Mary L. Dudziak

During the eatly 1950s, Josephine Baker was an international star who lived in a
castle in France, who wore Dior gowns in concert, and whose most radical political
idea seems to have been a hope that the world might some day live in racial har-
mony. She would hardly seem a threat to the national security of the United States.
Nevertheless, during the early fifties, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) kept
a file on Baker, and the State Department collected data on her activities, using
the information to dissuade other countries from allowing her to perform. Baker
was seen as a threat because she used her international prominence to call attention
to the discriminatory racial practices of the United States, her native land, when
she traveled throughout the world.

Baker was caught in the cross fire of the Cold War in Latin America in the eatly
1950s. Her seemingly simple campaign for racial tolerance made her the target of
a campaign that ultimately pushed her from the limelight of the exclusive club cir-
cuit to the bright lights of a Cuban interrogation room. The woman lauded in
Havana and Miami in 1951 as an international star was arrested by the Cuban mili-
tary police two years later as a suspected Communist, but she had undergone no
radical political transformation in the interim. That Josephine Baker engendered
an international campaign to mute her impact is 2 demonstration of the lengths
to which the United States and 1ts allies would go to silence Cold War critics. More
important, however, Josephine Baker found herself at the center of a critical cultural
and ideological weak point in American Cold War diplomacy: the intersection of
race and Cold War foreign relations.!
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In the years following World War 11, the United States had an image problem.
Gunnar Myrdal called it an “American dilemma.” On one hand, the United States
claimed that democracy was superior to communism as a form of government, par-
ticularly in its protection of individual rights and liberties; on the other hand, the
nation practiced pervasive race discrimination. Voting was central to democratic
government, for example, yet African Americans were systematically disenfran-
chised in the South. Such racism was not the nation’s private shame. During the
postwar years, other countries paid tncreasing attention to race discrimination in the
United States. Voting rights abuses, lynchings, school segregation, and antimisce-
genation laws were discussed at length in newspapers around the world, and the
international media continually questioned whether race discrimination made
American democracy a hypoctisy. When Sen. Glen Taylor was arrested for violating
Alabama segregation laws, for example, the Shanghai 7z Kung Pso found a lesson
for international politics: the incident did not demonstrate the moral leadership
that would be required in a true world leader. “The United States prides itself on
its ‘liberal traditions,” the paper noted, “and it is in the United States itself that
these traditions can best be demonstrated.”?

To raise the stakes even higher, as early as 1946 the American Embassy in Moscow
reported that several articles on American racial problems had been published in
the Sovier media, possibly signaling more prominent use of the issue in Soviet prop-
aganda. The Soviet Union and the Communist press in various nations used the
race issue very effectively in anti-American propaganda. Meanwhile, allies of the
United States quietly commented that Soviet propaganda on race was uniquely
effective because there was so much truth to it.3

United States government officials were concerned abour the effect of this inter-
national criticism on foreign relations. As Secretary of State Dean Acheson put it,

The existence of discrimination against minority groups in this country has an ad-
verse effect upon out relations with other countries. We are reminded over and over
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Josephine Baker performing at a benefir concert for the National Council of Negro Women
(NCNW) at the National Guard Armory, Washington, D.C,, July 2, 1951
Phorograph by Fred Harris. Courtesy Bethune Museum and Archives, Washington, DC.

by some foreign newspapers and spokesmen, that our treatment of various minoti-
ties leaves much to be desired. . . . Frequendy we find it next to impossible to for-
mulate a satisfactory answer to our critics in other countries. . . .

An awmosphere of suspicion and resenument in a country over the way a
minotity is being treated in the United States is a formidable obstacle to the devel-
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opment of mutual understanding and trust between the two countries. We will
have better international relations when these reasons for suspicion and resent-

ment have been removed.

Concern about the impact of race discrimination on foreign relations permeated
government-sponsored civil rights efforts in the late 1940s and early 1950s. The in-
ternational implications of civil rights were continually noted in briefs in the United
States Supreme Court and in government reports.

In this environment, African Americans who criticized race discrimination in the
United States before an international audience added fuel to an already trouble-
some fire, When the actor and singer Paul Robeson, the writer W. E. B. Du Bots,
and others spoke out abroad about American racial problems, they angered govern-
ment officials because the officials saw them as exacerbating an already difficult
problem. The State Department could and did attempt to counter the influence
of such critics on international opinion by sending speakers around the world who
would say the right things about American race relations. The “right thing” to say
was, yes, there were racial problems in the United States, but it was through
democratic processes (not communism) that optimal social change for African
Americans would occur. It would make things so much easier, however, if the
troublemakers stayed home. Consequently, in the eatly 1950s, the passports of
Robeson, Du Bois, and Civil Rights Congress chairperson William Patterson were
confiscated because their travel abroad was “contrary to the best interests of the
United States.”s

Entertainer Josephine Baker posed a special problem for the government. During
her international concert tours in the 1950s, she harshly criticized American racism.
The United States government could not restrict her travel by withdrawing her pass-
port because she carried the passport of her adopted nation, France. The govern-
ment had to employ more creative means to silence her.

Josephine Baker is best known as the young black entertainer from St. Louis, Mis-
souri, who took Paris by storm in the 1920s. In France there was great interest in
African art and in jazz during the twenties, and, to French audiences, Baker seemed
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to embody the primitive sexual energy of black art and music thar would energize
European culture.$

The primary roles available for black entertainers in the United States at this time
were heavily racially stereotyped. In France, Baker also had to cater to white fantasies
about race. In the black review that brought her to Paris at the age of nineteen in
1925, Baker danced in a number called “Danse Sauvage,” set in an African jungle.
In her opening performance at the Folies Bergére the next year, Baker did the
Charleston dressed only in a skirt of bananas, a costume that would become her
trademark. Eventually, however, Baker was able to transcend racial stereotyping in
France and to play the music halls descending long staircases in elegant gowns in
the kind of role previously reserved for white stars.”

Baker’s glamorous life in Paris was a stark contrast to her early years in St. Louis.
Her family had been so poor that she and her brother would search for coal that
had fallen off a conveyor belt in the freight yards in order to heat their home. For
a time, the family of six slept in one bed. At the age of eight, Baker became 2 live-in
housekeeper for 2 woman who beat her and made her sleep in the basement with
a dog. She gained an eatly love for the theater, perhaps because it was an escape
from the difficulties of her young life. She later explained thar she danced to keep
warm.®

Racism shaped Baker’s early memories. When interviewed in 1973 by young
Henry Louis Gates, Jr., about her life, Baker began with memories of the 1917 race
riots, which occurred when she was eleven years of age. The East Saint Louis riots
were violent and deadly, and in her autobiography Baker described atrocities she
witnessed as she fled the burning city. Yet the riots occurred in East Saint Louis,
across the Mississippi River from Baker’s own home. The stories of the riots were
seared in Baker's memory; so horrified was she that she remembered the riots as if
she had been there herself.”

In Parts, Baker was generally free of the day-to-day insults of American-style ra-
cism. She lived a glamorous life-style free from racial segregation. Like many other
African Americans, she found the city a haven in the years between the two world
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memorabilia is Bryan Hammond, Josepbine Baker (London, 1988). The most comprehensive biography is Jean-
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unreported details about Baker's life. It is also an intensely personal portrait by a man who was taken under the
entertainer’s wing at the age of 14 and who considers himself to be her son. Jean-Claude Baker speaks directly
to Josephine Baker in the book and urges upon the reader his interpretation of her complex personality. For 2 full
bibliography of works by and about Josephine Baker, see 14:24., 506.
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wars. In 1937, after marrying a Frenchman, Baker finally adopted her new nation
by becoming a citizen of France®

