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Introduction

Black and White
and Technicolored
CHANNELING THE TV LIFE

Certainly it comes as news to no one that television has been a mainstay of
modern home life since its arrival in the living rooms of American families
in the 1950s. The media theorist Lynn Spigel, one of the foremost authori-
ties on mass culture at midcentury, points out that while only 9 percent of
American homes had a television set in 1950, postwar consumers purchased
the new technology at such record rates that by the end of the decade the
number of households with at least one receiver had risen tenfold to nearly
90 percent.! Writing with considerable prescience about the new medium in
1956, the sociologist and cultural critic Leo Bogart predicted not only that
every household was destined to have a TV but also that as the technology
improved and the sets themselves became lighter and less cumbersome, tele-
visions would be spread out through individual homes, with a set installed in
nearly every room.?

Like most Americans of the baby boom generation, I had lived comfort-
ably with the technological marvel of television ever in the background of
my everyday life. It wasn’t until I retired in 2011 after more than forty years
teaching in and around the university and sixty years with television as a
more or less constant home companion that I began to assess the impact
of the instrument and the industry on my life growing up as a black viewer in
the white suburbs of Boston during the second half of the twentieth century.
As a newly unminted English professor, I had expected to do with my newfound



leisure what other retired academics have done before me—attend to and
indulge in all those pleasures for which there had never been time or space.
I would travel to far-off, out-of-the-way places. I would return to the piano and
recoup the benefit of years of lessons my parents couldn’t afford but somehow
paid for nonetheless. I would knit scarves and sweaters and afghans, though I
wasn't certain how well I would fare without my late mother the master knit-
ter on hand to fix my mistakes. And more than anything, I would read madly,
but nothing in my own field for at least a year—nothing in African American
literature or history or culture. But definitely the hot, hip, happening books
everyone was talking about—the books that were winning prizes.

My first few attempts at reading on the cutting edge of bestseller glory fell
flat. All that glistens is not necessarily my kind of good reading. Soon an
assortment of false starts and deflated finishes topped a pile of best-laid plans
that went, if not completely awry, not as I had imagined or hoped. Thus it
was that through a long and winding road of half-read books, arthritic fin-
gers that insulted the piano, and travel plans that somehow never went be-
yond the brochures, I wound up spending out the first year of retirement in
front of the ubiquitous TV sets (which as predicted presented themselves in
nearly every room), endlessly watching fifty-year-old reruns of Perry Mason,
Bachelor Father, Make Room for Daddy, and numerous other series and sit-
coms from my misspent youth, while also catching up on some of the hot
twenty-first-century shows pitched as products of the new postracialism.

As much as a tidal wave of intellectual exhaustion enticed me to think
of the Bachelor Father daily double or a Perry Mason weekend marathon as
a mindless escape into the fictions of the 1950s, I know the work of Susan
Smulyan and other media theorists too well to take any TV programming for
granted or any act of TV viewing as innocent. The opening sentence of Smul-
yan's essential study Popular Ideologies: Mass Culture at Mid-century (2007)
was all too apropos and instructive, even as I wanted to wallow in useless
abandon: “Complex ideas of race, class, gender, nationhood, and consump-
tion were created, expressed, and worked out in popular culture forms in
the middle of the twentieth century”® Nowhere were these complex ideas
more dramatically on display than in the very shows of yesteryear that I was
revisiting daily. All the old familiar stereotypes are as they always were in
these classic shows of my youth, but the longer I tracked TV programming
across the half century, the harder I was hit by that old adage, “the more
things change, the more they stay the same.” The old racism I knew so well
had been replaced, it seemed to me, by a new racism perhaps even more

» « » <«

insidious for its many masquerades as “civility,” “reality;” “authenticity;,” and,
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almost everywhere I turned the metaphorical dial, as eruptions of cultural
funk and outcroppings of a buffoonish black performativity, on the one hand,
or a depraved indifference to ethics, on the other—what I define in chapter 2
as “stigmatic blackness”—celebrated as the new normal and the new human.

Making a similar point about old racism versus new, Paula Groves Price,
a cultural theorist from Washington State University, argues that 1950s tele-
visual images of African Americans as “mammies, Sambos, hoodlums, and
Jezebels,” among other similarly demeaning representations, “have been instru-
mental in (re)inscribing ideologies of inequality and white supremacy.” But
“while many of the same images can readily be seen on television today;” she
adds, “they often appear under the guise of reality television, black popular
culture, or postracial ensemble shows” Television and other forms of mass
media appropriate aspects of the black community’s responses to a long his-
tory of racism, discrimination, and oppression and repackage these cultural
modalities as a decontextualized black experience, devoid of any attention to
what Price rightly points to as “the sociopolitical conditions that instigate
[such] responses”* As I address in chapter 10, drawing on the work of the
cultural theorist Tricia Rose, gangsta rap, for example, which was born in
the inner city as the response of urban youth to the harsh, often hopeless
conditions of ghetto life, not only becomes decontextualized by mass cul-
ture and commercialized as a celebration of thugs, pimps, and hoes but also
becomes what black culture is in the popular imagination. In other words,
the history and being of the whole are reduced to the behavior of the few—
often presented as the most outrageous or the most countercultural—made
to stand in for all black experience. Thus it is that television, as a form of
mass communication, Price concludes, works to “reinscribe racist ideologies
of blackness by framing it as black culture to the world” Any black is every
black, as I describe this regnant racial metonymy in chapter 1, drawing on my
mother’s wisdom.

But it isn’t only what the old folks call “book learning”—the critiques of
media theorists like Price and Smulyan—that makes me question how mass
media have used “entertainment and consumption to construct and rein-
force hierarchies of gender, class, and race”® I am a colored child of the 1950s,
reared on resisting the racist images that television habitually inscribes as
the ways of black folk. Long before I picked up a book on the subject, home
training made me a suspicious, even resistant viewer, who early on learned to
perceive every detail of television programming through the lens of race. I'm
not sure whether to thank or blame my mother for this tinted, if not tainted,
view of mass culture, but I do largely credit her as the source of my suspicion.

Black and White and Technicolored 3



She was born in 1921, long before the advent of television as a form of home
entertainment, but, next to books, cinema was the favorite cheap amusement
of her youth. Perhaps because, as a young moviegoer in the 1930s and ’40s,
she was both shaped and shaken by the demeaning portrayals of blacks she
witnessed in Shirley Temple films and elsewhere on-screen, my mother rec-
ognized early on the tremendous representational power of the new medium
that brought moving images into the homes of everyday Americans. Even
when it was very, very white, television was still somehow all about black,
with the ability to make or break us as a race. It was in watching Tv through
my mother’s resistant eyes that I first became captivated by and suspicious
of a ubiquitous black presence that haunts American television and film,
even in seeming absentia, in much the same way that American literature is
shadowed by what the Nobel laureate Toni Morrison identifies in Playing in
the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination (1992) as a “dark and abid-
ing presence”—a “mediating force” at once both visible and invisible. “Even,
and especially, when American texts are not ‘about’ Africanist presences or
characters or narratives or idioms,” Morrison writes, “the shadow hovers in
implication, in sign, in line of demarcation.””

Technicolored: Reflections on Race in the Time of TV was born of a year of liv-
ing dangerously in front of the television set, but it also looks back over more
than half a century of Tv viewing through the prism of race. Neither a con-
ventional memoir nor a traditional media study, Technicolored uses my own
family history and postwar experiences—from the polio epidemic that drove
us from the city and ultimately brought us our first TV set, to the propriety
concerns that governed what and how we watched—as the framework for a
personal narrative of growing up black with the new medium of television,
which shaped my childhood. It examines the changing face of racial repre-
sentation from the early 1950s, when people of color were at once nowhere
and everywhere on Tv, to the present, when we are everywhere but, per-
haps, still nowhere, with many of the same stereotypes of blacks as villains,
vixens, victims, and first-to-die disposable minorities still in play, even as
new, equally limited and limiting images of blacks and blackness crowd the
airwaves. Reflecting on and critiquing the role of race in televisual genres
from black sitcoms like The Beulah Show, Amos 'n’ Andy, Julia, and The Cosby
Show; to the Shirley Temple films and Charlie Chan movies I watched on Tv
as a child; to a spate of TV game shows now hosted by black comedians and
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prime-time dramas headlined by black actors in shows such as Scandal and
How to Get Away with Murder, Technicolored poses critical questions about
the roads television has traveled and continues to traverse in its depictions
of African Americans, in particular, and what part those depictions play in
fixing notions of the racially “othered” in the American imagination.

This last issue—the role that representation plays in stigmatizing black
men, women, and children as dangerous and expendable—is a guiding con-
cern of the book and one of the most critical questions of our time. In ac-
cepting the Humanitarian Award at the 2016 Black Entertainment Television
(BET) award ceremony, the African American actor and activist Jesse Williams
delivered a blistering Black Lives Matter manifesto in which he pointed out
that data show that “police somehow managed to deescalate, disarm, and not
kill white people every day”® How is it, then, that black men, women, and
children—including most infamously twelve-year-old Tamir Rice fatally shot
by police in a Cleveland park while playing with a replica of an air gun—are
so often instantaneously killed by law enforcement officers who claim they
feared for their lives? Is it because Caucasians are not quintessentially cast
on TV and elsewhere in popular culture and political discourse as a dark
and deadly menace to society? In perhaps its most important move, Tech-
nicolored examines the relationship between popular portrayals of African
Americans as criminals and thugs and the deaths of scores of unarmed black
men, women, and children, among whom the names of Amadou Diallo, Tray-
von Martin, Michael Brown, Eric Garner, Walter Scott, Freddie Gray, and
Sandra Bland are merely some of the best known in an increasingly long
list. At the same time, the less well-remembered names of Eulia May Love
from 1979 and Margaret LaVerne Mitchell from 1999—both shot and killed
by Los Angeles police (LAPD) officers, infamously in Love’s case over a $22
gas bill and over a shopping cart in the case of Margaret Mitchell, who was
mentally ill and homeless—should remind us that such shootings are not a
new phenomenon.? Ultimately Technicolored looks to television as an acces-
sory before and after the fact whose color-coded news coverage, stigmatizing
storytelling, and clichéd typecasting make Tv a potentially deadly form of
racial profiling.

These reflections are propelled and made personal by the fact that Tv and
I have traveled along parallel tracks since our respective births at midcen-
tury. I came into the world in Brooklyn in 1949, just as Jackie Robinson was
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breaking the color line in Major League Baseball and the new medium of tele-
vision was beginning to appear in American homes, although it had not yet
made its way into my family’s second-floor flat in Bedford-Stuyvesant. Radio
still ruled the roost. The voice of Edward R. Murrow kept us informed about
world events. Heard-but-not-seen characters like Beulah, Amos and Andy,
Jack Benny and Rochester, and the Lone Ranger and Tonto kept us entertained.
The radio was such a constant companion that I'm told I was nicknamed
“Buzzy” because as a baby I made a buzzing sound to the theme music of The
FBI in Peace and War (CBS Radio, 1944-1958) whenever the show aired. Since
the “FBI March” was from Prokofiev’s opera The Love for Three Oranges, my
buzzing along to classical music from the cradle was the first of several false
notes that led my mother and father to believe I was musically gifted.

Like most Brooklynites—even transplanted ones—my parents were de-
voted Dodgers fans; listening to baseball games on the radio was a favorite
pastime, second only to watching the Dodgers play in person at Ebbets Field,
as my family did regularly. I take some pride in being able to say that from
my father’s lap, I have watched Jackie Robinson steal home. I don’t actually
remember any of this, unfortunately, because we left New York for Boston
when I was two years old. The fond memories I have of the Dodgers and of
the Clifton Place neighborhood that was my first home are from family lore
and from the trips we made back to Brooklyn throughout the 1950s to visit
my mother’s sister, Auntie Bert, and her family and to see close friends
and former neighbors we called Aunt Lena and Uncle Troy, who lived in the
twin apartment to ours on the other side of the same brownstone row house
in Bed-Stuy where we had lived as a young family of four. My mother was
originally from Cambridge, Massachusetts, so Boston was close to home for
her, but we—that is, my parents, Pearl Louise (Hogan) and Adrian Everard
duCille; my older brother, Adrian Jr., and I—didn't linger long in the City on
the Hill due to the call of the wild, the white picket-fence dream (more my
mother’s than my father’s, I think) of raising a family in the wide open spaces
and fresh air of the suburbs.

Thinking about it now, I suspect there was a motive to my mother’s mad
rush to leave the city that was larger, more personal, and more profound
than midcentury America’s generic middle-class fantasy of suburban living.
My older brother—her firstborn—had had polio when he was four. He was
one of the luckier victims of the polio epidemics that kept the country on
edge during the first half of the twentieth century, before the advent of the
Salk vaccine in 1954. My brother, Little Adrian, as he was sometimes called,
was spared the respiratory problems and paralysis often associated with the
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FIGS. I.1 AND 1.2

| thought we were going
up over the roof to visit
Aunt Lena in the adjoin-
ing brownstone and
wasn't happy at being
waylaid for picture tak-
ing, but then Aunt Lena
appeared on her way
to our flat, and | was all
smiles, circa 1950.



disease. By some miracle, he made an almost complete recovery and was left
with only slightly diminished muscle strength and slower reflexes on one side
of his body.

I was a baby at the time and have no firsthand memory of what my brother
and my parents went through, but my mother often spoke of the trauma of
seeing her little boy suffer, of hearing him wail and cry out for her at the
hospital when the doctors were trying to tap fluid from the base of his spine
for serological testing in order to confirm the polio diagnosis. She talked of
the added anguish of not being allowed to go to her child and comfort and
reassure him, because well-meaning medical minds knew better than mere
parents. “They whisked him away without letting us explain why he had to
go with them,” my mother would say. “He would have been all right if they
had just let us talk to him, but he probably thought we had abandoned him
and his little heart was broken” I would weep whenever my mother told
this part of the story. It was a sad, heartrending early chapter in our family
history, and even though I knew the story had a happy ending, I felt a kind of
grief that lingers still.

But the story did have a happy ending (or so it seemed) and not just
because my brother grew to be a straight, strapping 6’3" and to father four
children, but because at some point in the midst of the misery that awful
night in the summer of 1950, Little Adrian gave up on wailing for Mummy
and Daddy and started yelling at the doctor: “Shut up, Doctor! Shut up! Shut
up, I say, Doctor! Shut up!” The funny thing was that, as my mother would
tell the tale, the doctor wasn’t saying a word and no doubt wondered why
this little colored boy he was trying to help was telling him to shut up. Here,
my mother would pause for effect and then take great maternal pleasure
in informing whoever was listening that she had understood instantly why
Adrian kept telling the doctor to shut up. It was his way of cussing out the
doctor, of telling him off—a four-year-old’s “f-you,” as it were. He didn’t know
any real swear words—nobody ever dared curse around my mother or her
children—and “shut up” was the worst thing he knew to say.

For all that my mother talked about my brother’s bout with polio, for all
that she praised the doctors and the nurses who treated him and the March of
Dimes who she said comforted and supported the family through the crisis,
what she didn’t say—but what I in later years surmised or maybe just wanted
to believe, since I thought my mother was Wonder Woman—is that she may
have saved my brother from permanent paralysis, deformity, perhaps even
death. She decided that something was wrong with her son, based on re-
markably little evidence: a sudden lethargy one morning, his not acting quite
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FIG. 1.3 Litle Adrian in Brooklyn at two years and three months,
early 1948.

like himself, especially his not wanting to play with me, the baby sister he had
first wished for, then demanded, at one point telling my mother’s doctor that
if he would “stop squeezing those ladies’ arms” (taking blood pressures), he
could hurry up and get his baby sister ready. No older brother ever wanted a
baby sister more than mine wanted me, or so my mother often told me. For
such a little boy, he took being a big brother very seriously and thought it was
his personal responsibility to make sure I was properly bathed, fed, swaddled,
and cuddled. It was the first, and perhaps only, time I have been uncondition-
ally adored. So when Little Adrian suddenly didn’t have the energy to tend
to his beloved baby sister’s every whimper, my mother knew something was
very wrong and insisted on taking him to the hospital. There was no cure for
polio then or now and paralytic poliomyelitis has more than one type. My
brother’s, I believe, was spinal. 'm not sure of the medical facts, but I like to
think that early intervention made a difference.

Black and White and Technicolored 9



In any case, this must be what it was that drove the move to the country
at any cost, the thing that possessed near lifelong city dwellers to light out
for territories unknown: polio panic. Rightly or wrongly, polio was seen as
the scourge of the long, hot summers in the city, and I suspect that, with
one son already stricken, my mother believed her children would be safer as
far from the madding crowd as she could get them. So sometime in the fall
of 1952—shortly before my baby brother, Danny, was born—we moved to
a virgin piece of free land in East Bridgewater, a small town about twenty-
five miles southeast of Boston, and began the arduous and unending task of
building a house in the country. We began, rather unglamorously, by living in
the basement with an outhouse and then, over the course of the next forty
years, built up the house around us, block by block.

I don't recall that my father ever talked about the polio event or how close
he came to losing his firstborn, namesake son to the disease that paralyzed a
president and crippled and killed so many children before the saving grace of
Jonas SalKs elixir. I so wish now that I had asked my father about it, about his
take on the near tragedy of those Brooklyn days. I think now, though, that this
thing that happened on the other side of my memory must be why he—a Ja-
maican immigrant from the capital of Kingston, yet so much at home among
family and friends in New York City and so much more the urbanite—gave
in to my mother’s family plan for country life.

If the specter of polio—of disease, of hospitals, of a small child necessar-
ily surrendered to the care of strangers—is what drove our family from the
city, it also is the thing that brought television into our country sanctuary. At
some point in what must have been 1953, when I was four, Little Adrian and
I had our tonsils taken out together, I suppose so we would be company for
each other. In those days, tonsillectomies weren't the same-day outpatient
procedures they are now. They required a hospital stay of two or three days,
with at least two nights away from home. I think it must have been hard on
our parents, because when they came to pick us up from the hospital, baby
brother in tow, they regaled us with tales of how much we had been missed
and told us they had a surprise for us, a welcome-home present. I thought
it might be a puppy, but it wasn’t. It was a new, floor-model console TV set,
which I remember as a Motorola.

I loved listening to the radio, but I knew nothing about television. I had
seen moving pictures on the big screen at the drive-in to which we went
regularly throughout the 1950s, but now the big people of the distant screen
were very small and living inside the mahogany box in our den. I loved it,
but it also confused me. I thought the people were real and could see me the
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same way I could see them. I felt connected to them, a part of their lives, and
I would lie awake in bed at night, playing out the next chapter of their nar-
ratives in my head. It’s a sense of television—a mistake almost literally about
ghosts in the machine—I have never quite gotten over, which is a dangerous
thing for a critic, this difficulty with fact and fiction.

So it is, then, that television and I have grown up together, from our shared
infancy in black and white at midcentury, when I thought the people on-
screen lived inside the magic box that TV was for me, to a high-technicolored
maturity in a new millennium, when I still think the characters on-screen are
somehow of and about me as a racialized, gendered subject. Technicolored
traces our joint coming of age, from those early days in the 1950s to the pres-
ent, attending in particular to issues of representation and spectatorship that
are both historically specific and transgenerational, personal and profoundly
racial. It tells the tale of what we watched and how we watched TV against
the backdrop not only of my own changing family dynamic but also of the
changing times that carried the country through the civil rights and women’s
movements, the Vietnam War, the Reagan years, the culture clashes of the
1990s, the first black presidency, and the current Black Lives Matter campaign
for social justice.

For all its temporal breadth, however, Technicolored makes no attempt to
be comprehensive in the pioneering footsteps of more traditional studies of race
and television such as J. Fred MacDonald’s Blacks and White TV: African Ameri-
cans in Television since 1948 (1992), Herman Gray’s Watching Race: Television
and the Struggle for “Blackness” (1995), Sasha Torres’s edited volume Living
Color: Race and Television in the United States (1998), and Donald Bogle’s
Primetime Blues: African Americans on Network Television (2001), or a wealth of
newer work on the topic.!® Rather, the scope of the project is limited to and by
my own restricted vision, controlled quite literally by my own viewing habits.
There is, for example, no discussion of BET as there almost certainly would
be in a more traditional examination of race and television in the latter twen-
tieth century. I, however, have been only a casual, sometimey viewer of BET,
tuning in selectively for jazz or news reports. But BET was a lifeline for my
students for whom it was a link to hip hop and rap music videos and the con-
temporary cultural scene, and the network’s inspired first drama Being Mary
Jane deserves more careful analysis than my spotty viewing allows for. Nor
beyond discussions of series like Julia, Good Times, and The Cosby Show is
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due attention paid here to the black situation comedies that have been a pri-
mary site and prescribed Hollywood home of black Tv programming since
the 1950s. It’s a genre for which I seem always to have been either too cynical
or too critical to appreciate the lowbrow lunacy.

Although presented in the first person, Technicolored is not a traditional
memoir full of intimate details and family secrets but, rather, a series of per-
sonal reflections that correspond to and, I hope, complement an extended
critique of television as I have experienced it over the course of the past sixty
years. My methodology is perhaps best described as both peripatetic and
highly particular, driven more by personal taste and remembrance of things
past than by chronology or theme. At the same time, the book does follow
the path of my own passage through six decades of what is not only my par-
ticular slice of black suburban family life but also a lens through which to
glimpse a nation coming of age and confronting some of its demons of differ-
ence. Reflections on events both personal and historical provide links to and
context for discussions of how television both changed with the times and in
some cases helped shape the changing times. Television was out ahead of the
general public on the issue of gay rights and same-sex marriage, for example,
and helped bring along the president, the populace, and the Supreme Court.

In addition, individual chapters generally do adhere around a specific
genre (game shows, for example), subject matter (the danger of Tv “syndi-
courts” like Judge Judy), or program (How to Get Away with Murder, for
instance), held together by overarching questions and concerns about what
it means to watch television through a particular set of black eyes—to be at
once colored and to watch TV as “technicolored” even when it is in black and
white. I use the term “technicolored” broadly in reference to “black shows”
or programs with colored characters or racial content. I use the word “col-
ored” in its historical sense to refer to African Americans and to “people of
color”—a turn of phrase or term of art with which I have never been com-
pletely satisfied.

I come to the well-established field of television studies not as a media
theorist but as a literary scholar, which may suggest a certain set of disrup-
tions. As much as I acknowledge and appreciate the conventions of the field,
I admittedly tend to read televisual narratives in somewhat the same way
that I read literary texts. John Fiske, one of the founding fathers of media
studies, warned against treating television as literature in his early study of
the medium, appropriately titled Reading Television. The “tools of traditional
literary criticism do not quite fit the television discourse,” he wrote in 1978.
The “codes and structure of the ‘language’ of television are much more like
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those of speech than writing,” he added, also noting that TV’s ““logic’ is oral
and visual’"! But television has changed dramatically from the “ephemeral,
episodic” medium Fiske knew in the 1970s. Increasingly dominated by a new
mode of what the media studies scholar Jason Mittell calls “narrative com-
plexity;” television programming is coming into its own as a kind of litera-
ture.”? In fact, some artists and cultural critics, including the celebrated writer
Sir Salman Rushdie, are now calling modern small-screen dramas “the new
literature” Rushdie, who has some TV writing credits of his own, has praised
in particular the kind and quality of writing behind U.S. series such as The
Wire, The Sopranos, The West Wing, and Mad Men. What TV scriptwriters are
now able to do with character and story, Rushdie suggests, is not unlike what
an author can do in a novel.”

