cherokees.”   141    Humphrey’s awkward charge, although 
well-meaning, did litt le to help teachers analyze or fi ght endemic racism in 
American society. In his att empt to design a lesson plan, Humphrey fell back on 
describing “facts about known Negro achievements” that he hoped would coun-
teract stereotypes about blacks. Th us, even though teachers adopted a new and 
more scientifi cally accurate defi nition of human race, they struggled to teach 
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racial tolerance and in many cases simply continued the decades-old practice of 
discussing the cultural gift s of minority groups. 

 As a result, more teachers began describing their lessons on “Negro” cultural 
achievements aft er 1943. In Ashland, Ohio, a high school English teacher 
 decided to put on a play as part of his unit on “the Negro.” His white students 
studied black achievements in the arts, science, and sports. As Hamill Hartman 
told readers of the  English Journal : “Came the day. Came the payoff . Th e black 
paint was applied, the mammy dresses were donned. Th e entire high school was 
assembled and waiting.”   142    Although Hartman was trying to teach white students 
to empathize with blacks and bett er understand unjust racial discrimination 
against African Americans, the play served as much to confi rm stereotypes about 
blacks as it did to challenge them. Hartman’s description of his play illustrates 
the inherent tensions of his pedagogy: 

 Th e narrator begins: ‘Th is is the story of the Negro, the black man, the 
“nigger”  . . . ’ Th e chorus pleads, ‘Let My People Go.’ Th e scene reveals a 
Negro slave about to be auctioned off  to the highest bidder; a lashing in 
a cott on fi eld, the acting upon a decision to ‘Steal Away.’   143    

 Th e play then followed “Negroes” forward in time, highlighting their achieve-
ments and describing the many barriers to black success such as blatant employ-
ment discrimination. Yet the lesson served to confi rm as many stereotypes as it 
set out to deconstruct. By dressing in “mammy rags” and literally applying black-
face, the students had litt le opportunity to learn about the lived experiences and 
concerns of contemporary black Americans. Performing a strange twist on tradi-
tional blackface minstrel shows, these students distanced themselves from the 
very people they were supposed to be empathizing with.   144    

 Hartman, nevertheless, was pleased with his show. “Being a living, breathing 
interpreter of the Negro ground into them an emotional understanding of, a 
‘feeling’ insight into, this particular ‘inhumanity of man to man,’” he explained. 
Hartman described how his students had taken away the desired message at the 
end of the unit, quoting student comments such as: “I learned that Negroes are 
just as good as we are”; “I think it gave a diff erent feeling toward Negroes to a lot 
of people”; “I think Negroes should have the same privileges as the whites and I 
think more so that they should aft er the play.”   145    

 By the end of the war, white students were more likely to study Negro His-
tory, consider ideals of “fair play,” and even sing Negro spirituals in an att empt 
to reduce racism against blacks. Working in an integrated classroom, the Eng-
lish teacher Marjorie Watt s from Bloomfi eld, New Jersey, decided to institute 
an “indirect” program of tolerance education, the goal of which was to culti-
vate empathy for racial minorities among white students, instead of simply 
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instructing them to be more tolerant or making them memorize facts about 
Negro achievements. Th e teacher began by passing out sheet music of Negro 
spirituals. Standing at the front of the classroom, Watt s called out, “Th ink how 
you feel when you fl unk a test,” and the students fl ipped through their songs to 
select and sing “Nobody Knows the Trouble I’ve Had.”   146    Th e class sang not only 
black spirituals, but also cowboy ballads and American Indian chants. Th is 
 activity, the teacher believed, served the dual function of gett ing students to 
 “appreciate” music by minority groups while also engaging her racially mixed 
classroom in a shared activity. Refl ecting on her success, the teacher observed, 
“Henry and Dollee, of the black faces, sang entranced. In this world of music 
they were both at home and accepted into the larger group.”   147    

 Next, the class discussed why the cowboy ballads were so much more glam-
orous than the Indian songs and Negro spirituals. At this point, the teacher 
introduced texts to help students learn more about the history and culture of 
“Negroes” and American Indians. From this reading, the students concluded 
that the American government had not treated either minority group fairly. 
Th ey drew up a list of “standards of fair play” that would help Americans in their 
relations with individuals from minority groups. Finally, the teacher had the 
class read two of the most popular anthropological texts on racism, Benedict 
and Weltfi sh’s  Th e Races of Mankind  and Hortense Powdermaker’s  Probing Our 
Prejudices , which “left  the class wide-eyed by tearing down scientifi cally the 
myth of white superiority.”   148    In conclusion, the teacher fell back on the favored 
activity of “discovering the contributions of various races and nationalities to 
the enrichment of life in America, as well as the rest of the world.”   149    Refl ecting 
on the palpable success of this lesson in racial tolerance, the teacher explained, 
“Henry and Dollee did not stand out as Negroes but as individuals with their 
own peculiar gift s.”   150    

 Even as teachers incorporated more scientifi cally accurate information about 
race into the classroom, they solidifi ed tolerance education’s already formidable 
tendency to present racial minorities in terms of static cultural traits. While they 
celebrated the unique att ributes of a racial minority’s “culture,” they insisted that 
these cultural anomalies were really just fascinating variations on American 
norms. Teachers began to speak in term of “racial cultures.” One professor of 
education in Minnesota refl ected, “Participation in a global war and plans for 
wide popular fellowship in the world of tomorrow has precipitated whole new 
studies of ethnic and racial cultures.”   151    Teachers were more likely to carefully 
distinguish between racial, nationality (sometimes now called ethnic), and reli-
gious groups. Th us a teacher could observe casually, “Th e types of confl ict 
between races is more acute than the confl ict among nationality groups.”   152    

 Culture in educational discourse was tied to race in classroom practice despite 
the fact that anthropologists emphasized these as discrete analytical tools. 
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Teachers hoped that a celebration of a racial minority’s “culture” would help 
white students learn to accept and even appreciate America’s most despised mi-
norities. One Chicago teacher proposed, “Maybe white children will become 
more tolerant when they study the achievements of the Negro.”   153    Teachers 
taught about minority traits that were supposed to illustrate similarities between 
racial minorities and the dominant white majority. One teacher believed “Negro 
History” helped white students learn to bett er understand and tolerate blacks 
when one of her students declared, “Th ey are just like us, only their skin is col-
ored.” Another student was less certain, but was at least willing to acknowledge a 
shared humanity between whites and blacks: “Th ey are human just like the rest 
of us but I just haven’t been with them enough to get used to their dark skin.”   154    

 Th rough their professional journals, educators reiterated the special function 
of tolerance education as the war drew to a close. “Th e future is no one’s respon-
sibility if it is not ours,” noted one teacher, who wrote that “a future of happiness” 
required a world “in which the rights of all will be recognized.”   155    Writing from a 
more pessimistic perspective, another teacher delineated the “price” of contin-
ued racial prejudice in dire terms, listing: “denial of democratic traditions, death 
of reason, insecurity for all, no world peace possible.” To avert this imminent 
catastrophe, Edward Dale asked colleagues to teach the scientifi c defi nition of 
race and to emphasize the themes of “fair play” and “friendliness.”   156    Other 
teachers echoed these urgent calls to end racial prejudices, including the entire 
social studies department at Long Island City High School in New York, who 
had been measuring student prejudice against minority groups with regularly 
administered “att itude tests” for years. Th e faculty was dismayed to discover an 
 increase  in levels of student prejudice toward racial minorities despite the fact the 
school had been conducting rigorous tolerance education throughout the war.   157    

 By 1945 racial tensions in American schools were at the breaking point. In the 
northern cities of Gary, Indiana, and New York City, the National Association 
for the Advancement of Colored People reported “school strikes,” where white 
students walked out of class to protest the growing numbers of black students at 
their school.   158    A relatively minor fi ght between black and white students at 
 Benjamin Franklin High School in New York City was exaggerated in the press 
as a “race riot” involving hundreds of students att acking one another with 
weapons. Meanwhile, teaching journals described troubling incidents of vio-
lence,  harassment, and discrimination against minorities—Jews, “Orientals,” 
and “Negroes”—in schools nationwide. Fearing repercussions, teachers pub-
lished articles anonymously. A female principal in an undisclosed northeastern 
industrial city described how her normally quiet school broke into mob violence 
aft er she invited a black male student to lead the school’s elite color guard. Angry 
that a “colored boy” was giving orders and holding a gun over a group of white 
classmates, the school disintegrated into chaos aft er rumors spread that black 
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boys had been pushing white girls around and asking them out on dates. Th e 
principal’s measured response was met with open hostility by the local white 
community, who sent a policeman to arrest the young color guard captain and 
then waited for his release from school that aft ernoon. 

 “Well,” said the policeman who appeared in the principal’s offi  ce that aft er-
noon, “Th ey’ve got your big nigger locked up.” 

 “What for?” the principal asked incredulously. 
 “Riotin’ and incitin’ to riot,” the offi  cer explained. 
 Th e principal pleaded with readers of  American Unity  to understand: “Sud-

denly I knew that riots and lynching were not far-away things of which one reads 
in the papers; they were lurking on my very doorstep. A few stories about girls 
being mistreated and I could shout into the high heavens without a hearing.”   159    

 Motivated by racial violence in their schools and racism in their communities, 
teachers produced increasingly sophisticated lessons on scientifi c racial equality. 
Describing the infl ux of African Americans into St. Louis during the war, Mayme 
Louise Sloat explained that many had been forced to live in overcrowded condi-
tions in segregated sections of the city. Eager to challenge this racial injustice, 
Sloat developed a “Unit on Heredity.” Th e “objectives” of this unit illustrate how 
teachers used the anthropological defi nition of race as a key component of toler-
ance education. Th ese objectives also demonstrate a greater sensitivity to cul-
tural factors that infl uenced minority life. Th is unit on tolerance education 
focused squarely on the subject of antiblack prejudice. 

 Objectives: 
 1. To develop a scientifi c concept of the true meaning of “race.” 
 2. To develop some understanding of the scientifi c method, particu-

larly as it applies to delusion of race superiority. 
 3. To develop an understanding of causes of prejudices and their ef-

fect on the individual. 
 4. To att empt to cultivate an att itude of tolerance. 
 5. To develop an awareness of the inadequacy of Negro facilities and 

the costs to both Negroes and whites. 
 6. To become acquainted with great scientists, both Negroes and 

whites, and appreciate their contributions to humanity.   160    

   Sloat devoted a great deal of time to explaining diff erences among the three 
races “White or Caucasoid; Black or Negroid; Yellow Brown or Mongoloid,” 
citing  Th e Races of Mankind . But what is even more interesting are the activities 
developed to supplement the scientifi c data on race, such as, “Keeping a memo-
book with signature of prominent business and professional peoples of the dif-
ferent races. Taking the pulse beat of several relatives or friends, and of a Negro 
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or Chinese you know. Interviewing a Negro nurse and asking her to give data on 
temperatures of a group of Negro children.”   161    Th ese activities were supposed to 
prove that people of all races shared physical traits such as body temperature, 
and emphasized that “prominent business and professional peoples” included 
representatives from diff erent racial groups. Th e lessons described here also 
 encouraged interaction between white students and racial minorities. At the end 
of the unit, the teacher suggested a series of pointed discussion questions for the 
class, such as “What is the att itude of your community toward people other than 
those of white racial stock?” In another example, students were asked to list in 
two columns “1. All the reasons you know to show racial superiority, 2. All the 
reasons know to show no racial superiority.”   162    

 Sloat wanted students to understand that diff erences in culture, particularly 
opportunities in education, healthcare, and employment, shaped many of the 
visible characteristics of racial minorities in her city. Th e author carefully limited 
her discussion of “racial” minorities to the anthropological groups of Negroids 
and Mongoloids, and also took seriously the anthropological critique of culture 
by pointing to limited educational and employment opportunities, as opposed 
to the celebration of minority cultural “gift s.”    

  Indirect Tolerance Education   

 By the end of the war anthropologists had established themselves as major con-
tributors to tolerance pedagogy, even breaching the resistant journals of science 
teacher associations, which published fewer articles on racial tolerance than 
journals in English or social studies. For example, 1945 was the fi rst year that an 
explicit discussion of racial prejudice appeared in  Science Teacher . Ashley Mon-
tagu, a well-known anthropologist and an avid antiracist, published an article, 
“Eugenics, Genetics, and Race,” that explained why the race concept was invalid 
and why teachers should use cultural factors to understand human diversity.   163    
Teachers in all disciplines demonstrated a greater familiarity with anthropology 
by the end of the war. “Comparison of races and nationalities the world over 
shows that human nature is all prett y much the same, regardless of language or 
color,” reported an English teacher from Wauwatosa, Wisconsin, accurately sum-
marizing the position of anthropologists like Montagu. She continued, “And 
 occasionally the American ego suff ers through the discovery that foreign people 
think  we  are queer.”   164    Indeed, anthropologists had been trying to help teachers 
and students see that through the lens of cultural relativism, no particular way of 
life was more rational or bett er than another. From this perspective, even aspects 
of American culture could be viewed as “queer,” a lesson that intercultural edu-
cators hoped would alleviate racial prejudice. 
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 By 1945 tolerance education had achieved national acclaim and experienced 
a surge of fi nancial and political support by educational associations, colleges 
and universities, nonprofi t groups, and government offi  ces including the U.S. 
Department of Education and even First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt.   165    Detroit 
boasted that 210 out of its 220 public schools had established substantial inter-
cultural education programs.   166    Th at fall,  Common Ground  listed a few of the 
most recent intercultural education workshops, including those run by the 
Bureau for Intercultural Education at Teachers College at Columbia University, 
Goddard College in Vermont, the College of Education of the University of 
Minnesota, and the School of Education at Stanford University. Th ese were in 
addition to intercultural education conferences sponsored by the National Con-
ference of Christians and Jews at Vassar College, the University of Denver, Eau 
Claire State Teachers College in Wisconsin, Harvard University, Milwaukee 
State Teachers College, the University of Oregon, Syracuse University, the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin, and the University of Chicago. In the South, Fisk Univer-
sity made intercultural education a focal point of its fi rst annual Race Relations 
Institute in 1944. Other programs, such as the intercultural education workshop 
at Reed College in Portland, Oregon, were joint projects between local religious, 
secular, and government organizations. In large and diverse school districts, 
such as that of Dade County, Florida, Boards of Education appointed teachers to 
study intercultural education at national workshops with the expectation that 
these teachers would then implement the curriculum back home. Commis-
sioners of Education in New York and Massachusett s sent surveys to every 
public school in their respective state, demanding a writt en description of cur-
rent tolerance programming. Superintendents in Detroit, Cincinnati, and Los 
Angeles encouraged their schools to institute and expand intercultural learning 
as soon as possible.   167    

 Even as institutional support for tolerance education expanded nationwide, 
many teachers disagreed with the curriculum and tried to undermine its imple-
mentation. When two black teachers in Detroit tried to convince the predomi-
nantly white faculty at their school to institute a formal tolerance curriculum, 
they met resistance, despite the fact that district administrators strongly sup-
ported intercultural education. A few white teachers admired intercultural edu-
cation, but others balked, arguing that a “slower, more evolutionary program” 
was needed and that teachers should hold out for more accurate “scientifi c 
research on racial problems” before they att empted to solve race relations on 
their own.   168    In the pages of the  American Biology Teacher , many educators con-
tinued to grapple with the immense social responsibility of refuting false claims 
of racial superiority and the seemingly equally important task of teaching scien-
tifi cally informed theories of eugenics. While some of the articles managed to 
strike a balance between these contradictory lines of reasoning, others explicitly 
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argued that biology teachers had a professional responsibility to teach the “fact” 
that “human beings are genetically and biologically  un equal.” According to an 
article by the eugenicist Oscar Riddle at Cold Spring Harbor laboratories in 
New York, “the [human inequalities] to which I refer are serious and largely 
unacknowledged inequalities which may prove more dangerous to Democracy 
than to other forms of government.”   169    

 Within cities with strong intercultural education programming, like New 
York City, teachers who disliked tolerance education began to organize and push 
back against these required courses. In New York City in 1945, various Catholic 
organizations coordinated a lett er writing campaign to protest in-service courses 
on intercultural education off ered by the Board of Education. In particular they 
objected to a course entitled “Promoting National Welfare through Intercultural 
Cooperation,” featuring a lecture by the anthropologist Gene Weltfi sh. Lett ers 
poured into the administrative offi  ces of the New York City Board of Education 
demanding that it immediately end this course and others like it. Some lett ers 
complained that the course portrayed Catholics as a monolithic cultural group 
that glossed over important ethnic and regional diversity. Others argued that the 
content of the course was inherently “communistic.”   170    One lett er by a member 
of the Teachers Alliance explained, “We believe that the persons scheduled to 
speak on this course are all of one defi nite type point of view, namely the radical 
one . .  .  . Th is course, if sponsored, would probably be the cause of more inter-
racial friction than it could possibly accomplish good.”   171    

 Not everyone, it appears, was pleased with the growth of lessons on racial 
tolerance, and the growing criticism of intercultural education forced supporters 
to make substantial changes to the curriculum. By 1945 teaching journals refl ect 
a mounting interest in what teachers described as “indirect” tolerance education. 
Instead of formal intercultural instruction, proponents of indirect lessons 
believed they could weave racial tolerance into regular subjects, or, alternatively, 
that the regular subjects already taught tolerance implicitly and that no changes 
to the curriculum were necessary. 

