
 
 

Josephine Baker: More Than a Banana Skirt 
(Curriculum Adapted from the HEC TV‟s Documentary of the Same Name) 

 

*Please note that this documentary does contain brief frontal nudity.  Please prepare 

yourself by watching the entire program before showing it to your students. 

 

Overview: 

 Grade Level: 7-10 

 

Time Allotment: Activities may be used as a complete unit or select and utilize 

individual lessons. 

 

Learning Objectives:  

 Introduce students to a St. Louis activist: Josephine Baker 

 Discuss racial issues from the 20‟s-50s 

 Introduce students to the East St. Louis Race riot of 1917 

 Introduce students to various artists from the Harlem Renaissance 

 Discuss racism and stereotyping 

 

Show Me Performance Standards:  

Goal 1: 1, 2, 4, 5, 9 

Goal 2: 1, 3, 4, 5 

Goal 3: 1, 2, 3, 6 

Goal 4: 3 

 

Social Studies Knowledge Standards: 2, 5, 6 

Fine Arts Knowledge Standards: 1, 5 

Communication Arts Knowledge Standards: 1, 2, 3, 4, 6 

 

 

 



Lesson Plans: 

 

Josephine Baker: More Than a Banana Skirt 

 

Prep for Teachers: 

 Study and select activities for your students 

 Prepare to tape the documentary “Josephine Baker: More Than a Banana Skirt” 

so that the students may recheck information 

 Copy necessary materials from this curriculum.  If necessary, print website 

information cited for research 

 

 

Introductory Activity 

Materials needed: 
 

Before watching the documentary, “Josephine Baker: More Than a Banana Skirt” 

develop a learning focus by discussing the meanings behind the title: 

 Explain to students that they will soon be watching pieces of the video (or the 

entirety)  “Josephine Baker: More Than a Banana Skirt” 

 Have the students read the Josephine Baker Biography located in this packet 

 Have the students complete the discussion guide by writing down what they 

believe the vocabulary words mean 

 Students should preview the remaining questions so that they can thoroughly 

complete the Discussion Guide after viewing the documentary 



Josephine Baker Biography (Adapted from the Sheldon Art Galleries 

St. Louis, Education and Resource Packet) 

 

Childhood in St. Louis 

Born Freda Josephine McDonald in St. Louis, MO on June 3, 1906, Josephine spent her 

childhood in the Mill Creek Valley neighborhood, just south of Union Station.  Her 

mother was a laundress and the man who raised Josephine and her 3 siblings was a 

musician. 

 

Money was scarce and all four children slept on one mattress in their parent‟s bedroom in 

a small apartment.  They would walk to Soulard Market to find fruits and vegetables that 

had fallen on the ground.  They would find coal in the train yards to bring back for 

heating.  They would catch fish in the Mississippi River for food.  Josephine helped 

support her family by going door to door and sweeping steps or shoveling snow.   

 

Josephine took to music at an early age.  She would arrange performances in the cellar of 

their apartment building, setting up a stage and seats for her family.  Their home was near 

the music district and she could often hear ragtime music spilling out of the doorways of 

bars on her way home.  There was also a famous black vaudeville theatre and this is 

where Josephine fell in love with the stage at an early age.  She would spend a 

considerable amount of time at this theatre and would sometimes perform outside for 

coins. 

 

When she was thirteen, Josephine befriended the Jones family, a group of traveling 

musicians.  Mother Jones taught Josephine to play the trombone and she traveled with the 

family when they went from town to town to play.  In 1917, East St. Louis experienced 

the terrible race riots, in which many African Americans were killed.  Living near the 

eastern ridge of St. Louis City, Josephine could see the flames on the other side of the 

river and heard the horror stories.  She would tell stories of what she had heard for the 

rest of her life as if she had been there herself. 

 

Josephine’s Early Years in Show Business 

In 1918, the troupe spent months traveling the South and the East Coast, performing in 

Black vaudeville theatres.  In the 1920‟s Josephine became a chorus girl and provided the 

comic relief, rolling and crossing her eyes, and doing funny dances. These antics soon got 

her noticed and eventually got her larger roles.   