Early in Baker’s professional life, her energies were focused primarily on the the-
ater and on developing herself as a star. Her emphasis changed in 1939 when France
declared war on Germany. Using contacts she had in the Italian embassy, Baker
began doing intelligence work for the Allies and spending much of her time with
refugees from the war. Adolf Hitler’s forces occupied Paris in 1940. Knowing that
black entertainers would be unable to work in occupied France and fearing Nazi
racism, Baker fled to the south of France and, ultimately, to North Africa. While
still in France she joined the Resistance and, using her performance tours through
Europe as a cover, participated in relaying information on Axis troop movements
to the Allies. She wrote information in invisible ink on her musical scores and then
passed on the scores. Later in North Africa she was hospitalized for nineteen months
with peritonitis; only barely recovered, she found the energy to perform for Allied
troops. For her wotk for the Resistance, Baker was awarded the Cross of Lotraine by
Charles de Gaulle in 1943, and in 1961 she was awarded the Legion of Honor and
the Croix de Guerre in recognition of her wartime service to France. Baket’s war work
was in part motivated by her loyalty to her adopted country; at least as important,
in fighting Nazism she was fighting racism. The struggle against racism and a search
for universal racial harmony would be a driving force in her life in later years.®:

In 1948, Josephine Baker sailed to New York, hoping to gain the recognition in
the country of her birth that she had achieved in France. She had returned to the
United States to appear in the Ziegfeld Follies in 1935 but had received devastating
reviews. In 1948 as well, she did not find the critical acclaim she had hoped for;
what she did find was racial discrimination. She and her white husband, Jo
Bouillon, were refused service by thirty-six New York hotels. Baker then decided
to see for herself what life was like for an average African-American woman in the
South. Leaving her husband behind, she traveled south using a different name, and
she wrote for a French magazine about such experiences as getting thrown out of
white waiting rooms at railtoad stations. Becoming Josephine Baker again, she gave
a speech at Fisk University, an African-American school in Tennessee, and she told
the audience that her visit to Fisk was the first time since she had come to the United
States that she felt at home. After this teip, she told a friend that she would dedicate
her life to helping her people 2 |

In 1950 and 1951, Baker scheduled a tour of Latin American countries but made
no plans to visit the United States. She was a smash hit in Cuba: agents and club
operators in the United States then became interested in booking her. She declined
their invitations, saying she was not interested in performing in theaters with ra-
cially segregated audiences. In December 1950, she received a telegram in Havana
from a New Yotk agent who offered her a “tremendous” salary for an engagement
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at the Copa City Club in Miami Beach. She asked an American newspaperman,
“What is Copa City and what is its policy concerning Negroes?” He told her that
it was probably the most luxurious nightclub in the country and that no African
Americans had ever been admitted as guests. “Then the whole idea is ridiculons”
she said 13

The next day, Baker was visited by Ned Schuyler, co-owner and general manager
of Copa City. He had seen her Havana show, and he thought it was “the most
magnificent and sensational act in show business”” He told Baker, “I've just got to
have you for my club.” She declined, saying, “I cannot work where my people cannot
go. It’s as simple as that” After some negotiating, Schuyler offered Josephine Baker
a contract with special provisions: “It is understood and agreed between both parties
that patrons are to be admitted regardless of race, color and creed.” Baker then made
sure that the audience would be integrated. She had Schuyler fly in African-
American and white celebrities from New York for her opening. When she went
on stage at the Copa City, Baker told her audience that it was the most important
moment of her life. “This is really my first appearance in this, my native land in
26 years. The other tmes didn't count. Now it is different. I am happy to be here
and to be performing in this city under these circumstances when my people can
be here to see me.”*

Baker was 2 hit in Miami. One critic described her show as “one of the greatest
acts I've seen.” A New York Herald Tribune writer said, “She walks like Mae West,
sounds as throaty as Edith Piaf, shakes like Diosa Costello, balances a hair-do that’s
a cross between Carmen Miranda and the Empire State building and wears Christian
Dior originals like five of the annual list of ten best-dressed women.”1

Baker was also praised for insisting on an integrated audience. Rep. Isidore Dol-
linger of New York paid tribute to Baker in Congress, calling her “one of America’s
greatest artists.” He conunued,

America owes 2 lot to Miss Baker for her successful attempts to elimtnare segrega-
tion in Miami Beach, for this is proof that what has been done there can be done
in other parts of the country where this un-American practice still flourishes. Miss
Baket’s courage, talent and sincerity, in my opinton, deserve the plaudits of this

body.¢

Following her success in Miami Beach, Baker signed contracts for performances
throughout the United States; she always required that audiences be integrated and
that she receive accommodations in first-class hotels. Baker was hailed by the
African-American press for het efforts. The New York Amesterdam News reported,
“A survey of Negro press editorial opinion revealed 2 widespread feeling of admira-
tion for the star’s refusal to appear where her people are barred.”V7

13 “Miami Success Climaxes Storybook Career)” Ebony, 6 (May 1931), 76.
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Josephine Baker's civil rights work extended beyond the theater. She urged white
business leaders in Chicago and San Francisco to hire more African Americans. She
assisted the family of Willie McGee, an African American executed for allegedly
raping a white woman, by paying for his funeral; and she stopped in at the racially
charged trial of the Trenton Six to cheer up the defendants, African-American men
accused of murdering a white shop owner. Baker personally tried to integrate a
whites-only soda fountain at the Hecht department store in Washington, D.C. The
New York Amsterdam News reported that Baker told the store manager refusing
her setvice, “Washington 1s the capital of the world and should be an example of
a living democracy.” The article continued, “She also reminded the manager of the
Negro boys who are dying in Korea for a democracy that their people can not enjoy.”
She was honored for these and other efforts when the New York branch of the NAACP
(National Association for the Advancement of Colored People) held “Josephine
Baker Day” on May 20, 19518

Baker's prominence sometimes shielded her from harsh discriminatory treat-
ment, sometimes not. In October 1951, Sowzh Pacific star Roger Rico and his wife
took Baker and another guest, Bessie Buchanan, to New York’s exclusive Stork Club
for a late dinner. They were seated, and Baker ordered a steak. After nearly an hour,
the food had not been served, and, according to Mrs. Rico,

none of the waiters, including the one who had taken the order, would come near
us. They pretended not to hear when my husband called them. After some effort
we finally forced our waiter to come to the table, and asked about Miss Baker's
order, and he said they had no steaks. We asked about the crab meat cocktail, and
he said they had no crab meat. We asked abour the bottle of wine and he said
they were still looking for one. When we said we would order something else, he
went away againl®

Baker and Roger Rico then left the table to phone her lawyer and the police. When
they-returned from the phone booth, a waiter came to the table to take another
otder. According to Buchanan, “finally, after another long wait, they brought out
a steak. But we had all been so embarrassed by then that Miss Baker refused to eat,
and we left"20

Baker filed a complaint with the New York City police about the incident. The
NAACP backed her protest, sponsoring a star-studded picket line at the Stork Club.
Executive Secretary Walter White called upon the FBI; he telegraphed a request that
J. Edgar Hoover protest the Stork Club’s refusal to serve Baker because “such dis-
crimination . . . anywhete in the United States plays directly into the hands of com-
munists and other enemies of democracy. Disapproval of such policy by those who
make Stork Club success it is. . . will demonstrate vitality and integrity of democ-
racy.” Hoover responded, “I don't consider this to be any of my business.”2

'8 New York Amsterdam News, July 14, 1951, p- 22; Haney, Naked at the Feast, 249-52.

9 Chicago Defender, Oct. 27, 1951, p. 1
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Josephine Baker is surrounded by admirers at the Council House in Washington, D.C.
She was attending a reception held by the National Councit of Negro Women
(NCNW) 1n July 1951 to honor her achievements. From left to right:
an untdentified pianist, Josephine Baker, Jeanetta Welch Brown
(executive director of the NCNW), and Vivian Carter Mason
(vice president of the NCNW).

Phorograph by Fred Harris. Courtesy Bethune Museum and Archives, Washington, DC.