 In Lansdowne, Pennsylvania, administrators bragged that by distributing 
textbooks and pamphlets to teachers on the subject of racial tolerance, they had 
successfully instituted an “indirect” form of tolerance education. Superinten-
dent Carmon Ross believed that the best tolerance program was to enrich the 
curriculum generally instead of creating special units on the subject of racial tol-
erance, explaining: “Th ere may be extracted from every such subject or activity 
worthwhile outcomes to create in the minds of our growing young citizens desir-
able appreciations of the good traits, characteristics, and cultural contributions 
of other peoples to the life of America.”   172    Th is school district envisioned inter-
cultural education as a form of “democracy in action” that did not require special 
intercultural lectures, assemblies, or classroom activities. In a special report on 
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the intercultural programming in the state of New York, various school adminis-
trators reported that the best way to tackle racial prejudice in the classroom 
was to avoid the topic of tolerance altogether. As the superintendent of Beacon, 
New York, public schools wrote: 

 In the Beacon public schools there always have been many pupils of 
various nationalities, creeds and colors. At all times it has been the 
intent of those in charge of the schools to call att ention to these diff er-
ences as litt le as possible. Th is policy, we believe, so far as our own local 
setup is concerned, has produced a maximum understanding among 
the pupils of our schools without ever calling to their att ention the 
basic fact that problems are being faced.   173    

 Th is revised approach to tolerance education, calling “att ention to these diff er-
ences as litt le as possible,” emerged as a more cautious and politically expedient 
method once the threat of war was receding. Examples of indirect approaches to 
tolerance programming included interfaith Christmas-Chanukah celebrations, 
international clubs, a classroom unit called “A Class Becomes a Town,” and 
school assemblies with names like “Th e Story of America.”   174    

 Race relations experts cautioned that armistice would mean tense confronta-
tions as soldiers returned to civilian life and sought new jobs, improved housing, 
and a bett er life. “During and aft er World War I, there was a discouraging 
increase in intolerance and intergroup confl ict, and during World War II 
mounting tensions have been evident,” cautioned one intercultural educator. 
“Th ere is every reason to believe that the diffi  cult period of adjustment that lies 
ahead will see a further increase of dissension and confl ict.”   175    Th e growing mil-
itancy of black civil rights activists through organizations like the NAACP and 
the Urban League forced white Americans to acknowledge the severe injustices 
imposed on “black” and other racial minorities through legal and extralegal dis-
crimination. Th e war brought the international implications of racism home to 
many educated Americans, who consequently threw their support behind mod-
erate programs for bett er interracial understanding and improved human rela-
tions. Many saw intercultural education as a way to reduce white racism by 
focusing att ention on individual prejudices instead of dramatic structural or 
 political inequality.   176    

 Teachers willingly experimented with intercultural education and other 
forms of antiprejudice programming, but few were completely satisfi ed with 
the results of their work. Th e more teachers taught tolerance in American 
schools, the more alternatives they created to the original curriculum of inter-
cultural  education. Many came to prefer understated lessons that expanded the 
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traditional canon to include minority literature and historical contributions, 
while others wanted to expose individual prejudice and social injustice. Finally, 
some educators focused on the scientifi c defi nition of race and the national and 
international implications of racism in terms of democracy and world peace. 
 Together these competing visions of tolerance education would vie for promi-
nence in the postwar era.            
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Race as Culture, 1946–1954  

      Before minorities can claim their rightful places in such a social studies 
textbook, however, the prevalent conception of American culture as 
the culture of the old American Anglo-Saxon group will have to be 
radically revised. 

 —Teacher, 1946  

  [Teachers] can select art, music, and literature that will enlarge the chil-
dren’s experience and acquaint them with the cultural contributions of 
people of various races. 

 —Intercultural Educator, 1949 

       Surveying the terrible casualties of modern warfare, the destruction by atomic 
bomb of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and the Holocaust, many Americans felt that 
the expansion of training in racial tolerance in the school had come too late or 
that the task at hand was too daunting. From across the nation a chorus of 
teachers bemoaned what they saw as devastating educational shortcomings. As 
a teacher from Portland refl ected, “If, for the past twenty-fi ve years, American 
education had stressed world geography, world economics, world culture, world 
order, we might very well have adopted a strong and enlightened foreign policy 
that would have headed off  World War II! Truly a tragic ‘might-have-been’!”   1    

 Lamenting their failure to avert the world war and the murder of millions of 
innocent people, American educators redoubled their resolve and craft ed an 
 ambitious agenda to secure world peace. Teaching journals in 1946 and 1947 are 
fi lled with visionary articles by educational leaders, social scientists, professors 
of education, and classroom teachers promising to fortify global democracy 
through intensive tolerance education. Now understood in terms of its potential 
for world peace and international security, teachers made racial tolerance a 
 defi ning feature of their classroom practice. Perfecting the strategy they had 
experimented with during the war, teachers asserted the importance of teaching 
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a “scientifi c” analysis of human race to promote tolerance. Nearly every article 
cited anthropological facts to explain the relative equality of all human beings 
and to emphasize teachers’ political neutrality and professional authority. 

 And yet, this inspired classroom work quickly came to a screeching halt. Aft er 
1948, there was a rapid decline in lessons on racial tolerance as teachers literally 
silenced discussions of race in the classroom. Instead, teachers preferred to use 
the word “culture” to identify and describe those people they understood to be 
“racial” minorities. Th ey did this to emphasize that diff erences between the 
white majority and nonwhite minorities were not biological, or racial, but 
instead learned. However, by insisting that all racial minorities were culturally 
distinct, teachers craft ed a discourse that depicted racial minorities as somehow 
inherently diff erent from the white majority. Constructing this diff erence as cul-
tural rather than racial was an improvement in educational discourse on race, to 
be sure. At the same time early twentieth-century assumptions about racial 
 immutability were carried over into the new and more fashionable language of 
cultural diversity. As open discussions of race became increasingly rare during 
the emerging cold war, teachers solidifi ed this conception of race-as-culture as 
the dominant educational discourse on race. By 1948, the rhetorical confl ation 
of race with culture in American classrooms was complete. 

 Teachers disciplined students to internalize the social standards of “the 
group,” a thinly veiled reference to white, middle-class norms. In revised, yet 
subtle Americanization programs children were taught that tolerance was a two-
way process. First, each individual had to demonstrate the characteristics that 
made him or her pleasant and agreeable to others. Second, educated citizens 
were to refrain from making harmful generalizations about other individuals 
based on factors like racial or religious background. Teachers pressured students 
to imagine what traits made them likable to others, and to internalize the surveil-
lance of teachers and classmates as they interacted with racial others. Any  audible 
expression of a racial stereotype or epithet was unanimously declared a sign of 
bad manners, marking the speaker as profoundly uneducated and calling into 
question his or her status as a “real” American. American citizenship, particularly 
the status of an “educated” person, was thus tied directly to an individual’s ability 
to perform the desired att ributes of a tolerant  and  tolerable human being.   2    

 Paradoxically, teachers stopped teaching about racial equality just as the Afri-
can American civil rights movement erupted in national politics.   3    Many Ameri-
can teachers had been swept up in a growing civil rights agenda that centered 
around basic rights for African Americans—especially fair employment, an end 
to the poll tax, and antilynching laws—during World War II.   4    Yet, they retreated 
from teaching lessons on race and social injustice just as religious groups and 
civil rights organizations began more aggressive campaigns for political action. 
By the time this growing civil rights activism culminated in the 1954  Brown v. 
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Board of Education  ruling, American teachers were unable or unwilling to speak 
about race in the classroom, much less teach explicit lessons on racial equality 
and civil rights, imperiled by a political climate in which they could be accused 
of harboring communist sympathies. 

 Th is chapter explains this paradox by examining the convergence of factors 
that curtailed teachers’ ability to develop antiracist pedagogy in American 
schools aft er 1947. It recognizes the importance of McCarthyism, which spe-
cifi cally targeted public school teachers as potential communist “indoctrina-
tors.”   5    It also explains how anthropological models of tolerance pedagogy 
quickly lost ground to psychological models that emphasized prejudice as an 
individual problem, a sickness that could be corrected through therapy.   6    
Teachers actively chose and were encouraged by professional educators to shift  
the focus of tolerance education away from racial minorities and to instead pro-
mote a “colorblind” pedagogy. Strikingly enough, on the rare occasions when 
teachers spoke of racial minorities, it was in positive terms and relied on a cele-
bration of their supposed culture to demonstrate sympathy and support for 
beleaguered minorities.    

  Expanding Tolerance Education in Postwar America   

 Disheartened by the wave of intolerance that swept the country as it dismantled 
its warfare state, teachers continued to adapt the curriculum as part of a  national 
movement to reduce racial prejudice and secure peace.   7    Tolerance posters were 
distributed to more than 5,000 secondary schools in 125 American cities 
during this period, reminding Americans, “We fought together  .  .  .  let’s work 
together!” and “If you hear anyone condemn a fellow American because of race 
or religion, tell ’em off !”   8    National politicians, educators, and youth leaders 
publicly advocated tolerance. Dwight Eisenhower, then army chief of staff  of 
the War Department, instructed New York City teachers, “For your own part, 
you should teach your students to abstain from prejudgment of other nations 
and races and to strive for as full a knowledge as possible of America and the 
rest of the world without hatred and without prejudice.”   9    Tolerance education 
was specifi cally constructed, as it always had been, as a process to discipline the 
educated American. 

 A surge of textbooks and journal articles redefi ned and reasserted the rele-
vancy of intercultural education as a curriculum capable of promoting toler-
ance and stabilizing international relations.   10    In textbooks with titles like 
 Democratic Human Relations , teacher educators cautioned, “Th e aft ermath of 
the war off ers simultaneously high opportunity and grave danger. Th e opportu-
nity is that now is the psychological time to harness tensed emotions into a 
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great forward movement for democracy. Th e danger is that the frustrations and 
fears of humanity will eventuate in violence and scapegoating.”   11    

 Intercultural education, now called intergroup education or education for 
human relations, secured a new purpose for schools during the war, one that 
brought national acclaim to the undervalued work of American teachers.   12    Inter-
culturalists insisted their curriculum was more relevant and necessary than ever 
in peacetime. Th ey promised tolerance education could produce educated citi-
zens with the self-discipline to resist prejudice. “In the face of the intergroup 
tensions that disturb the peace of our schools, communities, and country, what 
shall we regard as the necessary qualities of a good citizen for public education?” 
queried one textbook. “How shall he act when faced with a problem involving 
racial or religious prejudice? How can we educate our children for participation 
as good citizens in the typical mixed community? For national participation? 
For world-wide participation?”   13    Intercultural education off ered teachers, par-
ents, and community activists a curriculum for producing “good citizens” by in-
culcating values like tolerance and self-esteem, understood to promote social 
stability between racial minorities and the dominant white majority. While the 
goal of intercultural education was essentially unchanged, the meaning of “racial” 
minorities had narrowed—in part thanks to the social scientists who shaped the 
curriculum—to refer to African Americans, Asian Americans, Mexican Ameri-
cans, and Native Americans. 

 In 1946 and 1947 teachers from all subject areas regularly claimed that 
teaching students the scientifi c, anthropological defi nition of race helped reduce 
racial prejudice. In his presidential address to the National Council for the Social 
Studies, I. James Quillen assured his audience, “Th e social studies teacher can 
contribute to the development of international understanding and world citi-
zenship by  . . .  introducing more content from anthropology to show the extent 
to which human behavior is culturally determined.”   14    Likewise, Superintendent 
Dr. William H. Lemmel of the Baltimore Public Schools told the  Washington 
Post , “By disseminating facts of history, anthropology, psychology, and biology, 
children will learn that there is no point to any racial superiority claim, for 
brown, white, yellow and red people have all made their contributions to man’s 
advancement.”   15    Joseph Gallant, an English teacher in New York City, casually 
remarked that, “In biology, for example, many classes take organized units in 
racial anthropology.” Th ese were not simple lessons in science, they were 
intended to have a larger purpose. According to Gallant, “Th e objectives of such 
units are, among other things, to explode the myths about race and thus to inten-
sify the democratic acceptance or to neutralize prejudiced rejection of various 
racial and cultural groups in America.”   16    

 Th e  English Journal  published a special issue on intercultural education in 
1946 that was designed to help English teachers integrate a critical scientifi c 
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 perspective on race, culture, and prejudice into their classroom practice.   17    Ruth 
Benedict contributed the article “Racism Is Vulnerable,” tracing the history of 
racism as an ideology that emerged toward the end of colonialism as a justifi ca-
tion for slavery and domination of native people and lands. Challenging the 
 assumption that racism was a natural and enduring feature of human history, she 
explained, “Th e Indians of the New World, the Negroes of Africa, the Malays 
and Melanesians of the Pacifi c were killed or enslaved because they stood in the 
way of progress; but these massacres and conquests were not ‘race’ wars  . . .  It was 
not until 1859 that the theory of the master-race was formulated.”   18    Benedict 
wanted English teachers to recognize race as a social and historical construct, or 
a “myth,” and demanded that they impart the scientifi c truth about human racial 
diff erences to their young students. 

 Th e special issue also included essays by well-known psychologists, philoso-
phers, and educators who reiterated the signifi cance of using science to under-
mine racism in English classes. Essays by teachers and students described 
“scientifi c” lessons on race in schools nationwide. Marjorie B. Smiley reported 
that based on her national survey on tolerance education, “Almost all the special 
units on intergroup education described included study of the facts of race and 
the fallacies of racism using such materials as  Th e Races of Mankind  by Gene 
Weltfi sh and Ruth Benedict, and Hortense Powdermaker’s  Probing Our Preju-
dices .”   19    According to Smiley, students then applied this scientifi c knowledge to 
political questions in their daily lives, such as “What Is Democracy?” and “What 
America Means to Me” and “What Shall We Do about Our Japanese-Ameri-
cans?” Using race as a carefully delineated concept, teachers and students in this 
context understood racial minorities to be people of African or Asian descent, 
including Native Americans. Teachers asked students to read literature by and 
about minority groups, including works by Pearl Buck, Richard Wright, and 
Langston Hughes. 