 

Baker‟s big break came after her role in The Chocolate Dandies, a musical produced by 

the African American team Sissle and Blake.  While performing in the musical, she was 

discovered by a woman who wanted to take a black troupe of entertainers to Paris.  Baker 

left for Paris in 1925 to star in the musical La Revue Negre.  She quickly rose to stardom 

in Paris, toured Europe and South America with her act and eventually opened her own 

nightclub. 

 

A Success in Paris 

Paris embraced African Americans and a new kind of American music called jazz.  In the 

teens and 1920‟s, many African American artists moved to Paris rather than endure the 

racism and segregation in America.  They were free to eat in any restaurant they chose, 

stay in any hotel, and did not have to worry about being separated from whites as they did 

in America.  



 

Josephine embraced Paris and during World War II, she was an active member of the 

French Resistance.  She served as a spy carrying secret messages written in invisible ink 

on her sheet music.  She was awarded the honor of Croix de Guerre, and received a 

Medal of the Resistance in 1946.  In 1961, she received the highest French honor, the 

Legion d‟Honneur from the French president, Charles deGaulle. 

 

A Force in the Civil Rights Movement 

When Josephine returned to America to perform, she always insisted that the theatres 

would not be segregated.  At the time, African Americans were still segregated from the 

whites.  They were told that they could only sit in certain sections of the theatre, they had 

to sit in the back seats of public transportation, and could not even drink from the same 

water fountains as whites.  In the 1950‟s, Baker traveled around the United States giving 

speeches in support of the civil rights movement.  This movement was campaigning for 

equal rights for African Americans in the United States. 

 

After WWII, Baker began to adopt children from all over the world, calling them her 

“Rainbow Tribe.”  She saw her Rainbow Tribe as evidence that people of all colors and 

races could live together in peace and harmony.  The Rainbow Tribe lived in a large 

castle in Southwestern France.  Josephine preferred France to the United States because 

of its acceptance of all races.  Once while dining in America, she and some of her friends 

were refused service because of their color.  After this experience, Josephine preferred to 

stay in Paris where she was treated as an equal 

 

Josephine was very active until her death in her late sixties.  Her contribution to stage and 

film as well as the civil rights movement can be felt to this day. 



Learning Activity: 
 

Activity Set One: Multi-Media Presentations 

 

Materials Needed: documentary “Josephine Baker: More Than a Banana Skirt”, and 

students‟ partially completed copies of the Discussion Guide *You may only wish to 

watch portions of the documentary-there is some frontal nudity 

 Read the Josephine Baker Biography and allow the students to fill in the 

„Discussion Guide‟ The students do not have to fill out all the answers, 

they can complete the rest once they have watched the film 

 Watch the documentary “Josephine Baker: More Than a Banana Skirt”  

Complete and discuss „Discussion Guide.‟ See suggested responses in 

„Teacher‟s Discussion Guide‟ 



 

Name________________________________             Date________________ 

 

 

“Josephine Baker: More Than a Banana Skirt” Discussion Guide 

 

What do you know about the following words?  Fill out the chart below before you watch 

the documentary.  After you have watched the documentary, highlight or circle the words 

that most closely relate to Josephine Baker. 

 

Harlem Renaissance:_______________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Race Riots:______________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Race (n):________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Civil Rights Movement:____________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Segregation:_____________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

The Great Migration:______________________________________________________ 

 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

  

Racism:_________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Stereotyping:_____________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Discrimination:___________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________



Name________________________________ Date________________ 

 

 

“Josephine Baker: More Than a Banana Skirt” Discussion Guide 

(Suggested Responses) 

 

What do you know about the following words?  Fill out the chart below before you watch 

the documentary.  After you have watched the documentary, highlight or circle the words 

that most closely relate to Josephine Baker. 