Baker received threats. The Chicago Defender reported, “‘Some people’ told her
that if she pressed her case against the Club, her contracts would be cancelled, she
would be forced to leave the country and it might end her career” Baker responded,
“l am willing to sacrifice my career for a princip[le]. If I have to leave the country,
I will leave with my own dignity and the dignity of my race intact."22

Baker's wrath was not directed only at the Stork Club, however. The prominent
New York gossip columnist Walter Winchell was at the Stork Club at the same time,
although it 1s unclear whether he was aware of the discrimination against Baker. In
interviews about the Stork Club incident, Baker criticized Winchell for failing to
come to her assistance. Winchell responded, first by defending himself, claiming
that he had left the Stork Club before the discrimination against Baker occurred.?3

Then he began attacking Baker in his columns. For one column, he dug up a
1935 Associated Press report announcing Baker's support for Benito Mussolini’s in-
vasion of Ethiopia. He also passed on a rumor that “one of the complainants against
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the Stork Club (and her husband) helped incite and participated in the Paul
Robeson Peekskill riots,” and he later referred to her as “Josephine Baker riot inciter.”
At one point he quoted from a Pizzsburgh Courier editotial, calling the Stork Club
incident “the fimsiest case of ‘discrimination’ on record.” From it “a great rhubarb
was raised, probably to the delight of Moscow. . . . It is difficult to see how 1t will
help Negroes generally or in any way advance their cause.” On November 5, after
Bzker had left the country, Winchell reported, “Gov't people interested in the
Josephine Baker thing are keeping tabs on her . . . for use if they try to enter the
U.S. again”’*

Sharing Sen. Joseph McCarthy's tendency to see the specter of communism in
any adversary, Winchell had written to FBI director J. Edgar Hoover, asking him to
check up on allegations that Baker was 2 Communist. The FBI began collecting
derogatory information on Baker, paying close attention to the question of whether
she was sympathetic to communism.? In fact, Baker preferred to distance herself
from the Left. Although she took a strong interest in the case of Willie McGee,
Baker backed out of a rally in support of McGee when she learned that it was spon-
sored by the American Labor Party and that Paul Robeson and radical congtessman
Vito Marcantonio were also scheduled to speak. Baker was praised for this move by
the staunchly anticommunist newsletter Counterattack. According to Counterat-
tack, Baker, “unlike some other entertainers, . . . will not use her fight for justice
and civil rights as an excuse for underhanded support of the Cp.” Her brother
Richard Martin found irony in the allegation that Baker was a Communist.
“Imagine Josephine 2 Communist,” he said, “when you think of the way they dress
in Moscow."2¢

Meanwhile, the controversy surrounding the Stork Club incident affected Baker's
ability to get and hold bookings in New York. She had become too controversial.
Political activism in the entertainment industry at that time was tantamount to an
invitation for an investigation by the House Committee on Un-American Activities,
and controversy was not good for business.?’

In 1952 Baker took her critique of American racial practices on the road on a tour
of Latin America. In September 1952, after she had been in Uruguay for three
weeks, the acting public affairs officer at the United States Embassy in Montevideo
reported to the State Department on her activities. The officer’s interest in Baker
stemmed from an appearance she made in that country on September 25, 1952.
That evening Baker was scheduled not to sing, but to give a lecture. The event was
organized by the World Cultural Association against Racial and Religious Discrimi-

; % Washington Post, Oct. 24, 1951, p. 15B; ibid., Oct, 26, 1951, p. 15B; ibid,, Nov. 30, 1951, p. 15B; #4:d., Nov.
, 1951, p. 9B.
25 "Tosephine Baker)” FBI File 62-95834.
3% Counterattack, March 23, 1951, Letter No. 200, pp. 3-4, in “Josephine Baker,” FBI File 62-95834. Haney,
Naked at the Feass, 258.
2 Hancy, Naked at the Feast, 258; Stephen Papich, Remembering Josephine (Indianapolis, 1976), 176-77. See
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nation, an association Baker founded to promote interracial understanding, and
sponsored by the Uruguayan Cultural and Social Association and the Association
of Bankers of Uruguay. According to the despatch, “Before an audience of approxi-
mately 200 Uruguayans,” Baker “stated that she felt impelled by God and her deep
religious feelings to fight discrimination by stressing this problem in talks to people
wherever she goes.” Baker began by criticizing racial practices in South Africa and
then turned to a lengthy discussion of race discrimination in the United States. The
officer described Baker as a “staunch crusader for the elimination of racial and reli-
gious discrimination throughout the world,” and he thought that her objective was
“a most worthy one.” Nevertheless, he was concerned about her activities because
“her remarks concerning racial discrimination in the United States are wholly
derogatory, thus presenting a distorted and malicious picture of actual conditions
in the United States.’28

The embassy officer was right that Baker had nothing positive to say about race
discrimination. And since she illustrated her critique with experiences of people she
knew, her lectures must have affected her audiences powerfully. In Uruguay, she told
her audience a story about her brother-in-law. As the embassy reported it, her
brother-in-law rold Baker,

Negroes can not pass white people on the sidewalks in southern towns, but must
step off into the street. One day she said, he was returning from church services
and came upon a white man and his little son. Upon seeing the negro, the latter
stopped and said to his father: “Father, you told me that the next time I saw a
nigger, I could kill him.” Josephine’s comment to the audience was that her
brother-in-law immediately left the town.?®

The embassy officer claimed that Baker’s account was “distorted” because she did
not mention that progress was being made. “Not once was any mention made of
what the American people have done and are doing to eliminate racial and religious
discrimination.” He was also concerned because Baker's message had an effect. “It
was evident that the spectators were impressed by her analysis of the status of the
negroes in the United States.”?0

Baker was “devoting as much time as her artistic schedule will permit” to her cam-
paign against discrimination. According to the embassy officer, she would “un-
doubtedly . . . continue to misrepresent the United States with respect to the negro
problem.” Consequently, the officer thought that the State Department would be
“interested in following her campaign '

Baker's activities did not call for an immediate response in Uruguay. Only one
local paper had given extensive coverage to her lectures. The embassy thought that
countering her remarks with “a fair picture of the negro situation in the United

28 .S, Embassy, Montevideo, to State Department, desparch 256, Sept. 30, 1952, file 811.411/9-3052, Depart-
ment of State Decimal File, Records of the Department of State.

29 Jbid,

0 Jbid,

N Ibid,
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States” would only focus more attention on Baker’s statements and might generate
critical responses from other papers. The embassy officer was concerned, however,
that Baker might receive more media attention in other countries; he suggested that
“the Department might find it advisable to prepare special material to counteract
her activities.”?2

The embassy seems to have had a hand in the low level of media coverage Baker
received in Uruguay. Later that fall she commented, “Upon my arrival in Mon-
tevideo, the press was very kind to me, but after my speeches, only one newspaper
dared to publish my discourse, and they told me that they had received a friendly
visit from the American Embassy requesting them not to publish it.’3

Although the State Department was alarmed at Baker's harsh critique of Amet-
ican race relations, her notion of social change was not very radical. Baker’s under-
lying philosophy was that education and respectful interaction among persons of
different races and religions would overcome prejudice. As she explained in a speech
in Buenos Aires, she believed that “there is only one race and that is the human
race” Differences between people were a result of the different circumstances in
which they had lived. Baker believed that such differences must be understood and
respected. She argued,

In order to appreciate a friend, one must know his manner of life and his mentality.
If one cannot travel, then one must come to know it by means of books and
teaching. It is extremely important for Colored people to become better ac-
quainted with the Whites and the Whites ought 1o know more about Colored
people, in order to prevent vengeful feelings and heal the wounds of hatred.?

If Baker seemed an odd ambassador for racial justice, she was operating within
constraints that left her without other means to gain the influence she wished to
have. The diplomatic corps was not something 2 desperately poor black girl from
Saint Louis had the chance to aspire to as Baker grew up. And although Eleanor
Roosevelt made a mark on world affairs, the role for women in international politics
remained limited in the postwar years. Josephine Baker's only route to influence was
through her role as a performer.

At the same time, however, Baker was not a political performer like Paul Robeson.
Robeson would weave his politics into his perfotmances; his manner of singing and
his embellishment of the lyrics drew the attention of army intelligence agents, who
thought that Robeson had “managed to furcher the CP line by means of his songs.”
Baker, however, would speak about justice at a press conference in the afternoon
and then don a feathered gown and headdress for the evening show. She was lauded

32 Ibid,

*» US. Embassy, Buenos Aires, to State Department, despatch 606, Nov, 13, 1952, file 811.411/ 11-1352, ibid.

