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Amos ‘n’ Andy: Shaping Perceptions in America 

 It is uncanny to believe a meeting between a bricklayer and former Navy wireless 

operator in Durham, North Carolina would spark a revolution in radio. Freeman Gosden and 

Charles Correll both with limited experience in radio came together to produce one of the most 

profound and arguably the most successful radio shows in history. What started off as the Sam 

‘n’ Henry Show later became picked up WMAQ radio station to become the infamous Amos ‘n’ 

Andy Show. The Amos ‘n’ Andy Show, a show that focused on the trials and tribulations of two 

black men from Alabama who moved to Chicago for better opportunities, debuted in 1928, 

during a time of tumultuous race relations in America. Amos ‘n’ Andy thrived during its years on 

air, boasting numbers of up to a third of the American population listening in (Ely). The show 

was definitely controversial since race is what the show ultimately hinged on. Two white men 

were portraying black characters. Choosing whether the show had good or bad influence may be 

more complicated than it first appears. With millions of ears listening across the nation there is 

no doubt that Gosden and Correll helped to shape perceptions, whether seen as positive or 

negative, of blacks in America.  

Freeman Gosden and Charles Correll personal lives may have helped to shape the way 

they viewed African Americans. Correll and the president of the Confederacy, Jefferson Davis, 
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were related. Although Correll’s family had blood ties to the Confederacy, he was raised and 

Illinois where he had little interaction with the African American community. Gosden on the 

other hand was a product of Richmond’s Jackson Ward, a historically black community. He was 

even raised by a black caretaker, ‘mammy’ in his early years and grew up with Garret Brown, an 

African American boy who resided in Jackson Ward (Freeman). However different their 

backgrounds may be both Gosden and Correll created the ever popular entertainment of the time, 

minstrel shows. Minstrel shows were seen as degrading to blacks, displaying them often times as 

dumb, lazy and really only possessing musical skills. Blacks were even banned from appearing 

on stage in these shows. Although the minstrel tradition started in the 1850’s, white America 

embraced the caricatures by the 1920’s. This created a sort of ease a show like Amos ‘n’ Andy to 

gain popularity. 

Some will argue that Amos ‘n’ Andy was created in the same spirit as Gosden and Correll 

had created minstrel shows. However, with forty million listeners six nights of the week, it seems 

all blacks didn’t tune the duo out. In fact in the early days of the show, many African Americans 

could relate to the characters of Amos Jones and Andy Brown. Like Amos and Andy, blacks 

from the South were moving to other areas of the country at a time dubbed “The Great 

Migration” (Hangen). Upon arrival to the North, Amos and Andy had a hard time adjusting from 

rural to city living similarly to the blacks of the time.  

Instead of using the “blackface” of minstrel shows, the duo had to use their voices. The 

dialect of African Americans from the South was used by Gosden and Correll to create a show of 

authenticity. A well-known article contends “it was too new and too popular to attract any 

organized resentment among Negroes and Negro organizations at the time of its infancy” 

(Shankman).  Arthur Frank Wertheim, an Amos ‘n’ Andy researcher claims, “by late 1931 most it 
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was clear that most black people wanted Amos ‘n’ Andy to remain on the air”. However, a 

petition created by the Pittsburgh Courtier in 1931 seems to state the opposite. The Pittsburgh 

Courtier was a very popular black newspaper at the time. A petition to get Amos ‘n’ Andy 

removed from the air claimed to have gotten over half a million signatures (Ely). Yet it was 

unsuccessful and the show continued. Although it was unsuccessful in removing the Amos ‘n’ 

Andy from the airwaves, the Pittsburgh Courtier’s efforts did not go unnoticed. In fact, many 

blacks along with a handful of whites wrote in to the newspaper conveying their attitudes about 

the show and the way blacks were portrayed.  

Melvin Patrick Ely, author of The Adventures of Amos 'n' Andy: A Social History of an 

American Phenomenon, claimed whites were generally pleased with the show as it presented 

blacks as tamable “rendering them laughable, unthreatening, and inferior”. Ely goes as far as 

saying although the acceptance from whites existed, the show still "nibbled at the edges of the 

society’s racist assumptions”. According to Ely’s study the showed a division among the black 

audience. There were those who felt the show was derogatory in its representation of blacks from 

dialect to intelligence. Still there were others who felt the show was funny and provided insight 

to whites about what it meant to be black in America.  

 Throughout its time on air, Amos and Andy never had a racial altercation with other 

characters. There was never a racial slur or epithet or instances of prejudice in the show. In the 

early days of Amos ‘n’ Andy, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) did not even 

exist. The Federal Radio Commission (FRC) did exist but only really served a purpose of 

assigning frequencies to vary station (Douglas 62). With vague regulations over the airways, 

Gosden and Correll could have certainly shaped the show to include these things. Also to Gosden 
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and Correll’s credit, more characters were added to show’s lineup to display blacks in different 

roles. These roles even included middle class, businessmen.  

 Amos ‘n’ Andy was so influential in the way that it made America stand still for a 

moment in time. Movies stopped airing shows at 7 PM when the show started. Local businesses 

blasted the show during for ten minutes, six nights a week. Characters who were only figments 

of portions of white America took shape in the form of Amos and Andy. It was ironic that two 

white men were seen as Americas favorites “southern colored boys” and caused such a national 

sensation (Horton). Amos ‘n’ Andy even transitioned to television in early 1950’s. The characters 

were no longer white men behind a microphone, but black men directed by Gosden to “act as a 

white man playing a black man”. The show remained on air until 1953 amidst uproar from the 

African American community led by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People (Hangen). 

 Amos ‘n’ Andy had its roots in minstrel shows which spread to radio and eventually 

television. There is no doubt that Freeman Gosden and Charles Correll had an effect on 

American perception of the African American community. The widespread listenership of the 

show exhibits the reach it had in America. Whites were exposed to the black community, many 

for the first time. Thoughts about African Americans could now be realized by just listening in 

nightly. Whether the show is viewed as good, bad, or indifferent is it was assuredly a show that 

was years ahead of its time. It gave African Americans a place in society when race relations 

were not favorable and would set the precedent for many shows and acts of modern times.  
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