 

Harlem Renaissance: From the mid-1920‟s to 30‟s Harlem-a neighborhood in New 

York City, was a place where the most talented black artists (musicians, poets, novelists, 

dancers, painters, sculptors, etc.) gathered to give artistic expression was a means of 

liberation 

 

Race Riots: A turbulent disturbance created by a large number of people caused by racial 

hatred 

 

Race: A group of people united or classified together on the basis of common history, 

nationality, or geographic distribution 

 

Civil Rights Movement:  Movement in the United States beginning in the 1960s led 

primarily by Blacks in an effort to establish the civil rights of individual Black citizens 

 

Segregation:  The policy or practice of separating people of different races, classes, or 

ethnic groups, as in schools, housing, and public or commercial facilities, especially as a 

form of discrimination 

 

The Great Migration:  When African American laborers moved from the South to the  

North in order to find work.  Many moved and settled in Harlem 

 

Racism: The belief that race accounts for differences in human character or ability and 

that a particular race is superior to others 

 

Stereotyping: An idea that many people have about a thing or a group that may often be 

untrue or only partially true 

 

Discrimination: Making a distinction in favor of or against a person or things based on 

the group, class, or category to which that person or thing belongs rather than on the 

individual 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Learning Activity: 
 

     Activity Set Two: East St. Louis Race Riots 

     

 Materials Needed:  copies of “Race Riot at East St. Louis-1917” per student or    

      Group, discussion guide for race riots 

 Read “Race Riot at East St. Louis-1917” individually or as a group 

 Complete and discuss „Discussion Guide.‟  See suggested responses in 

„Teacher‟s Discussion Guide‟ 

 Complete the activities listed;  you may choose to allow the students to 

select one or have the class do each of the activities 



 

East St. Louis Race Riot-1917 

(From material by John Cobb and Elliott Rudwick) 

*Be aware some of this material is violent.  Please read and use with discretion 

 

America was built on the premise where human progress combined with scientific 

advances and expansion meant a better life for future generations. Unfortunately, there 

have been numerous instances where we have grievously fallen short of this credo. July 

2, 2006 marked the 89
th

 anniversary of the race riots that took place in East St. Louis 

back in 1917.  What follows is a summary of information gleaned from Elliott Rudwick, 

John Cobb, the Journal and the Post-Dispatch. 

 

Race relations have been a blot on our nation's history for a very long time. Slavery was 

introduced to Jamestown Virginia in 1619 and it took a Civil War to rid the nation of that 

infamous “peculiar institution.”  Despite adding civil rights amendments to the 

Constitution, Lynch Law, the KKK, and Jim Crowism conspired to delegate Blacks to a 

second-class status for more than a hundred years after the war. 

 

It is necessary to examine the historical context to understand why the East St. Louis riot 

happened.  Due to the creation of job opportunities from the outbreak of war in Europe, 

blacks the first time in history migrated north (known as the Great Migration) en masse 

from Dixie, looking for economic opportunity.  Following on the heels of this exodus, 

they organized to challenge the concept of white supremacy and the established order.  

The result was bloody conflict. 

 

Whites had not yet learned to accept Blacks as part of the urban landscape and resented 

this “invasion.”  East St. Louis at the time was particularly appealing to those looking for 

work because of its booming economy and reputation for good paying jobs. 

 

Segregation was the established order of the day.  Blacks were treated in separate wards 

of the two city hospitals and were attended by black physicians.  At the plants and 

packing houses, they had their own washrooms, worked in segregated labor gangs and ate 

in an isolated section of the dining halls.  Their presence in the city was confined to a 

ghetto in the south end of town. 

 

As long as the Blacks constituted a small minority, they were not perceived as a threat.  

Race problems were for the South. But their numbers tripled between 1900 and 1914, and 

grew exponentially as war in Europe ruled the engines of industry in the United States. 

 

The situation was exacerbated when labor-management problems worsened.  At many 

companies, workers were trying to unionize.  The companies refused to recognize unions 

and in an attempt to impede the unions from gaining control, many Corporate Managers 

decided to hire Blacks from the South to limit the future demands of white workers.  The 

workers would not try to complain as much if they knew they would be replaced.  The 

stage was set for an explosive situation. 

 

At the height of the important crisis, Mayor Mollman and the police blamed the 

perceived crime wave on newly-arrived migrants.  Pawn shops and dealers soon did 

booming business in the arms trade.  It was a common belief among the whites that the 

first thing blacks did when they arrived in the city was to buy a gun.  Rumors began to 



circulate that the “gun-toting Negroes” were plotting a race war.  The city became a 

ticking time bomb. 