 Department of State, translation of article in Buenos Asres Epoca, Oct. 7, 1952, Buenos Aires, Argentina,
TC 57594, file 811.411/10-352, b4, During her travels, Baker sought to establish branches of her otganization,
World Cultural Association against Racial and Religious Discrimination. Baker sought government support and
apparently engaged in fund raising for the organization in several countries, but it is unclear whether it was ever
anything more than a paper organization. See 7674, U.S. Embassy, Buenos Aires, to State Department, despatch
510, Oct. 24, 1952, file 811.411/10-2452, ibid.



Josephine Baker and the Cold War 555

for demanding racially integrated audiences; once on stage, however, overt politics
were more of an interruption to her performances than a part of them. On the eve-
ning that Willie McGee died following an unsuccessful effort to save him from the
electric chair, Baker began her show by explaining her grief. The execution of this
man who she believed to be wrongly accused of rape took the heart out of her desire
to perform, but she would go on that night. “They have killed Willie McGee, one
of my people,” she explained. “A part of every American Negro died a little with
him.’35

While Baker did not overtly address race relations in her performances, the per-
formances themselves in some ways crossed racial boundaries. This woman, who first
appeared on Broadway in blackface in a caricatured black production, had replaced
foppy shoes and a plaid dress with jewels and designer gowns. In the place of crossed
eyes were now eyes that looked out from behind a curtain of mascara. Baker's mere
acceptance by American theatergoers in the postwar years marked a cultural transi-
tion from the narrow roles for black women in the 1920s to the possibility of
stardom. Baker also reconceptualized the image of black entertainers in a more fun-
damental way. Phyllis Rose notes, “With her sophistication and couture wardrobe,
her act now in every way called attention to her artifice, the triumph of art over na-
ture.” In contrast to her earlier exoticism, Baker was now eager to make the point
“that black people were not children of nature.’3

Baker's desire for world harmony was implicitly woven into her signature song,
“T'ai Deux Amours,” but in 2 way that was quite personalized. “I have two loves,”
she sang, “my country and Paris.”7 It was as if love itself, and Baker as eros, could
transcend national boundaries, as if through loving the United States and France,
Baker could bring these nations together. This love of hers, which she had earhier
directed toward the many men she acquired, was now, in her eyes, 2 force for world
peace; Baker courted wotld leaders with her charm and her celebrity, taking them
not to bed, but into her “brotherhood” of racial harmony. Baker used seduction as
a political rool.

If American Embassy officets seemed overly sensitive to Josephine Baker’s crusade
against racism, they had reason to be concerned. During this period, according to
Secretary of State Dean Acheson, “the damage to our foreign relations attributable
to race discrimination has become progressively greater” In countries sensitive to
the status of persons of color, a “hostile reaction” was “growing in alarming propor-
tions.” Acheson found that “the view is expressed more and mote vocally that the
United States is hypocritical in claiming to be the champion of democracy while
permitting practices of racial discrimination here in this country.” Exacerbating this
problem, the Soviet Union increased its use of race in anti-American propaganda;
by 1949, American race relations were a “‘principle Soviet propaganda theme.’s®
Race became a weapon in the Cold War, a weapon easily deployed against the

35 Duberman, Paul Robeson, 352-54, 375, 316-20, esp. 320. Rose, Jazz Cleopatra, 214-15, esp. 215.

3 Raose, Jazz Cleopatra, 3463, 210-15, esp. 212.

3 Ibid., 147.

38 Quotation from letter, Secretary of State to the Attorney General, Dec. 2, 1952, in Brief for the United States
as Amicus Curize at 7, Brown v. Board of Education, 347 U.8. 483 (1954). U.S. Embassy, Moscow, US.S.R., to Secre-
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United States. Government officials came to realize that if they wished to save Third
World countries for democracy, they would have to improve the image of American
race relations.

In this context, Josephine Baker was a threat. The United States had enough of
a foreign relations problem from Soviet propaganda and from international media
coverage of events at home. It did not help matters when individuals such as Baker
actively sought to generate foreign interest in American racial discrimination. Con-
sequently, the United States government did what it could to limit her activities
and to respond to her accusations.

The State Department became increasingly concerned about Baker's actions
when she traveled to Argentina in the fall of 1952, and her complicated politics,
or perhaps her attraction to powerful people, led her into a close association with
Juan Perdén 3 When Baker artived in Buenos Aites, she received the sort of artention
the embassy officer in Uruguay had been concerned about. Her statements about
race discrimination were given “‘dramatic play” by most Buenos Aires newspapers.
Baker also escalated the rhetoric in her critique of the United States. In a speech
covered by the evening paper Crefica, Baker reportedly compared American racism
to the Holocaust. She said that in Europe during the war

I met thousands of Americans from the North and from the South. They believed,
in good faith, that they were fighting for democracy and civilization that were
being menaced by totalitatianism. Many had no hesitation in expressing their
horrot and their indignation at the news of massacres of Jewish prisoners. But as
for the negro, the Southerners sulil continued and now keep on thinking thar all
the evil that is done is all right, and is necessary. How they reconciled these two
opinions is something I have still not been able to figure out.

According to Critica, Baker believed that “Negroes throughout the world entirely
rightly are looking upon the United States in the same way the Jewish people
pointed a short time ago to the land where they had been sentenced to extinction.”
Baker urged world support for the struggle for civil rights in the United States. She
argued,

Unless there is a halt to the wave of lynchings, electrocutions without proof, collec-
tive aggressions and other beauties of the ‘American way of life, it means that all
the blood spilled in the last war has been in vain. The apparent enemies of Hitler
see his triumph multiplied in the Southern United States.4°

Baker sometimes tailored her speeches to particular racial and ethnic groups in
Atgentina. When she spoke to members of the Japanese community in Buenos

tary of State, Airgram A-677, July 27, 1949, file 811.4016/6-2749, Department of State Decimal File, Records of
the Deparunent of State.

%9 Haney, Naked at the Feast, 25965,

40 .S, Embassy, Buenos Aires, to State Department, despatch 406, Oct. 6, 1952, file 811.411/10-652, Depart-
ment of State Decimal File, Records of the Department of State. Department of State, translation of article in
Buenos Aires Crizica, Oct. 3, 1952, Buenos Aires, Argentina, TC 57594, T-19/R-1, file 811.411/10-352, 7b:id.
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Aires, Baker discussed “a tragic situation,” the internment of Japanese Americans
during World War II. She claimed that the United States occasionally allowed in-
dividual Japanese-American actors or artists “to attain limited success ‘as a
pacification’ because ‘the whites knew that a little would calm the Japanese race and
the white race could continue being master’” She asserted, “This same system is
being employed with the negroes, Hindus, Indians and other colored races who live
in North America.” She told another audience in Argentina, “Let me recall to the
inhabitants of Latin America the card placed in the hotels in Texas . . . : ‘This is
a clean establishment and neither negroes nor Mexicans are admitted. 4!

Josephine Baker delivered her speeches in English, and they were simultaneously
translated into Spanish by an interpreter. The State Department subsequently
translated Crztica’s Spanish quotations back into English. These translations may
well have affected some of the language and the tone of Baker’s statements. For ex-
ample, although the State Department translation indicates that she referred to the
“Yankee South,” the word “Yankee” might well have originated in the translation
into Spanish.42 Baker’s speeches seemed to take on a sharper tone in Argentina, but
it is difficult to know how much of the inflammatory language originated with her.

Baker's speeches in Argentina were reported in American media, and her message
did not find a warm reception among African Americans. Congressman Adam
Clayton Powell, Jr., tried to contact Baker after he saw reports that Baker said that
she had seen lynchings and electrocutions of African Americans. He asked the State
Department to investigate whether she had made the statements. Powell would Jater
make a mark for himself through a spirited defense of American democracy at a
conference of Third World leaders in 1955, He captured headlines back home when
he responded to questioning by Pravda about American racism by urging that racial
progress in the United States was a2 model for the world. Although a staunch civil
rights advocate, Powell refused to criticize the United States before a foreign au-
dience. Josephine Baker did not share Powell’s willingness to close ranks, perhaps
because she did not share his indebtedness to the political system he was pro-
tecting.43

On November 10, 1952, Acting Assistant Secretary of State Ben H, Brown wrote
to Powell that the American Embassy in Buenos Aires had been unsuccessful in its
attempts to speak directly with Baker. He reported, however, that an embassy official
discussed the matter with Baker's secretary, Carolyn Carruthers. Carruthers was
asked whether the statements attributed to Baker in the newspaper Critica were

41 UL.S. Embassy, Buenos Aires, 1o State Department, despatch 511, Oct. 24, 1952, file 811.411/10-2452, 514,
US. Embassy, Buenos Aires, to State Department, despatch 406, Oct. 6, 1952, file 811.411/16-652, #6id. See also
State Department translation of article in Crizica, note 40 zbove.