Others in media studies seem to agree and have weighed in on the “lure
of long-form, episodic television,” whose dramatic properties invite com-
parisons to the big books of Charles Dickens and Henry James. Writing in
the Chronicle of Higher Education, the cultural historian and film theorist
Thomas Doherty, chair of the American Studies Department at Brandeis
University, has coined the term “Arc Tv” for highly developed serials with
long story lines of “interconnected action unfolding over the life span of the
series” He argues that while indebted to multi-episode serials from the 1970s
and 1980s like Masterpiece Theater, Hill Street Blues, L.A. Law, and especially the
deep-cover crime drama Wiseguy—the series credited with birthing the term
“story arc”—Arc TV’s “real kinship is literary, not televisual.” Like the great
tomes of British and American literature, he writes, Arc TV series are “thick
on character and dense in plot line, spanning generations and tribal net-
works and crisscrossing the currents of personal life and professional duty”
Unlike TV series of old with enigmatic heroes such as Marshal Matt Dillon
of Gunsmoke (1955-1975) whose personal history and inner life were not part
of the long-running drama, “Arc TV is all about back story and evolution,”
where again as in the novel “the aesthetic payoff comes from prolonged,
deep involvement in the fictional universe” But Doherty also acknowledges
the importance of “stagecraft” in television programming, which inevitably
makes TV like theater and film. “For the show to cast its magic,” he says, “the
viewer must leap full body into the video stream

Television lives in the visual, then, as the novel lives in language and, of
course, demands an interpretive strategy attentive to that difference. I hope
Technicolored indulges such a strategy, but I am particularly concerned in
the book with an element that storied television and the novel definitely
do share: narrative. I am concerned with narrative on two levels. First, 'm
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interested in the various stories different programs and different kinds of
programming tell their audiences. While issues of narratology are more im-
mediately obvious in long-form serials that are character and plot driven
like the ABC dramas Scandal and How to Get Away with Murder, other more
conventionally episodic programs—from sitcoms and police procedurals, to
unscripted tabloid talkfests and even game shows—are not without their sto-
ried aspects. Even the impatient star of the eponymous small-claims arbitra-
tion series Judge Judy, who notoriously cuts everybody oft and barely gives
complainants a chance to speak, ultimately is still after two sides of a story.
Her counterparts from the rival shows Judge Mathis and Judge Faith make
a point of asking litigants to provide a little background. Attention to the
smaller stories of such shows leads to the book’s second, greater concern with
the overarching narrative of race and gender in which all of these programs
participate. Technicolored explores how this master narrative—from repre-
sentations of mindless maids, mammies, butlers, and buffoons in the 1950s to
depictions of cunning, endlessly calculating, and manipulative moguls and
criminal masterminds of today—has both changed and stayed the same.

This book consists of ten essayistic chapters, all but one written since 2012,
although a pair—chapter 8 on Judge Judy and chapter 9 on Bill Cosby—take
up icons and issues with which I have been concerned for some time, and
chapter 3, “The Shirley Temple of My Familiar: Take Two,” revisits, revises,
and extends an earlier journal article on the cultural power of the pint-size
performer and the colored cohorts who did her bidding. Chapter 1, “What’s
in a Game? Quiz Shows and the ‘Prism of Race,” introduces my family of five
as we were in 1952, recently moved from the city to the suburbs of southeast-
ern Massachusetts, and establishes the booK’s guiding paradigm of reading
television through what the game-show host Pat Sajak has blogged about as
“the prism of race”” It was Sajak’s admonition against looking at the world
through a racial lens that led me to consider the degree to which that is
exactly how I view everything, including his own game show, Wheel of For-
tune. To do otherwise is a great luxury African Americans can seldom afford.
Begun as a simple essay about my mother’s love of game shows—especially
Wheel—the chapter has grown into a critique of the blackening and gender-
ing of a once predominantly white male genre that has become the purview
of black comedians like the ubiquitous Steve Harvey, host of Family Feud, and
a symbol of the hot commodity or black gold that race has become for the
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television industry in the age of Oprah and Obama and what it means that
this black goldmine so often has a sexed-up, dumbed-down, and dirty bur-
nished edge. Drawing on the work of Frantz Fanon and contemporary media
theorists such as Lynne Joyrich, chapter 1 raises questions about the power
of racial representation and the simultaneous and contradictory sexing and
neutering of the black body—issues that resonate as concerns throughout
the book.

Building on the notion of television as an instrument of uplift raised in
the first chapter, the second, ““Those Thrilling Days of Yesteryear’: Stigmatic
Blackness and the Rise of Technicolored Tv,” examines the role of race in
early variety programs like The Ed Sullivan Show and American Bandstand,
where black performers provided a cheap but alluring labor that helped build
the fledgling television industry even as racism both defined and limited the
roles African American actors and entertainers were allowed to perform
elsewhere in the medium. These limitations applied as well to other nonwhite
entertainers who could be houseboys, sidekicks, savages, and desperados but
little else. But while shows like Beulah and Amos n’ Andy were criticized for
the “stigmatic blackness” they depicted and driven off the air, chapter 2 also
considers the extent to which orientalism, noble savage mythology, and other
stereotypes of Asians, Mexicans, Latinos, and Native Americans remain alive
in regularly aired reruns, from Bachelor Father to Bonanza, as well as in con-
temporary programming. In addition to addressing the issue of enduring ra-
cial stereotypes, the chapter also explores the impact of the new technology
on our family dynamic in the 1950s.

As previously noted, chapter 3, “The Shirley Temple of My Familiar: Take
Two,” expands an essay that originally appeared in Transition 73 in 1998.
This revised version contains a new meditation on the orientalism of Charlie
Chan movies, regularly shown on TV in the 1950s and beyond, much like
Shirley Temple films. Because I encountered these narratives strictly through
the venue of the small screen, they played for me and for millions of other
child viewers as TV programs rather than as motion pictures, and they are
included here as such. In a second added move, this chapter version calls out
the small-town educational system of my youth for its relative silence on the
subjects of slavery, race, and racism, as well as other cataclysmic historical
events such as Native genocide, Japanese internment, and the Jewish Holo-
caust. It also explores more deeply than the original essay the issue of racial
representation from the perspective of the receiver—a black girl living in a
white enclave in a body and an identity made all the more strange and unde-
sirable by its telegraphed difference from the white, “perfect-10” cuteness of
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Shirley Temple. In a sense, the chapter answers the question Zora Neale Hur-
ston addressed almost a century ago in her essay “How It Feels to Be Colored
Me® But through readings of additional visual texts like “#FindKayla-
Weber;” a disturbing episode of the TNT police procedural Major Crimes, the
chapter raises a far more pressing question about what it means that in both
fiction and fact society continues to devalue the lives of black girls.

Chapter 4, “Interracial Loving: Sexlessness in the Suburbs of the 1960s,” uses
the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of Loving v. Virginia—the Supreme
Court case that struck down the Commonwealth’s “Racial Integrity Act”
prohibiting intermarriage and all extant antimiscegenation laws—to reflect
on televisions tentative treatment of interracial romance, from the famous
Star Trek kiss that wasn’t to Another World’s celibate, mixed-race fiancés who
“didn’t” and The Jeffersons’ “Oreo-cookie” neighbors who “did;” giving fodder
to George Jefferson’s endless jokes about their mixed marriage and “zebra”
offspring. In as much as 2017 also marks the fiftieth anniversary of my gradu-
ation from an overwhelmingly white high school, the chapter likewise ru-
minates on my own experiences with dating and teenage social life in the
suburbs.

Drawing its title from a haunting phrase in Hattie McDaniel’s Oscar ac-
ceptance speech in 1940, chapter 5, “A Credit to My Race’: Acting Black and
Black Acting from Julia to Scandal,” explores the burden of racial representa-
tion that fell on the shoulders of early black actors like McDaniel, who briefly
played Beulah on the 1950s TV series as well as Mammy in Gone with the
Wind. McDaniel, who considered herself a race woman, was virtually excom-
municated from the race by the NAACP and was panned in much of the black
press for furthering demeaning stereotypes. Pioneering black actors of the
1960s and 1970s like Diahann Carroll, who played the title role in the sitcom
Julia, and Esther Rolle and John Amos, who costarred as husband and wife in
Good Times, faced similar challenges as national symbols and representative
bodies. Attending in different degrees to these and other groundbreaking sit-
coms and dramas, the chapter uses biography, autobiography, and interviews
to examine the complex dynamics of race, class, gender, and social politics
that played out as much behind the camera as in front. The racial anxiety of
influence that once haunted black performers is considered in comparison
to Kerry Washington’s unabashedly wicked, hypersexually explicit role in the
ABC drama Scandal, where for good or ill positively representing the race is
no longer a concern for the series’ award-winning star and its black female
creator and producer, Shonda Rhimes—at least not in the way it once was.
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The lives of black people are disappeared rather than overtly demeaned
in the legal detective drama probed in chapter 6, “A Clear and Present Ab-
sence: Perry Mason and the Case of the Missing ‘Minorities,” even as the
series’” white star, the magnificent character actor Raymond Burr, seems to
have deluded himself that his show particularly benefited “the minorities,”
who he says learned by watching Perry Mason that “the system of justice was
for them”"” Exposing Burr’s contention as historical revisionism, chapter 6
offers an admitted fan’s cross-examination of the racial risk aversion that
countenanced only a handful of African Americans on a show about justice
whose nine-year run from 1957 to 1966 directly coincided with the civil rights
movement. Far from part of its subject matter, African American “minori-
ties” are at most a present absence in the Perry Mason series, called up—with
two notable exceptions—in only a few bit parts as local color, including a
nonspeaking role in which an absently present black judge seems to mistake
moot court for mute court. Against the backdrop of the movement Perry
Mason ignored, the chapter takes note of the multiracial cast of Hollywood
stars who actively championed the cause of equal rights, as well as the racial di-
mensions and heartbreaking lessons of my family’s first trip through the segre-
gated South into the belly of the beast of Jim Crow during the summer of 1960.

«

Chapter 7, ““Soaploitation’: Getting Away with Murder in Prime Time,” takes
its precolonial title from a mashup of two genres—TV soap operas and blax-
ploitation films—deployed to denote a new category of shows featuring black
actors in leading roles and/or predominantly multiracial casts acting up in
over-the-top, twisted plots and endless sexcapades, which seems to me a fit-
ting descriptive for a program like How to Get Away with Murder. The chapter
posits the series’ lead character, a criminal defense attorney named Annalise
Keating (Viola Davis), as the would-be successor to Perry Mason, although
Keating is more err apparent than heir, more criminal than defense attorney.
Considering Murder in a reflexive relationship with the white British melo-
drama Downton Abbey, the chapter offers a close reading of Murder’s narra-
tive complexity and problematic style of emplotment, as I interrogate my own
pleasure in one series and at best ambivalence about the other. Can long-form
Arc TV as the so-called new literature and the new novel stand up to the rigors
of close reading that are the hallmark of critical analysis? While implicitly
addressing this question, the chapter also checks in on my own unraveling
family drama, momentarily held together by collaborative work with the local
front of Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty and our volunteer efforts as Demo-
crats in the 1966 senatorial campaign of the black Republican Ed Brooke.
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From the outrageous fortunes of soaploitation fictions, chapter 8, “The
Punch and Judge Judy Shows: Really Real Tv and the Dangers of a Day in
Court,” moves on and into the even more racially exploitative domain of reality
TV courtrooms. While the ethical affronts to jurisprudence and the rule of
law portrayed in How to Get Away with Murder operate within the realm of
the imaginary, Judge Judy and other arbitration series actively promote them-
selves as “real”: “real litigants, real cases” This chapter argues that therein
lies the danger of such shows: their real litigants are disproportionately the
poor, colored, uneducated, unemployed, wretched of the earth—not just real
people with real problems but real people who are the real problem—the
teeming masses of welfare frauds ruining the country, immigrant and col-
ored interlopers specifically cast as “Obama welfare cheats” in the oft-repeated
right-wing rhetoric of conservative talk radio and Tv and elsewhere in the digi-
tal sphere. I argue here that in their unrelenting representations of stigmatic
blackness and racialized deviance, these courtroom melodramas and other
forms of reality and tabloid TV fan the flames of anti-immigrant and antiminor-
ity hate-mongering that heat up national campaigns to do away with political
correctness and return America to the truly disadvantaged, silenced majority.

Considering Bill Cosby’s spectacular fall from grace in the context of ear-
lier evidence of a flagrant disregard for marriage, wife, woman, and perhaps
especially “daughter,” chapter 9, “The Autumn of His Discontent: Bill Cosby;,
Fatherhood, and the Politics of Palatability,” argues that the principle of black
respectability may be the lever that elevated an alleged sexual predator above
suspicion and silenced the cries of rape that so often have led to black men
being lynched. The chapter cross-examines Cosby in terms of the palatable,
safe, acceptable blackness of his old career as comedian and actor—from the
grand good luck of landing I Spy in 1965 to his legendary role in The Cosby
Show in the 1980s—and his new career as the self-appointed moral compass
of the black community. It also critiques the ways in which the narrative of
Cosby’s faultless fatherhood was doubly disrupted in September 1997 by the
near simultaneous death of a son and public revelation of a putative daughter,
Autumn Jackson, with a woman not his wife. Additionally, as a counterpoint
to Cosby’s blighted family narrative, this penultimate chapter closes out my
own familial history as we have moved from a gang of five to two, on the one
hand, and a domestic diaspora of a different sort, on the other, spreading now
unto its fifth generation.

In the relatively short time that I have been working on this project as
a book proper, more unarmed black men, women, and children than I can
count have been killed by police officers and others who, like George Zim-
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merman, have taken the law into their own hands." These terrible facts and
figures would make writing about TV fictions a trivial pursuit were it not for
the insidious connection between these fictions and those awful facts. More
than a meditation on game shows, sitcoms, syndi-courts, and soaploitation
melodramas, Technicolored is a book about racial representation, and that,
I argue most explicitly in this final chapter, can be a killing force. Chapter 10,
then, “The “Thug Default: Why Racial Representation Still Matters,” traces the
meaning, use, and blackening of the term “thug” and attempts to demon-
strate how televisual image-making, which compulsively stigmatizes the col-
ored Other, functions as a potentially deadly form of racial profiling.

To contend that image is ideology—that what we see on the TV screen
colors how we see black boys on the street—is not simply to indulge an old,
worn-out argument about positive and negative representation. Nor is it to
suggest that audiences are mindless automatons who swallow whole every-
thing they see on the screen—large or small (where “small” these days is often
sixty or seventy inches). Rather, it is to consider critically the practical con-
sequences of what media theorists have contended for decades in claiming
television as a major conveyance through which prevailing notions of racial,
class, and gender difference are both constituted and carried out into the
main and minor streams. Race matters at least in part because TV matters,
because images matter. I keep thinking about the Frank Capra romantic
comedy It Happened One Night and all those perhaps apocryphal tales about
what a glimpse of Clark Gable’s bare chest did to the undershirt in 1934. Re-
ports abound of a precipitous drop in undershirt sales ranging from 40 to
75 percent after Gable removed his dress shirt, revealing nothing underneath
during a scene with Claudette Colbert. Of course, there is no empirical evi-
dence that proves Gable’s disrobing caused T-shirt sales to plummet, but the
fact that so many have for so long believed the claim suggests the power
vested in imagery. If a glimpse of white skin could do so much damage to the
undershirt, perhaps we really do have to think more critically about how
black skin wears on-screen.

And now, a word from our sponsors—that is, a quick note on sources. This
project was greatly aided by the Internet. I do not blog, tweet, post, Snapchat,
Skype, Instagram, or Facebook; I am much closer to a Luddite than to any
sort of technogeek. So the ability to sit at my desk at home and watch on
YouTube a sitcom I saw on television sixty years ago or, with a few clicks
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of the mouse, to retrieve a barely remembered New Yorker review from six
years ago is an oddly wonderful, yet close to anti-intellectual turn of tech-
nology for those of us so much more used to spending hours hunting down
sources in the library stacks and days reading microfiche in the archives. I
would be a fool not to be grateful for this modern ease of access. But there is
something else the virtual world offers that is, as my Jamaican father would
say, “beautiful-ugly”—beautiful for the ease of access, ugly for what one may
discover when one looks. Whatever the New York Times and the Washington
Post or the pundits and talking heads of MSNBC, CNN, and Fox News may
have to say about the state of the union and the ways of our world pales in
comparison to what one can learn about her fellow man and woman from the
blogs and posts of everyday Americans.

The rapid rise of the real estate baron turned reality TV star Donald
Trump, slouching toward the presidency with the aid of birtherism and
broadcast bigotry, was utterly unfathomable to me before I began reading
online the un-American things my fellow Americans have to say about their
fellow Americans. I certainly knew affirmative action and immigration were
unpopular, but until I started reading the online outrage over the othered,
I had no idea that such a large swath of the American populace thinks ideas
like inclusion, diversity, and attention to difference are not only a tyranny of
political correctness but also a serious threat to their lives, their limbs, their
livelihoods, to homeland security itself. Before I discovered his propensity for
blogging and tweeting, I had no idea, for example, that the game show host Pat
Sajak, who says he attended a predominantly black high school in Chicago in
the early 1960s where “race was a more comfortable subject” than it is today,
would be among those who believe it is talking about race that generates
racism—that far from a national conversation on race, what America needs
is “less dialogue on the subject,” not more.” Nor until I read his words online
did I imagine that Clarence Thomas, a Supreme Court Justice who adjudi-
cates cases of race, gender, and other forms of discrimination, would express
similar disdain for the attention paid to difference today and the same kind
of nostalgia for the 1960s when he, too, claims that the issue of race rarely
came up. “My sadness is that we are probably today more race- and difference-
conscious than I was in the 1960s when I went to school,” he reportedly told a
group of college students in 2014.2° Thomas’s nostalgia for the Jim Crow racial
stasis of the 1960s and disdain for resistant social consciousness are especially
surprising, given his position as a sitting Justice and the historical fact that a
black man like him who married outside his race could not have cohabitated
with his white spouse in the Commonwealth of Virginia where Thomas and
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his wife now reside before the Warren Court’s “race-conscious” decision in
Loving v. Virginia in 1967, which struck down long-standing statutes prohibit-
ing intermarriage.

I used to live by the borrowed creed that I would defend to the death the free
speech rights of those with whom I disagree. But laissez-faire notions of to
each his own cannot stand unchallenged where those in power promulgate
dangerous ideas such as the banning and “extreme vetting” of those othered
in the name of homeland security, which in the past has given the world
concentration camps and crematoria, exclusion acts and internment camps,
apartheid and McCarthyism. What is it they say about those who do not
learn from the past? Forget history. If you want to know what evil lurks in
the hearts of men, turn to the Internet. But in the words of Bette Davis in All
about Eve, “Fasten your seatbelts; it’s going to be a bumpy night”
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Chapter 1

What's in a Game?

QUIZ SHOWS AND THE
“PRISM OF RACE”

Does racism still exist? Of course it does, and it always will
among some people, just as ignorance and evil will always exist
in some. But it seems to me we've reached the point at which
racism is considered, at the very least, unacceptable. We will
never be able to eradicate every last vestige of it, just as we can't
completely rid ourselves of any evil.

At some point, however, we have to stop looking at everything

through the prism of race.

—PAT SAJAK, host of the TV game show Wheel of Fortune,
blogging at Ricochet.com, August 6, 2010

My mother was a great fan of TV game shows or “quiz shows,” as they were
called in the 1950s. She was also remarkably good at many of them. Some of
my earliest childhood memories are of watching her outplay contestants on
picture and word puzzle game shows like Concentration in the 1950s and the
original daytime version of Wheel of Fortune in the 1970s, which eventually
became the syndicated evening series it is today, cohosted by Pat Sajak and
Vanna White. Mom was a whiz at every game—from Twenty-One and The
$64,000 Question to Password and Jeopardy. Wheel of Fortune was her all-
time favorite, however, and her greatest claim to fame. She was so phenome-
nally good at Wheel that in the latter decades of her relatively long life, family,



friends, and neighbors would gather in her den weeknights between 7:30 and
8:00 to watch Gramma Pearl, as she became known in the neighborhood,
solve puzzles from the comfort of her recliner faster than Vanna White could
turn the letters on the puzzle board.

Ironically, though, it was this very puzzle-solving prowess that ultimately
caused my mother to quit Wheel of Fortune cold turkey in the late 1990s and
never watch another episode of her once-beloved show. She was so good at the
game that it just became too frustrating when the actual contestants failed to
solve what for her were easy puzzles, especially and most particularly when
those contestants were black. She had endured decades of white folks’ fum-
bles, shaking her head in disapproval, yet watching and playing on while si-
multaneously knitting or working a crossword puzzle in ink, usually cheering
on the best competitor or the underdog or the good sport or the player who
happened to hail from our neck of the woods. But as more black contestants
appeared on the show, rooting for the home team took on new meaning and
became a kind of racial imperative. If a brother or sister flubbed the obvi-
ous, misreading a fully completed puzzle as “WORLD’S LARGEST DESSERT”
instead of “DESERT, for example, or “I HAVE NOT YET BEGIN TO FIGHT,
instead of “BEGUN;,” it was more than just a shame, like those darn Yankees
beating our beloved Red Sox; it was shame—shame on all our shoulders.

Having grown up in foster care and been forced by circumstances beyond
her control to leave high school in her junior year and get a job, my mother
knew well the structural inequities and educational disparities that turned
desert to dessert and begun to begin. Her seemingly unsympathetic response
to the verbal faults and epic fails of black contestants was the by-product of
an even deeper understanding of the metonymic nature of American racism
by which any black is every black—not an individual but a stereotype. The
patience and humility she otherwise modeled for her offspring were overrid-
den by the reigning ideology of racial uplift and what Evelyn Brooks Higgin-
botham, who coined the phrase, identifies as “the politics of respectability;’
although it would be unfair of me to apply the concept to my parents without
addressing the contradictions of their particular prescriptions and proscrip-
tions for being black in the white world.! On the face of it, my mother, like
many African Americans of her generation, believed that every black man,
woman, and child should put his or her best foot forward at all times in order
to present colored people to the world as capable and accomplished. Inconse-
quential as a game-show appearance might seem, the white world was watch-
ing one and judging all. It was essential, therefore, that the colored contestant
show well—win, lose, or draw—that is, speak well, dress well, play well (even
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if not winning), and otherwise represent the race in the finest fashion and
to the highest standard possible. In this sense, my mother required of black
game-show contestants no less than she expected of her own children, even
as she rarely judged others, oddly enough, so long as they were not acting up
or “playing the fool” in public or on television.

Part of the African American Dream at midcentury, racial uplift is most
often associated with the bourgeois aspirations of an educated black elite who
believe the best and brightest among them must reach back and pull up the
colored masses in the cause of advancing the race. Perhaps the best-known
articulation of uplift ideology is the notion of the “Talented Tenth,” popu-
larized by W. E. B. Du Bois in an essay of the same name. “The Negro race,
like all races, is going to be saved by its exceptional men,” Du Bois wrote in
1903, arguing for the higher, classical education of the few who would be leaders
among men as opposed to the industrial training of the black majority as ad-
vocated by Booker T. Washington.? Du Bois goes on to assert that the “worst”
of the race will most quickly be elevated by the effort and example of the
“best,” whom he calls an “aristocracy of talent and character;” a few good
men, approximately one-tenth of the Negro population, who, by virtue of a
virtuous life, liberal education, hard work, and professional achievement, will
serve as the “yeast” that will give rise to the entire race.

Not all incarnations of uplift ideology are quite so markedly high-handed
and elitist in their “best”/“worst,” “us”/“them,” top/down divide; and even Du
Bois eventually backed away from the notion that only a college-educated
chosen few could lead the Negro race to the promised land of equal opportu-
nity and full citizenship.> My parents—and my Jamaican father was as full of
racial pride as my American mother—were neither middle class nor college
educated (although my mother eventually received her high school diploma
through night classes and my father earned a bachelor’s degree much later in
life). Nor was their own commitment to uplift sheathed in either the religiosity
or the concern with decorum of the black Baptist church whose women, in
particular, Higginbotham maintains, “adhered to a politics of respectability
that equated public behavior with individual self-respect and with the ad-
vancement of African Americans as a group.”*

As an ideology associated with the activism of black churchwomen of the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, respectability politics has its
own internal contradictions, reflecting a “bourgeois vision” that challenged
the racist and sexist proscriptions of the day, Higginbotham explains, even
as it disparaged the lifestyles and behavior of blacks who acted outside the
dictates of what were considered white middle-class norms. Churchwomen
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displayed their liberal bent in their demands for equality and social justice,
but “revealed their conservatism when they attributed institutional racism
to the ‘negative’ public behavior of their people,” Higginbotham writes, as if
good behavior and proper decorum “could eradicate the pervasive racial bar-
riers that surrounded black Americans.”

For my parents, advancing the race was about taking pride in our racial
identity, not about achieving social status or embracing white middle-class
mores and strict standards of decorum. Values were colorless as far as they
were concerned. It was right over wrong that ruled, and there they—especially
my mother—had a keen sense of what was right, at both the macro- and mi-
crolevels. Yet she never held herself above her society, and the only fellow
blacks she looked down on were those who put on airs, even as she had high
expectations for anybody on TV or otherwise in the public eye where the
one would be taken for the whole. Hence, I am reluctant to encamp my
mother or my father within the discourse of respectability politics, which
has lost much of its original connectedness to the self-help ethos of black
churchwomen and been appropriated into contemporary debates over per-
sonal responsibility tied to conservative critiques of the black underclass
that focus on individual behavior rather than systems of power and structural
barriers.