 

Actually in the East St. Louis frontier land of 1917, whites also beat a well-worn path to 

the pawnshops where window displays urged, “Buy a gun for Protection.”  An arms 

embargo was soon placed on the Black population which prohibited them from 

purchasing guns.   

 

A rumor circulated among whites that the Blacks in the city were planning a massacre on 

the 4
th

 of July.  It was probably just hearsay, but the very thought of such an occurrence 

struck fear in whites and set the stage for subsequent events.  There was a preliminary 

riot on May 28
th

 after a large crowd of union delegates had met with the Mayor and the 

City Council.  As the group was leaving City Hall, they heard a rumor that a Black man 

had just shot a white man during a robbery.  When the story was passed along, it was 

embellished to the point where one white woman had been insulted and two others shot. 

“Take guns away from the Negroes,” the mob shouted as they marched to the downtown.  

No one was killed in the attacks but a number of Black men were severely beaten. 

 

In the days to follow, there were numerous instances where Blacks were attacked by 

white mobs for no other reason than racial hatred.  On July 1
st
, a car driven by whites 

fired shots into Black homes.  Later, the police received a report that armed Blacks were 

on the rampage.  A police car was dispatched and met more than 200 Blacks, many of 

them armed, and who without a word of warning opened fire.  One of the detectives was 

killed instantly and the other died the following day. 

 

A newspaper account of the attack inflamed passions.  This action was just the evidence 

East St. Louisans needed to prove that Blacks were mobilizing for a massacre.  On the 

morning of July 2
nd

, there was a protest meeting at the Labor Hall.  Various speakers told 

the audience to start arming themselves.  After the meeting, the group marched in 

military fashion toward the main street.  The mob began attacking and shooting every 

Black they encountered with little regard for age or sex.  Streetcars were stopped and 

Blacks were pulled off.  Although the assaulting groups contained only about 25 people, 

they were encouraged by large crowds that had gathered on the streets.   

 

By afternoon the crowd invaded the area south of Broadway shouting that they planned to 

avenge the two detectives who were killed.  Homes were set on fire.  Blacks who 

attempted to escape the flames were picked off and shot one at a time.  Another Black 

man was lynched from a telephone pole.  Encouraged by mobs who shouted, “Burn „em 

out,” the rioters destroyed over 200 homes.  The Illinois National Guard was called to the 

scene but the militia did not deal firmly with rioters and proved to be largely ineffective. 

 

Violence fed upon itself and in the Black Valley, small gangs lighted torches, joking and 

waiting for Blacks to flee from the furnaces which had been their homes.  When an 

ambulance arrived to take one man to the hospital, rioters warned if they took the Black 

man to the hospital, they would kill the workers as well. When more militia arrived that 

night, the rioting slowed down but was not yet over.  An entire square block was burned 

to an ash heap. 

 

Many Blacks owed their lives to the alarm set by True Light Baptist Church which rang 

its bell to indicate that rampaging whites were coming.  Sympathetic whites hid Black 



families in their basements while flames illuminated the night sky.  Hundreds of refugees 

were brought to the city hall auditorium. 

 

The next day, when it had ended, reports in the newspapers said that over 200 people had 

been killed, but the official count was 39 Blacks and 9 whites. These figures may be too 

unfounded because it can be presumed that some of the bodies were never found.  It is 

estimated that up to seven thousand Black families fled to St. Louis, many of which never 

returned.  Ultimately half a million dollars of damage occurred. 

 

In trials that were held afterwards, twelve Blacks (charged with murder) went to prison 

for the deaths of the two detectives.  Nine whites (charged with homicide) were sent to 

the penitentiary, forty-one whites were found guilty of misdemeanors, twenty-seven 

whites paid small fines, and fourteen received short terms in county jail.   

 

In November a Senate-House congressional committee prepared a report which was a 

stinging reprimand of the community‟s social and business biases which made the riot 

possible. 

 

No other riot in American history claimed the lives of more African Americans than the 

one that raged in East St. Louis during that hot summer day in 1917.  It was a stain on the 

fabric of the city‟s character that would take a long time to fade.  Local business leaders 

were so disgusted by the clash that a number of significant changes were made.  The 

mayoralty system was replaced with a city commission form of government so that the 

power of the mayor‟s office would be shared. 