 While teachers who introduced lessons on the scientifi c defi nition of 
human race oft en used this material to analyze controversial political issues 
like racial equality, the very “scientifi c” nature of this material lent itself nicely 
to protecting teachers from charges of indoctrination. Teachers strategically 
cited the scientifi c defi nition of human race to make their lesson plans simul-
taneously more authoritative and less political, as science was understood to 
be a neutral and objective discipline. Especially for teachers whose lessons 
dealt with volatile subjects like racial discrimination, citing a body of scien-
tifi c scholarship helped defl ect criticism. It was easier, perhaps, to teach a 
lesson on the equal intelligence of black and white Americans if a teacher 
observed:  “Anthropologists have worked for years on problems of race and 
have scientifi cally proved that there is no connection between racial charac-
teristics and intelligence.”   20    
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 While this was “scientifi cally” true, the fact remained that many Americans 
still objected to lessons that dwelled on the intellectual equality of blacks— 
lessons that typically led into a consideration of social and political inequality in 
the United States. Nevertheless, teachers continued to assert the pedagogical 
merit of teaching scientifi c lessons on race. In another example, the National 
Council for the Social Studies (NCSS) included the scientifi c analysis of race as 
the  fi rst  step in teaching “democratic human relations.” Th is race unit suggested 
discussion questions such as: 

 What is meant by the term “race”? How did races develop? What phys-
ical characteristics may be inherited? How may blood be classifi ed? 
How may you account for the diff erences in the intelligence test results? 
What country is doing the most to prevent racial discrimination? What 
is racism? When and where did it originate? Why did it originate? What 
is the diff erence between race and nationality? Race and religion?   21    

   Lessons that included the scientifi c study of race sometimes led to critical 
discussions of racial equality and American democracy. “Th e delusion that our 
country already has achieved true democracy must be shatt ered,” wrote the 
head of one English department, who advocated critical lessons on “American 
ideals and American practices in housing, in education, in employment, [and] 
in political rights.”   22    Similarly, Dana Niswender, a high school English teacher 
in New York City, reminded his colleagues of the importance of ferreting out 
racial stereotypes in textbooks in the typically urgent prose of the day. “As a 
convinced and crusading believer in the democratic principle of the brother-
hood of man, I am acutely conscious of the implicit use of racial stereotypes in 
the various communications media,” Niswender reported.   23    Niswender rec-
ommended the movie  Brotherhood of Man , which was based on Ruth Benedict 
and Gene Weltfi sh’s popular pamphlet  Th e Races of Mankind . Likewise, a 
teacher from Boston printed his simple “Unit on Prejudice” in the  English Jour-
nal , reminding teachers that “Th e cure for prejudice is scientifi c investigation, 
straight thinking, and proper education.”   24    Teachers at Garfi eld Intermediate 
School in Detroit invited an anthropologist to lecture the students on the 
meaning of race.   25    A teacher from Bellingham, Washington, noted, “Th e chil-
dren learned, in a limited fashion of course, that, as Ruth Benedict points out 
in  Race: Science and Politics , the history of race persecution is to be found not 
in the history of racial confl ict, but in the history of persecution.”   26    Because 
these teachers employed anthropological texts on race, they portrayed racial 
minorities as people of African and Asian descent, an interpretation that cast 
all people of European descent as members of the white racial majority in the 
United States. 
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 Journals like  American Unity ,  Journal of the NEA ,  English Journal ,  Social Educa-
tion , and the  Science Teacher  encouraged teachers to include a scientifi c perspec-
tive on race relations in their teaching. Th e  Journal of the NEA  printed what they 
called “A Primer on Race” whose fi ve illustrated boxes off ered teachers a simple 
overview of what were held to be scientifi c truths: 

 1. In the beginning God created man, of one blood, spread over earth. 
 2.  A nation is not a race, a religion is not a race, a language is not a race, 

a culture is not a race (Th ere is no primitive race)  .  .  .  NO habits, 
 customs, ideals or forms of government are inherently typical of any 
racial group. 

 3.  Th ere are three great groups of races, Caucasic, Mongoloid, and 
Negroid. 

 4. Th ere is no truly superior nor inferior race. 
 5. What can I do? If you are an employer, a teacher, a veteran, etc.   27    

    American Unity  insisted that “Tolerance Can Be Taught” and provided 
 “Ammunition” in the war on racism in the form of books, pamphlets, posters, 
cartoons, and movies that emphasized a scientifi c, rational approach to the prob-
lems of race relations and democracy.   28    Organizations like the Race Relations 
Institute at Fisk University, the National Conference of Christians and Jews, the 
American Jewish Congress, the American Jewish Committ ee, the Workers 
 Education Bureau of America, the Chicago Urban League, the American Feder-
ation of Labor, the Council against Intolerance, and the American Council Insti-
tute of Pacifi c Relations produced texts to educate the public about race and 
unjust discrimination. In teaching journals these texts were advertised, reviewed, 
and promoted for teachers. In addition to Benedict and Weltfi sh’s  Th e Races of 
Mankind , teachers were advised to employ texts like  Hate Challenges America , 
 Labor Fights Bigotry ,  Minorities ,  Race Riots Aren’t Necessary ,  Sense and Nonsense 
about Race ,  Th e Myth Th at Th reatens America ,  Together We Win ,  Tolerance on 
Trial ,  Jews in American Life ,  Th e Japanese in Our Midst , and  Labor Fights Bigotry .   29    
In the American batt le against racial discrimination, social activists believed that 
scientifi c knowledge about race, prejudice, minority groups, and discrimination 
was required to uproot deeply entrenched racism. 

 Teachers, therefore, had the support of national teaching organizations and 
oft en their local school districts to teach lessons on racial tolerance because 
politicians and educators viewed teaching the scientifi c facts on race as a vital 
component of a larger project to inculcate tolerance and democracy in the post-
war era. Even science teachers, historically the least likely to publish journal 
articles on racial equality, fi nally risked speaking out in their national organ, 
 Science Teacher . “Because of his training in objectivity, the scientist can perform 
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an outstanding service in the promotion of friendly understanding,” off ered a 
cautious professor at Massachusett s Institute of Technology.   30    Morris Meister, 
president of the National Science Teacher’s Association (NSTA), put the prob-
lem more urgently. Arguing that science teachers must organize to defend “the 
spirit of science and the democratic faith with which it is entwined,” Meister 
 lamented that science teachers had consistently failed to bring their discipline to 
bear on issues of worldwide importance. “By comparison with teachers of the 
social studies, of English, or of mathematics, we have been inarticulate,” Meister 
scolded. Meister wanted science teachers to organize nationally and contribute 
to the educational eff ort to challenge racial prejudice, for example by teaching 
“how race theories are to be corrected.”   31    

 Even as teachers articulated more critical lessons on racial equality and social 
justice, many of their lessons preserved aspects of the older, more conventional 
tolerance education, especially the teaching of cultural contributions by each 
race. “Knowledge of the contributions made to American and world civilization 
by people of all races, religions, and nationalities is considered by many teachers 
to be an essential phase of intercultural education,” reported Smiley on the basis 
of her national survey.   32    Similarly, a junior high school teacher in Detroit devel-
oped a unit designed to promote bett er understanding between “Negroes” and 
whites in local schools. Th e goal of this unit was “to stimulate the desire to know 
more about cultural groups other than one’s own, and to develop mutual respect 
and friendship.”   33    Th e director of social studies in the Cleveland public schools 
developed an intercultural curriculum that emphasized, “every race and nation-
ality has brought its culture to Cleveland.”   34    In Baltimore, the superintendent 
explained that, “By helping students to understand religious customs and ritual 
and their basic signifi cance, they will be able to substitute respect for others’ 
religion in place of prejudice.”   35    As these examples suggests, teaching about racial 
groups in terms of “customs,” “ritual,” and “culture” led teachers to describe racial 
minorities as cohesive “cultural groups.” 

 At the same time, some teachers adamantly challenged the cultural-contribu-
tions approach to tolerance education. Smiley noted that some teachers were 
“fearful that studies of cultural contributions of minorities and talks by represen-
tatives of these groups may counteract the basic principle of democracy by im-
plying that individuals are to be accorded recognition on the basis of the record 
of the group in which they happen to be born.” Others believed any focus on 
minority group “song, dress, food, and the like” were inherently superfi cial and 
fostered “sentimentality” rather than “true understanding.”   36    Charles Glicks-
berg, a teacher from Newark, observed that lessons that went out of their way to 
celebrate “the Negro” or point out his supposed intelligence, civility, and cultural 
accomplishments were inherently racist. Glicksberg faulted teachers who cele-
brated black achievements in the classroom, claiming “the hesitation with which 
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the step was taken, the apprehension, even the cheers and self-righteousness, 
smack dangerously of prejudice in reverse.” Th e problem, according to this 
teacher, was that “Th e Negroes are still being singled out as a group diff erent, 
peculiar, apart.”   37    Th e director of social studies in Cleveland agreed, writing: “It 
is an indication of subconscious race prejudice to treat the Negro ‘problem’ as 
separate and distinct from other minority problems. Such separation may be 
considered ‘Jim-Crowism’ in the curriculum.”   38    Teachers were supposed to teach 
racial tolerance, but singling out a particular minority group for special treat-
ment would potentially reproduce a racist social order. Th is dilemma remained 
unresolved for most teachers, who, for the time being, continued to teach con-
current lessons on the scientifi c defi nition of human race  and  the cultural contri-
butions of racial minorities.    

  Lessons on Racial Etiquett e   

 Th e dozens of articles on teaching racial tolerance found in teaching journals 
during the immediate postwar years illustrate that many teachers struggled with 
the question of how to bridge the gap between factual knowledge, such as an 
understanding of the scientifi c defi nition of race, and “true understanding,” or 
the expectation that students would internalize lessons on tolerance and act 
 accordingly. Almost all teachers agreed that simply learning facts was not 
enough; developing lessons that went beyond facts, however, was challenging 
and oft en veered into uncharted or worse, ineff ective pedagogy. Drama and liter-
ature were viewed as two strategies to help students empathize at a more per-
sonal and emotional level with minorities who suff ered discrimination.   39    Other 
teachers believed lessons in personal etiquett e, or good manners, would improve 
social relations in the classroom. For example, one teacher insisted he or she had 
managed to bridge the gap between “knowledge and practice” through a unit for 
twelft h graders entitled “Achieving Intercultural Friendship through Tact.” In 
this lesson, the students discussed the case of a recent graduate of their school 
who quit her job as a secretary aft er learning her boss was Jewish. Th e students 
assessed the problem and then devised a list of “Do’s and Don’ts of Tactful Pro-
cedure” to help each other remember the proper way to act in such a situation.   40    
Likewise, teachers were reminded that “To teach equality of opportunity regard-
less of race, creed, or color, teachers themselves must be free of hampering prej-
udices. Examples set by teachers speak louder than their words.”   41    

 One of the most pronounced changes in postwar intercultural education was 
the new eff ort to teach tolerance in terms of learning to perform good manners.   42    
Elisabeth Lasch-Quinn notes the detrimental impact of race experts and their 
insistence on racial etiquett e in the 1960s–1990s, however, it appears there was 
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a historical precedent for this movement in public schools as early as the late 
1940s. Some teachers viewed good manners as an eff ective strategy to help stu-
dents transform classroom lessons into meaningful lived experiences. Others 
conceived of etiquett e as a strategy to off set resistance to tolerance education by 
students or their families. By the postwar era, teachers had been experimenting 
with intercultural education for years—some even for a decade or longer. In par-
ticular, they struggled to translate social science theories on race and racial prej-
udice into eff ective classroom practice. Given their responsibility to teach 
lessons on tolerance in what could easily become a racially charged sett ing, many 
teachers began focusing explicitly on having good manners as a foundation to 
developing the “good will” and “friendly relations” so urgently needed, and still 
so visibly lacking in the American citizenry. 

 Esther Williams, a social studies teacher in the all-white Oakwood Township 
High School in Muncie, Illinois, explained: “Surmising that the att itudes of 
some of the freshmen toward minority groups, particularly Negroes, were 
 socially undesirable, a unit on dealing with racial prejudices was introduced.” 
First, Williams handed out an anonymous att itude test as a way to measure 
racial prejudice against Negroes. Th e test consisted of a list of “yes or no” ques-
tions,  beginning with straightforward statements such as “Negroes as a race are 
inferior.” Th e test quickly pushed into more challenging territory, asking: “I 
would be willing that Negroes att end Oakwood Township High School,” “I 
would be willing that Negro students att end the school parties and dances,” and 
fi nally “I would approve of the marriage of white people with Negroes.” Although 
forty-nine out of seventy students agreed that Negroes as a race were not infe-
rior, only nine students were willing to welcome black students into their high 
school, and only seven students could conceive of interracial school dances. 
Not surprisingly, not a single white student admitt ed to being able to “tolerate” 
the idea of interracial marriage. Aft er the class considered the way racial preju-
dice and discrimination impacted the life opportunities of Negro citizens, the 
teacher remarked, “All the students agreed that each one of them could make an 
att empt to do the following three things: 1. refrain from name calling, 2. be 
courteous and friendly to colored people, 3. help to clear up the misconceptions 
of others concerning the Negro.”   43    Notably, lessons like this one on interracial 
etiquett e did not ask students to revise their stance on racial segregation or 
 legalized racial discrimination. 

 Directing intercultural education in Detroit, Marion Edman published “We’d 
Bett er Mind the P’s and Cues,” an article that instructed teachers how to create 
“understanding, co-operation, and generally good relationships among diverse 
groups of people.”   44    Th is required a certain amount of tact on the part of teachers, 
who needed to model appropriate behavior in the classroom, especially when 
dealing with students who were racially prejudiced. According to Edman, 
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teachers became easily frustrated when carefully orchestrated tolerance educa-
tion fell on obstinately deaf ears. One teacher reported that aft er months of tol-
erance education, one exasperated student ranted, “No, I don’t say what [the 
teacher] wants me to. It’s tough enough to try to dope out what I think myself 
with out trying to dope out what  she  thinks.”   45    A Washington student echoed 
this sentiment when he was asked to take yet another att itude test to determine 
the precise degree of racial prejudice he harbored. “In answering the questions 
do we answer the way we should or do we answer the way we really think?” he 
demanded bluntly.   46    While these students were perhaps being honest, it was 
nevertheless exasperating for teachers to think that students actively resisted 
their eff orts. A teacher at South Side High School in Newark, New Jersey, echoed 
this frustration when he asked, “How can the ingrained habits of a lifetime be 
completely changed by an occasional hour devoted to the reading and interpre-
tation of intercultural material?” In his experience, “As soon as the students leave 
the classroom, they revert to form.”   47    It was diffi  cult for teachers not to become 
angry at the very students they were trying so hard to connect with, a fact that 
compounded their diffi  culties presenting lessons on tolerance and under-
standing. Th e answer, according to interculturalists like Edman, was that “Each 
individual teacher must fi nd and mind her own peculiar P’s and Q’s.”   48       

  Resisting Tolerance Education   

 By the postwar era tolerance education had become a regular feature of the 
American educational landscape. While all American teachers would have rec-
ognized this newly defi ned function of schooling, not all of them appreciated it 
or agreed with popular forms of tolerance education. In particular, while some 
teachers asserted the importance of teaching scientifi c texts on race and racial 
prejudice, others believed these texts were unnecessary and potentially harmful 
to young students. Th e expansion of tolerance education meant that teachers 
craft ed more variations on existing intercultural curricula, many of which not 
only refused to consider the scientifi c defi nition of race, but failed to consider 
racial discrimination at all. 

 For example, Frances MacIntire from New Canaan, Connecticut, described 
“What Is an American?” a unit that did not refl ect either a scientifi c approach to 
tolerance or intercultural pedagogy, although it is evident that MacIntire believed 
her unit promoted tolerance and understanding. Refl ecting on the success of her 
lesson plan, she observed, “While working out this program we had no thought 
of tolerance. We were simply Americans, reviewing our history, thankful in these 
days of world turmoil to be citizens of the United Sates of America.”   49    By empha-
sizing that she had “no thought of tolerance” in terms of a formal curriculum and 
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in contrast acted as “simply Americans” talking about a shared past, this teacher 
asserted what she believed to be a bett er and more eff ective method for molding 
and uniting young citizens that did not require formal tolerance curricula. 

 Designing a lesson that intentionally ignored the kinds of scientifi c and pro-
fessional educational materials so many other teachers cherished, MacIntire 
emphasized patriotism and American loyalty as her primary goals. She high-
lighted the heritage of each student in her class, all of whom were apparently 
white, and then considered the cultural gift s each group brought to America. 
MacIntire began the unit by having children list their “ancestral background” 
and plott ing these locations on a map in the front of the classroom. Next, the 
students interviewed their parents in order to answer the question, “How I 
happen to be an American,” or how each family “happened” to arrive in this 
country whether three or three hundred years ago. Th e culmination of this pro-
ject was a Th anksgiving play featuring Indians, Pilgrims, and “folk” people from 
Europe. According to MacIntire, “Th e announcer explained how in the early 
days many immigrants came from Scotland, Ireland, Spain, France, Holland, 
Germany, bringing rich gift s in music, art, ideas of democracy, science.” She con-
tinued, “If the children representing these countries chose to, they could speak, 
sing, or dance.”   50    Apparently, many students did just that, and their parents 
helped by sewing European peasant costumes and teaching folk dances from 
their native lands. For the grand fi nale, MacIntire related: 

 As the children entered the stage, they formed a large “V,” the apex of 
which was at the back of the stage. Aft er all the countries were repre-
sented, a Boy Scout entered bearing the American fl ag, fl anked by 
either side by a Girl Scout  . . .  Everyone on the stage faced the fl ag, and 
the people in the audience joined them in the pledge of allegiance and 
in singing “America the Beautiful.”   51    

   A lesson in “tolerance” such as this once was ripe with calculated disregard for 
formal intercultural education and its emphasis on scientifi c knowledge. Cer-
tainly there was no consideration here of social justice for racial minorities. In 
fact, the very concept of race was distinctly missing from the entire lesson, while 
an overarching emphasis on cultural gift s from European nations set the tone for 
understanding American diversity within the limits of whiteness. Lessons like 
this one delineated the boundaries of acceptable diversity, such as quaint food-
ways, charming clothing, and traditional dances, while strictly excluding and 
even obscuring the important diff erences in the way minority groups lived in 
America compared to the middle-class, white majority. 