As a young family in the 1950s, we were definitely of the masses rather than
to the manor (except in the original Shakespearean “manner,” perhaps), yet
my parents hopes, ideals, values, and beliefs in higher education and property
ownership were similar to those of the black bourgeoisie. They wanted to rear
their children in a comfortable home in a quiet country neighborhood, away
from the hustle, bustle, and blight of the inner city. But when the color of their
capital wasn't green enough to overcome the color of their skin and house
after house for sale in the suburbs suddenly would become unavailable, they
finally settled for a half-acre plot in a rural white, blue-collar community in
southeastern Massachusetts where a white man named Frank Connell was
giving away free land to anyone who would build on it. Thus it was that my
family began the nightmare of building “Mr. Blanding’s dream house” (after
the fashion of the 1948 Cary Grant film) from the foundation up with blue-
prints drawn from my mother’s imagination, a set of do-it-yourself, how-to
books, and absolutely no practical knowledge of carpentry or construction.

Building the American Dream house that ultimately would finish off the
family before we finished it became our life’s work. We all labored at it. My
father was an excellent tailor but a slapdash block layer who didn’t care about
aesthetics as I did even as a child; so at some point in my girlhood, I started
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FIG. 1.1 Little Adrian, Ann, and

Danny at the building site in the
summer of 1953.
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FIG. 1.2 Danny, the cutest baby ever, on the
front lawn of neighbors and longterm friends the
Crockers, also 1953.



FIG. 1.3 A 1960s view of the building site with my
neater masonry to the left and a family friend, Joanne
Jackson (Spann), seated in the foreground.

FIG. 1.4 The “Three Ds,” a litlle
older in their Sunday best. I'm
not mad, just squinting because
the sun is in my eyes.



mixing concrete and laying cinder and cement blocks alongside him, trailing
after him with a trowel to scrape away the excess mortar and point the seams
between the blocks as I had watched Nat Williams, a black mason from our
church, do at the brick house he was building for his own family down the
street, over the line in Brockton, the hometown of Rocky Marciano and Mar-
velous Marvin Hagler.

Ours was a different but by no means difficult childhood. We worked
harder than most kids we knew, but we played hard, too, in the surrounding
woods that were our wonderland. I don’t remember my parents reading us
traditional fairytales and bedtime stories, though I suppose they did, because
I have a vague recollection of thinking I was like the princess in “The Prin-
cess and the Pea” when I was put to bed atop several mattresses when we
stayed overnight in Boston at the home of family friends while my mother
was in the hospital giving birth to my baby brother. What I do remember
clearly is my father reading us Bible verses and passages from Shakespeare
and scaring us with duppy stories—ghost tales and other folklore from Africa
and the Caribbean—and both parents reciting poetry to us. I walked around
declaiming “Half a league, half a league/Half a league onward/All in the
valley of Death/Rode the six hundred,” parroting my father’s British West
Indian accent—“Theirs not to reason why/ Theirs but to do and die”—loving
the rhyme and rhythm of the words, knowing nothing of their meaning, and
believing Dad’s tall tale that he had fought alongside a guy named Tennyson
at the Battle of Baklava. “Baklava” for “Balaclava” was one of many linguistic
jokes my parents played on us that I didn’t get until I was significantly older.

One of my mother’s favorite tricks of tongue and ear was to say, “Desert
the table,” when we would ask her what’s for dessert, a response that was
a great mystery to me as a small child. “What does she mean, ‘dessert the
table’?” Her playful, homophonic retort was all the more confusing because
she was as good at cooking and baking as she was at knitting, puzzle solving,
and everything else she undertook; there were always lots of homemade des-
serts to be had. In fact, it was her pound cakes, pies, cobblers, fresh-baked
breads, and other sweet and savory culinary delights that had helped win
over the local residents when we first arrived and she cooked outside on a
wood stove. Her “desert the table” play with words is all the more amusing
now, considered in light of her reaction to the Wheel contestant’s dessert ver-
sus desert faux pas.

But I digress. The main point I want to make is that my parents had the
kind of grand scheme of the good life that is generally ascribed to the middle
and upper classes. My mother stayed home with us kids when we were little,
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despite the fact that before marriage and children she had done everything
from domestic labor in the homes of well-off whites to top-secret mechanical
calibrations at Picatinny Arsenal where she received awards and commenda-
tions from the War Department for her service. For much of that time, my
father, a tailor by trade, worked by the piece as a stitcher at New England
McIntosh, a local garment factory, even though this single-income, sexual
division of labor kept us near the poverty line. Somehow even on a tight
household budget, my parents belonged to the Book-of-the-Month Club and
built an impressive library of encyclopedia volumes, reference books, and lit-
erary classics. They paid for music lessons and new instruments for all three
of us—clarinets for my brothers and an upright piano for me when I was
eight, because they mistakenly thought they saw Beethoven-like genius in
the way I moved my fingers up and down the keyboard of Great Aunt Alice’s
spinet instead of banging on the keys like other kids.

We did seasonal farm work and scooped cranberries in the bogs near
Plymouth to make extra money and gardened, raised chickens for meat and
eggs, farmed, fished, and foraged to economize in the early years. We used
to fish from the pier at Plymouth Harbor, where when the fishing boats re-
turned to port at end of day, they would give away bushel baskets of what I
imagine must have been their less desirable catch. Between what we caught
and what we were given, fish was a foodstuff we didn’t have to buy in the
grocery store. Still, how my parents managed to give us so many of what they
considered the finer things in life on so little money still puzzles and moves
me. Their poor man’s enactment of racial uplift and respectability politics
suggests how complicated and perplexing these concepts are and how much
their so-called elite pretensions stretch across class lines.

In all corners of midcentury America, millions of poor black parents like
mine moved heaven and earth and juggled meager budgets to give their
children keys to the kingdoms of culture, class, and capitalism: not only the
equal education fought for in Brown v. Board of Education (1954) but also
the music lessons, dance classes, museum visits, silver tongues, and polished
manners they believed were part of preparing us to lead ethical, examined
lives of service and achievement rather than the quiet desperation Thoreau
attributes to the masses. For them, racial uplift was nothing other than a
black version of the desire—the determination—most parents hold for their
offspring to do better than they. In this case, doing better wasn’t simply for
the sake of the individual or the family but, rather, for the race. My brothers
and I and multitudes of black kids like us were reared under the colored
kids’ mantra that everything we did, anything we accomplished, was not
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IN REPLYING REFER TO ARMY SERVICE FORCES EXPRESS ADDRESS:
ORDNANCE DEPARTMENT faho Pl
(T e ! FREIGHT ADDRESS:
PICATINNY ARSENAL pastifng ol
ATTENTION OF NEW JERSEY PICATINNY, N. J.
5 January 1945

Miss Pearl L. Hogan
2135 - Tth Avenue
New York City

Dear Miss Hogan:

The Commanding Officer requests your presence at a
formal presentation to you of the War Department Civilian Award
Ribbon for six months service, which will be held at the Apollo
Theatre, West 125th Street, New York City, on Wednesday, 10 January
1945, at 10:45 P.M,

You have been chosen as one of a group of 26 Picatinny
Arsenal employees to receive this award at this time.

The presentation will be made during intermission by an
Army officer. It is requested that you be in the lobby of the Theatre
not later than 10:30 of that evening.

A reply by 8 January 1945 is sted as to wh T or not
you will attend.

For the Commanding Officer:

Very truly yours,

Capt., Ord. Depte
Chief, Civilian Personnel Branch

FIG. 1.5 A letter from the War Department announcing an award
ceremony for one of several commendations that Mom received for
her work at Picatinny Arsenal in New Jersey during World War Il.

for our own aggrandizement but, rather, for the advancement of colored
people.

As it began to enter American households in the 1950s, television, oddly
enough, quickly became part of the master plan for that advancement, a new,
thoroughly modern instrument of uplift that would show oft African Ameri-
cans at their most talented and accomplished. And black people were not
alone in envisioning television’s potential for progressive racial profiling. As
the media historian J. Fred MacDonald establishes in his critical study Blacks
and White Tv: African Americans in Television since 1948 (1992), white TV
pioneers like Ed Sullivan and Steve Allen regularly featured black performers
and celebrities on their variety shows.® They, too, viewed the emergent me-
dium as a kind of great equalizer that would subtly contribute to the cause

30 CHAPTER 1



of civil rights by bringing the talents of “the Negro” into the living rooms of
mainstream America, where, as Sullivan put it in 1950, “public opinion is
formed” and hearts and minds are changed. Calling television “just what the
doctor ordered for Negro performers,” Sullivan optimistically declared that
the new medium provided “ten-league boots to the Negro in his fight to win
what the Constitution guarantees as his birthright”

A forerunner and possible progenitor of the oxymoronic category of “real-
ity Tv,” game shows may seem a less likely instrument of racial uplift than
the variety shows that Sullivan and Allen hosted. I turn to these quiz and
puzzle programs first both because they constitute my earliest experiences
of television and because I have a theory that as game shows go, so goes
the medium and perchance the nation. As game shows—one of TV’s first
integrated spaces—have changed from white to technicolored, so, too, has
television as a form of home entertainment.® [ am interested less in the shows
themselves, however, than in what they may say about their moments—what
they may tell us about the blackening and even the sexing of American culture.
At the same time, I am well aware that, as Olaf Hoerschelmann addresses
in his comprehensive study of the genre, within academia “quiz shows are
generally regarded as a trivial cultural form that does not warrant scholarly
attention.”” Hoerschelmann’s monograph, Rules of the Game: Quiz Shows and
American Culture (2006), attempts to correct that perception, taking up the
challenge of the media theorist John Fiske, one of the founding fathers of
television studies and arguably the first scholar to take quiz shows seriously
as cultural texts and to call for their critical examination."

Part of what makes this “widely devalued” (Fiskes terminology) genre worth
studying, in Hoerschelmann’s view, is the extent to which “ideological forma-
tions manifest themselves in this seemingly trivial form.” Rebutting the notion
that Tv audiences are “passive receivers of prepackaged media messages,” quiz
shows, according to Hoerschelmann, “create a discursive space in which a re-
versal of cultural hierarchies is possible and in which the audience is at least
symbolically involved in the production of a program”™ I have undertaken
scholarly investigations of seemingly trivial forms and figures in the past:
Barbie dolls, Shirley Temple, Martha Stewart, O.]. Simpson. In this instance,
however, my interest is personal as well as intellectual. Largely in tribute to
my mother’s love of the game and the extent to which her expert, interactive
participation in the quiz-show fad of the 1950s determined what these shows
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became to us as a double-edged audience watching her watching Tv, I want
to revisit this genre I grew up on within the context of my family’s everyday
experience as viewers and cultural consumers. At the same time, a long life as
a scholar and my interest in reading icons and artifacts as cultural texts make it
impossible for me to close the critical eye I have been trained to keep wide open,
especially since what strikes me most immediately about the difference between
these programs of my past and their revival in the present is the change in color
and content—a subject neither Fiske nor Hoerschelmann addresses.

My mother passed away in 2002 at the age of eighty. She lived to see her
preferred type of TV programming come of age with its own network, GSN—
the Game Show Network—but she missed by a few years the turn in the
genre that seems to me symbolic of larger trends in television and popular
culture. Once light, bright, and mostly white, game shows have gone over to
the dark side. Not only are most of them liberally peppered with contestants
of color, but several of them, including syndicated mainstays like Lets Make a
Deal, Family Feud, The Newlywed Game, To Tell the Truth, The $100,000 Pyra-
mid, and the newer network classic ABC’s Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?, are
now (or recently were) also hosted by black celebrities, most of them comedi-
ans, although the Best Actor Oscar winner Jamie Foxx and the rapper Snoop
Dogg (who cohosts a variety show with Martha Stewart, Martha & Snoop’s
Pot Luck Dinner, on VH1) have assumed the helms of a Name That Tune
update called Beat Shazam (Fox) and a reboot of The Joker’s Wild (TBs), re-
spectively. Moreover, since these shows went black, their ratings have soared.
Since Steve Harvey took over Family Feud in 2010, for example, its ratings
have skyrocketed, at times surpassing even the gold standard of game shows,
the longtime favorites Wheel of Fortune and Jeopardy, and landing second
only to what for some time has been the biggest daytime audience grabber
and moneymaker of all, Judge Judy, although some reports even have Feud
besting the Queen of Mean in certain demographics.

Television’s black gold rush doesn’t start or stop with game shows, it seems.
It has invaded almost every genre, from small-claims arbitration melodra-
mas and tabloid talk shows like Judge Judy, The People’s Court, Maury, and
Jerry Springer; to soap operas, reality series; sitcoms like Black-ish, The Car-
michael Show, Tyler Perry’s House of Payne, and his quartet of series on the
new Oprah Winfrey Network (OwN); and even hit prime-time potboilers
such as Empire on Fox, which follows the drama and dysfunction behind a

32 CHAPTER 1



black family’s hip hop entertainment enterprise built on drug money, and
Scandal on ABC, which revolves around the love life and life’s work of a high-
powered former White House staffer turned D.C. fixer and her firm of misfit
operatives she calls “gladiators” Created and produced by Shonda Rhimes,
the same black woman showrunner behind Grey’s Anatomy and Private Prac-
tice, Scandal is famously inspired by the life and times of Judy Smith, the
black female former deputy press secretary for George H. W. Bush turned
corporate crisis manager and PR consultant with high-profile clients ranging
from the intern Monica Lewinsky to the actor Wesley Snipes."

Daytime talk shows like those hosted by Queen Latifah, Wendy Williams,
and, here again, Steve Harvey, as well as roundtable chat fests with multi-
racial casts of cohosts such as ABC’s The View and The Chew and CBS’s The
Talk are all a part of the changing face of twenty-first-century television. The
long-running morning show Live! with Regis and Kelly saw a surge in ratings
across the demographic spectrum when the black former New York Giants
defensive end and Hall of Fame inductee Michael Strahan succeeded Notre
Dame’s Fighting Irish favorite son Regis Philbin as Kelly Ripa’s permanent
cohost in 2012. During a high-profile, yearlong search for a second chair to
complement Ripa, a petite blonde soap opera actress turned TV host, nearly
sixty celebrities—including several white men of means with movie-star cre-
dentials like Alec Baldwin, Rob Lowe, and Matthew Broderick—sat in the
coveted second seat that ultimately went to Strahan.

Although pleased with the element of diversity his new black cohost
brought to the show, Michael Gelman, Live’s longtime executive producer,
denied that race had anything to do with casting Strahan. Kelly and Mi-
chael just happen to have “that x-factor,” Gelman said, “a chemistry” that
“just works”* Maybe so, but it’s hard to see the two hosts together in the
visual medium of television, especially standing back-to-back—as the New
York Post captured them under the sexually provocative headline “Size
Matters”—and not notice what one media analyst describes as the “very stark
physical contrast” between “the NFL superstar with the monster build and
America’s tiniest sweetheart.”> Even Gelman acknowledges that he finds the
“great visual contrast” of “this big football player and this petite blond” to
be “interesting.”'®

What hangs in the air but doesn’t quite get said about this interesting
mashup of beauty and the beast is that hiding there somewhere in the coun-
try’s collective unconscious is that same lingering sense of tension and taboo
that D. W. Griffith exploited a hundred years ago in his silent film that still
speaks volumes, The Birth of a Nation (1915), and called up again in pairing
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the white, pint-size wunderkind Shirley Temple with the big black dance
man Bill “Bojangles” Robinson in the four films they appeared in together in
the 1930s."” The age difference and the dance man’s cozy, affable Uncle Tom
persona—Temple called him “Uncle Billy” in real life—effectively neutered
Robinson and made him safe, a sign without signification, black and male
without the threat of black masculinity.”® But what of Michael Strahan? What
makes this big black man with the “monster build” tame enough to go from
gridiron to giggling gal-pal consort? Perhaps it is the willingness to giggle
and gossip and be girl-friendly goofy with America’s tiniest sweetheart in the
safe space of the television studio—popping up onto the TV screen out of a
Pandora’s box of uniquely American contradictions.

As John Fiske (among others) has pointed out, “America has a long tradi-
tion of using the beauty and vulnerability of the white woman as a metaphor
for its social order” He goes on to suggest that unless properly controlled and
contained, the nonwhite male—especially the black male—“individualizes
and sexualizes the threat of the other race” That threat, at times, can be
more titillating than terrifying. At 6’s” and 250-something pounds, Michael
Strahan could easily pick up the 100-pound pixie Kelly Ripa and toss her
around like Fay Wray in the arms of King Kong. I suspect it is at least in
part this visual vulnerability that makes this particular white/black, beauty-
and-the-beast pairing so interesting to Gelman, to TV critics, and to much
of Live’s predominantly white audience.?” And to the canonical tensions and
taboos of black man/white woman, the former football star supplies the addi-
tional titillation of the sexual tease—literally. During one of Strahan’s twenty-
plus trial runs as Ripa’s guest cohost, Channing Tatum visited the Live! set to
promote his film Magic Mike (2012), loosely based on his own experience as a
male stripper. In the midst of the actor’s appearance, Strahan surprised Kelly
and upstaged Tatum by standing up, ripping off his tearaway trousers, and
performing his own bump-and-grind floor dance, including a drop split that
he didn’t quite complete.?!

Even Strahan has suggested it was the striptease that finally scored him his
new, hard-won day job as permanent cohost, as well as a near-nude cameo
in Magic Mike xxr. What Uncle Billy Robinson lacked, which made him
safe, Strahan has in affable abundance, which makes him—in the most lit-
eral sense—spectacular. That is, to borrow from the television theorist Lynne
Joyrich, he is “constituted as spectacle;” performing the “masquerade of hy-
permasculinity” that society particularly likes to project onto the African
American male. According to Joyrich, a professor of modern culture and
media at Brown University, “the interlocking issues of race and sex” are often
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FIGS. 1.6 AND 1.7 The New York Post's image of Michael Strahan and Kelly Ripa, with
the caption “Size Matters,” recalls the D. W. Griffith-inspired pairing of Bill Robinson and
Shirley Temple in the 1930s.

“played out across the body of a black man—a man marked in our culture’s
racist discourses as little more than body”*

Television is seldom interested in the brains of black men. (The astrophys-
icist Neil deGrasse Tyson is a rare exception.)” TV is, however, extremely in-
terested in the black male body. (Elsewhere I have dubbed this interest “Man-
dingoism,” after Kyle Onstott’s steamy 1957 novel and the equally trashy 1975
film based on it, and “Mapplethorpism,” in honor of the white gay photo-
grapher Robert Mapplethorpe, whose studies of nude black men are leg-
endary for their homoerotic fetishizing of the black male body.)** Repeatedly
described as “charismatic,” “warm,” “personable,” “affable,” “endearing”—a
“gentle giant”—amid endless notations of his monster build and super size,
Strahan as a walking body of abundant black masculinity also embodies
some of the classic contradictions underpinning othering and racialization
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in the United States, including, in an odd simultaneity, hypermasculinization
and its seeming opposite, feminization—a paradox that Joyrich argues “is the
underlying logic of texts of male spectacle,” especially black male spectacle.”
It is “overdetermined,” she says, that this sometimes “deadly conflation of ex-
cess and lack, threatening femininity and superabundant masculinity, would
be projected onto an African American male” This conflation appears most
alarming, she continues, in its “(imagined) relation to the white woman”; “it
is because of the myth of the hypervirile black male rapist (used historically
to justify lynch laws) that the symbolic castration of African American men
became all too often realized in fact?

In the case of Strahan, the symbolic castration or sexual containment is
accomplished through the articulation of a feminizing counternarrative of
charisma, charm, and self-effacing, goofy, grinning, giggling, girl-friendly
good humor, which disrupts the historical threat of black masculinity and
turns it into marketability. “Dark and handsome” to Ripa’s “blonde and pe-
tite,” in the words of one critic, “big and brotherly” to Kelly’s “girlish and silly;”
according to another, Strahan is in fact so marketable and so much a ratings
boost for Live! that he was promptly tapped to join the crew of ABC’s eye-
opener Good Morning America (GMA), sitting in with the anchors a few days
a week, before jumping Live’s ship completely in the spring of 2016 for the
catbird seat with GMmA4, along with hosting summer editions of the Dick Clark
vehicle the $100,000 Pyramid, on top of his standing Sunday assignment with
Fox Sports.”

Strahan is one of the newest faces of a technicolored turn in Tv some media
analysts consider part of the Obama effect. The election of an African Amer-
ican president in 2008, the argument goes, alerted television executives to
the possibility of cashing in on the interests of an increasingly multiracial
population and a changing national character that, before the Trump turn
in 2016, seemed more open to diversity than ever before. By my reckoning,
however, the roots of the trend predate the 2008 election and may actually
have more to do with the Oprah effect—the tremendous power and influ-
ence Oprah Winfrey wields with her extensive, multiracial fan base and the
American electorate—which some believe helped put Obama in office. Little
or nothing in TV history has matched the stunning, megawatt, multimillion-
dollar success of The Oprah Winfrey Show, which ruled the afternoon airways
from 1986 to 2011, winning dozens of Emmy Awards during just the first
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fifteen years of its quarter-century run and becoming the highest-rated talk
show of all time.”®

Oprah and its namesake host and producer broke several glass ceilings,
opened all kinds of doors, and changed the character and the color of daytime
TV, paving the way for other black program hosts like Tyra Banks, Iyanla
Vanzant, Wendy Williams, and best friend Gayle King, who describes her-
self as standing in Oprah’s light rather than her shadow.” Oprah also can
be credited with making television personalities out of the psychologist and
former jury consultant or “courtroom scientist” Phillip McGraw, “Dr. Phil,”
and the heart surgeon Mehmet Oz, “Dr. Oz,” and with helping to launch the
TV careers of celebrity chef Rachael Ray, interior designer Nate Berkus, and
financial analyst Suze Orman.*® Oprah’s Book Club, a virtual reading and
discussion group launched in 1996, turned obscure titles into instant best-
sellers and revived interest in old classics like Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina,
catapulting the nineteenth-century love story to the top of the bestseller lists
in 2004 when Oprah named it her book of the month.*

While no one has been able to fill Oprah’s red-soled Louboutins since she
shut down her show to build owN, Steve Harvey, the increasingly ubiquitous
black comedian, actor, author, radio talk- and game-show host, is wearing
more and more hats on Tv and may be poised to be the next big thing in day-
time, although Strahan may give him a run for the money. Harvey, who played
a godfather of 1970s funk turned high school music teacher in an eponymous
sitcom on the wB from 1996 to 2002, helmed his own self-titled daytime talk
show Steve Harvey from 2012 to 2017, along with hosting Family Feud, epi-
sodes of which are shown multiple times a day and night on GsN, cBs, and
other networks, including a prime-time celebrity edition on ABC. Partner-
ing with Ellen DeGeneres as cocreator/producer, he added yet another new
program to his repertoire in the spring of 2016—Little Big Shots, a children’s
talent show on which kids not only perform amazing feats but also say the
darndest things, after the fashion of the old Art Linkletter and Bill Cosby ve-
hicles. A new L.A.-based, celebrity-driven talk show, Steve, coproduced and
creatively controlled by Harvey, premiered in the fall of 2017, along with a
throwback variety vehicle Showtime at the Apollo, also with Harvey as host.