42 J.S. Embassy, Buenos Aires, to State Deparunent, desparch 567, Nov. 6, 1952, file 811.411/11-652, #4id.;
State Department translation of artcle in Crezica, note 40 above.

43 New York Amsterdam News, Nov. 29, 1952, p. 20; Stare Deparunent to the 1S, Embassy, Buenos Alres,
telegram, Oct. 23, 1952, file 811.411/10-2352, Department of State Decimal File, Records of the Department of
State. US. Embassy, Buenos Aires, to secretary of state, telegram 343, Oct. 31, 1952, file 811.411/10-3152, 7644
Ben H. Brown to Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., Nov. 10, 1952, {bid. Wil Haygood, King of the Cats: The Life and
Times of Adam Clayion Powell, Jr. (New York, 1993), 200-204.
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true; she replied, somewhat ambiguously, “Crizic said them. She did not say them.
They are Critzca’s opinions not hers. What Crizzca said is true” When the officer
asked, “May I say she was misquoted?” Catruthers answered, “Yes'#

The acting assistant secretary told Powell that it was very unfortunate that Baker
was “permitting herself to become the tool of foreign interests which are nototiously
unfriendly to the United States and which are only interested in the causes which
she sponsors in so far as they can be made to embarrass the United States.” He told
Powell that it was “the policy of this Government to bring an end to race discrimina-
tion as rapidly as possible.” The State Department believed that “Miss Baker retards
progress toward this goal in the United States by joining forces with the Argentine
Government and Communist sponsored press in their attacks on this country’s

Powell then held a press conference to denounce Baker. He ignored her secretary’s
statement that Baker had been misquoted; he reported that Baker simply had failed
to respond to queries from him and from the State Department. Powell said that
he was therefore “forced to conclude that Miss Josephine Baker has not been mis-
quoted by the Argentine press.” Instead, Baker was “guilty of deliberate distortion
and mistepresentation of the situation in the United States.’46

Powell was harshly critical of Baker, calling her a “manufactured Joan of Arc” The
New York Amsterdam News reported that the congressman called Baker's motives
Into question.

Powell intimated that Miss Baker’s concern for Negro rights was based on box-office
considerations. He said that she had been an “artistic flop” when she came here
four or five yeats ago, when “she said nothing and did nothing to help the fight
for the rights of Negro people and other minorities”

Meanwhile, the United States had made progress in reducing racial segregation and
discrimination “without any help from Miss Baker” Powell encouraged “‘right-
thinking white people of America and Negro people’ to ‘completely distegard what
she . . . has said as not being the slightest bit representative of the facts or of public
opinion.”” His harsh statements notwithstanding, Powell indicated that he criticized
Baker “with extreme reluctance” because he and his wife had befriended Baker when
she was in the United States.4?

Meanwhile, the State Department was upset about the effect of Baker's speeches
in Argentina. According to an internal memo on Baker's activities, “her work was
welcomed in Atgentina by the Peronistas who had been making much of the dis-
crimination issue in their propaganda against the U.S”” One staff member suggested
that the department should do something “to counteract the effects of her visit. One
of the most effective ways to my mind would be to have one of two outstanding
negro intellectuals make trips through the southern part of the hemisphere.” The

4 Brown to Powell, Jr., Nov. 10, 1952, file 811.411/11-1052, Depastment of State Decimal File, Records of the
Department of State.

4 Jhid.

46 New York Amsterdam News, Nov. 29, 1952, p. 20.

41 Ibid,
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staff of the United States Information Service (USIS), which was then part of the
State Department, began to consider that strategy, involving such people as Ralph
Bunche, Walter White, and Jackie Robinson. s
They acted carefully. One staff member felt that the USIS should not “immedi-
ately rush in with our big cannon (like Bunche) just because La Baker has 2 ‘running
off at the mouth.”” The staff member suggested that the UsIS instead send embassy
public affairs officers information on Baker “for confidential background use” Be.
fore people were selected for lecture tours, the USIS would make sure they were likely
to say the right thing. Though another staft member suggested Walter White, he
was not sure “what kind of an impression or what kind of a line Walter White, Pres.
of the National Assn. for the Advancement of Colored People, would take with 2
toreign audience, but this might be investigated.” The Hatlem Globetrotters had
been to Buenos Aires, but that staff member did not “recall that one single line
was printed indicating that they believe the racial question is improving in the U.S.
The Globetrotters were popular and would probably be returning to Argentina; he
wondered whether one of them could “speak out on the progress [the] US. is
making on the racial question.™4®
Although they had different ideas about strategy, USIS staff members were unani-

mous on one point. As one individual put it, “Naturally we should avoid any ap-
pearance of having sent someone to ‘offset’ J. Baker.” According to another, “To put
ourselves on the defensive in this case could serve to weaken our arguments. We
should do nothing to directly refute Baker's charges.” A third person noted that such
a cautious approach was “in keeping with the Department’s policy to avoid doing
things which draw attention to the fact we have a problem in connection with the
negro.” In order to avoid the appearance of having someone like Bunche respond
directly to Baker, the suggestion was made that “surely there will be an anniversary
celebration, a conference, or some occasion where he would attend —and still have
some time left over for press interviews, and perhaps invitations to speak might be
stimulated.” Discussing the possibility of sending an African-American labor leader
on a tour, one memo stressed that sending such a speaker “as 2 fabor leader and
not as @ negro” would avoid the appearance of reacting to Baker.’° Josephine Baker
herself had seen such efforts in Europe, and she believed that they were misguided.
During her 1951 tour in the United States, the New York Amsterdam News
reported, she

expressed quite frankly her disapproval of Negroes who come to Europe as “good-

will” ambassadors of the U.S. Government and attempt to sell the European

people on the idea that all is well for Negro citizens in America. “Europeans are

not ignorant,” she said. “They read and they visit America. They are quite familiar

with the race situation in this country.’st

4 Office Memorandum ARA/P: Philip Raine to PO —Mr. Haden, Oct. 20, 1952, file FW 811.411/9-3052 CS/ W,
Department of State Decimal File, Records of the Department of State.

9 lbid.

3 Ibid.; Office Mernorandum ARA/P: John Ordway to 1F1/A—Mr. Reid, Dec. 30, 1952, file 811.411/12-3052
CSIW, ibid.

s\ New York Amsterdam News, July 14, 1951, p. 22,
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While the State Department planned a propaganda response to Baker, embassy
petsonnel also took steps to silence or discredit her. Baker found it increasingly
difficult to perform in Latin American countries. She was unable to travel to Peru
in December 1952 because that country denied her request for a visa. A representa-
tive of the theater in Lima, Peru, where Baker was scheduled to perform told the
local press that Baket’s contract had been canceled because she insisted on using
her performances not just for artistic purposes but also to express her views about
racial inequality. A scheduled trip to Colombia was called off for the same reasons.
According to Baker, her Bogoti appearances were canceled when she refused to
make a written commitment to refrain from making speeches against racial discrimi-
nation while in that city.>2

In early 1953, Baker was scheduled to appear in Havana, Cuba. In late January,
the American Embassy in Havana, concerned about what they called “further anu-
American activity,” urgently cabled the State Department for background informa-
tion on Baker. They wanted to know about her “anti-American statements” and the
recent cancellations of appearances in Peru and Colombia; they wanted quotations
from African-American newspapets ctiticizing Baker, and personal data, including
that she gave up her American citizenship. The information supplied included the
fact that Baker had been married three times (it was actually four) and that two of
her husbands were white.’3

Embassy officers then contacted Goar Mestre, who owned the theater where Baker
was scheduled to perform, and local newspapers. Embassy personnel

informally outlined to Mr. Mestre and to certain newspaper people that Miss Baker
had given statements to the Argentine press highly uncomplimentary to the
United States. The idea was planted discreetly that Miss Baker might use the
Cuban press, particularly its communistic elements, as a further sounding board
for her accusations of the mistreatment of Negroes in the United States.>

