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ABSTRACT 

 

 The long 1960s is often considered to be a period of extreme polarization in American 

politics. This study of Charles M. Schulz’s Peanuts franchise (comic strips, television programs, 

films, and merchandise), however, reveals that through the 1960s and 1970s there remained a 

large popular audience for centrist discussions of the period’s most controversial issues. Public 

religion, racial integration, the Vietnam War, feminism, the environmental crisis, and conflicts 

over the future of consumer capitalism all received considerable treatment in Schulz’s work. 

While this might be surprising to critics and journalists who often assumed that Peanuts was 

merely an escapist endeavor, this perception could not be further from the truth.  

 Peanuts readers and viewers certainly saw the truth. Over the forty years covered in this 

project, they wrote thousands of letters to Schulz to praise or condemn his discussions of real 

world issues. These letters have provided a rather unlikely window into the political and social 

thought of Middle America in the Cold War years. Such correspondence formed the focal point 

of this dissertation.  

 Ultimately, this dissertation shows the ways that Schulz cunningly navigated the politics 

of Middle America, gaining historic popularity and demanding unprecedented editorial and 

licensing control over his franchise. But this dissertation also shows that as Schulz became 

increasingly popular, corporate interests, government officials, and the public increasingly 

appropriated the Peanuts characters, infused them with new meaning, and deployed them to their 

own ends.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 Charlie Brown had a hard time choosing sides. This was always part of the humor of his 

character. It was also one of many things he hated about himself. On New Year’s Eve 1965, he 

decided to change it once and for all. In 1966, he would be decisive, clear-cut, and well-

grounded, resolved to be “strong and firm.” Ever the realist and always happy to burst Charlie 

Brown’s bubble, Lucy would not let the boy deceive himself with such an impossible resolution. 

“Forget it,” she blurted, “You’ll always be wishy-washy.”1 

 

Figure 0.1 Lucy sinks Charlie Brown’s New Year’s resolution, insisting that he will “always be 

wishy-washy.” Dec. 31, 1965. 

 Charles Schulz, the creator behind the comic strip Peanuts, often described his work the 

same way. “One of the remarkable things about the strip,” asserted one interviewer in 1987, “is 

that there are no perceivable ideologies.” Schulz agreed. “Sort of a wishy-washiness,” he 

chuckled. Often the humble, Midwestern cartoonist deployed such statements as a defense 

mechanism to avoid staking a definite position on a controversial topic. But it was more than 

                                                 
1 New York Times, Dec. 31, 1965. 
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that. “Wishy-washiness” was his ideology. The truth was that Schulz was a sort of political 

chameleon, shifting left and right within the bounds of the broad middle of American political 

culture during the Cold War era. He was adept at creating Rorschach-like scenes that broached a 

controversial issue but left enough ambiguity for readers to see whatever excited or disgusted 

them. Between 1950 and 1989, Schulz reflected and amplified a complex range of popular 

feelings on issues from civil religion, racial integration, and women’s rights to fears of 

capitalism’s decline, environmental degradation, and the Vietnam War. Of course, this level of 

engagement in social and political issues would have certainly shocked some commentators, 

both past and present.2 

 A number of commentators accused of Peanuts of being too aloof from the most serious 

national and global events of its time. Social ethics professor Roger Shinn of Union Theological 

Seminary faulted Peanuts for being too “detached” from real world problems. The Boston Post 

asserted that “in the midst of wars, rumors of wars, clamor and controversy, which make up the 

intruding realities of today, an escape hatch into a ‘make believe’ world of serenity and laughter 

is indispensable.” Even at the end of the strip’s fifty-year run in national syndication as 

Americans mourned Schulz’s retirement announcement and attempted to interpret his legacy, 

journalists still viewed Peanuts as largely apolitical. “Inflation…and other current events,” wrote 

Newsweek’s Mary Voboril in late 1999, “seldom invade the gentle provinces of the strip.” In her 

reading of the series, the most imminent issues in postwar American politics were missing from 

the period’s most read newspaper comic strip. “Hippies, Vietnam, Watergate, Iran-Contra, CIA 