 Increasing numbers of teachers devised lessons on intercultural education 
that studiously avoided questions of both race and prejudice. For example, the 
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special 1947 intercultural education issue of the  Elementary English Review , 
“Good Neighbors Unlimited,” did not off er a single article that discussed the 
scientifi c defi nition of race or the problems of prejudice. Of six articles, the fi rst, 
from Chicago, promoted lessons on being a “good neighbor” as a way to model 
the behavior of a “good American.”   52    Two articles from Buff alo, New York, 
and Frostburg, Maryland, off ered lesson plans almost identical to MacIntire’s, 
 including plays featuring the peasant backgrounds of various European folk 
groups, although in this case they included “Negroes,” whose “folk” culture was 
represented by spirituals. By tracing their own and one another’s “ancestry,” as 
one teacher from Buff alo described it, teachers roused “appreciation for the con-
tributions made by various nations and races.”   53    Again, the boundaries of “appre-
ciating” this cultural diversity was made painfully clear in class, which celebrated 
artifi cial and sanitized versions of each student’s heritage. Other articles empha-
sized themes like student heritage, national unity, and world peace while care-
fully avoiding any discussion of race or racial discrimination. Th e fi nal article, 
writt en by a teacher from Great Neck, New York, reiterated the importance 
of  doing such work “indirectly,” so as not to draw unwanted att ention from 
 students or parents.   54    

 In 1947 teachers began to express a preference for teaching tolerance “indi-
rectly,” a fact that hastened the curriculum’s demise.   55    For example, a majority of 
white teachers in Atlanta, Georgia, agreed that they observed “undemocratic 
 relations” between majority and minority groups in their communities, but at 
the same time only a fraction of these teachers advocated teaching “democratic 
aims” through a direct approach.   56    

 Teaching racial tolerance in America in the years following the war was 
 undoubtedly a tricky proposal; as a principal from Delaware stated more elo-
quently, “in teaching, one is always risking martyrdom.”   57    Besides competing 
tolerance pedagogies and the constant fear of reprisal, many teachers faced hos-
tile, openly racist students and parents. A dedicated English teacher in Hunting-
ton, West Virginia, spent an entire semester teaching racial tolerance through 
reading and performing carefully selected plays. In her article, Virginia Rider 
recounted how classroom discussions oft en slipped into confrontations between 
students who supported racial tolerance and those who did not. At one point, 
students in her class debated whether or not blacks were really more supersti-
tious and less intelligent than whites. While a few students suggested that 
“Negro” superstitions refl ected a lack of education and that scientists had dis-
proved white intellectual superiority, others responded with hostility and drew 
on the authority of personal experience to challenge their classmates. A girl 
named Bett y retorted, “I think the educated Negroes are a bigger problem than 
the ignorant ones.”   58    Later in the semester, another student wrote an essay that 
directly contradicted the lessons his teacher had been pressing on him: 
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 In real life the Jew is unlike David in Israel Zangwill’s  Th e Melting Pot . 
Th e Jews I know are overbearing with a tendency to associate only with 
other Jews. My opinion, which is based on my contacts with Jews, is 
that most of them are crude, overbearing, and aggressive. Th ey are 
courteous only when money is involved and when it is to their advan-
tage to be polite. Most of them are pett y, selfi sh people who think only 
of themselves.   59    

   Understandably, teachers became increasingly frustrated with what many 
perceived to be a failing curriculum. Alfred Fisk, a philosopher at San Francisco 
State College who ran intercultural workshops for teachers over the summer ses-
sion, reported his distress aft er sitt ing in on various intercultural activities in San 
Francisco schools. In one case, Fisk visited a class studying American Indians. 
He noted the wigwam the children had constructed in the center of the room, 
photographs of American Indians in “native dress,” and beadwork and birch-
bark canoes the children made during art period. On the day Fisk was there, the 
teacher had arranged for an American Indian woman to come speak to her class. 
Th e visitor, who had served in the war, walked into the room wearing her 
“snappy” Cadet Nurse uniform. She told the children of her experiences growing 
up on her father’s sheep farm, her education in California, and her service as a 
Cadet Nurse during the war. Despite this excellent presentation, Fisk reported 
the children simply “could not accept her as an American Indian.” When she was 
fi nished speaking, one child blurted out “You’re not a real Indian!” When as-
sured that she was, another child asked bluntly, “Do you eat acorns?”   60    To Fisk, 
this episode represented the complete failure of the cultural approach to inter-
cultural education. Studying the culture and history of Native Americans in the 
past, or for that matt er the “folk” culture of any group, did very litt le to help chil-
dren in their daily relations with minorities who themselves were far removed 
from these characterizations. Students, of course, despised this approach when 
it was applied to them. “Why must we always be connected with eating spa-
ghett i? I don’t happen to like it myself—and most of my friends eat a normal 
American diet, not spaghett i!” protested a boy of Italian descent aft er another 
intercultural lesson.   61    

 For educators like Fisk who wanted to improve tolerance education, the chal-
lenge was how to balance a genuine appreciation of minority groups with the 
ideal of a world where “race” and other markers of diff erence did not matt er. Fisk 
tried to elaborate on this complicated proposal, wondering “How to acknowl-
edge the Negro’s gift  to America without admitt ing a special ‘Negroid’ status.” In 
response, Fisk promoted the ideal of cultural democracy. When all of the cul-
tural contributions of the many diff erent strands of Americans had been woven 
together “like Jacob’s coat of many colors,” then Americans would ultimately be 
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united. Struggling to articulate how this might work in practice, Fisk off ered, “In 
that day the Chinese American will feel Negro spirituals  his  (but he will be an 
American, not a Chinese American).”   62    While an admirable idea, cultural 
 democracy had yet to be worked out in the classrooms that Fisk and other 
teachers described in teaching journals in 1947.    

  Th e Removal of the Race Concept, 1948   

 American teachers’ support for tolerance education shift ed rapidly aft er 1947. 
Th is represents less of a critique of tolerance education than an abrupt abandon-
ment. Th e shift  did not occur overnight; there were still numerous articles on 
tolerance education in teaching journals in 1948 and some in 1949, 1950, and 
1951. But the number of articles rapidly declined, as did the scope of critical 
lessons on racial equality. Teachers were less likely to teach critical lessons on 
race and social justice and more likely to ponder the psychological phenomenon 
of prejudice within each individual. Contact, not content, became the cry as 
teachers promoted interracial contact between students but shied away from 
informing students of scientifi c facts such as the anthropological defi nition of 
human race. Th e scientifi c defi nition of race, captured with such precision by 
scholars like Ruth Benedict, vanished from American classrooms by 1954. 

 Th e timing of the decline of tolerance education as well as the specifi c shift s 
within educational discourse on race implicate the cold war as the prime culprit 
in the evisceration of antiracist education. Tolerance education, aft er all, had 
emerged as part of a national agenda to prepare American citizens for their 
 obligation to defend democracy against fascism, a batt le that necessitated toler-
ance for diversity. Th e end of the war only accelerated the urgency for teaching 
“world mindedness” and how to be a “good neighbor.” Soon the problem of 
how to contain communism trumped other concerns in American classrooms 
as well as in the nation at large. As the actor John Wayne insisted from his pulpit 
as president of the Motion Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American 
Ideals, “Let no one say that a Communist can be tolerated in American 
 society.”   63    Communism, many Americans felt, was not something to be “toler-
ated” under any circumstances. 

 Th us began the infamous crackdown on civil liberties and political freedoms 
known broadly as McCarthyism that would come to characterize the domestic 
side of America’s cold war. One of the markers for communism was whether or 
not an individual supported racial equality. Loyalty boards asked federal and 
state employees if they entertained individuals of another race at their home, 
and a positive answer was considered evidence of subversive opinions.   64    Teachers 
found themselves in particularly vulnerable positions. As public employees they 
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were forced to sign loyalty oaths and considered suspect by local and state gov-
ernments.   65    In 1947, New York City teachers were warned “not to allow personal 
prejudices to creep into their classroom presentation of controversial subjects.”   66    
Teaching tolerance in a way that seemed to emphasize racial egalitarianism was 
no longer safeguarded as teaching “scientifi c” facts. Writing in  Social Education , 
an anonymous teacher in 1953 complained: “Th is atmosphere of fear and uncer-
tainty has penetrated all strata of the system, not only the teaching ranks, but as 
high as the new Board and as low as the staff  employees. None are certain, none 
are secure.” Th is teacher explained that popular lessons on international rela-
tions and the United Nations in her school had to be revised because of these 
new concerns, adding: “Now, the UNESCO section of that unit has been thrown 
out. Once, free discussion of controversial political issues was permitt ed, even 
encouraged. Now, for the probationary teacher, such a discussion is tantamount 
to declining tenure.”   67    Th e following year, another teacher reported, “Many edu-
cators and publishers are worried as they see censorship and att ack becoming 
more widespread each day”   68       

 Postwar politics invited political criticism of intercultural education as, at the 
same time, it tightly restricted the curriculum’s purpose. While not all Catholic 
educators were opposed to lessons on racial tolerance, there is compelling 

      
 Initially popular aft er World War II, lessons on the United Nations became risky in the 
emerging Cold War. Courtesy New York City Municipal Archives.   
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 evidence that Catholic educators and politicians in Boston and New York City 
worked to undermine lessons that promoted racial tolerance for Jews and blacks. 
Both Massachusett s and New York were strongholds of intercultural program-
ming, yet the Catholic-dominated teaching force in Boston appears never to 
have adopted wartime tolerance programming to any signifi cant degree, even 
though nearby towns with predominantly Jewish and Protestant teachers had 
some of the most aggressive forms of tolerance education in the country.   69    

 In New York City, Catholic leaders fought tolerance programming that had a 
great deal of support among the city’s liberal Protestant and Jewish teachers 
through the 1930s and well into the 1940s. Not until the end of the war did 
Catholic eff orts to undermine intercultural education begin to pay off . In the fall 
of 1945, the New York City Board of Education ran a course entitled “Promoting 
National Welfare through Intercultural Cooperation” that current teachers could 
take in order to earn “alertness” credits required for pay increases. Th is course 
included a lecture by the anthropologist Gene Weltfi sh. Th e Teachers Alliance of 
New York City, a predominantly Catholic and socially conservative organiza-
tion, complained to the Board of Education: “We believe that the persons sched-
uled to speak on this course are all of one defi nite type point of view, namely the 
radical one . . .  . Th is course, if sponsored, would probably be the cause of more 
inter-racial friction than it could possibly accomplish good.”   70    Over the next 
three years, Catholics in New York City organized a lett er writing campaign 
complaining about the content of intercultural programming. Some of these 
complaints had to do specifi cally with the way intercultural classes treated Cath-
olics as an “ethnic” group, a characterization they disputed. But largely, the Cath-
olics who participated in these lett er writing campaigns were opposed to the 
eff ort to teach racial tolerance in general, which they characterized as “indoctri-
nation” and inherently communist.   71    

 When the Board of Education failed to answer these charges to their satisfac-
tion, Catholic leaders unleashed a wave of negative criticism in the press with 
stories such as “City Sponsors Course by Reds for Teachers” that forced the New 
York City public schools to scale back intercultural off erings, despite the protests 
of many local teachers associations.   72    Th e New York City Teachers Union tried 
to halt the removal of intercultural programming, protesting, “Teaching school 
kids not to hate each other because of race or religion is now communistic, and 
must be done away with!”   73    But Catholics made a compelling case, and used the 
media to insist that teaching racial tolerance was the same as promoting commu-
nist ideology. An article in  Th e Tablet , the offi  cial organ of the Brooklyn diocese, 
insisted: “Th e word intercultural has now generally come to be associated with 
propaganda of the Communist Party line.” Th e article continued: “One lecture 
on the means of combating prejudice might be expected in such a course—but 
six? Th e overemphasis on prejudice is part of the party-line technique which 
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seeks to divide and conquer by stirring up hate among minority groups by 
making them feel more discriminated against than they actually are.”   74    Adminis-
trators at the Board of Education eventually folded under the pressure. “We have 
found,” admitt ed Associate Superintendent Jacob Greenberg, “that some of our 
intercultural courses apparently are causing disunity rather than unity. We are 
re-examining all of them.”   75    Many in-service intercultural education courses in 
New York City were scaled back at this time. Th e  New York Times  reported that 
educational debates vacillated between those who insisted that “democracy is 
split asunder when prejudice and bigotry possess our people” and others who 
charged “there are too many soft -headed liberals  .  .  .  who are oft en duped and 
become unwitt ing propagandists for the Communist Party.”   76    

 While it is clear that teachers were deeply aff ected by restrictions to academic 
freedom during the McCarthy era, it is diffi  cult to trace the precise impact of the 
cold war on the way teachers taught about race and culture in the classroom 
because so many teachers stopped publishing journal articles on the subject of 
tolerance education. Teachers or journal editors, or possibly both, began to 
distance themselves from teaching racial tolerance in general and teaching racial 
equality in particular aft er 1947. Whereas in the fi rst four decades of the twenti-
eth century, teachers used the race concept somewhat indiscriminately to 
describe the challenges of teaching minority children, teachers increasingly 
 recognized the subject of “race” in any context as politically volatile. 

 Beginning in 1948, there was a noticeable decline in the numbers of articles 
on teaching racial tolerance as well as in the analytical or critical quality of the 
articles published. Fewer authors wrote about teaching tolerance and began 
speaking in vague terms of “brotherhood” and “neighborliness,” concepts that 
did not necessarily refer to  racial  discrimination. For similar reasons, teachers 
shied away from discussing the scientifi c concept of race and its implications for 
undermining prejudice, which had been a necessary component of intercultural 
education. While some teachers still taught about racial equality and civil rights, 
most teachers omitt ed any mention of the scientifi c concept of race or the social 
consequences of racial prejudice. Instead, teachers invited students to trace their 
ancestry, read literature by minority authors, and celebrate the cultural achieve-
ments of various minority groups. 

 For instance, a junior high school teacher in Louisville, Kentucky, described 
her successful tolerance program in “Brotherhood: Patt ern for World Peace.” 
Notably, Mary Hodge Cox refl ected that at her white, segregated public school 
her pupils were “scarcely aware that racial and religious problems exist” due to 
the fact that this school had “practically no foreigners at all,” and “never more 
than a dozen Jews and fi ft y Catholics at any one time.”   77    To Cox this ignorance 
was a devastating shortcoming that needed to be corrected. To impress the 
 “tremendous importance of world-wide brotherhood” on her students, Cox 
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explained that she helped her students visualize two worlds: “one a happy, 
friendly world of the future in which peoples of all races, creeds, and colors will 
work together in harmony and peace for the good and advancement of all; the 
other a terrible place of unreasoning prejudices, hatred, strife, and wars that will 
result eventually in annihilation.”   78    Th e only way to secure the fi rst vision and 
avoid the second, according to this author, was by cultivating the ideal of toler-
ance in terms of brotherhood. 

 Cox’s month-long tolerance unit included 650 students working in both Eng-
lish and social studies classes studying the urgent need for “world-wide brother-
hood.” She explained how the 1947 report of President Truman’s Committ ee on 
Civil Rights entitled  To Secure Th ese Rights  “hit like a bombshell” in her commu-
nity.   79    Given this tense climate, the teacher devised a tolerance curriculum 
 including the most popular and least threatening forms of tolerance education. 
She did not use the word “intercultural” or even “tolerance” education, as she 
had to present a curriculum that would not challenge the established social order 
in this southern city. 