Not restricting himself to mechanical media, Harvey has also published
two bestselling advice books aimed at educating black women about black
men: Act Like a Lady, Think Like a Man (2009), which was the basis for the
2012 similarly titled movie, and Straight Talk, No Chaser: How to Find, Keep,
and Understand a Man (2010)—which perhaps is what qualifies the thrice-
married comedian to dole out dating and matrimonial advice to the black
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female lovelorn. As Harvey mansplains the gender achievement gap to
“Strong, Independent—and Lonely—Women” (chapter 13 of Act Like a
Lady), the savvy route to a marriage proposal is through the male ego. For
example, in a guest appearance on Oprah that went viral in 2009, he famously
advised a group of successful, single, husband-hunting black women not to
stop being successful but to hide a little of their light under a bushel in order
to “make a space for [a man] to fit in so he can come in and do what men
do”—that is, “profess, provide, and protect,” what Harvey calls the “three Ps
of love” “A man has got to see where he fits into the providing and protect-
ing role,” he advised.*> As he explains even more explicitly in Think Like a
Lady: “If we can’t exercise two of the major components that make up who
we are as men—providing and protecting—then we’re not about to profess
our love for you”**

There is nothing new about this type of old-school relationship advice, of
course. Steve Harvey’s guide to the single black female merely echoes familiar
claims that black men have been deprived of their natural roles as providers and
protectors, not only by the white man but also by the black woman, who is
often better educated and otherwise better off than the brothers she outclasses,
thereby leaving herself high, dry, and alone, by default—the fault of her own
achievements. Lopsided male/female demographics and the much-reported
dearth of black males who are marriage material and black female friendly
may help explain why so many otherwise self-reliant, modern women take
seriously Harvey’s Me-Tarzan-You-Jane advice and counsel. What’s harder
to understand is why the television industry is buying and selling this par-
ticular Original King of Comedy as its picked-to-click technicolored king of
daytime. But Harvey is definitely getting the “O” buzz—not Oscar but Oprah,
with the Hollywood Reporter and other sources speculating that he is the next
Oprah Winfrey, and Harvey himself saying that while there is only one “Big
O, he wouldn’t mind being called “the little ‘0.3

My mother, who even found a bone to pick with Oprah, who she felt gave
away too many secrets of the sisterhood (we straighten our kinky hair with
hot combs and chemicals and grease our legs in the winter to ward off ash),
wouldn’t be impressed with Steve Harvey, no matter how much Hollywood
is. She would hate what he does to the English language, for one thing, and
his buffoonish brand of black performativity, for another, which has led some
in the black community to dismiss him as a clown—and worse (even more so
after his téte-a-téte with Trump). He, however, is laughing all the way to the
bank, because millions of fans of all colors are feasting on Harveyism. Not
only has Family Feud gone big-time since he took it over, but Steve Harvey
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beat out Dr. Phil and Dr. Oz for the Daytime Emmy for Outstanding Talk
Show in 2014 and 2015, and again in 2017, and so outperformed much of
its competition in its first two seasons that it more or less blasted off the air
rival talk shows hosted by TV veterans like Ricki Lake, Anderson Cooper, Jeff
Probst, and Katie Couric.

Even the seismic gaffe of crowning the wrong winner in his first outing as
host of the sixty-fourth annual Miss Universe Pageant didn't burst Harvey’s
rising bubble or damage his hosting credentials, as some predicted. His talk
show won its second NAACP Image Award in a row in 2016, as well as another
Emmy in 2017 and he was back in 2017 as host of the sixty-fifth Miss Uni-
verse pageant. Of course, anyone familiar with Harvey’s role-specific theories
of gender relations or his work on Family Feud, where, as I am about to argue,
Q&A has become T&A, might wonder for what reason other than a play for
ratings is the current black golden guy the chosen emcee of a ceremony that
celebrates intelligent, polished, empowered young women.

Likewise taking note of the diversity upturn in contemporary television pro-
gramming, Emily Nussbaum, the New Yorker’s Pulitzer Prize-winning Tv
critic, has rightly pointed out that this wave of interest in all things black
“could easily recede, as it has many times before after periods of progress”
She points to the early 1950s when television was brand new, to the 1970s
when Roots and Norman Lear productions were all the rage, and again to
the early 1990s when the success of The Cosby Show set the stage for a host of
other black sitcoms.®

Television is indeed a fickle lover where the Negro is concerned, but for
however long it may last, this is a time when the industry is learning that it
does well to cater to what it takes to be the tastes of black people. From our
viewing habits and spending patterns to our conspicuous consumption of
everything from hair products to smartphones, twenty-first-century African
Americans are such obvious candidates for target marketing that many media
analysts are surprised business and industry, especially the television and ad-
vertising industries, are not more attentive and responsive to the getting and
spending, moving and shaking of black consumers and cultural producers.
According to a 2013 report from Nielsen market research, the black popula-
tion is younger and more media savvy than the populace at large and exerts
tremendous influence on pop culture. In addition, African Americans, who
have an escalating collective buying power topping the trillion-dollar mark,
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watch significantly more television than any other racial group—3y7 percent
more, according to Nielsen—with a heavy preference for “programming that
includes diverse characters and casts”*

First to get the market-share message, daytime TV has been eager to pick
up and promote whatever black goose it thinks will lay the Oprah kind of
golden eggs, even if the goose is a gander named Harvey. The only surprise
is that prime time was slower to cash in on the same black gold. Cedric the
Entertainer, who briefly helmed Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? (and turned
it “ghetto,” by some reports), has offered his own explanation for why prime
time brought up the rear in the race for race.”” He and fellow game-show hosts
such as Steve Harvey and Wayne Brady of Lets Make a Deal are “allowed” to
be themselves, he says, bringing their “true personalities” and humor to their
programs, which represent an “authenticity” to which audiences respond.
“But in prime time,” he adds, “the perception of what black people and other
minorities are like is still being filtered by the industry, who feel they know
what’s best”* In other words, at least according to Cedric the Entertainer, TV
of the game-show kind allows black hosts to be their quintessentially colored
selves while prime-time drama requires black actors to perform identities
other than their own and limits who and what they can pretend to be.

This theory of theatrical identity politics ought to be nonsense, because it’s
all acting, all performance, all personas. Unfortunately, in Hollywood cast-
ing is still often typed according to fixed notions of what parts black actors
appear culturally, phenotypically, and otherwise right for. 'm not convinced,
however, that the Cedric the Entertainer or the Steve Harvey or the Wayne
Brady or any of the other African Americans we see hosting game shows on
both daytime and nighttime TV are any more real and true than the person-
alities who appear as themselves on so-called reality shows like Married to
Medicine and The Real Housewives of Atlanta or the actors who perform for
the cameras on prime-time dramas such as Empire and Scandal.®

What this new breed of black game-show hosts actually has in common
is the fact that they are almost all stand-up comics. Humor is their stock
and trade, part of the shtick they bring to the emcee role. This is the case
with certain white game-show hosts as well—Drew Carey, for example, who
replaced the venerable Bob Barker as host of The Price Is Right. But the dif-
ference between the black comedian turned host and the white funny man as
emcee is difference itself. And while daytime Tv may seem to be saying vive
la différence, I would counter, cynically, that it is the same difference—that
is, that “black” is not quite the new thing it seems. “Funny” has long been
America’s favorite way to see black people—the quintessential performative
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mode for people of color, whose job so often is and long has been to provide
local color and comic relief.

Funny is a kind of typecasting that is good enough for the lower-brow
brand of television most game shows are seen to represent. Accordingly, a
black comedian fits the bill for most such shows. Cedric the Entertainer’s
homeboy humor may not have worked well for the upscale quiz show Who
Wants to Be a Millionaire? and likewise wouldn’t do for a higher-end puzzler
like Wheel of Fortune, which enjoys a large following and doesn’t need low-
brow black humor to boost its ratings. One of the most upscale quiz shows of
all time, Wheel’s sister series Jeopardy, hosted by Alex Trebek since its return
to television in 1984, is definitely not a candidate for black comedy. Billing
itself as “the classic thinking person’s answer-and-question quiz,” Jeopardy
boasts players (and presumably viewers) who are smarter than your average
bear. Contestants have to compete to compete in this exclusive quiz bowl.
They have to pass a written test before even being allowed to audition for the
show. Smarter-than-average contestants need a smarter-than-average host,
and Alex Trebek oozes erudition. Even though we know he has the correct
responses in front of him, he still manages to come across as a bottomless
fount of knowledge, regularly ad-libbing clarifications, corrections, and extra
bits of trivia as if off the top of his head, reading answer clues in impeccable
French when called for (he’s half French-Canadian), and matter-of-factly cor-
recting wrong responses (and pronunciations) in a way that makes it clear just
how incorrect those wrong answers are. Not that his corrections and emen-
dations are always accurate. Still, given the high standards Monsieur Trebek
has established in more than thirty years at its podium, Jeopardy clearly is no
country for droll black men.

But if Jeopardy and Wheel are beyond the pale of black comedians who would
be hosts, there are some game shows whose success seems to depend on how
low they can go. The newly popular Steve Harvey version of Family Feud
is purposefully front-loaded with provocative questions designed to elicit
scatological retorts—responses “over and above the nasty scale,” as Harvey
himself described one contestant’s answers. High-fiving and otherwise pos-
turing, Harvey then plays such retorts for all the laughs he can generate, often
rolling his eyes and mugging for the cameras, sometimes strutting around or
walking oft the stage in mock surprise and feigned indignation that anyone
would offer such a racy response on a family show.
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FIG. 1.8 The game-show host Steve Harvey feigning shock at a contestant’s answer in an
episode of Family Feud.

The object of the game is for the five members of each of two opposing
family teams to attempt to match the most popular responses to survey ques-
tions asked of one hundred people previously polled. The first team to ac-
cumulate three hundred points through matching the most survey answers
wins the main game and gets to send two representatives to the Fast Cash
bonus round to compete for $20,000. In one episode that went viral on the
Internet, two sisters from a winning black family were posed the following
Fast Cash question previously asked of one hundred men: “Name a part of
your body that is bigger now than when you were sixteen” Predictably, one
sister delivered the bidden response: “His penis.” The audience erupted in wild
laughter as Harvey stood by feigning shock, then dropped to bended knee as if
in prayer, before making a show of chastising the woman for using “that word”
in mock irritation, milking the moment for more laughs than it was worth.

It was happening upon a wee-hour rebroadcast of this episode of Family
Feud one sleepless night that led me to start paying attention to the show. One
need not sit through hours of the game as I have. YouTube has an extensive
collection of the most suggestive questions and sexually explicit answers. A
sampling: “Name something that pops up at the most inconvenient time.”
Response: “My quivering member.” Another: “Name something a man might

42 CHAPTER 1



have in his pants when he’s going on a hot date” Contestant’s response: “A
boner” And another: “Name something you feel self-conscious about doing
alone” or, in other versions of essentially the same question, “doing under the
covers” or what someone might be doing if in the bathroom for more than
five minutes. The answers, of course: “touching yourself,” “masturbating,” or
“playing with yourself” And still another: “Name something you put in your
mouth but don’t swallow” The response from a contestant who happened to
be a pastor’s wife: “His sperm”” She was unashamed, though Harvey jokingly
tried to convince her that she, a minister’s wife, should be.

There was some pushback against the game’s sexual content when the
question “What's the last thing you stuck your finger in?” elicited the response
“My wife,” and again when a team’s patriarch answered “vagina” when asked
to “name the first part of a woman you touch to get her in the mood?” Clips of
both responses—and Harvey’s high-fiving, preacherly play with them—went
viral and drew a barrage of angry responses condemning the “downright vul-
gar” turn in what used to be a good family show. Some respondents blame
Harvey for making Feud the “raunchiest show on Tv,” much as Cedric the
Entertainer was accused of dumbing down Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?*°

While female genitalia may suddenly be sacrosanct, the penis not only
remains Feud's favorite plaything, but from the thrust of many of the ques-
tions, it seems size does matter: “Tell me something that a bride wants to be
huge”; “When people talk about ‘the big one, what do they refer to?” “Name
something that can never be long enough”; “Name something you wish was
a little bigger”; and, asked of one hundred men, “Name something Shaquille
O’Neal has that’s bigger than yours”# The answer to all of these questions
and others like them is, of course, “penis” or some euphemism for the male
organ. When the judges XXed-out a male contestant’s answer of “junk” in
response to the Shaq question on the grounds that “junk” was included in the
previously given top answer of “body parts,” Harvey begged to differ and of-
fered up a nearly three-minute riff on men’s separate and sacred relationship
to their private parts, which they guard with their lives and even give names
like “Russell, the Wonder Muscle,” he said. “Mine is the GFs—Godfather of
Soul;” he added, cracking himself up and breaking into a few bars of James
Brown’s “I Feel Good,” complete with a little leg shimmy.

Is this progress: a black man publicly playing with his penis for the plea-
sure of white women and men? Just as pornography is overwrought with bulg-
ing black members, Feud has its own penis fetish, it seems, colored by a black
host’s willingness to stand and deliver provocative one-liners. The raunchy ex-
postulations and replies go on game after game ad nauseum, except audiences
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both in the studio and at home—if ratings are any indication—have been
turned on rather than off by the program’s penile puns.

Much the same is true for the new Newlywed Game, hosted by the black
comedienne Sherri Shepherd from 2010 to 2013, with reruns currently airing
on the newly launched black-owned and -oriented digital network Bounce
TV, whose founders include Ambassador Andrew Young and Martin Lu-
ther King I11.#2 Shepherd has bragged that her show is “more racy” than the
original and boasted of having added to it not only comedy but also “sass,” by
which she seems to mean a heightened level of sexual content, “couched in
innuendo” As an example of “the kind of thing” she brings to the series, she
offered her willingness to go boldly where no host had gone before by sharing
details of her own love life (she, too, has had sex in public, for example, even
if in her own backyard). She also credits herself with frankly lifting the veil of
ambiguity for clueless contestants who miss the point, such as the husband
who apparently didn't understand that “package” is a euphemism for penis
and needed her to spell out the fact that she was asking him the size of his.
Shepherd is clearly willing to go to great lengths for her job. Meg Ryan made
faking an orgasm famous in When Harry Met Sally (1989), but what other TV
host has gone so far as to take the hand of an uptight contestant and lead him
in simulating orgasmic noises, as Shepherd boasts of doing for and with a re-
luctant husband struggling with a question about what he sounds like when
he makes love with his wife?*?

To be fair, The Newlywed Game and some other shows like Match Game
always played a little fast and loose with double entendre, but in the old
days, the humor, even at its naughtiest, was subtler, smarter, dare I say more
mature than the trite, predictable high school locker-room schlock of today.
When my brothers and I watched Newlywed with our parents in the 1960s,
we giggled whenever Bob Eubanks asked the couples a question about
“making whoopee” Any reference to intercourse was racy stuft for family
television even in the midst of the sexual revolution. I vaguely remember
one episode where a husband answered a question in a way that implied
that he and his bride had had sex before they were married. Mortified, or
pretending to be for her parents back home, the wife whacked the husband
with the answer card and declared something like, “Not before we were mar-
ried, we didn't, stupid!” Today, the questions that Shepherd asks contestants
unabashedly assume that husbands and wives have slept not only with each
other before the wedding but also with multiple lovers of either or both gen-
ders. (“Will your wife say she has only visited the Eiffel Tower or also had
her passport stamped at Girl-on-Girl Island?”—a question to which all the
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husbands confidently answered only the Eiffel Tower and all the wives said
they had also visited Girl-on-Girl Island. Of course, if they are as clueless
as some of the friends to whom I repeated this question, they may not have
understood the metaphors.)

There is no fault in this frankness about a sexually active past, of course.
I'm all for what used to be labeled disparagingly “premarital sex” (and
wouldn’t mind having some myself) and for consenting adults doing what-
ever with whomever, but 'm also a fan of age-appropriate TV programming.
Late-night adult entertainment is one thing, but nothing is off-limits in these
daytime and early evening shows where contestants are encouraged, if not
required, to talk tits and ass and broadcast the most intimate details of their
private lives, regardless of who might be watching—parents, children, bosses,
students, neighbors. The hypocrisy is gone and with it, one hopes, the judg-
ment, but one might well wonder whether oral and anal sex, the size of
Shaquille O’Neal’s penis, and the name of Steve Harvey’s package are suitable
subjects for what are still billed as family shows.

One might also wonder what in the culture accounts for this turn in TV
programming in which the Negro is in such vulgar vogue and the black male
pubic is so public. Should we forget Freud and simply take all these punch
lines aimed below the belt as innocuous, lighthearted, all in good family fun?
My own dirty mind defaults to Black Skin, White Masks (1952) and Frantz
Fanon’s claims about civilized white society’s “irrational longing for unusual
eras of sexual license, of orgiastic scenes, of unpunished rapes, of unrepressed
incest” and that same society’s propensity for projecting its own carnal desires
onto black people who are “only biology;” Fanon says, “fixed at the genitals”**
If there is anything to Fanon’s argument that the Negro male “is viewed as a
penis symbol”—a walking phallus, Homo erectus—is there, then, some more
sinister, salacious connection to be drawn between the bawdy nature of the
game-show questions and the black bodies of the game-show hosts and many
of the contestants?*

So, which came first? Did black people blacken (as in dumb down and
dirty up) TV, or did the turn into this era of unusual sexual license open up
a space for an always already sexualized black body to enter a once over-
whelmingly white medium? Is television merely trending dark and dirty out
of and in response to that license, playing to modern America’s appetite for
the sexually explicit in everything from commercials to quiz shows to soap
operas and reality series where naked is the newest normal? (Examples
include Naked Vegas on Syfy, Naked and Afraid and Naked Castaway on the
Discovery Channel, Dating Naked on VH1, Buying Naked on the Learning
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Channel, no less, naked shoots on America’s Next Top Model and naked mod-
els on Project Runway All Stars, along with Skin Wars or what might be called
Painted Naked on GSN, as well as prime-time dramas like Empire, Power, Being
Mary Jane, Scandal, Atlanta, How to Get Away with Murder, and the raunchy
TNT newcomer Claws where sex, drugs, and crime are the hot commodities
that sell the shows.) Is our present preoccupation with the naked and the
dark the sexual revolution turned revolting, or is it simply a new frankness
about human sexuality and social reality that is to be celebrated—the long-
overdue death of Puritanism that has more to do with sexual freedom as a
contemporary societal phenomenon than with Frantz Fanon?

I raise these points as questions because I can’t claim to know the answers.
As troubled as I am by the dumbing down and sexing up of contemporary
TV programming playing itself out in blackface, there may be other ways of
reading this technicolored turn. It may be that vulgarity, like beauty, is in
the eyes of the beholder, and 'm the one with tunnel vision. We have been
a sexually repressed and repressive society for centuries, so maybe there is
something to be said for an easier, breezier way of being with our bodies. In
the second season premiere of Celebrity Family Feud, the first prompt Steve
Harvey put to the teams anchored by the country music star Kellie Pickler
and Lance Bass of the boy band *NsyNC was “Name something specific that
only your man is allowed to do to your behind?” Pickler’s sister, fifth in
line to hazard an answer, sheepishly offered, “Doing the dirty from behind,”
with the caveat, “only when you’re married” Although her answer didn't
appear on the scoreboard, it was clearly the response everyone was waiting
for. Amid a cacophony of hoots and howls of hilarity, Harvey paused, strode
across the stage to a little white boy sitting in the front row of the studio
audience, motioned for the child to stand up, patted him on the head, and
proceeded to joke that this perhaps twelve- or thirteen-year-old boy was
clapping louder than anyone else at the sexually explicit, married-adults-
only response.

After milking the moment for a few more laughs, Harvey eventually moved
on to the next question: “Name something Steve Harvey would look extra
sexy in” I, however, haven't moved on. I haven’t stopped thinking about that
little boy in the front row. Why was he laughing and clapping so enthusiasti-
cally? Was he simply caught up in the excitement of being in the studio audi-
ence of the number one game show in town? Or was he genuinely tickled by
a question and answer I would not even have understood at his age? It’s not
such a good thing that many girls of my generation grew up not knowing
much about our own bodies. In Go Set a Watchman (2015), the controversial
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early draft of To Kill a Mockingbird (1960) published as its sequel, we learn
from the narrator that at twelve a confused and misinformed Jean Louise
Finch, who fans of Mockingbird know better as Scout, climbed to the top of
the town water tank, intending to jump to her death because she was sure
she was pregnant after being French-kissed by a boy and didn’t want to bring
shame on her family. Scout’s misery resonated with the women in my reading
group, because most of us had held similarly crazy ideas about s-e-x as girls,
like the belief that you could get pregnant from a toilet seat. (I even thought
at one point that a nosebleed meant I was pregnant, because I had overheard
my mother telling a woman friend that the first sign she got with each of her
three pregnancies was a bloody nose.)

Sex wasn't a topic of discussion in our household during my growing-up
years. In fact, when a detective uttered the word “prostitute” in an episode of
The Naked City circa 1958 or 1959, when I would have been nine or ten, our
parents both gasped. Of course that made us eager to know what a prostitute
was. They wouldn't tell us, which naturally set us on a course to find out for
ourselves by looking up the word in the huge, heavy, two-volume diction-
ary that for some reason was kept high up on a shelf over the sofa in the
den where the television also was. I remember Adrian climbing up, getting
down the L-Z volume, and the two of us looking up the word by sounding
it out. We found it, but the definition offered was no help. “Pros-ti-tute: a
woman who practices prostitution; a harlot” That sent us to the A—M volume
to look up “harlot™: “a lewd woman; a prostitute; a whore,” which also wasn’t
informative and sent us back to L-z to look up “whore”*® I don’t remember
at what point we got off this linguistic merry-go-round, but I don’t think
we succeeded in figuring out the meaning of prostitute and its synonyms
because I went on to embarrass myself in front of my classmates some years
later by declaring that the word “whorehouse” in The Old Man and the Sea
was clearly a typo for “warehouse”

What stood in for sex talks around our house were salvos about purity and
marriageability, such as “Why buy a cow if you can get the milk for free?”—the
midcentury version of Steve Harvey’s girl-friendly advice to “keep the cookies
in the cookie jar’—and homilies about what nice girls did and didn’t do. Nice
girls didn’t chase boys, for example, or call them on the phone. At least that
was the Mother Law until I entered first my thirties, then forties and fifties
without a husband, at which point Mom would invent reasons why I should
call a particular man or invite a certain male being over for a seductive home-
cooked meal of pan-fried aphrodisiacs. My nieces and nephews—my older
brother Adrian’s four children—growing up in the 1980s, were certainly far

What's in a Game? 47



better informed about sex than we were, and I do attribute their awareness
and comfort level, at least in part, to television. (My nephew David as a little
boy at one point had me rolling on the floor laughing at his imitation of
Eddie Murphy’s “Popeil Galactic Prophylactic” skit from Saturday Night Live,
in which Murphy mocks the inventor Ron Popeil hawking a condom guar-
anteed to last fifty years, along with the Dura-Fram Diaphragm.) Still, would
I want Family Feud to be a part of my child’s sex education? Would I want
my son sitting in the front row of Feud’s studio audience or singled out on
national TV for laughing at a crude allusion to anal intercourse as “doing the
dirty from behind”?

Steve Harvey is well aware of but at the same time remarkably uncon-
cerned with the lowbrow, bawdy nature of his family show. He jokingly com-
plains that Feud’s founding host, Richard Dawson, never had to deal with the
kinds of questions and answers he faces, and he occasionally makes would-be
nervous noises about the show’s getting booted off the air for indecency, but
he knows as well as the producers and sponsors that the program is more
popular now than ever. In fact, feigned concern aside, Feud was at one point
apparently so proud of playing dirty that its official website provided links to
clips of the show’s most salacious moments. And playing funny, talking dirty
has had its rewards: Harvey picked up a Daytime Emmy as “Outstanding Game
Show Host” in 2014 and 2017, along with his wins in the “Outstanding Talk
Show” category. But just as Michael Strahan’s hypermasculinity is defused by
a feminized affability, playing funny and merely talking dirty neutralize what-
ever sexual threat a big black man like Steve Harvey might otherwise pose.
Rather than an instrument of seduction on the one hand and terror on the
other that might either satisfy or rape a white woman, the penis in the pants
of a black buffoon is limp and laughable.

Back in the day, my mother often joked that quiz shows were her classroom
and crossword puzzles her lessons. Despite its fondness for risqué business,
the Game Show Network plays with the same witticism by claiming the ini-
tials GSN actually stand for “get smarter now” 'm not sure exactly what my
smart mother would make of today’s dumbed-down and dirty Tv program-
ming that extends way beyond game shows, but I can say with some certainty
that Wheel of Fortune would not be the only program turned down in the
name of uplift. Mom would be excited by the fact that black people appear
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on television today with greater regularity and at times in better roles than
in the 1950s, but she would be disappointed that the heroic characters she
hoped to see portrayed are few and far between and that more often the lone
black character is still the villain, the vixen, the victim, and the demeaned,
disgraced, or disposable minority.