The press reaction to Baker's anticipated visit was mixed. On January 27, F/
Mundo reported a Baker interview in which she stated that she was fighting “not
only for the Negroes but for all persecuted people” and that her efforts were being
supported in Latin America. In contrast, the Havana Herald, an American-
managed paper, ran an editorial calling Baker “the darling of the Kremlin and of
Peron” and a “Kremlin propaganda transmission belt.”ss

52 Thete is no direct, unclassified evidence of United States Em bassy involvement in the cancellation of Baker's
visa and contracts in Peru and Colombia. In one unclassified despatch, the American Embassy in Lima, Peru, clearly
showed satisfaction ar the cancellation of Baker's appearances but noted that “some people in Lima will believe
that this Embassy had something to do with the cancellation of her contract—which, of course, is not the case”
The evenss in Peru and Colombia were so similar to what would larter happen in Cuba, where State Department
recotds clearly indicate embassy involvement, that it is likely the embassies in Peru and Colombiz took similar ac-
tions to discourage Baket's visits. U.S. Embassy, Lima, to State Department, despatch 495, Dec. 31, 1952, file
811.411/12-3152 IWC, Department of State Decimal File, Records of the Department of State; U.S. Embassy,
Buenos Aires, to State Department, desparch 817, Dec. 29, 1952, file 811.411/12-2952, i6id.; US. Embassy, San-
tiago, to State Department, despatch 670, Dec. 30, 1952, file 811.411/12-3052, bid.; U.S. Embassy, Rio de Janeiro,
to State Department, despatch 1124, Feb. 2, 1953, file 811.411/2-253, 6id.

32 U.S. Embassy, Habana, to Secretary of State, telegram 361, Jan. 27, 1953, file 811.411/ 1-2753, ibid.

> U.S. Embassy, Habana, to State Department, despatch 1171, Jan. 30, 1953, file 811.411/1-3053, ibid.

** For quotations from Havana Murdo and Havana Herald, see ibid,
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Baker did not artive in Cuba in time for her scheduled performances. She sent
a wire from Rio de Janeiro requesting a later date. Instead, her performances were
canceled. As Mestre put it, “We know that Josephine Baker has terrific drawing
power, but we can't keep adjusting our business to her.” According to an embassy
officer, Baker’s tardiness “may well have provided her Habana employers with just
the legal loophole they needed to ‘get out from under’ a ticklish situation’sé

Baker showed up in Havana anyway. She gave a press conference on February 10
and blamed American influence for her contract cancellations. She claimed that
Teatro América had canceled 2 scheduled performance because the theater was
afraid of losing its American film franchise. According to the embassy, “failure to
arrive at a financial understanding is closer to the truth.” Baker had a history of
financial disputes with her employets, and at times she tried to hold out for more
money than had originally been agreed to; it is entirely possible that a disagreement
over her pay was an element in the cancellation of her Teatro América contract.
Nevertheless, it 1s also clear that the United States Embassy took steps to show its
displeasure over the possibility that Baker might perform in Cuba. Consequently,
it 1s most likely that any disagreement over finances, like Baker’s tardiness, provided
the theater with an excuse to avoid a politically uncomfortable situation.s?

Though Baket’s other engagements in Havana had been canceled, an advertising
agency scheduled a February 11 appearance for her on “Cabaret Regalias,” a popular
evening television show. The agency did not, however, seek approval from Goar
Mestre, the president of the television station. When she arrived at the studio on
February 11 for an afternoon rehearsal, Mestre threw her out and ordered his
doorman to bar Baker from reentering the television studio. As the American Em-
bassy reported 1t, “Adamant, Miss Baker, costume over her arm, stood outside the
gate from 3:00 P.M. to 9:30 P.M. in an apparent effort to elicit sympathy” Mestre
told the Havana Herald that Baker could stand there “ ‘until hell freezes over” before
he would permit her to perform.” Mestre “would not permit Miss Baker or anyone
else ‘to order me around.” He then “sent down a chair for her to sit down in and
told her to make herself comfortable for she was in for a long wait if she thought
she was going to be admirtted into the building again” Meanwhile, the embassy
reported, “‘Cabaret Regalias’ went on the air without her.’s8

After much effort, Baker finally was able to arrange an appearance in Cuba. On
February 16, Baker opened a one-week run at the Teatro Campoamor, described in
an embassy despatch as “a down-at-the heels theater which last year was a burlesque
house.” The embassy reported that “there was no indication she . . . used the Cam-
poamor stage for political purposes.” Baker was warned not to. At 4:30 P.M. the day
after her opening, Baker was taken into custody by the Cuban military police. They
filed no charges against Baker, but they interrogated her for three hours about her

5¢ For quotation from Goar Mestre and embassy commentary, see 1674,

57 1.8, Embassy, Habana, to State Department, despatch 1257, Feb. 12, 1953, file 811.411/2-1253, #4id.; US.
Embassy, Habana, to State Department, despatch 1171, Jan. 30, 1933, file 811.411/3053, zbid.

8 US. Embassy, Habana, to State Department, desparch 1257, Feb. 12, 1953, file 811.411/2-1253, 14:d.;
“Josephine Baker Fails in Try to Force CMQ to Let Her Perform,” Havana Hereld, Feb. 12, 1953, “Josephine Baker,”
FBI File 62-95834.
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“What an insult, as if I were a thief, as if I were a terrorist, as if I were going there
to do something wrong!” exclaimed Josephine Baker to a Cuban police officer
who was called to prevent her from entering the premises of CMQ-TV
in Havana, where she was scheduled to perform.

Itustration from Hebana Noticias de Hoy, February 13, 1953, 1.

political and social views. The military police reported that “the questioning was
in response to a suggestion by the US. Federal Bureau of Investigation that Miss
Baker might be an active Communist” Baker was photographed and fingerprinted.
The military police asked her to sign a stenographic teport of her interrogation, but
she refused. Baker later wrote in an autobiography that the statement would have
her admit to “being paid by Moscow and indulging in subversive activities.” When
she was fingerprinted, “the word ‘Communist’ was marked beneath my picture.”
Baker was watned to “stick to her art and refrain from any voicing of political views
at the Campoamor.” She was released in time for her evening appearance.’®

39 1J.5. Embassy, Habana, to State Department, despatch 1303, Feb. 18, 1953, file 811.411/2-1853, Department
of State Decimal File, Records of the Department of State; U.S. Embassy, Habana, to State Department, despatch
1312, Feb. 19, 1953, file 811.411/2-1953, ib:d.; Baker and Bouillon, Josephine, 189.
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Baker’s visit to Cuba had far less artistic and political impact than she would have
liked. After she left the country, the American Embassy in Cuba concluded that
“Miss Baker’s visit to Cuba must be considered of little value to her cause” The em-
bassy also felt that Baker had done little harm. “All in all, Miss Baker’s influence
on Cuban Negroes may well be appraised as negligible. The Negro press ignored
her, and Negro societies made no fuss over her” The embassy reported that a Cuban
newspaper editor “explained to an Embassy officer that the attitude of the Cuban
Negro toward the United States has changed radically in the last few years and that
the Cuban Negro 1s now aware that real progress is being made in the United States
toward the elimination of racial discrimination 60

After her visit to Cuba, Baker planned to appear in Haiti. This created a more
delicate problem for the State Department because Haiti was a black country. In
anticipation of her visit, Mauclair Zéphyrin, Haitian minister of the presidency and
acting minister for foreign relations, telephoned the chargé d'affaires at the Amer-
1can Embassy to express the fear that Baker might use her visit to create trouble be-
tween the United States and Haiti, and he wanted to know the chargé’s views on
the subject. The chargé reportedly told Zéphyrin that “he did not see how he could
restrict Miss Baker’s freedom of speech nor how he could properly comment on the
advisability of the visit.” He added that Baker's “past statements indicated a friendli-
ness to Communist goals but that he did not know whether she was or was not 2
Communist.”’ The chargé admitted that some of the things Baker had said about
race discrimination in the United States were accurate. He told Zéphyrin that
Josephine Baker’s visit was a problem the Haitian government would have to
handie.®!