 Like the most popular versions of tolerance education implemented since 
the war, Cox’s program introduced her students to the scientifi c facts about race 
through Benedict and Weltfi sh’s animated fi lm  Brotherhood of Man , traced each 
student’s European lineage, and conducted group reports of the “contributions 
that have been made to American life and culture by all races, creeds, and 
colors.” Besides these main lessons, students also wrote book reports, radio 
scripts, plays, poems, and essays, many of which were selected for the grand 
fi nale—a special issue of the student newspaper on the theme of “brotherhood.” 
In this way, students at this Louisville school continued the well-established 
protocol of learning scientifi c and cultural facts, as well as using dramatic mate-
rials to develop empathy for racial minorities. Th e teacher contextualized her 
program on “brotherhood” as a way to respond to postwar politics, where 
allowing students to be racist threatened “annihilation.” Walking this line was a 
perilous duty, indeed, for a southern white teacher. It did, however, refl ect a 
direct concern with racial prejudice, a concern that was fading fast from other 
American classrooms. 

 In the North there was a bit more freedom to consider controversial sub-
jects. Writing from Brooklyn, one social studies teacher recommended that 
teachers secure a copy of  To Secure Th ese Rights , as his high school had done, 
and use this document to engage students in a critical discussion of democracy 
and civil rights. Saul Israel compiled a “factual outline of the report” summa-
rizing its key fi ndings and recommendations, listed fi ft een direct quotes from 
the report as topics for classroom discussion, and fi nally described a series of 
potential forums or roundtables on specifi c topics, such as “How can we pro-
tect the right to equality of opportunity?” He cited Benedict and Weltfi sh’s  Th e 
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Races of Mankind  among other suggested readings at the end of his article, but 
did not otherwise highlight the signifi cance of studying the scientifi c facts of 
racial equality. Instead, his focus was on civil rights in areas such as education, 
employment, and the military.   80    

 Israel’s lesson plan for teaching  To Secure Th ese Rights  was one of the most 
direct challenges to racism published in a national teaching journal aft er 1947.   81    
A few others touched on racial equality, such as three authors from the north-
west who instructed social studies teachers to refl ect on the “growth of new ideas 
of justice in dealing with other races, nationalities, and minority groups— 
intercultural, intergroup, and interracial education.”   82    But these three teachers 
had nothing more to say on the subject, and their vague directives did not 
include any specifi c instructions on how to promote racial equality; they merely 
suggested teachers “refl ect” on some “new ideas.” Such carefully couched 
language illustrates teachers’ hesitant approach to racial tolerance. Furthermore, 
articles like this one did not justify the need for tolerance education, but simply 
presented tolerance as part of a larger strategy for improving democratic educa-
tion. In this case, the three authors from public schools in Washington and Ore-
gon entitled their article “What Social Changes Should Be Refl ected in the 
Social Studies Curriculum?” Th is was not an argument in favor of tolerance ed-
ucation at all, but rather a subdued att empt to “recognize that we are living in a 
changing world” and promote “an understanding of man in his social activities.”   83    
Th e authors cited the growing power of communist Soviet Union, the new role 
of international cooperation through the United Nations, and the atomic bomb 
as the three most critical issues of the day for social studies teachers. Similar 
concerns were echoed in 1949 by New York City Superintendent Dr. William 
Jansen, who announced “a sustained, long-range campaign to intensify ‘teaching 
for democratic living’ on all levels of the city’s public school system.”   84    Given 
these concerns, teaching racial equality was no longer a main focus for teachers 
trying to make their coursework relevant to contemporary issues. As the focus 
on racial prejudice quietly receded, so too did the priority of teaching the “scien-
tifi c” facts about human race.    

  Th e Rise of the Colorblind Ideal   

 As the ideological underpinnings of tolerance education shift ed in the postwar 
era, so too did the pedagogical approach to improving social relations through 
education. An article entitled “New Viewpoints in Teaching Bett er Intercultural 
Relations” writt en by a social studies teacher in Brooklyn, demonstrates the 
growing emphasis on individual psychology over social group relations. Th is 
teacher fully supported intercultural education; however, he  critiqued the 
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 curriculum for its tiresome focus on “nationalism and political rights” and 
suggested instead that “the teaching of mental hygiene should be more care-
fully utilized.” Explaining that “those persons with racial, ethnic, and religious 
prejudice, which constitute discrimination are essentially  .  .  .  maladjusted,” 
Ralph Guinness asked teachers to att end to the psychological “integration” of 
each individual. 

 Th is version of intercultural education targeted the individual as the site of 
reform to reduce racial prejudice in a democratic society and explicitly chose to 
ignore “political rights” and other social factors, which this author saw as sec-
ondary to the process of psychological and moral education.   85    In conclusion, 
Guinness refl ected that too oft en tolerance education was viewed as a strategy to 
unite the nation, whereas he envisioned it as a strategy to unite the individual. 
He stated that tolerance education “should appeal for human unity or moral 
unity, and not for American unity.”   86    To achieve what he called “personal democ-
racy,” where a student would act completely without prejudice toward others, 
Guinness suggested that teachers work to create “socialized cooperative methods 
of learning” such as integrated classroom activities that encouraged children of 
diff erent backgrounds to work together on a given topic.   87    Th ere was no need, 
in this case, to teach students facts about the cultural achievements of each 
minority group, or the exact way that scientists understood race as a biological 
and social construct. 

 Asking students to demonstrate a complete lack of prejudice was a chal-
lenging proposition. While Guinness suggested a combination of psychological 
conditioning and moral education, other teachers att empted to meet the same 
goal by simply instructing children to act with good manners. In her article “Oral 
Language and Inter-Group Harmony,” Althea Berry from Cincinnati explained 
that while it was easy for children to have respect for some minority groups, such 
as the Chinese, it was very diffi  cult for them to have respect for every individual 
they should happen to meet. Like Guinness, Berry encouraged teachers to culti-
vate opportunities for students of diff erent backgrounds to meet and work to-
gether in informal sett ings. She explained, “Out of the patt erning of right 
att itudes and kindly daily speech to individuals he meets and works with now 
will grow respect for the rights, and understanding of the basic att itudes, of 
people whom he meets at present only through reading and discussion and will 
meet later chiefl y through his country’s representatives.”   88    Notably, this teacher 
left  unstated the question of whom, exactly, students were being trained to tol-
erate. A teacher from Atlantic City, New Jersey, suggested that the ideal teacher 
should model this tolerant behavior for students, writing, “Kindness and consid-
eration for each individual no matt er what his background can be implicit in all 
his teaching.”   89    Of special concern to the State Department of Education in New 
Jersey was the problem of “name-calling.”   90    
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 Sema Herman echoed similar sentiments in her article published a few 
months later in the  Elementary English Review . A primary teacher in Chicago, 
Herman insisted, “Th e classroom teacher who seeks to develop and establish 
att itudes of understanding and friendliness toward all people in very young chil-
dren, will fi nd that the key to all democratic relationships lies in the term ‘Neigh-
bors,’ a word whose meaning the child has experienced in his own home 
environment at an early age, and with which the parent is familiar and sympa-
thetic.”   91    Herman believed that poetry and singing were two eff ective means of 
“enabling the child to express his newly acquired att itudes” because these two 
forms of expression in particular “illustrate and set patt erns for individual and 
group behavior.”   92    As in Berry’s article, it is not exactly clear whom the students 
were being instructed to tolerate. Th ere was passing reference to racial tolerance 
in one poem, which stated:  

 I’ve never met these neighbors 
 And whether they’re short or tall, 
 Or black, brown, white or yellow 
 Doesn’t matt er much at all.   93      

Such lessons, perhaps, were intended to promote tolerance for everybody—
taking broad aim at all of humanity. Th e concept of race was not something 
that this teacher wanted to dwell on either by pointing out the contributions 
of each minority group to America or by teaching the scientifi c defi nition of 
the term. Rather, as this poem explained, skin color was to be understood as a 
physical variation much like height, and, in the end it “doesn’t matt er much 
at all.” 

 Th e main point for Herman, in fact, was to emphasize the concept of being a 
“good neighbor” as a defi ning feature of the American Way. Another poem sum-
marized this theme:  

 We’re learning to live the American Way, 
 By sharing our things with our neighbors each day. 
 By helping in work, and sharing at play, 
 We’re learning to live the American way.   94      

  Th e concept of being a “good neighbor” refl ected the more fashionable form 
of tolerance education in 1948. Its goal was to instill good manners and correct 
att itudes—a pedagogy that skipped over potentially uncomfortable discussions 
of minority civil rights and the biological concept of human race, and instead 
focused on a subject “with which the parent was familiar and sympathetic.” 
 Additionally, promoting the ideal of good neighbors seemed to refl ect both local 
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and international politics, thus making the program relevant to current social 
needs while also making tolerance broad enough to avoid arousing suspicion. 
Finally, the actual concept of tolerance, much like that of race, was less present in 
this lesson plan. Being a good neighbor retained space for American citizens to 
be intolerant of those people who were acting as “bad neighbors,” such as the 
Soviet Union, which was at that moment tightening its grip on Eastern Europe 
and supporting communist revolutions in Asia. 

 Th e defi ning concepts of tolerance education developed in the 1930s and 
 expanded during World War II were slipping out of teachers’ vernacular in 
1948.   95    Teachers were more comfortable with the language of psychology, which 
turned classroom discussions toward a more palatable consideration of malad-
justed  individuals. If intolerance existed because students were poorly trained to 
interact with minorities—racial and otherwise—then teachers faced the rela-
tively simple task of properly socializing students to interact in more diverse 
social sett ings. Th is could be done by indirect means, the preferred method of 
tolerance education by most teachers, and conducted in a sett ing that was 
 unlikely to draw criticism from students or the larger community. 

 It is perhaps due to these rising tensions that one of the only articles on the 
subject of racial prejudice published in a national teaching journal in 1949 came 
from the  Science Teacher . In the journal’s fi rst antiprejudice article, in January of 
1949, three high school teachers writing together from Phoenix, Arizona; East 
St. Louis, Missouri; and Portland, Oregon, off ered specifi c instructions on how 
to use the scientifi c method to challenge racial stereotypes, investigate claims of 
racial superiority, and analyze inequalities among white and nonwhite Ameri-
cans in the areas of housing, health care, and employment. Years aft er other les-
sons were reviewed in professional magazines, the article remarked, “Th e 
wartime experience of separating white and Negro donations to the Blood Bank 
may be examined for the scientifi c baselessness of the separation.”   96    

 Beyond this one article, there is litt le evidence that teachers presented les-
sons that included critical discussions on racial equality and civil rights in 1949. 
Th e journal  Common Ground , published by the Common Council for American 
Unity and a major supporter of intercultural education, published its last article 
that fall. Across the country educators voiced new criticisms of tolerance educa-
tion. “Who, may I ask, wishes to be tolerated? Do you? Do I?” asked a disillu-
sioned English professor at a teachers college in Maryland.   97    In another article, 
“Not Out of Books,” Rabbi Sanford Rosen of Bakersfi eld, California, agreed that 
it was pointless to drill students in material supposedly related to tolerance. 
Rosen praised teachers that could promote tolerance without ever mentioning 
the dreaded word: “Miss Gaff ney never delivered a lecture on tolerance—she 
skillfully led her pupils into the paths of brotherhood.” In this case, Miss Gaff ney 
organized various opportunities for the boys and girls in her class to get to know 
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each other bett er, such as wiener roasts, sledding parties, and other amusements. 
According to the teacher, “At Tony Caruso’s, aft er an exciting two hours of sled-
ding one evening, we feasted on Italian spaghett i and veal cutlets—and learned 
that Tony’s people were kind and good, warmhearted and hospitable. We 
learned the same about Effi  e Lee Morris’ folks, who, tho their skin was black, 
were no diff erent  . . . ”   98    

 Th ese kinds of carefully arranged activities came to defi ne cold war intercul-
tural education, which emphasized social experience over factual knowledge. 
No special teaching materials were necessary; all teachers had to do was bring 
students together and encourage them to “get along.” Rachel Davis DuBois pub-
lished a description of one of her favorite new techniques called a “parranda” in 
the  Journal of the National Education Association.  DuBois recounted how she had 
invited New Yorkers of various ethnic, racial, and religious backgrounds to par-
ticipate in a “Bread Festival” where each person took a turn describing a poi-
gnant memory that had something to do with bread—a topic carefully selected 
for its complete lack of political controversy.   99    

 In 1949 the NCTE Committ ee on Intercultural Education admonished 
readers of the  English Journal  that the world sorely needed bett er human rela-
tions in general, not just in interracial and intercultural areas.   100    Th e implication 
was that the prolonged focus on American race relations had drawn away att en-
tion from the more substantial problem of global human relations. In fact, this 
rhetorical shift  from intercultural or intergroup relations to human relations was 
a widespread phenomenon in liberal American organizations including the civil 
rights movement in the late 1940s. Contextualizing civil rights as a struggle for 
human rights made it less a specifi c problem about a single minority group (e.g., 
the Negro Problem) and asserted the transnational affi  liations between social 
justice for racial minorities in America and anticolonialism in Asia, Africa, and 
the Middle East. Within schools, however, the new focus on human relations 
shift ed teachers’ att ention away from racial minorities in America to a more 
inclusive—and less specifi c—subject of human relations. 

 Th e complexities of teaching tolerance in a political sett ing where it was no 
longer welcome and a theoretical context that refused to consider racism can be 
glimpsed in a provocative essay writt en by Mabel Finley, an English teacher at 
the Collinwood High School in Cleveland. Using a textbook on intergroup edu-
cation, Finley led the class through a series of thematic topics such as “Patt erns 
in Family Life,” “Belonging to Groups,” and “Experiencing Acceptance and Re-
jection.” Short stories on each subject were carefully selected and read, aft er 
which students wrote essays that were used to facilitate class discussion. Th e stu-
dents, reported Finley, were especially interested in the theme “Experiencing 
Acceptance and Rejection.”   101    Students evaluated their own experiences with 
acceptance and rejection in popular school clubs like the Girls’ Gym Leaders 
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and the Hi-Y Boys. Th e students explained to the teacher how people had to be 
 invited  to join these clubs. Th e teacher refl ected, “It was at this time that I learned 
that it made a diff erence whether a girl wore just a wool sweater of about eight-
dollar value or an angora one worth twenty-two dollars.” Other criteria for 
 acceptance into school clubs emerged, including “sharp” clothes, diff erences in 
race and religion, and “homes that off ered facilities for parties.”   102    

 Given students’ passionate interest in social acceptance and rejection, which 
the teacher noted emerged “naturally,” the teacher dedicated classroom time to 
consider these injustices in greater depth. According to the teacher’s description, 
the entire class “opened up” and shared their most intimate personal betrayals 
with each other. “I still cannot quite account for the mood in the class that led an 
Italian girl, with tears rolling down her cheeks and in a voice choking with emo-
tion, to tell an experience which had happened about two years before.” Th is 
girl’s recounting of being dumped by a potential suitor when his mother learned 
of her ethnicity represented what the teacher understood to be a kind of thera-
peutic breakthrough for the entire class, ultimately transforming her students 
into more tolerant citizens. In response to this highly emotional classroom expe-
rience, the teacher and students together came up with the idea of describing 
and celebrating cultural contributions by each group to America as the best way 
to promote greater tolerance and understanding between Americans. As one 
student wrote in his fi nal essay on Negro contributions to America, “We can 
encourage all of these various culture groups to share with us the best of their 
customs and traditions. By accepting what they have to off er we can enrich 
American culture.”   103    

 Despite major changes in the theory and practice of tolerance education, 
therefore, many teachers and students continued to fi nd solace in the technique 
of celebrating minority groups in terms of their cultural gift s to a larger, national 
culture, or what some called “cultural democracy.” As the subject of racial diff er-
ence became more implicit to these discussions, culture emerged as the pre-
ferred vocabulary to describe racial minorities. Th us, while teachers a few years 
earlier described lesson plans on the subject of “race and culture problems,” 
teachers in 1949 tended to write about lessons on the subject of “various culture 
groups.” Contrasting the ideal of cultural pluralism to the totalitarian specter of 
cultural “monism,” one teacher elaborated: “Carried to the extreme, the ideal of 
monism leads to ‘genocide’—mass murder of one culture or ‘race’ by another 
culture or ‘race.’ Th is is done in the belief that the culture can be made ‘pure,’ or 
monistic.”   104    In these examples, the distinction between the race and culture 
concepts disappeared completely. 

