Race as Nation, 1900-1938

A New York City school celebrating the heritage of its diverse student body. This student
was dressed as “the Sheik.” Courtesy New York City Municipal Archives.

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 deficits, then these same groups could be uplifted by cel-
ebrating their cultural gifts. 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 difficult 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.””

Teachers’ bewilderment concerning the distinctions between race and cul-
ture would only deepen in the early 1940s as activist scientists challenged the
basis for scientific racism and asserted the importance of cultural relativism. As
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to be “racial” minorities as evidence that liberals in the 1930s were not attuned
to the problem of racial discrimination in America,”

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 specific group of racial minorities understood to be “white” This distinction
reiterates the tremendous significance of color at this

time, which bestowed
on certain racialized groups preferential treatment and access to important

resources like quality education, better health care, and safer and higher-paying
employment. In the case of schooling, being white also bestowed special atten-
tion on white racialized minorities, who were thought to posses the innate traits
for democratic citizenship even if they were supposedly racially inferior. This
nts as individuals who did not possess the
inherent capacities for Pparticipatory democratic citizenship.
As sites of citizenship training, public schools had a conflicted 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 defined differently in different 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 little 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.”
Public education for blacks was not much better in the North. Over one mil-
lion African Americans migrated out of the South during World War I to urban

populations in urban and suburban communities,”

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 battles African American
social activists won relating to public education, predominantly black schools
would often (but not always) be staffed by black faculty and administrators.”

not eligible for full citizenship, meant that in the white dominated educational
press, there was very little 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 attention to the subject of African American education in
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African Americang 3$ unintelligent, lazy, and generally uncivilized, The author

related her dismay at encountering 5 “seething mass” of colored childrep, op her

first day working at 3 ey library. She found she coylg barely understand the
ildren’s spoken English— oty Syntax

and realizing
I was more tolerant” Yet,

€ recounted

Orresponsible homeg,
ican Americans Were not uncommon i
in the mid-19305 4 white teacherg began
Or even legs commonly, how tg teacl,
AT occasions when white students were
" this was dope uncritically. To take one
Special “Pageant of America” in 1934
Included a scepe featuring aslave plantatiog in the antebellym South. Describing
the play to readers of the Elementary English Review, she boasted, “The whole
scene is refined, showing the best of the colored Tace, yet at the same time
dWeHing upon their Superstitions, thejr mannerisms, and thejr mode of [ife, This
scene gives the Pageant much mirth »ss 7, this way, white teachers simultaneously
e colored race” whyle depicting
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to build an even better 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 attributes as “racial gifts.” 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 affairs.””

In 1937, social studies teachers joined the effort 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.”%
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.”® The 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 attention to the problems of world community;"1%
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 conflict, 1!

Even as teachers expanded their horizons—articles on “The 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.! A teacher from LeRoy High School in New

York wrote bitterly, “if the millions of American dollars spent annually for educa-
tion have any justification at all, it is certainly this: to further acknowledge, an
understanding, and an appreciation of American thought and culture”% In 5
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-
fied national unity.

In December 1937 Rachel Davis DuBois, who now served as director of the
Progressive Education Association’s Commission on Intercultural Education,