 

The Chamber of Commerce supported a social welfare program that directly benefited 

Blacks, and a commitment was made to improve housing for the beleaguered minority.  

Finally, conditions were improved with the creation of an Urban League which gave 

Blacks a voice in community affairs. 

 



Name ___________________________________ Date_________________ 

 

East St. Louis Race Riot-1917 

Discussion Guide 

 

1. What do you know about the history of race relations in the United States? 

 

 

 

2. When did slavery start in this country? 

 

 

3.  What are the differences between slaves and indentured servants? 

 

 

 

4. Name several of the Post Civil War institutions that prevented African Americans from 

exercising their civil rights. 

 

 

 

 

5.  Explain segregation with examples. 

 

 

 

 

6.  What event triggered the Northern migration of African Americans? 

 

 

 

7.  What was the biggest factor that contributed to the East St. Louis Race Riots? 

 

 

 

8.  Explain the circumstances of the actual riot, i.e. who attacked first; how many people 

were killed or injured; etc? 

 

 

 

 

9.  What long term effects did the riots have on the city? 

 

 

 

10.  Did everyone in town support and participate in the riot? 



Name___________________________________ Date_________________ 

 

East St. Louis Race Riot-1917 

Discussion Guide 

(Suggested Answers) 

1. What do you know about the history of race relations in the United States? 

Any reasonable answer will suffice 

 

2. When did slavery start in this country? 

Jamestown, 1619 

 

3.  What are the differences between slaves and indentured servants? 

Slaves were forced into labor; indentured slaves earned their freedom typically after 7 

years of work 

 

4. Name several of the Post Civil War institutions that prevented African Americans from 

exercising their civil rights. 

Jim Crow Laws, KKK, Lynch Law 

 

5.  Explain segregation with examples. 

Separate dining halls, washrooms, living areas, etc 

 

6.  What event triggered the Northern migration of African Americans? 

WWI-Higher paying industrial jobs 

 

7.  What was the biggest factor that contributed to the East St. Louis Race Riots? 

Fear, rumors, untruths 

 

8.  Explain the circumstances of the actual riot, ie who attacked first; how many people 

were killed or injured; etc? 

Whites attacked first; 39 blacks killed; 9 whites killed 

 

9.  What long term effects did the riots have on the city? 

Mayor replaced by city commission, social welfare program put in place, many (7000) 

African Americans left, not to return 

 

10.  Did everyone in town support and participate in the riot? 

No, church members hid and protected African Americans also some local families hid 

and protected African Americans as well 



East St. Louis Race Riot-1917 

Activities 

 

1.  Role Playing: 

 Select one student to play these parts: mayor, newspaper editor (Both black and 

white), union delegate, policeman, white man, black man, church member 

 

Task them with re-writing history through conflict resolution 

 

2. Timeline: 

 Create a timeline of race relation from the 1600‟s through the present day 

 

3. Short story: 

 Write a short fictional account from an African American or white child‟s point of 

view on the race riots OR have them write a letter as Josephine Baker witnessing the riots 

and how she would have described it to someone far away 



Learning Activities: 
 

     Activity Set Three: Harlem Renaissance 

      

Materials Needed: posted quote: “Harlem was not so much a place as it was a 

state of mind a cultural metaphor for black America itself”-Dr. Henry Louis 

Gates; various art supplies; different examples of Harlem Renaissance artists‟ 

work 

 Read the quote by Dr. Gates and ask the students what they think it means. 

 Tell students that the images displayed come from an important time in 

history, The Harlem Renaissance.  Explain what the Harlem Renaissance 

was about by reading the excerpt included 

 Complete the activities listed 



The Harlem Renaissance 

(Taken from The Kennedy Center ArtsEdge Lesson Plan: Creative Voices of Harlem) 

artsedge.kennedy-center.org/content/2248 

 

The Harlem Renaissance was from the mid-1920s to 1930s.  Harlem--a 

neighborhood in New York City, on the northern half of Manhattan island--was a place 

where the most talented black artists (musicians, poets, novelists, dancers, painters, 

sculptors, photographers, etc.) gathered to give artistic expression to the African 

American experience.  For the artists of this period, creative expression was a means of 

liberation.  Whatever their art form, they shared a driving need to tell their stories about 

everything from their roots in Africa and the American South to their strong sense of 

racial pride and their desire for social and political equality. 