 Teachers came to view the problem of prejudice as something divorced from 
the issue of race. In this context, prejudice against a white girl who could not 
 aff ord an angora sweater was treated as a signifi cant form of discrimination that 
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merited tolerance education. It is not so much that this was unreasonable—a 
situation where students were excluded from social clubs may have warranted a 
response by the teacher—but rather that the teacher in this case opted not to 
push the lesson on prejudice any further. Race was not hidden or implicit in this 
pedagogy, but deliberately excluded. Since the program’s initial design in the 
1920s, nearly every lesson on tolerance education was dedicated to exploring 
and alleviating  racial  discrimination. Now, however, it was possible and even 
desirable to teach tolerance without ever bringing up the subject of race. Th e 
idea of culture, notably, was preserved essentially unchanged, and continued to 
refer specifi cally to those people understood (although rarely identifi ed) as 
 racially distinct. 

 Teachers in the early 1950s were still concerned with the problem of preju-
dice, but most refused to directly confront the subject of racial minorities or the 
problem of racism in the classroom. Th e use of the word “tolerance” declined or 
was employed in strategically apolitical terms in teaching journals. For example, 
the article “Some Lessons about Tolerance from the Past,” published in  Social 
Studies , discussed tolerance as a religious ideal developed during the sixteenth 
century, but made no att empt to connect this intellectual history to current 
social or political issues.   105    Th e  English Journal , which published a monthly seg-
ment on “Bett er Human Relations,” vacillated from promoting Benedict and 
Weltfi sh’s  Th e Races of Mankind  pamphlet, book, and fi lm in January of 1950, to 
pondering how to help junior high school students “understand each other 
bett er” in June that included dating advice such as: “a girl who is ‘not too anx-
ious’ is more apt to get and keep a boy friend.”   106    

 It was practical for teachers to obscure the subjects of tolerance education, 
which explains why an elementary teacher in Cleveland created a tolerance unit 
entitled “Adjustment of Newcomers to New Places.” Despite the fact that the 
teacher observed “the remarks these children made about books revealed their 
race prejudices,” her att empt to mitigate discrimination deliberately avoided any 
discussion of race.   107    Instead the teacher developed “sociometric” seating ar-
rangements to help students make new friends, employed a “sociogram” to map 
out interpersonal relationships, and asked students to answer benign questions 
such as: “Why I Am Th ankful? What Holidays Do You Like Best? What Is the 
Most Precious Th ing to You?” 

 Much of the unit reiterated the individual’s responsibility to be pleasant, lik-
able, and thus easily tolerated. For example, the teacher reviewed with the class: 
“Characteristics which make people like you, Characteristics which make you 
happy and pleasant, Characteristics which discourage friendship.”   108    Th e im-
plicit message was that individuals who suff ered discrimination brought this 
injustice on themselves because they failed to perform the correct social att rib-
utes. Th e vast majority of teachers writing in journals avoided any analysis of 
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how and why racism functioned in America, as well as related subjects like insti-
tutionalized inequality and civil rights for racial minorities. 

 Much like Americanization programs in the fi rst quarter of the twentieth cen-
tury, tolerance education aft er 1950 pushed an assimilationist agenda that 
asserted white, middle-class values as normative. An important diff erence was 
that cold war Americanization required students to possess an explicit con-
sciousness of tolerance that included an appreciation of other “cultures,” some-
times articulated as cultural democracy. National politicians criticized the public 
schools for failing to emphasize lessons on Americanization strongly enough. As 
one member of the House Committ ee on Un-American Activities charged: “We 
assume that a child knows what Americanism and democracy are, but we never 
explain what living in a democracy means.”   109    Teachers believed that democratic 
citizenship required a certain amount of racial tolerance in order to avoid the 
unjust persecution of minorities visible in fascist and communist regimes. Th e 
National Council of Social Studies called on teachers to continue to oppose 
 “totalitarianism whether it takes the form of communism, fascism, att ack on reli-
gious or ethnic minorities, or att ack upon freedom of the mind.”   110    

 Educated American citizens, representing not only their nation but a larger 
democratic way of life, needed to be able to interact gracefully and competently 
with people from minority racial, ethnic, or religious groups. Teachers encour-
aged students to internalize these lessons on tolerance—to act as if their every 
action was constantly surveyed by “the group.”   111    Th us, educated American citi-
zens needed to present well by performing “characteristics which make people 
like you,” and they needed to interact properly by demonstrating a lukewarm but 
nevertheless required “tolerance” of minorities. Using racial epithets or deroga-
tory stereotypes to refer to minorities was therefore not just uncouth, it was 
 profoundly ignorant of the values of educated American society. 

 Teachers employed a psychological discourse to discipline student behavior 
and social interactions, citing their lessons as “therapy” to “integrate the person-
alities” of damaged youth. In his article “Release: A Human Relations Approach 
to Writing,” the English teacher David Mallery from Philadelphia recounted his 
method to improve human relations by engendering psychological “release” in 
the classroom. Discussing the “basic ideas of democracy” with his class, this 
teacher discovered “ideas and assumptions even more fundamental than the 
‘freedoms’ and ‘rights.’” Th ese ideas boiled down to the belief “that the individual 
is something of special value and dignity in his own right, as an end in himself.”   112    
Mallery’s class wrote essays on the theme “A Moment of Special Awareness of 
One’s Self as an Individual,” which the teacher intended to elicit profound and 
deeply personal responses. Mallery described his most successful student 
 responses, such as the football player who was nervous about playing his fi rst 
varsity game, and Karen, a young woman who was deeply disappointed when 
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she learned that her friend cheated on a test. Teachers like Mallery used psy-
chology to help students internalize how their actions were viewed by their 
peers. Th is self-disciplining through a deliberate internalization of peer criticism 
was a very diff erent strategy than the training of students in the scientifi c facts on 
race and prejudice. Th is downplayed student agency, self-control, and critical 
thinking and assumed instead that the key to improving social relations in the 
United States was through rigid, disciplinary training in social etiquett e. 

 Th e most challenging aspect of cold war tolerance education was the need to 
balance an appreciation for cultural diversity with a very narrow range of accept-
able minority traits. Th e result was that teachers continued to highlight the cul-
tural att ributes and historical distinctions of various minority groups. However, 
they were reluctant to emphasize the cultural peculiarities of individual minority 
students. “No boy’s needs can best be met by singling him out for his unfamiliar 
diff erences,” the Committ ee on Intercultural Education in the  Elementary Eng-
lish Review  reminded teachers in 1950.   113    But other articles continued to cele-
brate the more inclusive category of minority group culture, for example “the 
contribution to ideas and thought made by Irish dramatists, Negro poets, and 
Jewish novelists.”   114    In a sense, this pedagogical approach resolved the dilemma 
of teachers who could not decide whether it was helpful or harmful to single out 
minority groups in intercultural education. It allowed teachers to highlight the 
rich cultural diversity of minority groups while treating every individual as in-
herently the same. 

 A journal article from 1951 illustrates that students were internalizing and 
reproducing the notion that blatant displays of prejudice refl ected not only a 
complete lack of education, but also “bad manners.” Alice Spaulding, an Eng-
lish teacher at Brookline High School in Massachusett s, invited students to dis-
cuss harmful “type names” in her intercultural unit. “Chink, dago, yid, gook,” 
called out agreeable students. In the classroom discussion that followed, 
Spaulding reported: “Th e class decided that the use of such epithets is stupid, 
unkind, and therefore, bad manners.”   115    Lessons like this one that emphasized 
good manners as markers of the educated citizen oft en included a celebration 
of cultural gift s of the minority groups students were supposed to learn to tol-
erate. In this case, Spaulding had her students study “famous poets of the world” 
highlighting “what each nation had contributed to the world’s welfare.” Such 
lessons identifi ed desirable cultural traits such as poetry and associated them 
with “nations” in a way that obscured race altogether. Because race was invisible 
and implicit in this discourse, teachers and students easily confl ated the cate-
gories of race and culture. 

 Occasionally, an article would challenge this conformist pedagogy, and it 
was the  Social Studies  journal in particular that took the lead in critiquing toler-
ance education. A college professor from Washington, for example, took aim at 
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educators who were unwilling to engage in critical, dynamic views of tolerance 
as a defi ning feature of a democracy in her article “Tolerance—Its Function in a 
Democratic Society.” A. C. Keller encouraged teachers to abandon their concep-
tion of tolerance as a necessary component of assimilationist education, and 
instead to see tolerance as “an active stimulation of minority self-expression.”   116    

 Keller’s challenge to fortify tolerance education was ignored by most teachers, 
who barely dared to publish on tolerance education or intercultural education at 
all. Instead, teachers like Elsie Butler from Springfi eld, Missouri, wrote vague 
articles on the goal of promoting increased understanding and friendliness 
among students in the classroom. Th ese articles struggled to make sense of why 
individual students did not fi t into the classroom “group,” school, or community, 
but they were careful to avoid any charge that the students in their class or the 
people in their community might be prejudiced. Th us, in her article “Living To-
gether in the Th ird Grade” Butler instructed teachers to forge a unifi ed group 
sentiment in the classroom. Th e problem, Butler refl ected, was that the students 
in this classroom were so diverse that they failed to bond together into a cohe-
sive group. She explained to readers: 

 If you have been used to working with children who are well acquainted 
and have had a common background, it is hard to imagine how big the 
problem of developing a “group feeling of oneness” can be. Th e teacher 
was sure of one thing—the group needed to carry on many activities 
together!   117    

 In this case, the teacher detailed the classroom activities she created so that, 
essentially, her students would have the opportunity to get to know each 
other and become friends. She listed seventeen diff erent activities her stu-
dents were engaged in, from typing on the class typewriter to making puppets 
to playing with the class pets. Teachers believed that these kinds of activities, 
in and of themselves, functioned to break down prejudices and promote tol-
erance and understanding.   118    

 Sema Herman reported that two eff ective ways to make young students feel 
they belong to the group was to make “a statement of admiration concerning 
their att ractive appearance” and to make provisions “for every pupil to taste the 
wine of leadership.”   119    Th is would help prepare “forty Johns and Sallys to func-
tion as good citizens in a democracy,” Herman declared. Creating good citizens, 
in this case, meant forging pupils into conscientious and helpful members of the 
group, which teachers might accomplish by making a “citizenship chart” to 
record the contributions of each child to the class. Th is recording of individual 
contributions was seen as a strategic way to undermine prejudice because it 
allowed each child to fulfi ll a special role in order to become a valued member of 
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the group. As Herman explained, “Encouraging recognition of fi ne qualities pos-
sessed by the less affl  uent, the unatt ractive, the foreign born, the ethnic variant, 
and fi nding opportunities for the public use of such in fi lling a group need, will 
stimulate good relationships and eliminate exclusion and discrimination.”   120    
Th is was a modifi cation of the long-time celebration of cultural gift s. Instead of 
fi tt ing minority groups into a larger American culture, this strategy now aimed to 
fi t individual students into the unit of the “group.” Notably, Herman’s list of stu-
dents who were potentially discriminated against included the poor, the unat-
tractive, foreigners, and ethnic minorities, but not racial minorities. It is unclear 
from this article whether Herman would have advocated “eliminating exclusion 
and discrimination” against blacks or not. Given the scrutiny that teachers faced 
under McCarthyism, this may have been a strategic move on her part, or it may 
mean that she was simply not concerned with racial equality. 

 Aft er 1952 American teaching journals published very few articles that could 
be described as intercultural or tolerance education. No doubt, teachers hesi-
tated to take a public stand on racial egalitarianism at a time when most had to 
sign a loyalty oath to secure employment, and they witnessed peers hauled in and 
interrogated by government commissions for their supposedly “subversive” 
 political views.   121    Even students took note of the deliberate silence on controver-
sial topics like race relations. For instance, an article in the  Washington Post  noted 
that American students “feel limited especially by the invisible taboos that sur-
round discussion of religious sects, of Marxism, and of racial problems.”   122    Addi-
tionally, by 1952 the political pressures that shaped American educational policy 
and practice had shift ed dramatically. Teachers who wanted to address foreign 
aff airs and current political events in the classroom had to choose their subjects 
very carefully, and no longer worked in an atmosphere pervaded with the threat of 
Nazi pseudoscientifi c racism. For all of these reasons there was litt le motivation to 
teach about racial equality, including the scientifi c defi nition of race, and there 
were in fact powerful incentives not to discuss potentially controversial issues. 

 Th is does not mean that teaching journals were completely silent on the sub-
ject of race relations, which were aft er all still crucial and highly visible subjects 
in national and international politics. From  Social Studies  and  Social Education  
cautiously emerged a critical perspective that drew on anthropology to chal-
lenge racial discrimination, but only at the rate of one or two articles a year. 
Additionally, some articles paused to consider the development of African 
American literature or the portrayal of Native Americans in textbooks.   123    Th ese 
articles painted a sympathetic image of minorities and encouraged teachers to 
include minorities in the curriculum. For instance, an art teacher in Chicago 
defended the controversial Uncle Remus stories, which were writt en by a white 
author in African American dialect, as “part of the cultural heritage of the 
American Negro.”   124    
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 Teaching journals from the early 1950s preferred to publish articles that por-
trayed minority groups in positive terms and refl ected a cautious, yet politically 
astute perspective on the role of educators in addressing social relations. Some 
of the articles were unduly optimistic in their approach to the subject. One went 
so far as to argue that harmful stereotypes of American Indians had “passed” 
and were replaced by an “honest and good” depiction of this minority group. 
Ethel Newell of Mesa, Arizona, explained to readers of the  Elementary English 
Review , “Th e Indian in new books is the Indian of reality who is psychologically 
valid for our boys and girls today.”   125    Whether or not educational texts portrayed 
minority groups and individuals as “psychologically valid,” it is clear that 
teachers felt more comfortable speaking about minority literature than they did 
about minority  individuals. Th ere was no room, or so it would seem, to consider 
the everyday lives of African Americans, Asian Americans, or Native Ameri-
cans, or their profoundly compromised experiences as minority citizens in a 
democratic nation. 

 In 1954, the intercultural educator William Martin published “Gee! I’m Glad 
We’re All Diff erent!” in the  Journal of the NEA .   126    In the article, he off ered a four-
step program designed to “modify att itudes,” presumably prejudiced ones, by 
acknowledging the diff erences that made every American special. By accepting 
the child as he is, argued Martin, teachers would help the child gain status in the 
group through fair competition and reward. In this sense, students would come 
to understand the benefi ts of diversity in terms of the unique talents each person 
contributed to the welfare of the group. Th ere was no mention of race or racial 
minorities in this article, and the presumption that each individual could actu-
ally compete in a “fair” market for social status went unquestioned. 