                                                 
2 Charles M. Schulz, The Complete Peanuts: 1950 to 1952 (Seattle: Fantagraphics Books, 2004), 330, 334. 
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spy scandals, impeachments, elections,” she listed to prove her point, “never found a topical 

home here.”3 

 Schulz often seemed to confirm this line of reasoning. A personally conservative man, he 

always thought of himself as a businessman first and foremost. His primary job, he believed, was 

to help sell newspapers. Controversial political positions were the quickest way to undermine a 

comic strip’s popular appeal, he believed. “You’re being hired by a newspaper editor and he 

buys your strip because he wants to sell his newspaper,” Schulz explained to one interviewer. 

“So why should you double-cross him by putting in things that will aggravate him. That’s not my 

job.” In his mind, he went to great lengths to avoid controversial issues. “I lean over backwards 

to keep from offending anybody,” he told a reporter for the Milwaukee Journal.4 

 Yet Schulz regularly addressed controversial issues in his comic strip, animated 

television programs, and feature films. At its peak, Schulz’s thoughts on such issues reached 

over 100 million readers each day. And in many cases, we can pinpoint exactly how readers 

interpreted Peanuts because they told Schulz. By 1971, Schulz was receiving as many as 100 

new fan letters every day. While not all of this correspondence survived years of “spring 

cleaning” and storage, as well as a fire that claimed his first California studio in 1966, a sizable 

collection of them have survived and now are maintained at the Charles M. Schulz Museum and 

Research Center in Santa Rosa, California, just down the road from the artist’s second studio. 

This dissertation relied heavily on those collections to uncover readers’ thoughts about Peanuts 

and how they saw it as either a reflection of or lens into the Cold War world. Furthermore, this 

                                                 
3 “Good Grief, $150 Million!” Newsweek, Dec. 27, 1971; “Why Millions of Newspaper Readers Love Peanuts,” 

United Feature Syndicate promotion, c. 1956, “1940s, 1950s, 1960 thru 1969” binder, Charles M. Schulz Museum 

and Research Center [hereafter CMSMRC]; Newsweek, Dec. 29, 1999. 
4 “Schulz at 3 O’Clock in the Morning,” Comics Journal, No. 200 (December 1997); George Lockwood, Peanuts, 

Pogo, and Hobbes: A Newspaper Editor’s Journey through the World of Comics (Syracuse: Syracuse University 

Press, 2013), 69. 
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dissertation draws from numerous interviews, articles, speeches, private letters, and oral histories 

to try and understand what Schulz was thinking, both when he produced the art and when he 

encountered others’ interpretations of his work. Finally, this dissertation investigates various 

public appropriations, both legal and extralegal, of Schulz’s characters and concepts to see how 

his work took on a cultural life far beyond the newspaper page or television screen. In many 

cases, the Peanuts characters became repositories for and expressions of Middle Americans’ 

dreams, hopes, fears, and worries.5 

 This history, like all histories, tells just one set of stories from an infinite mine. This 

particular set has two goals. First, this dissertation will demonstrate that Peanuts was never an 

escapist endeavor, but regularly touched on the lived experience of socially- and politically-

conscious Americans in the postwar era. Second, it will reveal that the 1960s and 1970s were not 

quite as polarized as some have previously claimed. (Like historian Andrew Hartman, I contend 

that though polarization does have its roots in the 1960s, that decade was not the highwater mark, 

but the beginning. Polarization would come to fruition in the 1990s and the early twenty-first 

century.) While Peanuts readers of differing political stripes did regularly write in to argue with 

Schulz about the ideas they saw in his work, what is most revealing is how often people of 

opposing viewpoints loved the same comic strip but for contradictory reasons. Walt Kelly, a 

former Disney cartoonist who became famous in the 1950s for his political satire comic strip 