 

The Harlem Renaissance represents the first time in history that African 

Americans were being recognized in their own right.  Critics praised the works of black 

writers; many novels, short stories, plays, and poems about and by blacks were being 

published.  African American artists were making their mark in painting, music, and 

theater.   



Harlem Renaissance Activities 

 

1. Research: 

 Select a Harlem Renaissance artist to research.  Divide the class into pairs or 

groups, and assign each pair or group an artist to research.  Have each pair or group select 

one piece of their artists work (poem, play, novel, painting, photo, or sculpture) that they 

will share with the class. Here is a list below: 

 

Crafts: Faith Ringgold; Painting: Aaron Douglas, Palmer Hayden, William H. Johnson, 

Lois Mailou Jones, Jacob Lawrence, Archibald J. Motley Jr.; Photography: James Van 

Der Zee; Poetry & Prose: Countee Cullen, Jessie Redmon Fauset, Langston Hughes, 

Zora Neale Hurston, James Weldon Johnson, Nella Larsen, Claude McKay, Wallace 

Thurman, Jean Toomer; Sculpture: Augusta Savage; Dancer: Josephine Baker, George 

Snowden 

 

*There are many, many more artists accessible via the internet* 

 

After they complete the research process, have students prepare an oral presentation in 

which they: 

 Share biographical information about their artist 

 Show or read a representative example of their artist‟s work 

 Give background information about the piece of art or writing, including 

what it is about, how it reflects the artist‟s beliefs or feelings, and what 

story, if any, it tells about the artist‟s life 

 Describe what “state of mind” (themes such as liberation, joy, triumph, 

sadness, frustration, oppression) the artist reflects in his or her work 

 Point out two details about their artist‟s work.  For a painting, students 

could describe the colors the artist uses.  For a poem or play, they could 

describe the kinds of words of expression the writer uses 

 

2. Group Study: 

After all groups have given their oral presentations, have students divide into small 

groups.  Within their groups, asks students to discuss how all of these artists‟ works 

together represent the lives of blacks during the Harlem Renaissance.  Referring back to 

the opening quote, have the students describe the “state of mind” these works represent.  

Prompt the students to describe what it was like for African Americans living in Harlem 

in the 1920s and 1930s. 

 

3. Become a renaissance artist: 

 Tell the students that the common thread among all Harlem Renaissance artists 

was a desire to tell their stories.  Invite the students to create a work of art in a style of the 

artist they studied, but drawing on experiences from their own lives.  They can write a 

poem or dialogue for a play, create a sculpture, paint a picture, take photographs, etc.  

They should bring aspects of their own lives, beliefs, and feelings to their works of art. 

 

4. Interview: 

 Invite students to imagine they are a TV or newspaper reporters interviewing the 

Renaissance artist that they just studied.  Have each student script an interview, and then 

have them work in pairs to role-play the interview for the rest of the class. 



Learning Activity: 
 

 Activity Set Four:  Racism and Stereotyping 

 

Materials Needed: copies of Josephine Baker‟s St. Louis speech, notebooks or 

journals 

 Read the copy of Josephine Baker‟s speech to the class 

 After reading the speech, write the following quotation on the 

board:  “The problem became an incurable disease…The race 

situation kept gnawing at my heart, paralyzing my brain…I could 

not stop thinking of the suffering of my people here in America.” 

 Ask the class what they think the quote means and jot down their 

ideas in their journals.   

 Complete the Discussion Guide on Racism and Stereotyping 

 Complete the activities listed 

 

Watching the show, Coming Home: The Josephine Baker Exhibit on HEC TV can show 

the students examples of stereotyping and bias.  Show clips of the posters, and makeup 

products to allow the students to see some real-life examples from Josephine‟s life.