 Insistently upbeat articles like this one, which failed to assess racism or social 
inequality in America, represented the fi nal eff orts of intercultural educators to 
promote tolerance education in the cold war era. Already, civil rights activists 
like those at the NAACP and the Race Relations Institute at Fisk University 
were revising their strategic use of public schools as agents of social change in 
America. Instead of teaching students the facts about race and prejudice in an 
att empt to reduce racism, civil rights activists believed judicial action could 
bring about faster and more substantial opportunities for racial equality.   127    
Charles S. Johnson, the renowned black sociologist and the president of Fisk 
University, ceased to off er intercultural education workshops at his annual Race 
Relations Institute in 1952. He explained to the audience of educators and social 
activists gathered before him, “Th ere has been a growing popular acceptance of 
 law  as the most expeditious educational device to precipitate changes in race 
relations as rapidly as they now must be made.”   128    Johnson, among other civil 
rights activists, turned his full att ention to the courts to secure equality for black 
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Americans, including access to white educational institutions and the end of 
racial segregation. In the process he dismissed intercultural education as an inef-
fective strategy that had failed to substantially alter white prejudice against 
blacks. Johnson was inspired in large part by recent Supreme Court victories by 
the NAACP that laid the groundwork for dismantling racial segregation. Accord-
ing to Johnson, recent Supreme Court cases made it “unmistakable [ sic ] clear 
that there has been a re-evaluation of the 14th Amendment, and that the tools 
have been made available to put an end to all governmentally-imposed racial 
segregation.”   129    Tolerance education, which Johnson had strongly advocated 
since 1944, was no longer necessary or desirable in the shift ing political land-
scape of the early 1950s. Johnson joined with civil rights activists across the na-
tion in targeting structural inequalities in the American political economy to 
force the issue of equal opportunity. Th ere was no need to work within a broken 
system; these activists intended to build an entirely new one. Likewise, in New 
York City, a newly formed Intergroup Committ ee on New York Public Schools 
was formed, not to promote tolerance programming in the classroom, but 
to address the continued problem of racial segregation and corresponding 
 inequality in New York City’s public schools.   130    

 All of the factors that explain the demise of tolerance education by 1954 also 
clarify a related phenomenon in the racial discourse of American schools. By 
1954 racial minorities were rarely mentioned in American classrooms. Teaching 
journals, such as  American Unity , encouraged teachers to actively ignore racial 
diff erences in the classroom in an eff ort to promote the ideal of a “colorblind” 
society where such diff erences did not matt er. One photograph depicted a boys’ 
basketball team featuring white, black, and Asian players, while the caption 
beneath asserted, “Stuyvestant [ sic ] High School, New York, was so interested in 
developing a good basket ball team, they forgot to ask the players race or color.”   131    
Similarly, intercultural textbooks asked teachers to ignore race or color in favor 
of more immediate concerns, illustrated with photographs such as this one that 
insisted, “Jim’s color is clean.”    

 Photographs on the subject of tolerance typically featured interracial scenes, 
even if the article never mentioned the subject of race or racial discrimination. In 
1953,  American Unity  ran a photo essay under the heading: “Typical classroom 
scenes that show they’re interested in the subject at hand, not in their classmates’ 
skin color, eye shape, or country of origin.”   132    Th e photos depicted interracial 
classrooms and activities, but the accompanying text suggested that educators 
simply had to train students to live and work with people from diff erent back-
grounds in order to encourage racial integration, and that they could suppress 
explicit discussions on race. 

 Th e colorblind approach to racial tolerance, nonetheless, did complicate 
classroom instruction for teachers. Th ey had to be careful  not  to highlight the 
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racial status of individuals, and they were supposed to discourage explicit discus-
sions of racial diversity in America. In the end, teachers promoted a vague cele-
bration of cultural gift s, a strategy they could use to promote tolerance for racial 
minorities without drawing att ention to the concept of race. In their eff ort to 
create warm and welcoming interracial classrooms and activities, teachers 
emphasized good manners when encountering racial others. Th is meant that 
racial slurs were unacceptable in the classroom, and teachers were att entive to 
any sign that a student had crossed the line between a racially tolerant, educated 
citizen and an ignorant racist. 

 Combined with the domestic political pressures of the cold war, an emphasis 
on the colorblind approach created the curious situation where teachers refused 
to acknowledge or discuss the everyday lives of racial minorities. In the larger 
public realm of culture, however, teachers felt more secure and believed it was 
fair to discuss subjects like “Negro” literature or American Indian stereotypes. 
Th is was a form of self-censorship that teachers imparted to their students as an 
att ribute of an educated citizen in a modern, global democracy. Performing as a 
colorblind citizen in a blatantly racist society required teachers to create an intri-
cate way of teaching race that relied on coded words and a shared understanding 

      
 Intercultural textbooks insisted that teachers should ignore “color” and promote 
integrated learning environments in the postwar era.   
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of racial etiquett e. Teachers, like most Americans, had come to accept the confl a-
tion of race with color. To realize the colorblind ideal, however, teachers in the 
postwar era had to equate the concepts of race and culture, which functioned to 
eff ectively silence or at least mystify the race concept. Th e only way that teachers 
could live up to the promise of the colorblind ideal, aft er all, was if they stopped 
talking and teaching about race in the classroom. In the process, they reifi ed race 
as color and entrenched a static and essentialist conception of race-as-culture 
into American educational discourse.         



171

        Conclusion: Race and Educational 
Equality aft er  Brown v. Board of Education   

      Whether we like it or not, culturally, biologically, and otherwise every 
white person is a litt le bit Negro and every Negro is a litt le bit white. 
Our language, our music, our material prosperity and even our food are 
an amalgam of black and white. 

 —Martin Luther King Jr.  

  I do not believe my teacher education students are unusual in their 
tendency to suture race to culture and then struggle to disentangle 
the two. 

 —Gloria Ladson-Billings  

      On the brink of a terrifying and highly racialized world war in the late 1930s, 
activist anthropologists believed they could combat racism and fortify democ-
racy by insisting on a more scientifi cally informed and refl exive way of thinking, 
speaking, and teaching about “racial” others in American classrooms. Working 
with teachers, anthropologists craft ed an antiracist pedagogy that combined a 
study of the biological facts of human race with a social critique of American 
culture, a strategy that Ruth Benedict, among others, believed would illuminate 
structural inequalities of American society. In classrooms, teachers drew on 
decades of experience teaching about racial others in terms of cultural gift s to 
design antiprejudice lessons that tied racial identity to a cultural att ribute, such 
as lessons on “Negro” literature, American Indian artwork, and Chinese food. 
Teachers believed that highlighting the positive att ributes of racial minorities in 
terms of their distinctive culture would mitigate racial prejudice by whites and 
increase the self-esteem of nonwhites. In the process, teachers came to speak of 
racial minorities as cultural minorities. 

 Th is construction of race-as-culture, although directly infl uenced by anthro-
pologists, did not embody the antiracist pedagogy designed by scholars like 
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Benedict. Although there is evidence that many teachers taught lessons on the 
anthropological defi nition of race from 1944 to 1947, these lessons virtually 
disappeared with the start of the cold war. Teachers had even less luck translating 
anthropological defi nitions of culture in the classroom. Instead of viewing 
American culture as a cohesive and fl uid entity as Benedict asked, teachers 
 assumed the existence of a static, normative, white, middle-class culture and 
held up all students against this norm. Th ey had diffi  culty acknowledging that 
working-class people, racial minorities, and ethnic communities were a defi ning 
feature of what Benedict saw in larger terms as American culture. 

 In the postwar period anthropologists retreated from antiracist activism and 
educational reform. Meanwhile, psychology replaced anthropology as the social 
science that off ered the most insight on the problem of racial prejudice in Amer-
ica. Th e rise of psychology as the preferred discipline to address racial prejudice 
was a social phenomenon in its own right. Th is intellectual turn was shaped by 
postwar economic prosperity and cold war politics, and in particular the pow-
erful infl uence of foundations and governmental agencies who doled out research 
grants and showed a preference for studies that analyzed individual racial preju-
dice as a psychological problem.   1    Th e dominance of psychology in the postwar 
era was also strongly infl uenced by Gunnar Myrdal’s massive social scientifi c in-
vestigation of American race relations in 1944,  An American Dilemma .   2    

 Psychologists asserted that teaching people “facts” about human equality did 
litt le to eradicate racial prejudice. Instead, they believed that only early exposure 
to diverse people could socialize students to be less prejudiced. Because psy-
chologists believed racial prejudice was created in individuals through interper-
sonal relations, they identifi ed the individual as the ideal site for reform. Whereas 
an anthropological study of American culture revealed structural inequalities 
such as inadequate education, jobs, housing, and health care available to racial 
minorities, psychologists were more interested in how people thought about 
and related to one another. Th ey were not concerned, therefore, with how racism 
was institutionalized in American society, as through the near complete disen-
franchisement of African Americans in the South. Instead, they believed that 
social manifestations of racism would disappear as people became less racist 
through intergroup therapy in American schools.   3    

 Drawing directly from psychologists in the postwar era, American teachers 
craft ed a revised tolerance pedagogy premised on the idea that young children 
could be socialized to be less racist. Teachers asserted that explicit lessons on the 
biological meaning of race were unproductive, if not downright harmful to stu-
dents. Instead of preaching racial tolerance, teachers wanted to demonstrate and 
inculcate this ideal through racially integrated activities such as art projects, work 
camps, and classrooms. If such racially integrated sett ings were unavailable, 
teachers fell back on exposing students to racial others through songs, art,  literature, 
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and other forms of racial minorities’ material life. Of course, all of the so-called 
culture being celebrated in these lessons was presented as the result of group 
preferences and never as the consequences of sustained economic exploitation 
and exclusion, political oppression, or endemic poverty that historically defi ned 
life for many American “racial” minorities. Although careful not to dwell on the 
racial identity of any one individual, teachers believed that celebrating racial cul-
ture would help inculcate empathy for racial others. In an eff ort to direct the 
outcome of tolerance education, teachers insisted that all students  exhibit 
good manners and proper etiquett e in interracial sett ings. 

 As a result, by midcentury teachers intentionally silenced the subject of race in 
American classrooms. Instead of teaching about racial others they promoted a col-
orblind ideal based on the psychological argument that it was bett er to ignore race 
and practice racial integration than to dwell on racial inequalities or race relations 
in America. For liberal activists and intellectuals the silencing of race in everyday 
discourse represented the pinnacle of the colorblind ideal in schools. It signifi ed 
that teachers had mastered the complex social science knowledge on racial preju-
dice while also being savvy enough to conduct “indirect” lessons intended to guide 
students to ignore race and judge every individual according to his or her poten-
tial. Importantly, the colorblind ideal in American schools could only work in a 
society that refused to acknowledge—or segregate— citizens on the basis of race. 

 On May 17, 1954, in  Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka , the United States 
Supreme Court agreed that segregating American children on the basis of race in 
public schools violated their constitutional rights according to the 14th Amend-
ment. Signifying the growing authority of social science in American jurispru-
dence, Supreme Court Justice Earl Warren cited a study by the psychologists 
Kenneth Clark and Mamie Clark to argue that segregated schools were pro-
foundly harmful to the psyche of black students, who were isolated and excluded 
from mainstream American life.   4    Th e timing of  Brown  and the ascendancy of the 
colorblind ideal in American schools was no accident. In fact, the same psycho-
logical theories of racial prejudice that underwrote postwar intercultural educa-
tion also underwrote the social science used in the  Brown  decision.   5    Th e Court 
even cited the work of intercultural educators in its unanimous decision, 
 including an article by the prominent interculturalist Th eodore Brameld, in 
which he advocated developing “on a much wider scale, intercultural education 
for students in schools; for teachers already on the job; for adults in trade unions, 
in churches, in business groups, in the home itself.”   6    

 Both postwar intercultural education and  Brown  were premised on psycho-
logical theories of prejudice that identifi ed racism as a problem of individual 
 att itudes or maladjustment.   7    Th is psychological model of racism focused on 
how people thought about other people, and diverted scholarly att ention from 
entrenched structural racism and inequality in American society, culture, and 
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political economy. Following a similar logic, in the early 1950s the NAACP 
abandoned decades of work fi ghting for the equalization of black schools in the 
South in terms of bett er facilities, materials, and teacher salaries—a strategy that 
had been increasingly successful by 1954. Instead, NAACP activists decided to 
pursue black equality and fi ght endemic white racism by removing the legal bar-
riers to quality education, good jobs, adequate health care, and the franchise. 
Desegregating schools was the fi rst step in what they viewed as a lengthy and 
strategically crucial batt le, but the important factor is that these civil rights activ-
ists believed that racial integration was the key to social equality. Signifi cantly, 
this meant the NAACP and other social justice activists stopped fi ghting for 
structural improvements such as bett er resources for black schools in the South 
or in predominantly African American schools in other parts of the country in 
the wake of  Brown . Instead, they focused on winning access to bett er-funded, 
more prestigious white educational institutions.   8    

 Neither postwar intercultural education nor the mandated desegregation of 
schools in the  Brown  ruling turned out to be eff ective antiracist strategies. 
Charles Payne explains that this is because  Brown  marked a peculiar moment in 
the mid-twentieth century when the idea of race and the phenomenon of racism 
were profoundly “mystifi ed.” Intercultural educators, psychologists like Ken-
neth Clark, and ultimately the Supreme Court Justices agreed that racism was a 
function of interpersonal relations. Th is construction of racism ignored how 
racial inequality was entrenched in American society through harsh and oft en 
violent acts of “political disenfranchisement, economic exploitation, racial ter-
rorism, and personal degradation.”   9    Th is rhetorical move separated the social 
system of racial segregation from the systematic oppression of racial minorities 
in all aspects of American political and economic life.   10    Furthermore, it failed to 
account for the material and social privileges that racial segregation off ered to 
the white working class and therefore underestimated the magnitude of white 
backlash to integrated schools in both the North and the South over the next 
fi ft y years.   11    

 Advocates for  Brown  believed the time had come to implement a colorblind 
approach to the problem of race relations in America. Race-blindness was a 
popular liberal response to the revelations of the scientifi c defi nition of race 
and the horrors of the Holocaust. Ignoring race seemed to exemplify social 
equality, and the promotion of integrated education in particular carried the 
colorblind ideal through to its most obvious conclusion in a modern democ-
racy.  Brown  represented a major success in the transnational narrative of 
American race and  democracy, projecting an image of American racial pro-
gress to an international audience att uned to the glaring inconsistencies 
between the American Creed and racial discrimination against African Ameri-
cans. Th e liberal credo of colorblind education, therefore, was adopted by the 
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federal government as an important component of foreign policy as a way to 
put democratic ideals into practice.   12    Th e combined eff orts of social justice 
advocates, social scientists, and liberal intellectuals helped bring about the 
ruling in  Brown  that symbolized the institutionalization of the colorblind ideal 
in the nation’s cherished institution of public schools. 

 Winning the desegregation of American public schools signaled to social jus-
tice advocates and many educators that tolerance lessons were no longer 
necessary or desirable. By 1954, the expansive tolerance education visible across 
the country during World War II had virtually disappeared. Th e ruling in  Brown  
only confi rmed what many educators and intellectuals already believed—that it 
was more important to cultivate equal opportunity and racial integration than 
explicit lessons on how and why to “tolerate” racial minorities. With the law now 
fi rmly on their side, social justice advocates paid litt le att ention to the content of 
American curricula and focused on the complicated logistical issues of easing 
the nation into racially integrated schools. Th is relationship between integration 
and curricular content would prove to be durable over the next fi ft y years as the 
nation struggled with the persistent failure of  Brown  to meet the educational 
needs of disadvantaged minority students.    

  Acknowledging the Failure of the Colorblind Ideal   

 Although American schools remained racially segregated for ten years aft er 
 Brown , this stalemate came to a head in 1964. With the civil rights movement in 
full swing, a strong economy, and a rising black middle class, the pressures on 
the American government to intervene in the embarrassing state of race rela-
tions in the American South accelerated. Th e Civil Rights Act of 1964 took aim 
at racial segregation in public accommodations and employment, but it also fea-
tured Title VI, empowering federal offi  cials to cut off  aid to racially segregated 
school districts. Th e following year the Voting Rights Act of 1965 and the Ele-
mentary and Secondary Education Act granted the federal government more 
power to ensure blacks had access to the ballot and to integrated public schools. 
Th e Elementary and Secondary Education Act, in particular, tied huge sums of 
federal money for local school districts to specifi c requirements about the ac-
ceptable degree of racial segregation. If school districts did not demonstrate ra-
cially integrated schools, they could lose federal funding. Federal and district 
circuit court judges joined the eff ort to desegregate schools at the same time. 
Following this change in jurisprudence, American schools in the 1970s began 
massive eff orts to foster racial integration through programs such as racial 
 balancing, busing, and affi  rmative action. Such projects were complicated from 
the beginning by white fl ight, white and Hispanic resistance to integrated 
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schools, and black resistance to the breakdown of community schools and 
the  inconvenience and hardships of busing children long distances to att end 
 predominantly white (and sometimes hostile) schools.   13    

 As it became increasingly obvious that creating racially integrated public 
schools was going to be a longer and more diffi  cult process than anyone had 
ever imagined, a new approach to combating racism emerged in school practice 
in the 1980s. Black educators and students amplifi ed demands for courses in 
African and African American history, art, and culture. White educators 
embraced the idea that teaching about racial others would be an eff ective substi-
tute for att ending racially integrated schools. What became known as “multicul-
turalism” fl ourished in liberal educational discourse as a new and improved 
method to reduce racial prejudice and promote bett er race relations. Faced with 
the persistent failure of policy makers to create racially integrated learning envi-
ronments, educators decided to revise the content of schooling in an att empt to 
fi nd a more eff ective way to use schools to decrease racial prejudice and  promote 
bett er race relations.   14    

 Th e continuing struggle to integrate schools in the 1970s and the growing 
popularity of multiculturalism in the 1980s both acknowledged in diff erent ways 
the failure of the colorblind ideal that framed the  Brown  decision in 1954. If ed-
ucators and social activists in 1954 believed the most eff ective antiracist strategy 
was to ignore race and quietly remove the barriers to racial integration, by 1980 
activists and intellectuals believed that the best way to fi ght racism was to pay 
very careful and explicit att ention to the subject of race. Th ey wanted schools to 
identify and quantify each student’s race in a given district and make school 
 assignments accordingly. Th ey wanted students in the classroom to learn about 
the lives and history of racial minorities in terms of their historical accomplish-
ments and cultural achievements. American schools were to become “multicul-
tural,” a term that referred specifi cally to  racial  diversity. 