Pogo, has been credited by one scholar with “providing in his strip…a rallying point around 

which like-minded people could gather.” If anything, Schulz provided the opposite: a rallying 

point around which people of diverse opinion could gather and debate.6 

                                                 
5 “Schulz of Peanuts Interviewed,” Penthouse, Oct. 1971, Reprinted in M. Thomas Inge, ed., Charles M. Schulz: 

Conversations (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2000), 66. 
6 For interpretations of a polarized late 1960s and 1970s, see Terry Anderson, The Sixties and the Movement 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995); David Farber, The Age of Great Dreams: America in the 1960s (New 
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*  *  * 

 Charles Monroe Schulz was born in St. Paul, Minneapolis in 1922 and grew up during 

the nation’s Great Depression. “If there is such a thing as being born to do something I think I 

was born to draw comic strips,” Schulz told a Penthouse reporter in 1971. In countless 

interviews throughout his career, journalists saw destiny in the fact that at only two days old 

Schulz’s uncle had nicknamed him “Sparky” after the new horse “Sparkplug” in popular comic 

strip Barney Google. Whether fate or journalistic license, this anecdote did demonstrate the 

ubiquity of comic strips in American popular culture of the early twentieth century. The boy took 

to drawing at an early age, beginning as far back as he could remember. Years later, when asked 

if he ever dreamed of such success, Schulz would reply, “Well, frankly, I guess I did expect it, 

because, after all, it was something I had planned for since I was six years old.”7 

                                                 
York: Hill and Wang, 1994); Todd Gitlin, The Sixties: Years of Hope, Days of Rage (New York: Bantam Books, 

1987); Maurice Isserman and Michael Kazin, America Divided: The Civil War of the 1960s, 3rd edn. (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2008); Rebecca E Klatch, A Generation Divided: The New Left, The New Right, and the 

1960s (Berkley: University of California Press, 1999); Mark Lytle, America’s Uncivil Wars: The Sixties Era from 

Elvis to the Fall of Richard Nixon (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006); Allen J. Matusow, The Unraveling 

of America: A History of Liberalism in the 1960s (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2009); Beth Bailey and 

David Farber, eds, America in the Seventies (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2004); Edward D. Berkowitz, 

Something Happened: A Political and Cultural Overview of the Seventies (New York: Columbia University Press, 

2006); Thomas Borstelman, The 1970s: A New Global History from Civil Rights to Economic Inequality (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2012); Peter N. Carroll, It Seemed Like Nothing Happened: The Tragedy and Promise of 

America in the 1970s (New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1982); Jefferson R. Cowie, Stayin’ Alive: The 1970s 

and the Last Days of the Working Class (New York: The New Press, 2010); David Frum, How We Got Here: The 

70’s: The Decade that Brought You Modern Life (For Better or Worse) (New York: Basic Books, 2000); Philip 

Jenkins, Decade of Nightmares: The End of the Sixties and the Making of Eighties America (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2006); Dominic Sandbrook, Mad as Hell: The Crisis of the 1970s and the Rise of the Populist 

Right (New York: Alfred A Knopf, 2011); Bruce J. Schulman, The Seventies: The Great Shift in American Culture, 

Society, and Politics (Cambridge: De Capo Press, 2002); Bruce J. Schulman and Julian E. Zelizer, Rightward 

Bound: Making America Conservative in the 1970s (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008). Other scholars 

have disagreed with such a sharp dichotomic interpretation of the period, arguing instead that the center, while 

changed, held. See Gerard J. DeGroot, The Sixties Unplugged: A Kaleidoscopic History of a Disorderly Decade 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010) and Paul Lyons, New Left, New Right and the Legacy of the Sixties 

(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1996). Also see Andrew Hartman, A War for the Soul of America: A 

History of the Culture Wars (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015). Kerry D. Soper, We Go Pogo: Walt 

Kelly, Politics, and American Satire (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2012), 12.  
7 Inge, Conversations, 70; M. Thomas Inge, ed., My Life with Charlie Brown (Jackson: University Press of 

Mississippi, 2010), 3. 