Josephine Baker Speech Given in St. Louis at the Kiehl Auditorium 1952 

(Taken from HEC TVs documentary, Josephine Baker: More Than a Banana Skirt) 

 

 Ladies and Gentlemen believe me when I say that it makes me profoundly 

happy…It makes my heart swell with pride to see in this beautiful audience tonight, salt 

and pepper…I mean by that colored and white brothers mingling.  This brings tears to my 

eyes and I want to get on my knees and thank God for letting me see this sight today.  

Friends and brothers, God is good, powerful, and understanding.  And now I have hope 

that St. Louis will not be the last city to join in other American cities that are so strongly 

fighting against discrimination for all Americans. 

 

 

The problem became an incurable disease and between my great triumphs 

throughout France and Europe, I could not feel satisfied.  The race situation kept gnawing 

at my heart, paralyzing my brain…I could not stop thinking of the suffering of my people 

here in America.  I was continually unhappy, no one could understand why I should be 

because at that time, I was considered the greatest success in Europe, but that glow in the 

sky of burning houses, the screams, the terror, the tears of unfortunate children that had 

lost their parents-this kept coming before me on the stage, in the streets, in my sleep. 



Josephine Baker Speech Discussion Questions 

 

1. What are some examples of discrimination in our nation‟s past could Baker be 

speaking of in her speech? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Discrimination can grow from assumptions and stereotypes that people make about 

others.  How might assumptions played a role in the other examples of discrimination 

mentioned above? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. How do assumptions and stereotypes play a role in discrimination they have observed 

in your everyday lives? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Do you see discrimination on TV? In school?  Your neighborhood? 

 

 



Josephine Baker Speech Discussion Questions 

Suggested Answers 

 

1. What are some examples of discrimination in our nation‟s past could Baker be 

speaking of in her speech? Slavery, Native American’s being removed from their land, 

segregation, etc 

 

 

 

2. Discrimination can grow from assumptions and stereotypes that people make about 

others.  How might assumptions played a role in the other examples of discrimination 

mentioned above? Any acceptable responses 

 

 

 

 

3. How do assumptions and stereotypes play a role in discrimination they have observed 

in your everyday lives? Any acceptable responses 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Do you see discrimination on TV? In school?  Your neighborhood? 

Any acceptable responses 

 



Racism and Stereotyping 

Activities 

 

1.  Role Playing: 

(Activity adapted from TLC online curriculum) 

 This activity is an experiment to allow children to discover how stereotypes and 

biases toward others come about and how it feels to be discriminated against.  Inform the 

student‟s that this activity is merely “acting.”  

Segregate the students on arbitrary but visible criterion.  For example, you can 

randomly assign red and blue stickers to wear on their clothing.  The reds will be the 

majority and the blues, the minority.  The minority will not be given the same privileges 

or opportunities as members of the majority, for example: 

o The majority will be allowed to get up and walk around the room 

whenever they want 

o The minority must ask permission to do the above mentioned 

o The majority will be allowed to work in groups on an assignment 

o The minority must work alone 

o The majority will get questions answered first 

o The minority will be called on last 

o The majority will be dismissed first 

o The minority will be dismissed last 

Feel free to invent other privileges with the class beforehand without them knowing 

which group they will be a part of. 

 Have all the students keep a journal throughout the mock segregation.  Encourage 

them to take notes on the dynamics of segregation and discrimination noting how it feels 

to be a member of the privileged group and what it feels like to be discriminated against. 

 You may want to switch groups the next day so every student can experience the 

different group.  When the activity is completed, discuss as a class what the outcome and 

relate it back to what Baker (and all African Americans) were fighting for 



Useful Links to Websites 
 

The Harlem Renaissance 

http://artsedge.kennedy-center.org/exploring/harlem/artsedge.html 

A great webpage with links to the artists, short films and audio clips 

 

The Official Site of Josephine Baker 

http://www.cmgworldwide.com/stars/baker/about/biography.html 

This has a lot of information about Ms. Baker.  Be aware that it does include some photos 

of nudity 

 

HEC TV 

http://www.hectv.org 

A listing of the show times for the two movies to show in class 

http://artsedge.kennedy-center.org/exploring/harlem/artsedge.html
http://www.cmgworldwide.com/stars/baker/about/biography.html
http://www.hectv.org/