My mother, who had been a maid in real life and was tired of watching
them in films and on television, would be thrilled to see a black woman like
Kerry Washington, who plays the D.C. fixer Olivia Pope on Scandal, starring as a
high-powered professional in a top-rated network drama created and produced
by a black woman named Shonda Rhimes, founder of her own entertainment
company, ShondaLand Productions, but she also would be scandalized by
Scandal. She might even hum a few bars of the spiritual “Scandalize My Name”
and question the show’s choice of title. If, out of solidarity, she made it to the
second season of the series, she most likely would not make it past the steamy
flashback inauguration night episode where Fitzgerald Grant (Tony Goldwyn),
the white, newly sworn-in president of the United States, slips away from his
wife and children and the inaugural balls into the Oval Office for a session of
horizontal balling with his black mistress atop a replica of the Resolute desk
made famous by little John John Kennedy during his father’s administration.
My mother might put it more delicately, but pantyless, prone, and silent, save
for the coital moans and groans of a late-night booty call, is not the position she
would emplot for a twenty-first-century black female protagonist.

But it’s not quite fair of me to upload onto my mother my own angst and
ambivalence about this show and the culture of drugs, sex, and violence that
permeates contemporary television, especially in shows with or about black
people. In the case of Scandal, I understand the arguments about the campy
tropes and over-the-top plot twists generic to the soap opera genre. I take,
too, the point many Scandal fans and critics make that there is something
subversive and appealing about a black woman’s being passionately pursued
by powerful white men and getting to twist that desire to her own advantage
and pleasure, getting to be a sensual, multifaceted, fabulously flawed female,
loved and in love, rather than a sexless stick-figure stereotype. The media
theorist Kristin J. Warner admits that despite whatever misgivings she might
have about the “completely unrealistic and often troubling depiction of a co-
dependent interracial relationship” between Olivia and Fitz (“Olitz,” as the
couple is called in the Scandal fandom), she can't help “reeling with glee that
a black woman is on the receiving end of someone who desires her that much

on primetime network television”*
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Beyond this pleasure principle, I also understand that late in the second
decade of the twenty-first century, positively representing the race and de-
fending black womanhood are old baggage no actor should have to carry on-
screen. Still, for me, Scandal jumped the shark almost before it began, in part
because it hooks itself on a great extramarital love affair, yet the how, why,
when of a man and woman falling illicitly in love occurs before we meet the
characters, outside the context of the televised narrative, and virtually doesn't
exist. Even with flashbacks, what we actually see acted out amid incredible
corruption, horrific violence, and brutal betrayals is lots of simulated sex in
scene after steamy scene, which taken together (as you can find them captured
on YouTube) play a lot like soft porn.

As Warner points out, “Olivia Pope receives more oral sex than anyone on
network television, black or white;” but as the “receiving end”—to use Warner’s
oddly appropriate phrasing—Olivia is indeed often taken, like a possession.*
An uncomfortable level of male entitlement and sexual aggression attend li-
aisons marked by manhandling, with one lover or another grabbing or grop-
ing her, pressing the point of his desire. Missing in action, particularly with
the president, is the throbbing, thwarted sexual tension wrought of impos-
sible, improbable, frenetic yet unfulfilled desire, which, for me at least, makes
for better Tv. In prime time if not in real life, sexual tension often plays bet-
ter than sex. (Think of Moonlighting’s decline and fall once Maddie and David
[Cybill Shepherd and Bruce Willis] cut the sexual tension and consummated
their relationship.) What if Olivia Pope, hotly pursued, desperately desired, just
said a Nancy Reagan “no” to the world’s would-be most powerful white man?

That, however, is not the way prime time wears basic black. Hypersexual
and superbad are Americas other favorite ways to imagine colored people.
It’s no accident that the best roles for black actors are some of the worst char-
acters ever to grace the Tv screen. Good black guys would finish last in the
ratings. Who (except my mother) would want to watch a black female lead-
ing lady as squeaky-clean as, say, Téa Leoni’s character Elizabeth McCord on
the cBs political thriller Madame Secretary? This Madam doesn't even get to
have simulated TV sex with her handsome Tv husband (Tim Daly). When we
do see the McCords in bed together, theyre usually talking or texting, as they
save the world from terrorists yet again.

Despite my upbringing, I thought I had evolved into a modern, liberal-
minded woman and a theoretically sophisticated critic, but some old-fashioned
part of me wants to see some semblance of the ethical lives—the uplifting
racial profiling—that was the American Dream of black parents like mine at
the dawn of television. I want the happily married black female secretary of
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state who gets to take care of husband, home, kids, and country and also keep her
clothes on. I want the smart, sexy, ruthless black female criminal defense attor-
ney who isn't a criminal like Viola Davis’s character Annalise Keating on another
ShondaLand production, the ABC legal thriller How to Get Away with Murder.

Et tu, Mater? You haven't really lived until you have been stabbed in the
back by the most unkindest cut of all: the realization that you have become
your mother. For good or ill, I am my mother’s daughter, watching televi-
sion much as she did—through the lens of race. I delight in the success of
Kerry Washington and Viola Davis. I applaud Shonda Rhimes as the first
black woman mastermind behind multiple award-winning TV series. I even
salute Steve Harvey’s success. I want to embrace the programs that my people
have made hits. But my jouissance is, I fear, always and forever disrupted by
its refraction through the prism of race. If these shows were not technicol-
ored, I might not watch, but I also wouldn’t care. My displeasure wouldn’t
be guilty. The shows and I could peacefully coexist in the same way I have
gotten along without any number of “white” shows: Seinfeld, Friends, Cheers,
Frasier, Sex and the City. “Black” makes all the difference. It carries me home to
my mother’s knee—or some other joint—and the sad, shameful, unspeak-
able question that haunts my own twenty-first-century Tv viewing: was tele-
vision in general—like my mother’s forsaken game-show favorite Wheel of
Fortune—easier to watch when it was all white? When there was nothing at
stake other than cheap amusement and petty pleasure?
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Chapter 2

“Those Thrilling Days
of Yesteryear”

STIGMATIC BLACKNESS
AND THE RISE OF
TECHNICOLORED TV

The pioneer [TV] set owners found their lives profoundly
affected by the new medium. It kept them at home more, and
cut down on outside activities like visiting or attendance at

public events and meetings.

—LEO BOGART, “TV Viewing in Its Social Gathering” (1958)

Writing in 1956, the sociologist and cultural theorist Leo Bogart identified
three major stages that characterize the nature of television viewing as it had
advanced thus far. The first stage he calls “the tavern phase”—the early days
when television sets were scarce and most often located in public settings
such as city taverns where the communal audience was predominantly white,
working class, and male. In the second “pioneer phase,” TV sets moved into
the homes of those few who could afford them and not only became an activ-
ity in which the entire family participated but also drew friends and neighbors
without television sets into the homes of those who had them. In the third,
but not necessarily the last stage—what Bogart calls “the mature phase”—
“television ownership . . . spread to the point of virtual universality;” and view-
ing became a family activity, although without commanding the dominant
position in the household it had in the early days when conversation and all
else ceased once the TV set was turned on. At this point, television programs
“represent one of the family’s principal shared experiences,” he adds, “and as



such are a subject for small talk and occasionally for real discussion.” Bogart
also correctly predicted that as they became lighter and less cumbersome,
television sets would be dispersed throughout various rooms of the house, and
viewing would become less a family affair than an individual activity.!

Bogart’s analysis fits my own family experience of and with television al-
most too well, with the exception of his opening assertion that the first fami-
lies to acquire TV sets were those with higher incomes. My family was one of
if not the first in our blue-collar community to own a Tv. But, with only my
father working in the 1950s, we were far from well off. My mother was very
good at stretching the small paycheck my father brought home each week
from his garment factory job; even so I've often wondered how they afforded
the console TV set that came into our home around 1953.

As Lynn Spigel demonstrates in her foundational study Make Room for
TVv: Television and the Family Ideal in Postwar America (1992), television sets
were advertised early on as “the new family hearth,” which would bring
parents and children closer together, replacing the fireplace as the center of
the warm, happy home.? It’s true that in the beginning we gathered around
the set—with and without friends and neighbors—and watched programs
together as a family. But it’s also true that television eventually changed the
family dynamic in ways that were not all for the good. As Spigel also points
out, coming together spatially around the TV set “did not necessarily trans-
late into better family relations” In some instances, the intrusion of television
even undermined patriarchal authority, Spigel says, and “threatened to drive
a wedge between family members.”

Before TV got a firm grip on our family life, the five of us always ate dinner
together, weeknights in the kitchen and in the dining room on Sundays and
holidays, as well as breakfast together on the weekends, the preparation of
which was often a collaborative culinary effort in which we children some-
times took charge. One or two of us would be making pancakes or waffles or
muffins, while somebody else scrambled eggs (Adrian Jr. liked to jazz them
up with additives such as Campbell’s mushroom soup, but I was and am a
purist, preferring my scrambled eggs unadorned) and another family mem-
ber fried bacon or sausages. One of us kids was always assigned the task of
mixing the Tang, after John Glenn took it into space in 1962, or defrosting the
frozen concentrate—Minute Maid when it was on sale, the store brand when
it wasn't—and adding the requisite three cans of cold water that transformed
the condensed goo into orange juice. For poor people, we always ate well.
My brothers and I used to feel sorry for the white kids at school for whom
macaroni and cheese was a meal; for us it was a side dish—a complement
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FIG. 2.2 Danny surprised at getting the bicycle he wanted for Christmas.
Mom and Dad purchased a cheap load of used knotty pine, which meant
knotty pine ended up everywhere, even on the ceilings in the dining
room and den. (I came to hate knotty pine.)



to roast chicken or pork or meatloaf or fried fish or chuck steak, always
with at least one green vegetable. Often begun before we left for church in
the morning, Sunday dinners were a feast only slightly less elaborate than
holiday banquets, usually headlined by a pork roast, aleg of lamb, or a crispy-
skinned capon.

Meals in those days were a time of laughter and lively conversation. Birth-
days, like holidays, were major family events, boisterously celebrated over a
special dinner at the dining room table followed by homemade cake and ice
cream. I remember in particular Danny’s second birthday on December 17,
1954. Since it was his special day, he was reigning from a booster seat at the
head of the table at the end nearest the kitchen where my mother usually sat.
Baby Danny had never been able to wrap his tiny little tongue around his big
brother’s name, which rolled off his lips sounding something like “En-der-in”
As he was about to blow out the two candles on his birthday cake, he paused
and said suddenly, seemingly out of nowhere, “Not En-der-in, Adrian” We all
laughed, confusing him, I think. I guess it was a sign he was our baby no lon-
ger. If he was turning two, I would have been two months shy of six years old,
but it’s such a vivid memory, it seems like yesterday. Later, we took to eating
in front of the television, mostly in hushed silence, and birthday celebrations
became less exuberant. At some point, Mom even saved up enough books of
s&H Green Stamps to be able to redeem them for a set of folding tray tables
to facilitate in-den dining TVv-side. Since the alternative name given to such
portable tables is “TV trays,” I know my family was hardly alone in moving
the main meal from the kitchen or dining room to the den or living room,
wherever the television set was located.

Then, too, before television took over, we went to the drive-in theater regu-
larly as a cheap form of family entertainment, loading up the car with pillows
and blankets, because one or both of my brothers would almost always fall
asleep, which my parents encouraged since not all the movies were as child
friendly as Tammy and the Bachelor, which we saw in 1957 with the Lynches,
family friends visiting from Atlanta where the theaters were segregated. I was
usually too mesmerized by what was happening on the screen to doze off. My
mother would lean over the front seat and say something like, “Go to sleep,
Big Eyes,” but I didn’t want to miss a minute of the action, especially anything
starring Barbara Stanwyck, whom we called “Lady Rat Face,” because she
was so often the villain in her pre-Big Valley Tv days. We generally took our
own snacks with us to the drive-in: Mom and I would eventually perfect
our own special sparkling fruit punch with pineapple juice, ginger ale, and
orange sherbet, but in those days it was Kool-Aid in a big thermos jug with
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a spigot and a makeshift picnic basket full of better homemade options than
what they sold at the concession stand. I, however, was completely suscep-
tible to the advertisements that ran continuously during intermissions, often
in cartoon form. I was a skinny kid and a bit of a picky eater, but somehow
I always wanted whatever they were selling at the snack bar. Occasionally,
my father would take one of the boys with him to get popcorn and maybe
ice cream from the concession stand, but mostly we ate and drank what we
brought with us to save money.

We also sometimes went to Fenway Park to watch the Red Sox play ball,
again carrying our own vittles for the sake of economy, but our boxed lunches
sometimes made us the envy of the fans seated near us, especially when we
lived dangerously and dared to leave home with some of Mom’s batter-fried
chicken in the picnic hamper. It seems silly to say so now (like something out
of Ralph Ellison’s novel Invisible Man), but it was a very black thing in the
1950s and even into the ’60s not to want to be caught being too colored by
eating fried chicken or watermelon in the presence of white people. When
we weren't in the stands at Fenway during baseball season, we were in front
of the TV set watching the games at home. 'm not sure it was television alone
that curtailed the Fenway Park outings or the vehicular pilgrimages we used
to make back to Brooklyn on a regular basis and the weeklong trips to Long
Island every summer to visit family friends we called Aunt Janie and Uncle
Harold who had moved to a new, Levittown-like subdivision in Amityville.
But card playing and other parlor games were definitely upstaged by the
television set. I don’t recall those days so well myself, but in later years I often
heard my parents reminiscing with Cousin Emily and Cousin Percy about
the good old days when they used to get together with other couples every
week to play bid whist, gin rummy, and pokeno, and I do have vague recol-
lections of trips to the city and playing with cousins and other kids while our
parents socialized. (Some little boy at my Cousin Keith’s birthday party when
I was about seven proclaimed that he was going to marry me when he grew
up. Just my luck that he hasn’t been seen since.)

All of these outward-bound, shared activities likely disappeared at least in
part because of the stay-at-home character of TV viewing, which transformed
human interaction in the mid-twentieth century just as email, texting, Face-
book, Twitter, and the like continue to affect how we communicate in the
twenty-first. But our lifestyles were certainly also affected by other changes
that came and went with the times, such as the civil rights movement and
Lyndon Johnson’s unconditional War on Poverty declared in his State of the
Union address in 1964, which ultimately would alter forever the nature of my
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parents’ home and work lives as they both became involved in Self Help, Inc.,
a local front of Johnson’s War dedicated to improving the lives of “the disad-
vantaged residents of Greater Brockton”* Revolutions in consumer culture
like the rise of suburban shopping malls, which took us out of the house for
pleasures more commercial than social, also affected family life in the 1950s
and ’60s. And then there were the natural growing pains of maturing and
drifting off into our own more individualized arenas of friends and sports
and band practice, babysitting and other after-school jobs.

What may be most memorable in terms of my family’s relationship to
television, however, is how much watching Tv became a sore spot in my par-
ents’ marriage, as the recliner in front of the set became a privileged domain
my father occupied all too frequently, often falling asleep in front of some
favorite program instead of working on the house, which my mother con-
sidered a sacred obligation. I would hear her on the phone complaining to
her women friends—especially the one we called Aunt Gladys—about the
slow progress on the house and my father’s lack of ambition, often comparing
his inertia to the industry and steady progress of Nat Williams, the deacon
from our church who was building a lovely brick house for his family a few
miles from us on the Brockton end of the same long street we lived on. Mom
would repeat what Mrs. Williams had told her about the many nights her
husband came home exhausted from his day job but still insisted on going
to the building site, even when she encouraged him to lay oft for a night and
rest, because he (unlike my father) was determined to provide a decent home
for his family. “Rest when it’s finished,” Mom would say into the phone, loud
enough for her message to be carried to other ears. “Watch TV when it’s over
and done with” And usually ending with the coup de grace: “When I have
something to do, I finish it before I plop myself in front of the television.”

I understood my mother’s frustration, and in my own way took her side,
as I always did. After all, she had been patient, living in a basement, first
pregnant and then with a newborn, and helping to build the homestead up
around us. (Aunt Janie and Uncle Harold would talk for years about com-
ing to the building site early on and finding my pregnant mother up on the
roof hammering boards into place.) What woman would want to live indef-
initely in an unfinished structure in need of constant repair even before it was
completed? And television made a bad matter worse in its own graphically
seductive way, for what did we see depicted daily? Lovely finished, normal
homes where lovely finished, normal white families lived. I wanted to live
in a house like the Cleavers of Leave It to Beaver or like Bentley Gregg with
his niece and manservant on Bachelor Father, especially after they moved
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FIG. 2.3 Dad asleep in his recliner in front of the TV set (mid-1960s).

to the big house with the pool. My mother always wanted a breakfast nook
with a banquette in the kitchen, which the Gregg house and other Tv homes
had. But more than anything, I wanted the residential address of the Rileys
on The Life of Riley—1313 Blueview Terrace—which made California living
sound so bucolic. So I, too, wasn’t happy that my father’s lack of industry
doomed us to living within unfinished Sheetrocked walls.

More than a half century later with the wisdom of hindsight, I have greater
sympathy for my dad’s predicament and a fuller appreciation of what he did
accomplish. He worked all day in a factory at a job that couldn’t have been
pleasant. And he was, after all, a tailor with no experience in carpentry or
construction, unlike the skilled mason Nat Williams to whom he was so
often unfavorably compared. Without any formal training or on-the-job
experience as a contractor, he learned enough of the rudiments of masonry,
heating, plumbing, drywalling, tiling, woodworking, electrical wiring, and
such to put a roof over our heads—even if it did leak—and all in pursuit of
a dream that I understood even as a child was more my mother’s than his.
The Motorola, then, helped fill our unfinished house with dramas, not all
of which were on-screen. While it’s not fair to blame all my parents’ marital
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woes on the TV set, as I reflect on those days of yesteryear, 'm struck by how
profoundly that box interceded in our everyday lives.

As a baby boomer whose early childhood spanned the decade of television’s
entry into American homes, my first encounters with what I call “stigmatic
blackness” are closely connected to this evolving medium that brought the
world to life before our eyes, even as it altered forever our ways of seeing and
being in and of that world. By “stigmatic blackness” I mean mass-mediated
representations of African Americans as what Peter Stallybrass and Allon
White call the dominant culture’s “low-Other”: those constituted as racially
distaft and disposable—“socially peripheral,” they say, yet at the same time
“symbolically central” to mainstream society as the often eroticized repository
of its most salacious fantasies and darkest desires.’ As the phenotypical em-
bodiment of the low-Other, stigmatic blackness is the inverse of the normative,
valorized, exulted whiteness in which the dominant culture has a “possessive
investment,” according to the historian and cultural theorist George Lipsitz.
Whiteness, like all racial identities, is a socially constructed fiction with “no
valid foundation in biology or anthropology,” Lipsitz explains in The Pos-
sessive Investment in Whiteness (1998). Nevertheless whiteness has real “cash
value” in the form of historically accrued assets and advantages, power and
privileges, options and opportunities that (re)produce the racial hierarchies
on which American society depends.®

By way of mass media in general and television in particular, the domi-
nant culture secures and protects its possessive investment in whiteness and
the privileges thereof through an equally possessive investment in stigmatic
blackness—that is, in characters and caricatures historically demeaned and
popularly represented as lazy, inept, ineffectual (except at sports, music, and
dance), colorful, comical, criminal, crack-addicted; as Sambos, Sapphires,
Mammies, Toms, Tricksters, Cons, Coons, and Jezebels; as servants, singers,
and dancers; saints on the one hand or sinners on the other. Although these
stigmatized figures and figurations have been the predominant representational
model of blacks and blackness in mass media and popular culture for centu-
ries, I am primarily concerned with what I have encountered in the last sixty
years or so since we acquired that first TV set, including—in a few instances—
films I have seen solely translated through the medium of television.

As it came into our living rooms and reshaped our lives in the 1950s, televi-
sion dramatized racial, class, and cultural differences for mass consumption in
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broader terms and ultimately for a wider audience than ever before. Black-
ness was absent and present, present and absent; colored people were at
once nowhere and everywhere. We were absent from popular all-American
domestic series and sitcoms such as Leave It to Beaver, Ozzie and Harriet,
Lassie, and I Love Lucy, but we were present in others, most often as domes-
tics, comic relief, or musical entertainment.

Among the most-watched of the early shows, I Love Lucy might seem to
upset the category of colored absence because of the revisionist history that now
figures the show as groundbreaking due to what is touted as the mixed-race
marriage (on-screen and off) of its costars, the white American comedienne
Lucille Ball and the Cuban-born bandleader Desi Arnaz. Today’s mixed-race
is yesteryear’s cross-cultural, at best. At a time when intermarriage was il-
legal in many states, midcentury audiences were primed to view Desi Arnaz
and his Lucy persona, Ricky Ricardo, as culturally Latin, in an exotic, Euro-
pean, or Iberian sense, rather than racially nonwhite; the Desi-Lucy mar-
riage was intercontinental rather than interracial. At the same time, Ricky’s
ethnic difference—especially his Cuban accent—was played for laughs, often
with Lucy both mimicking and mocking his imperfect English or with Ricky
demanding that Lucy “splain” herself as his hot, Latin temper flared and he
regressed into rapid-fire espariol and “jAy carambas!” in exasperation at his
wife’s wild and crazy antics.

Some fans insist in Internet postings that there were black musicians in
Ricky’s band. If so, they were so far at the back of the bandstand as to be
invisible. Multiple sources list Sam McDaniel (older brother of Hattie Mc-
Daniel) as the only African American to appear on I Love Lucy, where he had
a bit part as Sam the Porter in “The Great Train Robbery” episode in 1955.”
At midcentury, it was essential to keep the Ricardos as far removed from
colored people as possible, lest anyone get the idea that Ricky was anything
other than Caucasian. In his one quick encounter with color, the fact that he
hailed Sam the Porter as “Boy;” while Sam, of course, addressed him as “Sir,”
confirmed the proper racial hierarchy.

If Lucy and similar domestic sitcoms were short on racial variety, colored
people added talent, comedy, cultural diversity, adversity, and what I call “de-
base relief” to a host of other TV programs, ranging from game shows like
Queen for a Day, Name That Tune, and Strike It Rich; to westerns like Zorro,
The Lone Ranger, The Cisco Kid, and Gunsmoke when Burt Reynolds, who is
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one-quarter Cherokee in real life, joined the cast as Quint Asper, the “half-
breed” blacksmith, in 1962. Popular talent competitions such as Ted Mack’s
Original Amateur Hour (where a seven-year-old Gladys Knight was a win-
ner) and variety shows like American Bandstand and the two eponymously
titled programs hosted by rival emcees Ed Sullivan and Steve Allen rounded
out early TV offerings.

American Bandstand (1952-1989), hosted by the former radio disc jockey
Dick Clark for most of its long run, lives in the annals of television history
as the show that helped make both rock and roll and black music “palatable
to cynical and even fearful audiences,” as one source put it on the occasion of
ClarKk’s death in 2012.8 With teenagers dancing on stage to Top 40 tunes as vo-
calists lip-synced their biggest hits, Bandstand did indeed provide a national
forum for hip, modern music and musicians, including Motown recording
artists and other black performers. The show never quite caught on in our
household, however, perhaps because it didn’t seem to be for or about “us,
as Soul Train would become in the 1970s. Bandstand may have helped make
black music palatable to white audiences, but it didn’t necessarily do the same
for or with black people, at least not for the first decade or so when it was
broadcast live from Philadelphia with a studio audience of white teens danc-
ing to music that was only sometimes performed by black recording artists.

Dick Clark claimed credit and received considerable accolades for inte-
grating American Bandstand once he took over the show in 1956. “As soon as
I became host, we integrated,” he told the New York Times as recently as 2011,
echoing assertions he first made in his 1976 autobiography Rock, Roll and
Remember, where he claims that making sure the show had black represen-
tation was something he elected to do because he understood that both rock
and roll and Bandstand owed their existence to black music and musicians.’
His claims appear praiseworthy and progressive for the historical moment;
however, some critics and scholars have challenged the accuracy of Clark’s
activist assertions. Matthew F. Delmont points out, most notably, that while
American Bandstand did indeed open its stage to a variety of black musical
groups when it went national on network TV in 1957, the show also “regularly
blocked black teenagers from its studio audience until it moved from Phila-
delphia to Los Angeles in 1964.'° In his book on the subject, The Nicest Kids
in Town: American Bandstand, Rock 'n’ Roll, and the Struggle for Civil Rights
in 1950s Philadelphia (2012), Delmont, who teaches history at Arizona State
University, sums up this other Philadelphia Story as follows: “In the context of
local and national mobilization in favor of segregation, underscored by wide-
spread antiblack racism, integrating American Bandstand would have been a
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bold move and a powerful symbol. . . . Clark and American Bandstand, how-
ever, did not choose this path, and the historical record contradicts Clark’s
memory of integration. Rather than being a fully integrated program that
welcomed black youth, American Bandstand continued to discriminate
against black teens throughout the show’s Philadelphia years.