 Eff orts to desegregate schools peaked in the 1980s and have declined ever 
since, mostly through legal challenges by whites resisting eff orts to desegregate 
schools in their communities. Gary Orfi eld and Chungmei Lei of the Civil 
Rights Project explain that race-conscious school integration plans, although 
bitt erly contested, result in substantial improvement in the quality of education 
and academic success for minority students. Th ey elaborate: “Th is does not 
mean that desegregation solves all problems or that it always works, or that seg-
regated schools do not perform well in rare circumstances, but it does mean that 
desegregation normally connects minority students with schools which have 
many potential advantages over segregated ghett o and barrio schools especially 
if the children are not segregated at the classroom level.”   15    

 Resegregation in American schools took hold in the early 1990s aft er three 
Supreme Court rulings from 1991 to 1995 limited the ability of school districts 
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to implement racial integration.   16    Forced to acknowledge the limits, if not the 
failure of American schools to create racially integrated learning environments, 
liberal educators and intellectuals searched for alternative ways to address racial 
equality through public education. Th ey latched on to curricular programs 
designed to teach students about diversity in terms of race and ethnicity, such as 
multicultural education. In the 1990s multiculturalism became institutionalized 
through ethnic studies programs at American universities and defi ned as a 
required component of teacher training in most schools of education. Th e 
 expansion and rapid adoption of multicultural curricula and policy drew scru-
tiny and criticism by intellectuals, many of whom found the implementation of 
multiculturalism to belie the theoretical rigors of the academy.   17    

 More recently, multiculturalism has retreated because of what many view as 
its limited potential to impact student prejudice or race relations in America. 
Others have been discouraged because the religious right and other politically 
conservative constituencies have claimed protection as persecuted minority 
“cultures.”   18    Today, the term “multicultural” as it applies to school programming 
is declining, and critical social justice advocates prefer to use the more specifi c 
term “antiracist” or the broader term “antibias” education, which encompasses 
discrimination based on religion, gender, and sexuality.   19    While academics and 
liberal educators remain deeply committ ed to the potential of schools to miti-
gate racism in America, this is a rarely a function of public schools that draws 
signifi cant public support.    

  Th e Revival of the Colorblind Ideal   

 Th e decline of multiculturalism and the failure to racially integrate American 
schools have contributed to an overall climate of apathy toward antiracist initia-
tives in public education today. Many Americans feel that aggressive programs to 
redress educational inequality for racial minorities were a failure, due in part to 
the fact that multiculturalism and school desegregation placed too much empha-
sis on the subject of “race.”   20    In the wake of the terrorist att acks of September 11, 
2001, there were renewed calls to disband multicultural education and its sup-
posedly hazy emphasis on cultural relativity, and instead to assert the moral 
 superiority of Western democracy.   21    Th e rise of the “colorblind” ideal in terms of 
a “postracial” United States is once again gaining prominence, despite substan-
tial and durable historical evidence that ignoring race in educational policy and 
practice is detrimental to social justice in America.   22    

 Most recently, the United States Supreme Court delivered what many see as 
a  devastating blow to  Brown  and the promise of racially integrated schools in 
  Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seatt le School District  (2007). In this 
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ruling, the conservative majority of a bitt erly divided Court ruled that eff orts by 
Seatt le and Jeff erson County, Kentucky, to racially integrate K-12 public schools 
were unconstitutional because they assigned too much importance to the racial 
identity of individual students when making school assignments. Writing the 
 majority opinion, Chief Justice John Roberts explained, “Before  Brown , school-
children were told where they could, and could not, go to school based on the 
color of their skin.” Noting that this practice was reprehensible, but long gone, 
Roberts argued that the practice of assigning students to schools on the basis of 
skin color was equally wrong when it was done today “even for very diff erent 
reasons.” In conclusion, Roberts proclaimed, “Th e way to stop discrimination on 
the basis of race is to stop discriminating on the basis of race.”   23    

 Th e Court employed the colorblind ideal to claim that identifying students 
based on their skin color (race) was inherently undemocratic. Th is was the same 
colorblind logic used in the  Brown  ruling, but constructed for an entirely dif-
ferent purpose. Whereas  Brown  paved the way for racially integrated schools in 
America,  Parents Involved in Community Schools  erects new barriers in the way of 
the already diffi  cult process of breaking down racial segregation and correspond-
ing inequality in American schools.   24    

 No matt er how it is constructed, the colorblind ideal masks institutionalized 
racism in America. It treats racial prejudice as the problem of interpersonal rela-
tions, assuming that if people would simply stop being prejudiced the problems 
of racial inequality in America would evaporate. It does not take social science 
experts to explain why this is impossible. Especially with sixty years of recent 
history to draw on, we know that simply removing barriers to racial integration 
does not result in an equalization of education for minority students.    

  Th e Promise of  History   

 A historical analysis of the social construction of race in American schools 
underscores the relationship between antiracist curriculum and educational 
policy. World War II was a transformative event because it forced educators and 
policy makers to seriously consider racism as a paramount threat to democracy 
and to imagine schools as a location with the potential to expunge dangerous 
racism. Since 1940, we have seen a consistent relationship between the rise of 
school content designed to mitigate racism, such as intercultural education, and 
eff orts to racially integrate schools. Both tolerance education and integrated 
classrooms have been constructed as solutions to the persistent dilemma of 
racial inequality in America. However, they have also been viewed in terms of a 
binary. Educators used either racial integration or multicultural curricula to 
 address racism. It would be anathema to use both because they were understood 



R ac e  and  E ducat i onal  E qual i t y  a f te r   Brow n  v.  B oa rd  o f  Ed u c at i o n 1 7 9

to address racism in completely diff erent ways. Multicultural education asks stu-
dents to study and discuss people of minority descent in an att empt to develop 
more intimate knowledge of minority groups. Conversely, integrated classrooms 
are supposed to work by downplaying the signifi cance of racial diff erence and 
instead teach students that all people are the same on the inside. Reiterating 
group features such as supposed cultural practices, which essentially substitute 
positive stereotypes for negative ones, would only undermine the potential of 
students to get to know each other on an individual basis. While eff orts to pro-
mote multicultural programming and desegregate schools coexist in the minds 
of educators and social activists, one approach or the other tends to dominate 
school policy and practice in the United States at a given time. 

 Th is trend suggests a patt ern that connects racial discourse in American 
schools to the development of antiracist policy and practice. Historically, when 
educators have treated race as an explicit topic for analysis and discussion they 
engendered creative and original ways to counteract racial prejudice through the 
institution of public schools. In contrast, when educators have adopted a color-
blind approach to education, the result has been that teachers are unable to 
acknowledge or address the continuing problem of racism in American society. 

 Th e Supreme Court rulings in Seatt le and Louisville that challenge school 
districts’ plans for considering race as a factor in school placement seem not to 
recognize this history. Th e conservative majority used a seductive “colorblind” 
logic to insist on an approach to educational policy that history shows us is 
 ineff ective and in fact detrimental to educational equality. In a democratic 
 society where free education serves a special function as an equalizing mecha-
nism in an otherwise deeply unequal social order, the failure of American 
public schools to address the problem of inferior educational opportunity for a 
majority of the country’s minority citizens is an aberration of justice and a pro-
found failing of democracy. 

 History, however, also reveals the kinds of reforms that could dramatically 
improve educational equality. In the 1940s, there was a transformation in how edu-
cators spoke and taught about the race concept on an everyday basis. If educational 
policy and practice are tied to the way educators think and talk about race and 
human diversity, then this research suggests that we should return to the question 
of how American educators today think and talk about the slippery concept of race.    

  Th e Promise of Anthropology   

 In 1939 the anthropologist Franz Boas identifi ed racial discourse in the public 
schools as a serious problem for social scientists and educators, but also as a site 
of reform with the potential to infl uence American racism and race relations on 
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a global scale. He launched what could be described as a social movement, 
although it was largely limited to academic intellectuals, to reform the way that 
American teachers and students spoke about and understood the race concept in 
their everyday lives. He insisted they learn that scientifi cally speaking there was 
no signifi cant biological diff erence between individuals of diff erent “races” and 
that the race concept itself referred only to the relatively insignifi cant patt erning 
of phenotypic markers. He motivated others, including Ruth Benedict and Mar-
garet Mead, to intervene in educational policy and practice as race experts and to 
teach Americans scientifi cally accurate models of human diversity. 

 For roughly four years, from 1944 through 1947, American teachers had stu-
dents reading, writing, acting, and even singing lessons on the anthropological 
defi nition of human race. Th ere were illustrated black and white pamphlets, full-
color children’s books, posters, fi lms, comic books, and magazine cutouts that 
teachers employed to teach the scientifi c meaning of race. We know from 
teaching journals that these inexpensive, readily available, and appealing mate-
rials were widely and enthusiastically used. Th e use, however, was cut short by a 
combination of factors surrounding the cold war, which resulted in suspicion 
cast on lessons on racial equality, and changes in social science theories on the 
nature of prejudice. 

 Nevertheless, the existence and popularity of scientifi c defi nitions on race 
during World War II have important implications for today. First of all, they illus-
trate that such lessons can be easily integrated into everyday learning in Ameri-
can schools by teachers who are not necessarily trained in anthropology or 
human genetics. Second, and more importantly, they show that lessons on the 
biological nature of human diff erence illuminate the socially constructed nature 
of race. Th is book has off ered direct evidence that when students in the 1940s 
studied the biological equality of all people they sometimes developed critical 
insight into the ways that social inequality was perpetuated through structural 
racism in American society. For example there were the New York City students 
who wrote angry lett ers to the American Red Cross concerning segregated 
blood banks, the Missouri students who visited African American schools and 
worksites, and the Delaware students who initiated interracial drama and sports 
programs.   25    All of these students, in diff erent ways, were learning about how 
racism functioned not only at the personal level, but much more importantly at 
social and economic levels by denying equal opportunities to American citizens 
based on the single and unjust qualifi cation of race. 

 But, if lessons on the scientifi c defi nition of race have the potential to illumi-
nate the socially constructed nature of the race concept, then we are left  with the 
problem that past examples failed to permanently alter racial prejudice in Amer-
ican society more broadly or educational equality for racial minorities in partic-
ular. Th e solution here is evident through a historical lens as well, and was 
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pointed out by the anthropologist Ruth Benedict in the 1940s. American schools 
cannot construct antiracist pedagogy without a more sophisticated under-
standing of how  culture  works. Th e culture concept cannot be limited to the vis-
ible or assumed practices, habits, and material culture that defi nes particular 
minority groups, but must include a more robust anthropological analysis of 
American culture as the active ways that people living together in a community 
make meaning. Th is means that it is impossible to understand “Puerto Rican” 
culture in America without investigating the dynamics between Puerto Ricans, 
Dominicans, Italians, African Americans, and Jews in a particular neighborhood 
of New York City, not to mention the rivalries and factions within local New 
York Puerto Rican communities. Furthermore, it is not that these minority 
groups can be understood as outside of American culture—anthropologists 
understand these groups as active participants in American culture. Th ey  are  
American culture. An anthropological perspective of American culture reveals 
the structural inequalities that intentionally restrict access to quality education, 
safe housing, and rewarding jobs according to race. Th e way that school district 
lines are drawn and redrawn, the infl uence of elected school board members, the 
pressure of state and federal courts on desegregation plans—all of these are 
 examples of how racial inequality can be inscribed in the structural foundations of 
American society, and they are all visible through a cultural analysis of schooling. 

 Teaching scientifi c defi nitions of human race in a way that highlights the 
 socially constructed nature of racism should be a defi ning feature of successful 
antiracist pedagogy, as examples from the 1940s demonstrate. However, 
teachers must be vigilant that students do not substitute a racialist conception 
of human diff erence with an equally essentialist cultural conception of diff er-
ence. Introduced by anthropologists to popular audiences in the 1930s, Ameri-
cans have become used to explaining diff erence in the way people chose to live 
their lives as the expected outcome of cultural diff erence. In schools, this creates 
the particularly dangerous situation where teachers accidentally substitute a 
 racialist conception of human diff erence with an equally essentialist cultural 
one, as we saw in classrooms in the late 1940s and early 1950s. More recently, 
Walter Benn Michaels noted a similar phenomenon among his college students. 
He explained, “Once the students in my American literature classes have taken 
a course in human genetics, they just stop talking about black and white and 
Asian races and start talking about black and European and Asian cultures 
instead.”   26    In other words, students continued to view the categories of white, 
black, and Asian as primary determinants in the lives of individuals. A lesson on 
human genetics emphasized there was no such thing as black and white and 
Asian races, but based on their own experience the students understood these 
groups to be diff erent and distinct. If the diff erence was not racial, they  reasoned, 
it must be cultural. 
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 Likewise, Gloria Ladson-Billings, one of the nation’s leading antiracist edu-
cators, criticizes teacher training programs for their failure to teach future 
teachers a scientifi cally rigorous conception of culture. She describes how 
white preservice teachers working with minority students invoke the culture 
concept “as one of the primary explanations for everything from school failure 
to problems with behavior management and discipline.”   27    According to Lad-
son-Billings, the problem is that teacher education is constructed entirely 
around psychology to the exclusion of other social sciences. White, mid-
dle-class teachers are unable to see the subtle ways that culture can function to 
constrain or motivate individual students from diff erent backgrounds. She 
calls for an active program to train teachers not only in the fundamentals of 
anthropological theory, but practice as well. She wants teachers who know how 
to do ethnographic research—who visit their students outside of the class-
room in the more familiar sett ings of home, church, and community life in 
order to understand the kinds of teaching strategies that would work best in 
their particular classrooms. 

 Anthropologists in the 1940s recognized the special potential of their disci-
pline to revitalize and transform American pedagogy in a way that would make 
schooling more democratic and responsive to the needs of oppressed racial mi-
norities. Th eir activism in the schools, although brief, was tremendously potent 
and ultimately changed the way American schools constructed the ideal of the 
educated citizen. American schools during World War II insisted that teachers 
speak of racial minorities in scientifi cally accurate terms and that students learn 
the limits on acceptable interracial behavior. By 1950, psychology had replaced 
anthropology as the social science discipline best positioned to solve the prob-
lem of racial prejudice. While there have been important eff orts by anthropolo-
gists to reassert the relevancy of their discipline to educational theory and 
practice, by and large anthropology remains peripheral to mainstream teacher 
training and educational reform in America.   28    

 Th e antiracist initiative originally laid out by Boas and Benedict, in which 
hundreds of thousands of American teachers and students participated, still 
off ers hope for exposing and challenging structural racism in the United 
States. Hortense Powdermaker, an anthropologist and intercultural educator, 
once claimed, “It would be naïve to think that prejudices, racial and other-
wise, will be wiped out by teaching anthropology to more people.”   29    Th e 
problem was that educators in the 1940s appropriated anthropology and 
tried to use it to wipe out racial prejudice. Th ey believed that if they reduced 
individual prejudice fi rst, structural transformations in social justice would 
follow. We know now that this approach was ineff ective, and that anthropo-
logical theories of race and culture have much greater potential to illumi-
nate not only the socially constructed nature of race, but also how white 
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supremacy is deeply embedded in the American political process and civic 
culture.   30    It is this process of illuminating structural racism, I believe, that has 
emancipatory and transformative potential for contemporary antiracist activ-
ists willing to use the nation’s classrooms as batt legrounds for social justice 
and racial equality.      
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