Three days later, on January 27, Minister Z€phyrin showed the chargé a letter he
had written, apparently to Baker’s agent in New York. Zéphyrin reportedly wrote
that Baker “was welcome to Haiti but should clearly understand that she was not
to embarrass the Haitian Government by anti-American remarks which would dis-
turb the excellent relations between the American and Haitian Governments.” He
also commented that “Haiti has its own racial problems and that it has been the
policy of President Magloire to keep these problems in the background and that
he would not appreciate it, should she bring them to the fore.’62

Reflecting on the issue, the embassy public affairs officer noted,

It can readily be understood that, were Miss Baker a white woman, the problem
would not have arisen. Without doubt she would have been refused entry. How-
ever, since Miss Baker 1s a negro, the militant American negro, the negro press,
and the anti-American and anti-white Haitians would protest, should Miss Baker
be refused entry to this negro republic.9?

%0 11.5. Embassy, Habana, to State Department, despatch 1361, March 3, 1953, file 811.411/3-353, Department
of State Decimal File, Records of the Department of State.

8t J.S. Embassy, Port-au-Prince, to State Department, despatch 502, Feb. 3, 1953, file 811.411/2-353, #béd.

52 J1bid.

63 Ibid,
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The officer concluded that “in spite of the good intentions of the Haitian Govern-
ment,” the American Embassy could “expect unpleasant and embarrassing publicity
which will tend to counteract much positive effort which has been made in the past
by American officials in Haiti to better relationships.” Even though the embassy was
likely “to see many of its ‘friends’ brought under the spell of Miss Baker and consid-
erable encouragement to Anti-Americanism, it does not appear possible for the Em-
bassy to take 2 firm stand against her proposed visit."¢4

Upon receiving this account of the situation in Haiti, Secretary of State john
Foster Dulles contacted the embassy in Port-au-Prince with background informa-
tion on Baker. The material contained information on Baker's change of citizenship
and the fact that, according to Dulles, “her activities have been widely denounced
by prominent negroes and by the negro press in the United States.” Dulles said that
the embassy was authorized to make the information available to the Haitian acting
foreign minister. Ultimately, for whatever reason, Josephine Baker’s trip to Haiti
never happened.®

Clearly frustrated in her efforts to appear in Latin America and the Caribbean,
Baker would soon be unable to turn to the United States as an alternative market
for her performances. In 1954, Baker returned to the United States to file a libel
action against Walter Winchell. She was able to enter the country because, ac-
cording to the FBI, there was “insufficient derogatory subversive information to use
as a basis for her exclusion.” Her prospects for future entrances to the United States
were lessened, however. According to an FBI internal memorandum of December
10, 1954, the commissioner of the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS)
had taken “a personal interest in the case of Josephine Baker and has directed that
INS obtain sufficient information with which to order her exclusion from the U.S.”
The INS requested that FBI files be reviewed to ensure that “all pertinent derogatory
information” had been forwarded to the INS. J. Edgar Hoover then sent a one-page
document to the INS commissioner regarding Baker, most of which was deleted by
the ¥BI when supplied to the author under the Freedom of Information Act on the
grounds that it contained “material which is properly classified pursuant to an Ex-
ecutive order in the interest of national defense or foreign policy."66

Whatever was in the document seems to have been enough. On January 21, 1955,
the New York Herald Tribune reported that Josephine Baker was detained by the
INS at a New York atrport, where she had stopped en route from Paris to Mexico
City. She was held for four hours before being allowed to depart. No explanation

&4 1bid.
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was given for the INS action. While Baker's reaction to her exclusion is not reported,
she had earlier stated, “If my entry into the United States is forbidden, for me this
[will be] an honor because i1t will show that my work for humanity has been suc-
cessful 67

The INS action was probably not necessary to keep Baker from performing in the
United States in the mid-1950s. Theater owners were unlikely to book such an “un-
American” figure, Nevertheless, Baker’s literal exclusion from the United States
capped government efforts to exclude her from the discourse on American race rela-
tions. She would return to perform in the early 1960s and to participate in the 1963
March on Washington, then a tired and aging, though still very popular, performer.
And although she expressed regret for some of her harsh criticism in earlier years,
by 1963 Baker’s voice no longer stood out amid the chorus of critics of American
race discrimination.58

Baker's detention by the INS brought government surveillance and harassment
of the entertainer full circle, In 1951 the FBI had initiated its investigation after
Baker publicly charged Walter Winchell with racism. The ¥BI could document no
“subversive” acts on Baker's part and in fact had information that seemed to suggest
that Baker may have been anticommunist. Nevertheless, the bureau passed on the
derogatory information it had to the State Department, which in turn sent it on
to the American embassies. Embassy staff members then engaged in behind-the-
scenes negotiations to interfere with Baker's ability to speak out against race dis-
crimination. The INS, in turn, restricted Baker's ability to travel freely, signaling to
the world that she was considered to be too dangerous to tolerate. It is surely a mark
of the government’s sensitivity to charges of race discrimination and its concern
about the impact of negative attention to American racial problems on foreign rela-
tions that the FBI, the State Department, and the INS felt they needed to spend
so much time and effort to keep one woman from speaking out.

Josephine Baker was of course not alone in being harassed by the Cold War-
conscious State Department. Perhaps the most prominent target of Cold War travel
restrictions was Paul Robeson. Robeson’s troubles began not long after a speech he
delivered at the Congress of World Partisans for Peace in Paris in 1949. He reportedly
said that United States government policy was “similar to that of Hitler and
Goebbels” and that it was “unthinkable” that African Americans would go to war
against the Soviet Union. According to Martin Duberman, Robeson’s statements
were misquoted. Still, Robeson was widely denounced in the American press and
by African-American leaders. Rioting at a Robeson concert 1 Peckskill, New York,
was widely covered in the international media. Though the rioters included Ku Klux

87 New York Herald Tribune teport in teletype message to FBI, Jan. 28, 1955, “Josephine Baker,” FBI File 62-
95834. 11.S. Embassy, Buenos Aires, to State Department, despatch 567, Nov. 6, 1952, file 811.411/11-652, Depart-
ment of State Decimal File, Records of the Department of State.
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uals as subversive, and then private employers (in this case theater owness) made decisions against hiring them:
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Klan members, Robeson was blamed for this international embarrassment because
his friendliness toward the Soviet Union was perceived to have caused the dis-
turbance.®9

Robeson continued to speak out. In 1950 he criticized President Harry S.
Truman’s decision to send troops to Korea, arguing that “if we don't stop our armed
adventure in Korea today— tomotrow it will be Africa” At this point, the State
Department and the FBI took action. The State Department issued a “stop notice”
at all ports to prevent Robeson from leaving the country. J. Edgar Hoover sent out
an urgent call to FBI agents to find Robeson. Robeson was asked to surrender his
passport, but he refused, leading the State Department to inform the Immigration
and Naturalization Service that Robeson’s passport was invalid and that he should
not be allowed to leave the country. State Department officials indicated that the
reason for their action was that “Robeson’s travel abroad at this time would be con-
trary to the best interests of the United States.” His “frequent criticism of the treat-
ment of blacks in the United States should not be aired in foreign countries,” they
explained. “It was a family affair’7°

The State Department also barred Robeson from entering Canada, where a pass-
port was not required, leading Robeson to host a concert at the Peace Arch at the
Canadian border. While well attended by Canadians, this concert and others failed
to draw the Ametican crowds expected, and blacklisting seriously interfered with
Robeson’s ability to perform and to earn a living within the United States for many
years. His international popularity meant that he was always a big draw abroad, but
without a passport Robeson was exiled by his own country from his international
audience.”!