It wasn’t that Bandstand operated under an official whites-only policy,
Delmont makes clear, but that it used dissembling strategies such as dress
codes and selective ticketing to limit access to the show, much as poll taxes
and loaded literacy tests were used to suppress black voter registration in the
South and redistricting and voter 1D laws are used to the same end today. As
those of us from Greater Boston know only too well, it wasn't solely south-
erners who resisted integration, especially the implementation of the Brown
decision and subsequent state and local school desegregation orders. There’s
an old saying—sometimes attributed to the black comedian and activist Dick
Gregory—that in the South, whites don’t care how close blacks get as long as
they don’t get too big; in the North, whites don’t care how big black people
become as long as they don’t come too close. White homeowners in certain
sections of the City of Brotherly Love had no desire to get up close and personal
with their black brethren and fought to keep them out of their communities
and their schools. Bandstand’s discriminatory admissions practices, then,
were wholly in keeping with both “neighborhood and school segregation
in Philadelphia,” Delmont explains, as well as with the “commercial pres-
sures of national television and deeply held beliefs about the dangers of racial
mixing?

And race mixing was very much the issue and the fear in the 1950s. The
wild abandon with which white teens were willing to rock around the clock
and across the color line caused commotions in dance clubs and concert halls
and chaos on the street corners of the white West Philadelphia neighborhood
where the TV studio that broadcast Bandstand was located. It was only logical
that Clark and his network compatriots would want to keep this kind of trou-
ble oft the air and away from sponsors.

There are at least two sides to every Philadelphia story, then, and I suppose
it’s possible to put a kinder, gentler time stamp on Clark’s airbrushed account
of his activist role in the desegregation of Bandstand and American pop cul-
ture. His mistake was in presenting himself as a heroic integrationist rather
than acknowledging “the immense economic and social pressures,” which
Delmont says “made segregation the safe course of action.””® The on-screen
image of black and white teens dancing together to music many adults dis-
trusted might have made for a progressive picture of a new world order, but
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it also might have shut down the show. It is well known and much remarked
that when little Frankie Lymon, of “Why Do Fools Fall in Love” fame, danced
with a white girl on a live broadcast of Alan Freed’s Tv rock-and-roll show
The Big Beat in 1957, the same year Bandstand went national, the spectacle
so outraged network affiliates that Freed’s program was promptly canceled.
Integrating the artists and not the studio audience may have been a compro-
mise that saved Bandstand from a similar fate. Midcentury audiences weren’t
ready for video verification that what many of them saw as “jungle music”
could generate the “jungle fever” that Spike Lee would later immortalize in
his 1991 film of the same name.

I have almost no recollection of Dick Clark in the 1950s and 1960s and
certainly not as the clean-cut choirboy, angel face of the devil’s music. When
I consider who brought black performers into our home during that time,
it’s not the smooth-talking, forever young impresario Dick Clark I think of
but a stift-necked, tongue-tangled, old white guy named Ed Sullivan and the
“really big shew” he put on every Sunday night. Originally titled Toast of the
Town when it debuted on CBS in 1948, The Ed Sullivan Show was renamed
after its host in 1955. As host, Sullivan made a point of featuring black celebri-
ties like Joe Lewis and Jackie Robinson and showcasing vocal groups like the
Temptations and Diana Ross and the Supremes, as well as a cavalcade of indi-
vidual black entertainers who lit up my childhood: Mahalia Jackson, Sammy
Davis Jr., Sarah Vaughan, Lena Horne, Pearl Bailey, Eartha Kitt, Nat King
Cole, Louis Armstrong, Ella Fitzgerald, Harry Belafonte, and the comedian
and impressionist George Kirby, among many other Others. For families like
mine, The Ed Sullivan Show was the closest thing to a black performance hall
of fame the 1950s had to offer.

The musician, composer, and comedian Steve Allen and his namesake
show were popular in our household for much the same reason: they showed
off people who looked like us. Unlike Clark, both Sullivan and Allen were
vocal at the time, not after the fact, about their commitment to integration via
video and to showcasing black artists on their programs. Both were quoted
in Ebony and also contributed articles on the subject of race and TV to the
magazine, then the nation’s premier black publication and, along with Jet, a
staple not only in the homes of African Americans across classes but in our
barbershops and beauty salons as well."* In championing the racial integra-
tion of the airwaves in the pages of Ebony, Sullivan and Allen were in effect
preaching to the gospel choir. This is not to suggest that they were less than
sincere in their remarks; their actions in regularly presenting black entertain-
ers, athletes, and other celebrities on their shows speak louder than mere
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words. But neither showman seemed eager to claim himself as a do-gooder
or a crusader. Allen, in fact, described himself, perhaps somewhat disingenu-
ously, as “accidentally doing what I guess is the right thing. I just hire the best
singers and piano players and trumpet players and it just happens that a very
high percentage of them are Negroes. It's about that simple’®

Of course it wasn’t that simple, as Allen—and Sullivan—well knew. There
was resistance, even hate mail, from white viewers and pressure from nervous
sponsors who feared losing audiences and advertisers, especially in the Jim
Crow South. Some southern affiliates did censor segments of shows with black
performers and celebrities. In Dreaming Me: Black, Baptist, and Buddhist—
One Woman'’s Spiritual Journey (2008), Jan Willis, a Buddhist scholar and pro-
fessor of religion, writes compellingly of growing up in the segregated South
in the 1950s and 1960s and never seeing a black face on the TV set that her
father, like mine, somehow managed to secure for the household in the mid-
1950s. She recalls in particular one Sunday evening when the family huddled
around the television console hoping to catch Sammy Davis Jr. on The Ed
Sullivan Show. “We leaned in close as stiff-necked Ed began his introduction,”
she writes. “But just as Sullivan threw wide his arms to greet Davis—like
so many times before—the card came on, with its message of denial” The
message: “Trouble along the cable” “Every time a black person appeared on
television, we saw only this card,” Willis says.!®

Both Sullivan and Allen maintained at the time that the positive re-
sponses to black programming far outweighed the negative. But in the
early days of black-and-white TV, there was something other than integration
at stake. Nothing less than the fate of television itself rested, at least in part,
on the talents and popular appeal of black entertainers and celebrities who
were ready, willing, and able to step in front of the camera. “Television needs
the Negro performer and benefits by his contributions to the medium,” Allen
wrote in Ebony in 1955.7 Sullivan had been even more explicit in an earlier
article, writing in May 1951 that “recognizing the place of the Negro in televi-
sion is not generosity. It is just common sense and good business.” That good
business common sense literally could be calculated in dollars and cents, as
Sullivan went on to explain: “generous” Negro performers, including high-
profile headliners who had worked with him in vaudeville and were willing to
“talk friendship, not money,” brought big talent to the small screen for cheap
in what Sullivan described as the “early, lean days when there wasn’t much
money in TV for any of us” To make his point stronger still, he added, “They
didn’t get much money—the Negro performers—very little, in fact, but when
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I needed help—when the squalling infant industry of television needed help,
the Negro star was loyal and considerate®

In declaring in Ebony that television owed a debt to the Negro—that “you
just can’t have great programs unless you integrate the Negro performer into
a show”—Sullivan spoke to an aspect of early TV history that the industry has
little acknowledged.” The story more often told is of what J. Fred MacDon-
ald describes as the emergent medium’s “new fairness”—that is, television’s
“conscious effort” to use black talent fairly in keeping with “an atmosphere of
postwar liberality”? Sullivan’s inside scoop reveals, however, that the black
presence in 1950s television wasn’t simply a function of noblesse oblige on
the part of progressive industry executives but, rather, a way to take advan-
tage of the talents of the best available performers—“a very high percentage
of [whom] are Negroes”—thus bringing needed star power to a fledgling enter-
prise that was unsure of itself and its future.?!

Most African American performers, however, no matter how talented, had
to settle for guest appearances on programs like The Ed Sullivan Show and
American Bandstand in the early days of television. Eddy Anderson was one
of the exceptions. He landed a regular gig as Rochester, the host’s faithful,
flippant, raspy-voiced manservant and chauffeur on The Jack Benny Pro-
gram (CBS, 1950-1964; NBC, 1964-1965).>> A carryover from the radio show
where he first appeared as a Pullman porter, Anderson as Rochester success-
fully negotiated the giant leap from bit player to series regular, but he also
brought to television elements of cinemas most enduring stock figures: the
male mammy; the faithful racial retainer; the wily, wisecracking manser-
vant; the bumbling, benighted, bosom buddy; and the colored sidekick who
might be silly, saintly, sagacious, long suffering, superhuman, superbad, or
all of the above.

Such roles have been reprised and to a certain extent recouped with dig-
nity in recent times by veteran actors such as Robert Guillaume, who spun a
smaller part as the wisecracking butler on the parody Soap (ABC, 1977-1981)
into the title role of his own prime-time TV series Benson (ABC, 1979-1986),
much as Esther Rolle had done a few years earlier with her character Florida
Evans, the maid on Maude (CBS, 1972-1978), who became the star of her
own Norman Lear spinoff Good Times (CBS, 1974-1979). In film, similar parts
have often fallen to Morgan Freeman, who has acted as the faithful servant,
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suffering sidekick, or bosom buddy in several Academy Award-winning mo-
tion pictures, including Driving Miss Daisy (Best Picture, 1989), Unforgiven
(Best Picture, 1992), and Million Dollar Baby (Best Picture, 2004), where the
wizened black buddy role finally netted Freeman a Best Supporting Actor Oscar.

It isn’t only black artists who have populated such parts, however. From
1949 to 1957, the First Nation actor Jay Silverheels (born Harold Smith)
galloped alongside Clayton Moore (and briefly John Hart) as the “faith-
ful Indian companion” of “the daring and resourceful masked rider of the
plains” in ABC’s hit western The Lone Ranger. Despite the dignity Silverheels
brought to a part that was by definition a caricature, Tonto has become a trope
epitomizing Hollywood’s bad idea of the good Indian, even giving title to a
vaudevillian, Wild West Show way of misspeaking English—like a Native—
known as “Tonto talk” or “Tonto speak”: “Me Tonto. You Lone Ranger.” It was
a problematic portrayal of the white man and his noble Native sidekick even
in a less racially sensitive era, which makes it difficult to understand why Dis-
ney decided that The Lone Ranger should ride again as a twenty-first-century
film starring the A-list Anglo actor Johnny Depp as Tonto. Depp, who claims
distant Native American ancestry, has been widely quoted as wanting to help
right the representational wrongs of the cinematic and televisual past by rei-
magining Tonto as a Comanche warrior and reconfiguring his relationship
with his white kemosabe as one of equality and empowerment.?

I'm all for righting the wrongs of yesteryear, and I do believe it is a respon-
sibility we all should share in, regardless of our race or ethnicity, but what
Depp’s good intentions needed was a rewriting—as in, a new narrative—not
the resurrection of a cinematic relic repackaged as a New Age frontier farce
that not only plunges an already problematic figure even deeper into debase
relief but also gives him a backstory that makes him complicit in the slaughter
of his own family and fellow Comanche. The fictional detail that this Tonto
as a boy was duped into selling out his people for a cheap pocket watch from
Sears makes the fact that his name means “dumb,” “stupid,” “crazy” in Spanish,
Italian, and Portuguese historically resonant in ways it wasn’t before. Rather
than elevating him as an avenging warrior hero, this plodding emplotment
potentially reduces Tonto to another dumb Indian, tricked into betraying his
own people and giving away his birthright by fork-tongued white men much
like those backward seventeenth-century savages who sold Manhattan to the
Dutch for sixty guilders’ worth of beads and trinkets. Moreover, in keeping
with the same-old same-old of noble savage mythology, it is white people
whom this reimagined Tonto rescues, while doing nothing to aid his Coman-
che brethren, masses of whom are once again slaughtered by double-dealing
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white men—this time with Gatling guns—and then disappeared from the
narrative, save for a few feathers floating in what we can only imagine is the
blood-red river.

Since Depp’s “redface;” dead-crow-wearing version of Tonto is theatrically
crazy, driven mad by his historical guilt and impossible grief, the story he
narrates of yesteryear is, it would seem, a tale told by an idiot, full of sound
effects and fury, ultimately signifying nothing. Except—how we right/write
history does matter. With all that frontier mythology and legends of tam-
ing the Wild West necessarily elide about genocide, exclusion, removal, and
imperialism masquerading as Manifest Destiny, perhaps it’s high time the
Hollywood western rode off into the sunset with the minstrel show. “Hi-yo,
Silver, away”

While depictions of Tonto, old and new, have generated endless discussion
and debate, much less has been made of another white man/colored ser-
vant coupling that troubled me even as a child, although not necessarily for
the right reasons: the hierarchical relationship between “Mr. Gregg” and the
Asian manservant he relentlessly referred to as “my Chinese houseboy” on the
sitcom Bachelor Father (1957-1962). As a series regular, the Chinese American
actor Sammee Tong turned the traditional part of the retiring racial retainer
into a supporting role as Peter Tong, the longtime manservant of a success-
tul, decidedly single Beverly Hills playboy lawyer named Bentley Gregg (John
Forsythe), who becomes the guardian of his orphaned niece Kelly (Noreen
Corcoran) when her parents are killed in a car accident. Mr. Gregg, as Peter
always called him, loves his niece and wants to be a good dad, but, distracted
by women and work and women, he sometimes has to be coaxed into better
parenting by his more maternal but often quite gullible and childlike Chinese
houseman. The dynamic of this domestic arrangement, then, isn't only master
and servant; it’s also lord and little woman. One of the show’s running jokes
revolves around the fact that Mr. Gregg—father lawyer, if not Father Law—
frequently has to save Peter from his own innocent, immigrant naiveté, as
well as from the self-serving schemes of his entrepreneurial, Americanized
conman Cousin Charlie (played by Victor Sen Yung).

As played, Peter is in some ways a postwar throwback to the Chinese
minstrelsy that was almost as popular in the nineteenth century as its black-
face counterpart—or even more popular, perhaps, in places like California.
Though having lived a long time in America, Mr. Gregg’s houseboy necessarily
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speaks the Pidgin English of the immigrant that is so basic to the minstrel
routine and that performs a kind of cultural backwardness that is emblematic
of being insufficiently or inappropriately civilized. In “The ‘Heathen Chine¢’
on God’s Free Soil,” a critical, much-cited essay on yellowface minstrelsy,
Robert Lee, a professor of American studies at Brown University, argues that
the othering of the Chinese immigrant “relied on a trope of insurmountable
cultural difference” Unlike the comparable characterization of black Ameri-
cans, who Lee says were represented as “fraudulent citizens because they were
supposed to lack culture;” the Chinese, he explains, “were seen as having an
excess of culture”® Not, it's important to understand, an ancient, honor-
able culture of the Greek or Roman kind but, rather, the backward culture
and antiquated ways of the heathen and the improperly civilized. Peter has
been around long enough to have picked up many of the bad points of being
American and a few of the good but not long enough to have been fully di-
vested of his backward Chinese ways.

In an episode from 1961 called “Peter’s China Doll,” the unenlightened
houseboy brings home an adorable seven-year-old Chinese girl he won in a
poker game at Cousin Charlie’s club, which seems to him a perfectly normal
turn of events. He’s determined to keep the little China doll, even if doing
so means quickly marrying any willing woman he can find in order to meet
the American adoption board’s two-parent requirement. Mr. Gregg, who, of
course, immediately sees the impossibility of the entire scheme, saves the day
as usual by finding a suitable Chinese couple to adopt the child. All's well that
ends well, and the practice of gambling with or trafficking in orphaned or
abandoned children is made to seem like business as usual among the insuf-
ficiently civilized Chinese, which seems an outrageously orientalist plotline
even for the early 1960s.

But, then, Cousin Charlie and his fellow Asians don’t just trade in children;
they also merchandise adult China dolls through what is presented as the tra-
ditional Chinese custom of arranged, mail-order marriages in “Bentley and
the Bartered Bride” (1960). This time Mr. Gregg intercedes to save Peter from
a phony marriage arranged by his conman cousin and an equally cunning
Chinese matchmaker, Mrs. Choo Lo Wing, who takes Peter’s money and uses
a picture of her niece to trick the gullible houseboy into thinking he’s buying
a beautiful, young bride from San Francisco named Precious Jade, instead
of the much older, rounder, plainer partner the matchmaker actually has in
store for him. Mr. Gregg, who has reluctantly agreed to act as the go-between
in the transaction, realizes it’s all a scam when he coincidentally encounters
the lovely, young woman pictured in the photograph and learns she is Do-
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lores Wong, not Precious Jade. He arranges a rendezvous with all the princi-
pals, exposes the bait-and-switch bride-trading scheme, and saves Peter from
his own naiveté and the conniving of his kin and kind.

Although easily taken advantage of and so silly he thinks the characters
in his favorite TV westerns and soaps are real, Peter also has the sagely in-
sight of Confucius. Like Hop Sing, the cleaver-wielding cook on the long-
running western Bonanza (NBC, 1959-1973)—a part also played by Victor
Sen Yung—he imparts simple fortune-cookie wisdom in stereotypical Pid-
gin English. Today it is easy enough for me to say from my high horse that
the injustice of these roles of yesteryear lies not only in the fact that Asian
American actors like Tong and Yung had few options other than such pi-
geonholed parts but also in the reality that they rarely received due credit for
their acting abilities, for playing well who and what they were not: foreign,
feebleminded, linguistically challenged. Both men were born and educated
in the United States. Sen Yung, in fact, earned a bachelor’s degree from the
University of California, Berkeley, and fell into acting while pursuing gradu-
ate studies at uCLA and the University of Southern California.”® But like
their African American counterparts, Asian American actors historically
have been caught in that slippage between person and persona—so auto-
matically and quintessentially typecast that their role-playing is read as real
rather than as performance.

I was eight years old when Bachelor Father began its five-year run. I would
like to say that I resented the terms and terminology of the show—“Mr. Gregg”
and “my houseboy Peter” and the endless overlay of stereotypes—because of
the colonial hegemony, paternalism, and orientalism they represent or because
I understood what it meant for a black man to be called “boy” and didn’t like
hearing another Other so addressed. I certainly grew into such perceptions,
but at eight, I suspect my motivation was closer to home and tied to my
mother’s apron strings, so to speak. While there was something endearing
about watching two very different single men lovingly bungle and bumble
their way through parenting a teenage girl, the comedy of Bachelor Father
played out against the reality of my mother’s oft-told tales of her days as a
domestic, with an emphasis on how much she despised being called “gir]l” by
her white employers and even more so being referred to possessively by them

» «

as “my girl” “My girl this, my girl that,” my mother would say, mocking the
pretentious tone of one particular Miss Ann for whom she had worked. ““My
girl makes the best Welsh rarebit’ —always Welsh rarebit and cheese fondue.
That’s what they insisted I serve whenever they had company: Welsh rarebit

and cheese fondue””
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I had heard the complaint for as long as I can remember, but it wasn’t until
I was a young adult that I fully understood the subtext of what my mother was
saying about Miss Ann and her husband, Mister Charlie: they were nouveau
riche and knew so little about fine dining that cheese fondue and Welsh rarebit
were their idea of haute cuisine. I had no notion of what cheese fondue was,
but, with my child’s ear, I thought my mother was saying “Welsh rabbit,” and
I resented Miss Ann and Mister Charlie all the more because not only had
they acted as if they owned my mother, but they also had made her serve
them bunny rabbits. So, in what I'm sure a psychiatrist would diagnose as a
clear-cut case of transference, every time Mr. Gregg referred to Peter as “my
houseboy;” I heard some mean-faced, bunny-eating Mister Charlie calling my
mother his “girl”

To be clear, “Mister Charlie” and “Miss Ann” weren’t the actual names of
any of the white men and women for whom my mother worked as a maid in
her youth. Mister Charlie and Miss Ann are black folks’ code names for white
bossmen and -women. Somewhat like “honky” and “cracker;” Miss Ann and
Mister Charlie are racial epithets for white people originally deployed by the
enslaved to refer to the plantation master and mistress behind their backs or,
in the case of Mister Charlie, to the white man who would be lord and master,
also known as “the Man” Miss Ann can likewise refer to any white woman in
a superior position—real or imagined—to the black people she treats as un-
derlings or any white woman with an imperious, better-than-thou attitude.

Much to my personal chagrin, Miss Ann is also used pejoratively to refer
to a black woman considered by other blacks to be uppity or self-important.
I often overheard my mother and her friends who had also worked for white
people—and some who still did—talking about their travails with Miss Ann
and Mister Charlie. And, yes, if I misbehaved or was otherwise deemed to be
acting too big for my britches, I would be called out either by my full name,
which was bad, or by Miss Ann, which to me was much worse. “Who do
you think you are, Miss Ann?” To this day, there is probably no appellation
I dislike more than “Miss Ann”” I would almost rather be called the N-word,
because at least that puts me with my people, not against them. In other words,
I hear “Miss Ann” as a slur. I understand that not everyone knows the history
of those two words spoken together (or is familiar with James Baldwin’s bril-
liant three-act play Blues for Mister Charlie). I get it that most people mean only
to convey respect or affection when they put “Miss” before my name. Still, I
suspect that somewhere in the white collective unconscious, the construc-
tion may be racialized for them, too, because, as far as I can tell, white women
so named are not so impulsively (or maybe compulsively) called “Miss Ann.”
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In any case, the Mr. Gregg of Bachelor Father was actually a pretty nice guy,
as lords and masters go, but he was still Mister Charlie in my mind. John
Forsythe, both in real life and on-screen as Bentley Gregg (and later as the
oil magnate Blake Carrington on the prime-time soap opera Dynasty [ABC,
1981-1989]), was white, well spoken, suave, and sophisticated, with the leading-
man good looks of a Cary Grant but without quite the same level of tall, dark,
handsome physicality, panty-dropping charm, and gift for humor that made
Grant’s screwball romantic comedies from the 1930s and ’40s such fun to watch
on television in the 1950s and "60s of my impressionable youth. Sammee Tong,
short, balding, and almost always grinning from ear to ear, was the funny one
who carried much of the show’s comedy and had a lot to do with its success.
Forsythe, who claimed top billing and earnings as the star of the show, readily
acknowledged the importance of Tong’s comedic talents and impeccable tim-
ing. The real joke behind the show isn’t that a playboy bachelor has become
father to his niece, Forsythe told 7v Guide in 1960, but that “Sammee Tong
behaves in all our family crises as if he were her mother?®

The feminizing of Tong as the Chinese houseboy was so deliberate and so
essential to the show’s sense of humor that Niece Kelly at times called Peter
“Mother” In the “Kelly’s Charge Account” episode, not only does she ad-
dress Peter as “Mom,” she also buys him a Mother’s Day present, while Uncle
Bentley, of course, gets the Father’s Day gift. When a more grown-up Kelly
becomes engaged in a later episode from 1962, it’s Peter himself who delivers
the punch line of the show’s running joke about his gender role. He tells
Mr. Gregg that Kelly’s fiancé is lucky to be marrying into their family. “Where
else he get package deal like this,” he says, “pretty wife, rich father, and Chi-
nese mother-in-law” The credits roll over the laughter of the studio audience.

It’s not surprising that in the age of Amos " Andy (a Forsythe favorite),
actors and audience alike would take the terms and terminology of Bachelor
Father for granted, but, unlike Amos n’ Andy, which didn’t survive its con-
temporaneous criticism, Bachelor Father lives on as another one of those pro-
grams considered by some to have been ahead of its time because Peter the
houseboy wasn’t simply the obsequious Asian manservant who exists only
to do the bidding of his betters and is otherwise disappeared.” He was pres-
ent in every episode and had his own story lines. But the fact that Forsythe
and the show’s producers were so comfortable with the British colonial term
“houseboy” and with feminizing and infantilizing the male costar for laughs
in such stereotypical ways should trouble us today, not only because Bachelor
Father is still alive in reruns, but also because the lessons we might have taken
from such a show haven’t been learned.
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For decades, Asian Americanists have criticized Hollywood’s lingering
fascination with Asian stereotypes, which Elaine Kim, a professor of Asian
American and Asian Diasporic Studies at Berkeley, says fall into two basic
categories in the Anglo-American imagination: good Asians and bad Asians.
The “bad’ Asians” are “sinister villains and brute hordes,” who she says can’t
be controlled and therefore must be destroyed, while the “‘good’ Asians” are
either the “helpless heathens to be saved by Anglo heroes or the loyal and lov-
able allies, sidekicks, and servants.”?® Peter does double duty. While he isn't
necessarily a heathen, he is constantly in need of being saved by his white
boss, Mr. Gregg, to whom he is also the quintessential loyal, lovable side-
kick, servant, ally, and wingman. (By prior arrangement, Mr. Gregg presses
a buzzer with his foot signaling Peter to run into the room with a made-up
excuse to end a date the moment any woman mentions marriage. In one
episode, Peter is so caught up in his favorite Tv program that he doesn’t hear
Bentley madly pressing the buzzer to be rescued from a husband-hunting
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blonde. Consequently, Bentley ends up presumptively engaged to a vamp
whose parents already have the wedding planned—and a shotgun.)

Despite decades of such criticism, stereotype casting of Asian and Asian
American actors remains alive in twenty-first-century Hollywood, where it
still seems to be okay to portray Asians as walking clichés and the butts of
racial jokes. Consider, for example, Lucy Liu as the Dragon Lady lawyer Ling
Woo from Ally McBeal, Mark Dacascos as the Fu Manchu-ish supervillain
Wo Fat resurrected from the 1960s to fight again in the twenty-first-century
edition of Hawaii Five-o, and Matthew Moy as the pint-size, linguistically
challenged Korean immigrant Han Bryce Lee on 2 Broke Girls. The more
Han Lee tries to fit in as a typical American, the more alien he is made to
seem by bad jokes at his expense, including snarky one-liners from the white
girls who both belittle and feminize him. When he stands up too quickly
and whacks his genitals on the edge of the table, he grabs his crotch in pain,
setting himself up for the girls’ quip that, oh, poor Han hurt his vagina—and
this is in the same episode with an equally tasteless racial joke about black
mold driving the white mold out of the neighborhood (s3, E22).

Emily Nussbaum writes in her review of 2 Broke Girls that the show’s en-
semble cast “is conceived in terms so racist it is less offensive than baffling”
Indeed, the program’s black cashier (Garrett Morris) and Ukrainian cook
(Jonathan Kite) don’t fare any better than their Korean boss. Nussbaum says
Morris “should sue for the limp gags he’s fed,” and quotes one of the Ukrainian
cook’s typically off-color, immigrant-inflected lines: “Once you go Ukraine,
you will scream with sex-pain”’? Presumably the cook is attempting to riff the
Aphro-ism, “Once you go black, you never go back,” but of course, as immigrants
are wont to do on television, he gets the saying wrong and the sentiment only
half right, more or less. Somehow the show survived for six seasons.

Even putatively progressive programs many applaud for their diverse, mul-
tiracial casts, like Glee, Fresh Off the Boat, Modern Family, and Black-ish, still
derive much of their humor from playing the race card in predictable ways,
with characters conceived in stereotypes and dedicated to the proposition that
there is no new thing under the sun. I didn’t think it was possible, but Modern
Family makes even more fun of Gloria’s (Sofia Vergara) Spanish accent, mis-
pronunciations, and malapropisms than I Love Lucy made of Ricky Ricardo’s
sixty years ago. Gloria’s family, including the little kids, constantly correct
her and translate into proper English what she’s trying to say: “child drop-
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off not “dropout”; “gargoyle,” not “gargle”; “carpal tunnel syndrome,” not

“car pool tunnel syndrome”; “blessings in disguise;” not “blessings in the sky”;
“dog-eat-dog world,” not “doggy-dog world” It’s as if Hollywood writers and
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producers assume a stereotype that in other hands would be a slur is cleansed
of its offensive properties when it’s dealt by or with a person or persons of color.
It’s a version of what the cultural theorist Richard Slotkin calls the “race-face
convention™ film and television’s use of a character of color—the black friend,
the Asian mean girl, the Puerto Rican bully—whose inclusion in the dominant
group okays and authorizes its otherwise racist gestures.*

UsA’s hit series Royal Pains (2009-2016) provides a useful example of the
race-face convention doing its dirty work. Although the ensemble cast fea-
tured no black regulars during the show’s eight-year run, the Tony Award-
winning African American actress Adriane Lenox makes a pivotal cameo
appearance in the pilot episode as the hospital administrator who fires the
white male lead, a brilliant emergency room physician (Mark Feuerstein),
sacked and blackballed for saving a poor colored “kid off the street” instead
of the hospital’s white billionaire trustee, Clayton Hale Gardner (John Far-
rer), who dies on the doctor’s watch. The firing is the board’s decision, but
of the group assembled, only the black woman speaks, delivering the loaded
line that the stabilized Mr. Gardner is the priority, not the crashing “basket-
ball kid” Out of the mouth of a black character, who treats the triage tragedy
as a financially consequential judgment error, the underlying message that a
wealthy white man’s life is more worth saving than a poor black kids is depo-
liticized and divested of its otherwise startling racism.

If early sitcoms like Bachelor Father, Father Knows Best, and Make Room for
Daddy focused on the happy, white, male-headed home, TV westerns like The
Lone Ranger, The Cisco Kid, and Gunsmoke revolved around cultural conflict
on the frontier. Not surprisingly, a frequently televised clash of cultures was
between cowboys and Indians, settlers and savages (mostly white actors in
redface), but African Americans, Asians, and Hispanics (mostly Mexicans,
often played by white actors in brownface) sang and danced, shuffled and
bowed, burned and pillaged across the screen as slaves and savages, side-
kicks and servants, foils, fools, and desperados whose alternately comical or
criminal antics peppered early black-and-white televisual narratives. Many
of these narratives came to the small screen by way of other media—litera-
ture, film, radio, comic strips—and other times: the 1920s, ’30s, and ’40s, for
example, when the nation was far less concerned about race relations and the
politics of representation than it would become decades later in the face of
civil rights, black power, and feminist activism.
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Popular half-hour shows like Gunsmoke, Hopalong Cassidy, Zorro, The
Cisco Kid, and The Little Rascals (Our Gang in the movies) had all had long
lives in fiction and film before they morphed to TV in the 1950s. Like The
Jack Benny Program and The Lone Ranger, Amos 'n’ Andy and its sister series
The Beulah Show came to television by way of radio, bringing with them an
enduring, if not always endearing, cast of colored characters and caricatures.
Beulah jumped from a long run on cBs radio—where white men voiced the
title role before Hattie McDaniel took over the part in 1947—to television
in 1950, where it lasted only three seasons. Dubbed “queen of the kitchen,”
Beulah was a warm and fuzzy, would-be problem-solving maid, first played
on television by Ethel Waters and then by Hattie McDaniel when Waters quit,
wanting out of the white folks’ kitchen even as a TV role, and finally by Louise
Beavers when McDaniel became ill, passing away from breast cancer later
that same year.”! (Beavers also had a recurring role as Louise the maid on
Make Room for Daddy, later The Danny Thomas Show, from 1953 to 1955,
when she, too, became ill and was replaced by Amanda Randolph.)

Reams have been written about Amos n” Andy and first the white men
who voiced the characters on the radio (Freeman Gosden and Charles
Correll), and then the black actors (Alvin Childress and Spencer Williams)
who played them on TV, but, with few exceptions—Donald Bogle’s careful,
enlightening analysis in Primetime Blues (2001) and Aniko Bodroghkozy’s
similarly thoughtful, extended examination of both Amos n” Andy and The
Beulah Show in Equal Time (2013)—Ethel Waters and the other actresses who
played Beulah probably have not received due attention as the first black fe-
male stars of a television sitcom.*? In many ways, Beulah was the prototype
for Hazel (NBC/CBS, 1961-1966), a white iteration of the fix-it maid/mammy
comedy vehicle starring Shirley Booth in the title role, and for other black
maids to come, from Florida on Maude to Nell Harper (Nell Carter) on
Gimme a Break! (NBC, 1981-1987) and Lilly Harper (Regina Taylor) on I'll Fly
Away (NBC, 1991-1993).

The cultural anthropologist Oneka LaBennett even suggested to me that
one could trace a line of descent (or is it ascent?) from Beulah to Kerry Wash-
ington’s character, Olivia Pope, on Scandal.*® Young, beautiful, sexy, slim, well
educated, and powerful, Olivia might seem like the antithesis of the rotund,
sexless colored maid/mammy of yesteryear, but she is, in the same instance,
the supreme black female fixer of all time, queen not of the white folks’ kitchen
like Beulah, perhaps, but of two presidents’ Kitchen Cabinets, “cleaning up
other people’s messes, fixing up their lives” Or so her own dead but actually
alive traitor, terrorist mother tells her in an episode from season three,
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adding, “Id rather be a traitor than what you are, Livvie. You think you're
family but you’re nothing but the help and you don’t even know it” (s3, E15).

By the way, the often-repeated claim that Kerry Washington is the first
black actress to star in a network series since Teresa Graves played the title
role in the drama Get Christie Love! (ABC, 1974-1975) presupposes, incor-
rectly I think, that Sam Waterston was the star of NBC’s I'll Fly Away in the
"gos rather than Regina Taylor, who was nominated for a Primetime Emmy
for Outstanding Lead Actress in a Drama Series for her role as Lily Harper
the housekeeper, for which she won a Best Actress Golden Globe as well as
an NAACP Image Award for Outstanding Lead Actress. In the finest tradition
of the problem-solving, colored family fixer, Taylor as Lily carried the series
as well as the southern white household she managed.

That said, the identification of Beulah as a problem-solving maid may be
furthering a bit of a fantasy. It was certainly the show’s tagline claim about
its title character, in keeping with what a good colored maid of all work is
supposed to be for the white family she loves more than her own. In actuality,
from what I remember of the program from the reruns we watched in syndi-
cation in the ’s0s and from revisiting the few episodes currently available on
YouTube and DVD, the problems Beulah solved were often of her own making,
born of her proclivity for sticking her nose in other people’s business, jumping
to the wrong conclusions, and talking too much to her omnipresent handy-
man boyfriend Bill (played by Ernest Whitman, Bud Harris, and Dooley
Wilson) and her ditsy, dumb-as-a-rock BFF Oriole, first played by Butterfly
McQueen who famously knew nothin’ about birthin’ no babies as the slave
Prissy in Gone with the Wind (1939), and then by Ruby Dandridge. When a
baby carriage is delivered to the home of her employers, the Hendersons,
in “The New Arrival” episode, Beulah decides on no other evidence that
Mrs. Henderson is expecting, a conclusion she shares with Bill and Oriole
in confidence, swearing them to secrecy. Of course the baby news is soon all
over the neighborhood. That, coupled with the unfortunate fact that Beulah
takes it upon herself to share Mrs. Henderson’s “secret” with Mr. Henderson,
results in all manner of chaos, confusion, and misunderstandings, including
an overjoyed father to be who isn't and a flood of baby gifts sent to the ex-
pecting parents who aren’t. Turns out Donnie, the son, ordered the carriage
so he could use the wheels to make a go-cart.

Another time, Beulah reads a magazine article listing signs that a mar-
riage is in trouble and decides she sees the signs in the Henderson union.
Naturally she intercedes in a way that creates discord where there was none,
driving the happy couple into separate bedrooms, before she fixes the damage
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she did by getting the Hendersons to renew their wedding vows, with Donnie
acting as the officiant. Beulah uses the occasion to lobby Bill for a wedding of
their own; he seems amenable but says they have to wait until Donnie grows
up and can marry them for real. Of course, the joke the audience gets, even
if Beulah does not, is that insisting they wait for Donnie to become a man is
the same as saying never.

In “The Waltz” from 1952, the Hendersons are concerned because Don-
nie’s dance instructor, Miss Matilda, says he is hopelessly clumsy on the
dance floor and awkward with girls. Beulah decides to fix things by teaching
Donnie how to dance herself, with help from Bill. She and Bill toss aside the
waltz record Miss Matilda sent home for Donnie to practice with and instead
teach him to dance their way, like colored people. When Donnie and his mis-
matched, much older, taller blind date—also courtesy of Beulah—break into
the jive at the academy ball, Miss Matilda is appalled by the “barbaric exhibi-
tion” and banishes Donnie from her school. Mrs. Henderson is afraid that
being publicly humiliated and expelled will scar her son for life and make
him even more awkward with girls, which today is easily interpreted as a
fear that Donnie will turn out gay. But Beulah tells her she needn’t worry and
takes her to Bill’s Fix-it Shop where Donnie is holding court, surrounded
by little white girls eager for him to teach them how to jump and jive. The
colored maid saves the day this time, then, by teaching the white boy how to
be black. And, in a comic reversal of the very thing that historically has been
a death sentence for African American males, being “black” or at least per-
forming blackness as a “barbaric exhibition” is the way to win not one white
girl but a whole gang of them.

The funniest thing about Beulah may be that the title role was played by
three different actresses in as many years, with the parts of Bill and Oriole
experiencing similar cast changes. Both Bogle and Bodroghkozy maintain
that Ethel Waters as Beulah and Ernest Whitman as Bill brought the most
depth and dignity to their individual roles but, unfortunately, never shared
the screen. As Bodroghkozy writes, “Waters was saddled with the clownish
Dooley Wilson and Whitman with the weakened Hattie McDaniel and lack-
luster Beavers. Had Waters and Whitman been cast together,” she continues,
“Beulah may well have offered viewers a quite revolutionary representation
of a loving black couple”** (While it would have been a treat to see these two
talented actors command the screen together, even if cast opposite one another,
Waters and Whitman still would have faced the limitations of the writing and
directing.) The fact that so many different actors played the same three parts
has led some to suggest that, since all black people look alike, the producers
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FIG. 2.5 Hattie McDaniel as Beulah and Ernest Whitman as Bill, teaching little Donnie
Henderson (Stuffie Singer) to jive dance in “The Waltz” from season 3 (1952).

thought swapping actors wouldn’t much matter. 'm not sure what effect the
cast changes had on the show’s short run, but, Beulah ran afoul of the NAACP
for promoting the mammy stereotype that Hattie McDaniel had made infa-
mous in her Oscar-winning role in Gone with the Wind.

What I remember most and liked least about the show was Beulah’s rela-
tionship with Bill, who even as a kid I pegged as a loser and a user. He always
showed up at mealtime expecting to be fed—“trying to cop a meal,” as Bogle
puts it cleverly—and flattered and cajoled Beulah into serving him heaping
helpings of the white folks’ food.* Beulah would hint about marriage and
sometimes outright ask him when they were getting hitched—just as she
does in the vow renewal episode—and he always had some lame excuse that
he would sugarcoat with sweet talk and the affectionate epithet “Baby” that
rang hollow even to my child’s ear. I used to wonder whether Laura Nyro had
Beulah and Bill in mind when she wrote “Wedding Bell Blues;,” which the
5th Dimension made a hit: “Bill, I love you so, I always will/Ilook at you and see
the passion eyes of May/Oh, but am I ever gonna see my wedding day/ ...
Marry me, Bill, I got the wedding bell blues” I wanted Beulah to have more
self-respect and kick Bill to the curb.

As a child viewer, I lacked the sophistication to interrogate my own resis-
tance to a relationship that rankled my romantic heart. Bodroghkozy, how-
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ever, offers a piercing analysis that dissects intellectually what I merely felt
intuitively. This would-be love affair and Beulah’s ever-imagined marriage
and motherhood are narrative impossibilities, and not just because Beulah
is obviously well past prime childbearing years, as Bodroghkozy notes, but
even more so because the would-be bride is already spoken for. Beulah, the
colored maid of all work and the mother of all white folks, can’t be wed-
ded to anyone other than the Hendersons; she can’t possibly have a husband
and a child of her own. To render the always already improbable televisually
impossible, the show “undercuts and lampoons Bill as a romantic partner
for Beulah,” Bodroghkozy writes, ultimately “presenting viewers with a thor-
oughly desexualized as well as demasculinized figure*¢ Put another way, Bill
is the bad joke everybody but Beulah seems to get.

Like the part of Beulah, the title roles of the Harlem-based black lodge
brothers in Amos n’ Andy were roles that also had previously been performed
by white radio players speaking into microphones in would-be blackvoice.
Hugely popular and long-lived on the radio, John Forsythe’s favorite Amos n’
Andy, which first aired on CBs in June 1951, had a significantly shorter initial
run on television, where it was driven out of production in less than two years
by protests over its stereotypical depictions of African Americans, although
reruns aired well into the 1960s. In the same policing role that undermined
Beulah, the NAACP was behind many of the protests that shortened Amos '’
Andy’s first-run TV life. J. Fred MacDonald points out, in fact, that the NAACP
officially condemned both shows at its forty-second annual conference in
Atlanta, June 26 through July 1, 1951, passing a resolution and enumerating
the shows’ crimes against black humanity, which included portraying Negro
doctors as “quacks and thieves”; Negro lawyers as “slippery cowards, ignorant
of their profession and without ethics”; Negro women as “cackling, scream-
ing shrews, in big-mouth close-ups using street slang, just short of vulgarity”;
and all Negroes as “dodging work of any kind”¥

The amazing whos who of NAACP conference participants that year in-
cludes Ralph Bunche, the activist, diplomat, and Nobel Peace Prize winner; Roy
Wilkins, the civil rights activist who would soon become executive secretary
and then executive director of the association; Thurgood Marshall, luminary
legal counsel and future Supreme Court justice; Mary McLeod Bethune, civil
and womenss rights activist and founding president of what is now Bethune-
Cookman University in Daytona Beach, Florida; Dr. Benjamin Mays, then
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president of Morehouse College in Atlanta; and the southern white writer Lil-
lian Smith, who presented that year’s Springarn medal to the black activist and
nursing pioneer Mabel Keaton Staupers.® But if Hollywood had the might of
NAACP giants aligned against its racial stereotyping, Amos n’ Andy in particular
also had its champions within the black community, where some appreciated its
ironic humor. Even the Pittsburgh Courier, which in the 1930s led a nationwide
protest against Amos n’ Andy and other shows it felt misrepresented African
Americans and committed a cardinal sin in using white actors to play black
characters, had somewhat of a change of heart once the programs came to tele-
vision with black performers and even questioned whether the NAACP had the
right to dictate the new medium’s colored content and take jobs away from
black actors who had few enough opportunities to ply their craft.

Protests, petitions, boycotts, resolutions, and even a lawsuit—all of which
made both networks and sponsors nervous—may have succeeded in getting
the shows canceled, but the popularity of Amos n’ Andy in particular car-
ried it through the airwaves in syndication into the 1960s, until it was finally
shelved in 1966. Bodroghkozy insists, however, that it wasn’t protests from the
NAACP and others that drove the cancellation of Beulah and Amos n’ Andy
in 1953. It was the fact that the networks were moving toward a different kind
of programming featuring domestic situation comedies, focused, she says,
“on blandly white, suburban, and consumerist families like The Adventures
of Ozzie and Harriet” (ABC, 1952) and Father Knows Best (CBS, 1954), even
doing away with their “‘ethnic’ and working-class comedies such as Life with
Luigi, The Goldbergs, The Honeymooners, and Life of Riley”*® Perhaps, but
it’s also the case, I think, that the networks’ risk aversion and the sponsors’
anxieties helped propel the broadcast industry toward replacing troublesome
black programs with much safer white shows that also better fit both the con-
sumer culture and the move to suburbia that even many black families like mine
undertook in the ’50s in pursuit of the white-picket-fence American Dream.*
Not until 1968 with Julia would the networks take a chance on another black
situation comedy.

In any case, the demise of Beulah and Amos ' Andy represented the end
of an era that some race men and women considered more an error. The
NAACP would take quite a different approach to the policing of black images
some decades to come in not only a new century but also a new millennium,

where the association would seem better able to distinguish between the
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part and the performance and more open to a cynical rather than uplifting
representation of twenty-first-century African American life.

Unfortunately, in the 1950s, the same racial anxiety on the part of sponsors
that sent them scurrying from colored comedies would become an impassable
roadblock for black programming that tried to step outside the familiar ste-
reotypes of Beulah and Amos 'n’ Andy in the ’50s, most notably The Nat “King”
Cole Show, which aired on NBC from November 1956 to December 1957. The
decade’s most noteworthy attempt at presenting a TV variety series hosted
by an African American, The Nat “King” Cole Show began as a fifteen-minute
musical segment but was expanded to a half hour beginning in July 1957. At
the time, Cole was already a musical superstar by any reckoning, with an inter-
national profile as a singer, pianist, and composer; an impressive list of radio,
movie, and TV credits; numerous chart-topping recordings in multiple genres
and different languages; and such staggering record sales on the Capitol label
that the almost instantly iconic circular tower near Hollywood and Vine,
which still serves as the record company’s West Coast headquarters, was
nicknamed “The House That Nat Built” when it opened in 1956.*> Such an
impressive dossier made Cole seem a better bet for pulling off a TV program
of his own than either of the other black entertainers who had previously
tried their talents at hosting network namesake variety shows: the pianist
and vocalist Hazel Scott (The Hazel Scott Show, DuMont Television Network,
1950) and the singer Billy Daniels (The Billy Daniels Show, ABC, 1952), whose
respective programs ran only a few months.*

Cole’s luck held out a little longer, slightly over a year—sixty-four con-
secutive weeks, by his count.** His show debuted without a national sponsor,
underwritten instead by NBC, with the belief that Cole’s talent would attract
autonomous commercial backing. Rheingold Beer, Gallo and Italian Swiss
Colony wines, Colgate toothpaste, and Coca-Cola reportedly were among
the advertisers who purchased airtime in certain regional markets like New
York, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Houston, but no national sponsor
ever materialized.*® Even the backing of Nelson Riddle and his orchestra and
white guest stars such as Tony Bennett, Peggy Lee, and Mel Tormé, as well as
a stellar roster of black entertainers, couldn’t win over sponsors. Ironically,
the show might have fared better had Cole been less talented and profes-
sional and his program less swank. It was the 1950s after all, and shucking
and jiving, clowning and cooning were more in keeping with the stigmatic
blackness Hollywood prized and promoted.

Unable to secure sustained backing for his show, Cole performed his Tv
swan song on December 17, 1957, Danny’s fifth birthday. I don’t think we
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knew it then, but it was the host himself, not NBC, who pulled the plug, as
Cole details in the Ebony article “Why I Quit My Tv Show;” in which he cred-
its NBC for backing him, even as he pointedly blames his show’s demise on
the Madison Avenue advertising industry and its big clients who “didn’t want
their products associated with Negroes” The same executives who “scramble
all over each other to sign Negro guest stars to help boost the ratings of white
stars,” he says, “won’t put money on a Negro with his own program?” The failure
was all the more acute because Cole, who called himself the Jackie Robinson of
television, was well aware of his role as a pioneer in the fledgling Tv industry
and just how much was at stake with a program such as his. “On my show rode
the hopes and fears and dreams of millions of people,” he wrote in Ebony.*¢
Like his hit recording, the velvet voice of Nat King Cole is unforgettable; he
lived on as a favorite in our household long after the demise of his show and
his own death from lung cancer in 1965. A dozen years later in the latter 1970s,
I took a job in Boston as a program director for the Massachusetts Council on
the Arts and Humanities, where his widow, Maria Cole, was a member of the
board. A talented jazz singer in her own right who had performed with the
likes of Duke Ellington and Count Basie, Mrs. Cole would arrive at monthly
council meetings in a chauffeur-driven Bentley, imposing in her chiseled
beauty and haute couture elegance, yet down-to-earth and approachable. She
was always kind to me—lowly staff person that I was—and supportive of the
federally funded arts-in-education program I ran, which paired visual artists,
writers, performers, and cultural institutions like the Museum of Fine Arts
and City Stage with Boston public schools for short- and long-term residen-
cies aimed at using the arts to facilitate the integration of the Boston school
system in the wake of Judge Arthur Garrity’s 1974 desegregation order.
Whenever I crossed paths with the glamorous Mrs. Cole during those
council years, I struggled not to gush my admiration like a groupie, though
I'm sure she was used to people—especially women—fawning over her late,
great spouse. I held my tongue and never did say that, for my part, whatever
the fame, fortunes, and accolades heaped upon other crooners of the day,
nobody could turn out a tune like Nathaniel Adams “Nat King” Cole. The de-
mise of his variety show is one of early television’s saddest stories and biggest
blunders. Ultimately, the case of Nat King Cole—and Hazel Scott and Billy
Daniels before him—drives home the unfortunate fact that early television
was not quite as welcoming to the Negro performer as Ed Sullivan suggested.
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Chapter 3

The Shirley Temple
of My Familiar
TAKE TWO

Frieda brought her four graham crackers on a saucer and some
milk in a blue-and-white Shirley Temple cup. She was a long
time with the milk, and gazed fondly at the silhouette of Shirley
Temple’s dimpled face. Frieda and she had a loving conversation
about how cu-ute Shirley Temple was. I couldn’t join them in
their adoration because I hated Shirley. Not because she was cute,
but because she danced with Bojangles, who was my friend, my
uncle, my daddy, and who ought to have been soft-shoeing it

and chuckling with me.