Other civil rights activists, such as W. E. B. Du Bois, also had their passports re-
voked. William Patterson of the Civil Rights Congress had his passport confiscated
upon returning to the United States from Geneva where he had attempted to bring
the congress’s petition about American racism, “We Charge Genocide,” before the
United Nations. Restrictions on Robeson, Du Bois, Patterson, and other civil rights
activists can be seen as part of a broader pattern of suppression of the Left during
the Cold War.72

But what of Josephine Baker? Hardly a radical, she so retreated from support for
progressive groups that even Counterattack could praise her. In earlier years, al-
though she would later deny it, she called upon African Americans to support Mus-
solini in his invasion of Ethiopia.” And then there was Perén. Josephine Baker does
not fit neatly into the paradigm of suppression of the Left dusing the Cold Wat.
Although it seems that any critic of the United States government was summarily
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categorized asa radical in the context of Cold War politics, there was another dimen-
sion to Baker’s challenge. And unpacking the reasons that Baker was viewed as
threatening may help to explain more fully the travel restrictions placed on othets.

During the early Cold War years, the United States government perceived Amer-
ican race relations as a major stumbling block in foreign relations. The Soviet
Union’s success at exploiting the issue heightened State Department anxieties. In
nonwhite nations in particular, the perception of the United States was heavily
influenced by concern about American race relations. So prominent was this issue
in United States relations with Asian countries that Chester Bowles, American am-
bassador to India, remarked, “I can think of no single thing thatr would be more
helpful to us in Asia than the achievement of racial harmony in America.’7¢

Faced with widespread negative international reporting on race discrimmation
in the United States, the USIS attempted to project a counterimage through propa-
ganda efforts such as The Negro in American Life, a booklet describing American
racial progress. Translated into several languages and disseminated over the world
in the 1950s, The Negro in American Life showed pictures of African-American
leaders, racially integrated workplaces and housing projects, and African-American
and white students learning together from an African-American teacher. The mes-
sage of the booklet was that the gradual process of democracy was the key to libera-
tion for persons of color at home and throughout the world. These ideas were rein-
forced through speeches given by many carefully screened African Americans who
participated in State Department—sponsored speaking tours.”

Many felt that these efforts paid off. Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas
thought that a speech by African-American arrorney Edith Sampson “created more
good will and understanding in India than any other single act by any American.”
Speaking in New Delhi in 1949, Sampson told her audience that she would not
tolerate criticism of the United States for its civil rights record because, in the
previous eighty years, African Americans had advanced further “than any similar
group in the entire world.” Carl Rowan was told in the fall of 1954 that he would
not be bombarded with the usual questions about American race relations while

4 Dudziak, “Desegregation as 2 Cold War Imperative,” 80-117. Chester Bowles, “Racial Harmony— How Much
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traveling in India because the embassy had spread the word about Brown v. Board
of Education.’®

Louis Armstrong was one of many African Americans tapped by the State Depart-
ment for travel abroad. For Armstrong, it was his cancellation of a State Department-
sponsored trip to the Soviet Union that led to angry public reaction and to govern-
ment concern. During the crisis over the desegregation of Central High School in
Little Rock, Arkansas, in the fall of 1957, Armstrong said that “the way they are
treating my people in the South, the government can go to hell” Were he to go
to the Soviet Union, “The people over there ask me what's wrong with my country,
what am I supposed to say?” Armstrong later added, “The Government could go
to the devil with its plans for a propaganda tour of Soviet Russia” Many harshly
criticized Armstrong’s angry words. In Armstrong’s FBI file for that year was an
anonymous letter stating, “Louis ‘Satcho’ [s7c] Armstrong is a communist, why does
State Dept. give him a passport?” While Armstrong’s passport was not seized, the
FBI recorded the episode and continued to collect information on his activities.”?

In the eyes of the federal government, Armstrong, like Baker, spoke out of tumn
under the etiquerte of Cold War race politics. Domestic problems were to be
shielded from outside ears. And the discourse on civil rights was bounded by the
terms of Cold War liberalism. Some level of liberal activism would be tolerated, but
only if articulated in a way that did not challenge the democratic order. Armstrong’s
offense was that he seemed unwilling to defend the nation against Communist
critics. Patriots were supposed to close ranks.

QOutside the borders of the United States, other African Americans found them-
selves under surveillance. After moving to France, Richard Wright formed an organi-
zation concerned with racism in Paris that would examine the hiring practices of
American businesses based abroad. Its meetings were infiltrated, and reports on
Wright's activities were placed in his FBI file. FBI interest in James Baldwin, also
living in Paris, was heightened when he considered writing 2 book about the FB1.78

Acceptable activists included such people as NAACP executive secretary Walter
White. After White had traveled on behalf of the government to sertle disputes in-
volving African-American soldiers during World War II, and after the NAACP had
passed a resolution excluding Communists from its membership, White had earned
the credentials to criticize, within the walls of the White House, racial violence and
segregation. When sent abroad, however, he would emphasize racial progress in the
United States and argue that persons of color had nothing to gain from com-
munism,’?
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Relying on White, Ralph Bunche, Edith Sampson, and many others, the State
Department put a lot of energy and resources into trying to shore up the image
abroad of American race relations. Josephine Baker threw a wrench into this scheme.
Instead of talking about progress, she talked about lynching. Instead of describing
expanding employment opporiunities, she described segregation. While the State
Department tried to frame the debate as one about the nature of change within
a democratic order, Baker and others argued that race discrimination called into
question the nature of American democracy itself. Ar a time when world politics
were seen as divided between the “free world” and Communist nations, between
liberty and tyranny, critics of American democracy were seen as aiding a vicious
enemy. From the State Department’s perspective, the stakes were too high to tolerate
dissent.

The restrictions on Josephine Baker’s ability to travel and to perform did more
than harm her career as an entertainer; they denied her the role she sought for her-
self as a personal ambassador for equality, furthering equal rights by winning the
hearts of nations and their leaders. When Baker returned to France, she turned her
focus on racial harmony inward. She sought to create at home the equality she
hoped to see among the world’s peoples. In 1954, Baker and Bouillon began
adopting children of various races and religions. The “Rainbow Tribe,” as she called
them, grew to twelve children. Baker hoped that her family would demonstrate that
people of different races and religions could live in harmony.®°

Although the FBI ulumately concluded that Josephine Baker was not “procom-
munist,” but “pro-Negro,” bureau officials continued to pass derogatory informa-
tion about her to the State Department and other sources for several years. She
would ultimately be able to perform again in the United States and Latin America
after adopting a more conciliatory posture toward the United States government.
The restrictions placed upon her during the 1950s, however, had a lasting impact
on her Iife.®! josephine Baker’s relative poverty in her later years was clearly at-
tibutable to poor financial management and her pursuit of expensive dreams such
as the Rainbow Tribe. Still, following World War II she was a superstar with interna-
tional appeal. Once she began criticizing American race relations, she lost valuable
markets for her performances — both in the United States and, owing to the efforts
of the embassies, in other countries sensitive to American influence.

Josephine Baker’s ultimate embrace of domesticity as the locus of her politics in
the late 1950s seems oddly consistent with the pre-Feminine Mystigue status of
women in the United States. While American women were forced out of the facto-
ries and encouraged into the maternity wards in the postwar years, Baker was ulu-
mately blacklisted out of the international entertainment circuit. Without a public
platform for her call for equality, she sought to promote racial justice through her
own vision of motherhood. And just as the federal government had a hand in con-
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structing the postwar culture of domesticity, it played a not-too-subtle role in
.ushering Baker off the stage.8?

While “containment” of women in the home seemed an important Cold War
value, as Elaine Tyler May has argued, “containment” of Josephine Baker within
French borders, where she would no longer be a threat to the image of American
democracy, was seeni as a national security imperative. By the mid-1950s the govern-
ment made some progress in ameliorating international criticism. The message of
Brown v. Board of Education, that racial segregation in schools was unconstitutional,
was the top priority of Voice of America programming for several days in May 1954.
Even as massive resistance forces began to organize in the American South, Armer-
ican Embassy personnel reported that Brown had softened criticism in India.®s
Through limited social change, advertised through American propaganda, there
was a possibility of bolstering American prestige and credibility. Silencing Josephine
Baker was simply a part of the propaganda campaign. Excluding her voice would
make it easier to maintain a carefully crafted image of American democracy. And
the image of race in the United States was no small marter. In the words of Ambas-
sador Chester Bowles, its importance to the Cold War was “impossible to exag-
gerate.’8 In the face of the war between the superpowers, Josephine Baker's interna-
tional crusade for racial harmony would have to wait.
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