—TONI MORRISON, The Bluest Eye (1970)

Television in the days of my youth could be hazardous to the health and well-
being of black people, almost nothing more so than Shirley Temple films,
which were broadcast regularly on network Tv from the 1950s through the
1980s and still make occasional appearances in weekend movie marathons
and Shirley Temple film festivals. Their small-screen heyday was the 1950s
when, in addition to variety shows and other programs produced specifi-
cally for television, the networks rounded out their lineups by endlessly air-
ing old movies from the 1930s and ’40s, none more frequently, it seemed to me
as a child, than Charlie Chan movies and films featuring the white wunderkind
Shirley Temple, whose charms Toni Morrison’s nine-year-old narrator, Claudia



MacTeer, has the self-love to resist, unlike her older sister Frieda and the
worshipful, ill-fated Pecola Breedlove in The Bluest Eye.

The Shirley Temple whom Frieda and Pecola so worship in Morrisons
novel often was surrounded on-screen by black butlers and mammies and
dimwitted colored kids blithely referred to as pickaninnies who also adored
her. Black actors such as Hattie McDaniel, Willie Best, Stepin Fetchit (Lin-
coln Perry), and Bill “Bojangles” Robinson who did Temple’s bidding on-
screen, together with those who played Buckwheat (Willie Thomas) and
Farina (Allen Hoskins) on The Little Rascals and Our Gang and Algonquin J.
Calhoun (Johnny Lee), George “Kingfish” Stevens (Tim Moore), and his
wife, Sapphire (Ernestine Wade), on Amos 'n” Andy, had representational
superpowers in the 1950s when we came to know them. Their presence on-
screen—their racial performativity, in today’s parlance—validated and me-
morialized exactly the vernacular, vaudevillian view of black people that
so concerned my mother’s generation. The characters and caricatures these
actors played didn’t simply represent fictional figments of the Hollywood
imagination; they offered up the facts of what was often taken to be real black
life. With their mumbling, bumbling, broken English; slow, lumbering gaits;
bulging black eyes; and quivering lips, these and other stigmatic characters
were more than mere emblems of a black experience—they were the black
experience for many segments of midcentury America.

Certainly they were so for many of the white kids my brothers and I went
to school with. Beulah, Farina and Buckwheat, Amos and Andy, and Sapphire
and the Kingfish were all our classmates knew and all they needed to know
about colored people. If the protruding lower lip of Willie Best or Stepin
Fetchit stammered through a Shirley Temple film on Sunday;, it was a sure bet
I would hear the words “liver lips” on the playground on Monday. Insults and
slights—both deliberate and unintentional—were a way of life that took on
their own normalcy. My big brother, Adrian, was the smart one—the brains
of our bunch—but where he fought with his fists and Danny with a thicker
skin, I fought back with wit and humor. Making other people laugh became
both my modus operandi and my armor, as I learned to poke fun at myself
before others could.

Some encounters with racism could be traumatic in ways no one under-
stood or acknowledged at the time, such as the awful moment in my sopho-
more year (1964-1965) when someone at E. B. High got the bright idea of
holding a slave auction as a fundraiser for a worthy cause like football equip-
ment or band uniforms. Worse for me, as a class officer, I was among those
slated to be sold along with all the other good sports—from the principal to the
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lunch ladies—sacrificing ourselves to the gods of good citizenship and school
spirit. Crazy as it seems, such slave auctions—sometimes still so-called—
remain a go-to form of fundraising for fraternities, churches, charitable
organizations, and the like. But even as a kid I knew it was wrongheaded and
wished in vain that someone else would see the folly of the plan.

I was no shrinking violet. I could have spoken up. I could have stopped the
auction with a word to the unthinking but not unkind organizers for whom
“slave” was merely a metaphor, or I could simply have told my parents, who
would have put a stop to the event, just as they had years earlier when one of
Adrian’s teachers tried to mount a classroom production of Little Black Sambo
starring you-know-who in the title role. But to kill it—to pull the plug on a
rally the whole school was behind—would have called attention to my differ-
ence and made me a pariah among my peers at a time in life when, like most
teens, I wanted nothing more than to fit in. So once more unto the breach
I went, submitting myself to what I as a colored kid saw as a sin against the
ancestors, but worse, still, was the awful, even uglier twin torment of hating
the sale but wanting not to go unsold, to be left standing alone on stage, re-
maindered like a book nobody wanted to read.

In the end, I was sold and for the respectable sum of $35, as I recall, pur-
chased by a favorite teacher I'll call Mrs. Jones, who promptly put me to work
grading papers. But not before I tried to add a feeble little right to what I
knew was wrong. Walking across the proscenium to join my buyer stage right,
I stopped midway, turned to the audience, and said something close to “I
thought slavery was abolished by the Thirteenth Amendment in 1865. What
am I doing here?” 'm not sure what I expected: dawning lights rising over
the auditorium like thought bubbles, perhaps, or a sudden, communal gasp
of recognition or hush of regret. What I got was laughter. The audience may
even have applauded. It was just another joke. I was fifteen, but I saw then
the error in my ways and learned that laughter isn't always the best medicine.
But sometimes it is. When I shared this story with my friend Iris recently,
she said it could have been worse. Mrs. Jones could have taken me home and
made me clean her house. It was the first time in more than fifty years that
I laughed about this childhood haunt, which I suspect my classmates have
long forgotten, if it registered at all.

Occasionally, the racism that hovered over our daily lives could almost
be amusing, such as the absurd debate I once got into with a classmate T'll
call James over whether a certain older black kid I didn’t even know was my
brother. For a short time in the mid-1950s, there was another black family in
town. We didn't know them; I don’t think our paths ever crossed, but once
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when James and I were sent on an errand, one of the boys passed by us in
the hallway. “There’s your brother,” James said to me. “He’s not my brother,”
I replied. “Yes, he is,” James insisted. And we went back and forth like that,
with him standing me down that this black stranger was my brother, until
I gave up in frustration. Of course, James was the same kid who would turn
around in his seat and stare at me whenever we came upon a section on the
Civil War and slavery in our social studies books, with the inevitable pictures
of happy darkies down on the plantation.

I was perhaps nine or ten the first time it hit me that we were less than a
hundred years removed from slavery. But what did I know of slavery? What
did any of us know of the plantation system, other than the portraits that our
TV sets, history books, and songsters painted of a paternal institution, which
brought savage heathens out of what our textbooks called the “Dark Conti-
nent,” attempted to civilize them through the enlightenment of Christianity,
and housed and cared for them “way down upon de Swanee River” until
Abraham Lincoln, the Great Emancipator, freed this inherently lazy lot and
turned them loose on civil society, leaving them longing for “de old plantation,
and for de old folks at home™

Unfortunately, the African American past wasn't the only history dispar-
aged, distorted, and denied by what we were taught and what we were not.
Native Americans, too, didn’t exist except as savages to be moved out of the
way, along with Mexicans, on the heroic march west to fulfill the nation’s
Manifest Destiny. There was no Trail of Tears in our social studies books, no
Chinese Exclusion Act, no internment of Japanese Americans. And the clos-
est we came to the horrors of the Nazi concentration camps was The Diary
of Anne Frank. I'm not sure the word “Holocaust” was ever spoken in any of
our classrooms. To my own great shame and embarrassment, I knew racism
well enough, but I had no knowledge of anti-Semitism and didn’t understand
the prejudice against the one Jewish girl in our class, to whom small-town life
also could be quite cruel.

Shirley Temple films and other similar televisual narratives graphically
confirmed in black and white the tales our textbooks and Stephen Foster
tunes told of happy darkies on the plantation. It was for this reason that
watching TV in the early days brought both delight and dread: the thrill on
the one hand of seeing black people on-screen and the anxiety on the other
of knowing their blackface foibles would be taken for our own.
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Charlie Chan, too, was televisually both friend and foe. I loved watching
murder mysteries featuring the brilliant Chinese detective from Honolulu,
though even as a child something told me I shouldn’t. Chan was another
Other, which made him a friend, and intelligent and heroic in ways the black
characters on our TV screen were not, including Lincoln Perry in his con-
troversial persona as the bug-eyed, scaredy-cat Stepin Fetchit, billed as “the
Laziest Man in the World,” and the equally problematic, jive-talking Man-
tan Moreland, each of whom appeared as Chan’s colored manservant and
chauffeur, respectively, at different times in various films. That Fetchit and
Moreland, who as Birmingham Brown sometimes aided as well as drove the
detective, were the same kind of stigmatic black caricatures in the company
and command of Charlie Chan that they were with white folks, often serving
as foils for the detective’s superior intellect, made Chan a foe and watch-
ing his films on TV a kind of guilty pleasure. But there was something else
bothersome about the Honolulu detective, who was world famous like Agatha
Christie’s Belgian sleuth Hercule Poirot. Chan delivered sing-songy apho-
risms and fortune-cookie platitudes in a slower, more deliberate version of
the same Pidgin English that Peter on Bachelor Father (and just about every
other Asian or Asian American character on TV) performed.

The bigger deal, however, was that Charlie Chan was also the other kind
of faux, as in phony. The would-be Chinese detective was actually played by
the Swedish-American Warner Oland, the Missouri-born Sidney Toler, and
the Bostonian Roland Winters, as well as a number of other Caucasian ac-
tors in so-called yellowface, including J. Carrol Naish in a short-lived TV series
in the mid-1950s and Ross Martin in a made-for-Tv movie in the ’7os. I read
somewhere that, even performed by white men, the Charlie Chan character—a
character inspired by Honolulu’s real-life, legendary Chinese American de-
tective Chang Apana—supposedly was popular in China in the 1930s and
"40s because he was wise, worldly, and honorable, unlike the evil Dr. Fu
Manchu (also played in the movies by Oland) and similar stereotypical Asian
characters.? However, from the collection Charlie Chan Is Dead (1993) to a
long list of books and essays, numerous Asian American writers and schol-
ars have debunked the Charlie Chan figure and interrogated the oriental-
ist mythology the character represents.’ In one of the earliest contemporary
critiques, Frank Chin and Jeffery Paul Chan argue that each racial stereo-
type has its acceptable and unacceptable counterweights. For the threatening
black brute, it’s the buffoon; for the “savage, kill-crazy Geronimo,” it’s Tonto;
for “the mad dog General Santa Ana there’s the Cisco Kid and Poncho”; and
for “Fu Manchu and the Yellow Peril,” they write, it's Charlie Chan and his
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Number One Son. “The acceptable model is acceptable,” they say, “because
he is tractable. There is racist hate and racist love™

And sometimes the sight line between the two is blurred, the image dou-
ble exposed. “To gaze upon a body in Blackface or yellowface or whiteface,”
Matthew Guterl writes in Seeing Race in Modern America (2013), is “to note
the very obvious exterior facade and the supposedly just as obvious subter-
ranean real”> My parents wanted us to see through such fagades. They hated
even the idea of blackface and anything resembling minstrelsy. Yellowface
and the Charlie Chan series’ obvious orientalism fared no better with my
folks. Their racial politics didn’t mean we couldn’t watch Charlie Chan, how-
ever; it did mean we were not supposed to laugh at the othering of the Asian
Others, which is oddly hypocritical in a way, since we could and did laugh at
the antics of the Amos and Andy characters, behind the closed doors of our
own home, even appropriating some of the Kingfish’s malapropisms into
our own intramural misspeak: “unlax” for “relax,” for instance, and “jay-rage”
for “garage” But Amos 'n’ Andy was only funny as a private joke. When white
people brought up the show or assumed that, of course, we loved it, we played
dumb, as if we didn’t know what they were talking about. It’s a little like the
old saying that a lady cannot be insulted because she simply doesn’t under-
stand (or so she pretends).

My own silent, secret pleasure in the texts of Charlie Chan was my crush on
his bumbling but beautiful Number One Son, Lee Chan, played by the young,
handsome Keye Luke, although my fidelity wavered from televised film to
film, because I also thought Number Two Son was divine. It was a long time
before I realized that Victor Sen Yung, who played Number Two Son, was the
same actor who later played Peter Tong’s conman Cousin Charlie on Bachelor
Father and the cook Hop Sing on Bonanza. Keye Luke likewise later appeared
as Master Po in the TV series Kung Fu (1972-1975) and any number of other
roles where I didn’t recognize him as my youthful heartthrob.

Whatever conflicts and contradictions Charlie Chan wrought in our
household, Shirley Temple was by far the most monumental and paradoxical
of my childhood guilty TV pleasures. With the possible exception of Michael
Jackson, no other child performer achieved Shirley Temple’s level of success
and universal recognition at such a young age. As the star of more than fifty
films—and later as a diplomat and politician—the former prodigy, who as an
adult went by her married name Shirley Temple Black, reigned as a genuine
American icon for more than eighty years. As she boasts in her autobiogra-
phy Child Star (1988), at the ripe old age of seven, she had greater name rec-
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FIG. 3.1 Roland Winters as Charlie Chan in the rear seat (right), with Keye Luke as Number
One Son Lee, and Victor Sen Yung as Number Two Son Tommy (previously Jimmy) in

front with their chauffeur Birmingham Brown (Mantan Moreland) behind the wheel in The
Feathered Serpent (1948).

ognition than Amelia Earhart and Eleanor Roosevelt and bigger box-office
receipts than leading men like Clark Gable, Robert Taylor, and Bing Crosby.®

As Temple tells it, age discrimination cheated her out of the Best Actress
Oscar for 1934 when she was just six years old and “odds-makers had [her] an al-
most certain win,” until a “vicious cat fight” over the Academy’s failure to nomi-
nate either Myrna Loy (The Thin Man) or Bette Davis (Of Human Bondage)
led officials to rescind Temple’s nomination, awarding her instead a miniature
special Oscar for “monumental, stupendous, elephantine achievements”” Her
biographer, Anne Edwards, tells a slightly different story, pointing out that in
the Academy’s first and only experiment with write-in ballots, little Shirley
Temple did receive an overwhelming number of votes for her performances
in Little Miss Marker and Bright Eyes (both 1934), leading the Academy,
which had never before honored a child performer with an Oscar, to present
Temple with the special, miniature award.®

She may have lost the Best Actress accolade to Claudette Colbert (who
won that year for It Happened One Night), but Temple went on to win the
hearts of her country and the approval of presidents. In the 1930s, FDR
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praised her infectious optimism as the antidote to the Depression; in 1969
Richard Nixon appointed the forty-year-old Shirley Temple Black to the U.S.
delegation of the United Nations; Gerald Ford made her an ambassador to
Ghana in 1974 and Chief of Protocol in 1976. Ronald Reagan, her former
costar in That Hagen Girl (1947), passed her over, probably because she en-
dorsed George H. W. Bush in the 1980 Republican primary, but Bush made
her envoy to Czechoslovakia when he assumed the presidency in 1988. In
atwo-hour segment of A&E Biography, former President Ford decreed that
Shirley Temple “made all of America feel good about themselves.” Other
commentators, including Anne Edwards, attributed Temple’s “universal
appeal” and enduring popularity to the fact that the beautiful child seen
singing and dancing on-screen is “everything parents want their children
to be” “Everything about her was perfect. Perfect. Perfect 10.”

Outside academic circles, few have dared imagine that Shirley Temple may
not have brought perfect joy to every American. Like Gerald Ford, most
commentators simply assume all audiences have received the prodigy’s fifty-
six blonde curls and snow-white skin the same way. This assumption—that
the perfect-10 white girl necessarily has a universal appeal—is a presump-
tive privilege. As George Lipsitz and other cultural theorists have shown, a
silence about itself is the primary prerogative of whiteness, at once its grand
scheme and its deep cover. “Whiteness is everywhere in U.S. culture,
Lipsitz writes, “but it is very hard to see. ... As the unmarked category
against which difference is constructed, whiteness never has to speak its
name, never has to acknowledge its role as an organizing principle in social
and cultural relations”

Historically, popular culture’s silent affirmation of perfect whiteness often
has occurred at the expense of those who fall outside the dominant blonde-
is-beautiful, white-is-right construct. Like notoriously racist films such as
D. W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation (1915) and Walt Disney’s Song of the South
(1946), Shirley Temple movies function within and further an ideology of
white superiority, which equates beauty with whiteness and makes true
white girl- and womanhood a prized domestic ideal, while stigmatizing
blackness as blighted and deficient. That this simultaneously racial, sexual,
and national narrative was written on the body of a white child in the
1930s might easily be misread as a troubling but not altogether surprising
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relic of our less sensitive past. But while the mass-mediated sexualizing of
little girls may have begun in the early 1930s with Shirley Temple’s debut
as a pint-sized femme fatale in sexy one-reelers called Baby Burlesks that
spoofed popular adult roles, it certainly did not end with the demise of
her film career a decade later, as the 1996 murder of JonBenét Ramsey,
the six-year-old child-woman the media dubbed the “Barbie-doll beauty
queen,” made tragically evident while calling attention to the scary world
of little-girl glamour and child beauty pageants.

Most of the critical commentary and scholarly debate on Temple and her
films and their long afterlife in television have centered on sexuality rather
than race. In a review of Captain January published in The Spectator in 1936,
the British novelist Graham Greene, then a freelance journalist and movie
critic, infamously suggested that some of Temple’s popularity seemed “to rest
on a coquetry quite as mature as Miss [Claudette] Colbert’s and on an oddly
precocious body as voluptuous in grey flannel trousers as Miss [Marlene]
Dietrich’s”!! A year later, in an even more explicit review of Wee Willie Winkie
(1937), published in the British magazine Night and Day, Greene alluded to his
earlier critique, calling Temple a “fancy little piece,” and then went on to note
“the way she measures a man with adult, studio eyes, with dimpled depravity”
in her new film. “Her admirers—middle-aged men and clergymen—respond
to her dubious coquetry, to the sight of her well-shaped and desirable little
body, packed with enormous vitality;” he concluded, “only because the safety
curtain of story and dialogue drops between their intelligence and their de-
sire”’? So saying, Greene raised the safety curtain on the adult desire behind
the child star’s appeal. Shockingly bold for the 1930s, his critiques prompted
Temple’s parents and Twentieth Century Fox to file a libel suit. The British
High Court found for the plaintifts and ordered Greene and Night and Day
to pay £3,500 in damages.

Although he paid a heavier price for free speech than some, Greene is by
no means the only critic to comment on the bawdy nature of Shirley Temple’s
body language. As the film scholar Jeanine Basinger notes in A Woman’s View
(1993), much has been made of Temple’s “sexy little body, her pouty mouth,
her flirtatious ways’; there has been considerable flap over “smarmy scenes” in
which the child star plays wife to her perennially widowed film fathers, sit-
ting on their laps, nestling against their chests, stroking their cheeks, and,
as in Poor Little Rich Girl (1936), Basinger points out, singing them alluring
love songs with lyrics like “In every dream I caress you. Marry me and let
me be your wife”® Basinger, however, views the sexing of Shirley as much
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ado about very little. Chiding Greene and other critics and scholars for their
“sinister interpretations,” she insists that all Temple “really did was tap her
guts out in a series of well-made, unpretentious, and entertaining little films
designed to lift a Depression audience out of its worries.”*

There may be something sinister about removing cultural icons from
their temporal context: we are certainly more aware of and self-consciously
concerned with incest, child abuse, child pornography, and pedophilia than
most audiences of the 1930s. But when the five-, six-, or seven-year-old Shirley
Temple tapped her guts out, wiggled her baby bottom at the camera (Gary
Cooper nicknamed her “Wiggle-Britches”), and sang her sexy little love songs
to handsome male costars, she was under the direction of grown men. She
may have been innocent, but that doesn’t mean her films are. The Baby Bur-
lesk shorts deliberately cultivated in the toddler the same erotic savoir-faire
that made Marlene Dietrich the queen of sex, sin, and song in the 30s. In Kid
'n’ Hollywood (1933), for example, Temple plays a bathing beauty reduced to a
scrubwoman whom a Hollywood director discovers, dolls up in sequins and
feathers, and transforms into a starlet suggestively named Morelegs Sweet-
rick, explicitly modeled after Dietrich, whom little Shirley Temple attempts
to imitate to the tune of Dietrich’s signature song, “Falling in Love Again”
from The Blue Angel (1930).

Basinger insists that “Temple’s films are actually women’s films,” with her
“always the center of the universe in them,” which is certainly one way to
read them.” But on another level, it is most often men’s fantasies that these
vehicles engage. However cute and frilly, they still work to incite, excite, and
satisty a paternal white gaze, as cinema so often does. Sewing and scrubbing
one moment, batting her eyelashes the next, Shirley Temple is at once a pint-
sized purveyor of true-womanhood ideology and a make-a-blind-man-see
femme fatale. A handsome, skirt-chasing Robert Young gives up his playboy
ways for her in Stowaway (1936), and a jewel-thieving Gary Cooper attempts
to go straight because of her in Now and Forever (1934). She is every man’s
white dream, the perfect embodiment of the virgin-whore that patriarchy
loves to look at—simultaneously Snow White and Black Widow, albeit with-
out the killer instinct. And while Temple may be the central figure in her
films, as Basinger maintains, she is almost invariably the darling of men—
and lots of them: a bunch of bookies and gangsters in Little Miss Marker
(1934), a troupe of vaudevillians in Little Miss Broadway (1938), a squadron of
aviators in Bright Eyes (1934), a British regiment in Wee Willie Winkie (1937),
a troop of Royal Canadian mounted police officers in Susanna of the Mount-
ies (1939), two crusty old sailors in Captain January (1936), and much of the
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FIGS. 3.2 AND 3.3 Shirley Temple literally goes from rags to riches as Morelegs Sweetrick,
in the 1933 Baby Burlesk short Kid 'n” Hollywood.



Union army—including the commander-in-chief, Abraham Lincoln—in The
Littlest Rebel (1934). These films were successful not only because of Temple’s
talent but also because of a pliant, “innocent” white female sexuality that was
indulged, petted, and, quite frequently, bedded.

Romantic comedies of the 1930s often feature bedroom scenes of some
sort, even if the characters aren’t shown between the sheets as they invari-
ably are today. Getting the leading lady into bed in Shirley Temple pictures
presents a seemingly more innocent iteration of the same suggestive signs
and symbols of seduction common to 1930s cinema, including a coy, even
coquettish resistance to the bedroom. “I don’t wanna go up there,” Temple’s
character, Lloyd Sherman, says to Walker (Bill Robinson), the house slave,
backing away from his outstretched hand in The Little Colonel (1935), the first
of four films Temple and Robinson made together. “Why everybody’s gutta
go upstairs, Miss Lloyd, if they wants to go to bed,” Walker replies. The six-
year-old is adamant. “I don’t want to,” she repeats, digging in her heels. The
rhythmic seduction that follows—literally, a step dance—is actually the black
butler’s trickster way of luring the resistant white child up to bed. Dazzling
as the duet was for most Depression audiences, the sight of a black male
and a white female holding hands and heading for the bedroom intimated a
relation so taboo that the dance sequence had to be cut from the film when
it played in southern cities. “To avoid social offense and assure wide distri-
bution, the studio cut scenes showing physical contact between us,” Temple
Black explains in her autobiography.'®

She also reveals that it was none other than the aging D. W. Griffith who
approached Fox executives with the “controversial idea” to add a transgressive
black male presence to her films. “There is nothing, absolutely nothing, cal-
culated to raise the gooseflesh on the back of an audience more than that of a
white girl in relation to Negroes,” Griffith is quoted as saying—a comment that
is similar to what has been said about the pairing of the diminutive blonde
beauty Kelly Ripa with the big, black former footballer Michael Strahan as
cohosts of the morning show Live!” Temple Black ends her own commen-
tary on her partnership with Bojangles by proudly proclaiming that she and
“Uncle Billy Robinson” were “the first interracial dancing couple in movie
history”™® Yet, as James Snead points out in White Screens/Black Images: Holly-
wood from the Dark Side (1994), Robinson and Temple were never a “dancing
couple” in the Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire sense. Snead says, in fact, that