6 

 

 Schulz was fortunate to be the only son of two parents who encouraged his dream. His 

father, a barber, would pick up extra newspapers and read the funny pages with his son each 

week. His mother was equally supportive. During his senior year of high school she came across 

an ad for Art Instruction Schools, Inc., a cartooning correspondence course located in 

Minneapolis. The cost was $170, a whopping sum for a family in the midst of the depression, 

and yet he never heard his parents complain. Such a course suited Schulz perfectly for he was 

deathly afraid of sitting in a regular art school classroom “because I’d be right back where I was 

in high school—in a class with a lot of people who could draw better than I could.” Fears of 

inferiority plagued the aspiring cartoonist. “I really was afraid of art school,” he told another 

reporter, “because I didn’t think I was good enough.” Even when he was given the option to drop 

off his lessons in person, he opted to mail them in so as not to have to face the instructor.8 

 But as he studied the instructors’ responses, practiced, and improved he quickly gained 

the courage to go to lessons in person. His growing confidence paid off as he found that he was 

indeed good enough to stand among his peers. “The first night, [the instructor] put up different 

cartoon characters from the papers that we had to copy,” he remembered. Studying the smooth, 

curving lines of Chic Young’s Blondie characters, he swiftly completed the assignment. “I was 

done way ahead of everybody else,” he reminisced, “and I could draw them just as well as [the 

instructor] could.” The young man was soaring: “Now, that made me feel good. Because I knew 

then that I really had something special.”  He had possessed the passion for cartooning since 

childhood and now his diligent study and practice were paying major dividends as he raced to the 

                                                 
8 Inge, Conversations, 54, 88, 112, 129; Inge, My Life with Charlie Brown,12; Schulz later wrote, “The entire course 

came to approximately $170, and I remember my father having difficulty keeping up with the payments. I recall 

being quite worried when he received dunning letters, and when I expressed these worries to him he said not to 

become too concerned. I realized then that during those later Depression days he had become accustomed to owing 

people money. I eventually completed the course, and he eventually paid for it.” Quoted in Inge, My Life with 

Charlie Brown, 12. 



7 

 

head of his art school class. Not even a rejection letter from Walt Disney Animation Studios 

following his high school graduation could stand between the budding artist and his lofty dream 

of writing his own syndicated strip. Then the war came.9 

 Like four and a half million other young American men by the end of 1942, Schulz was 

drafted for service in World War II. He received notice just days after his twentieth birthday in 

1942. Photos from that year show a pleasant yet uncertain young man with boyish looks and 

slicked back hair, slouching back on his heels, so slim as nearly to disappear in his loose-fitting 

clothes. The government’s form letter could not have come at a worse time. As he was preparing 

to ship off to training at Fort Campbell, Kentucky, his mother died from cervical cancer, a 

disease she had hidden from her son for months. “It has to be one of the most heartbreaking 

things in my life,” he would admit a half century later. “Our tiny family was torn apart.”10 

 Looking back thirty years later, Schulz would tell fans, “I place the source of many of my 

problems on those three years in the army.” (For more on Schulz’s World War II service, see 

Chapter 3.) The only thing that kept him from going crazy was the fact “that we laughed a lot in 

spite of everything and the fact that the entire world was at war.” At least some of this laughter 

was inspired by the young artist, himself, as he filled journals and decorated envelopes with 

funny panels about a soldier’s life similar to his cartooning hero, Bill Mauldin. But as one of the 

first sergeants pointedly told him, the army didn’t need artists: “What we need is riflemen.”11 

 The young machine gunner returned home to pursue a dream deferred. In this respect, 

Schulz was not unlike most men in his generation. After all, the more than twelve million men 

                                                 
9 Inge, Conversations, 129, 134. 
10 “Army of 4,500,000 in 1942; Draft of Fathers Year Away,” The Christian Science Monitor, Sept. 21, 1942, 9; 

David Michaelis, Schulz and Peanuts: A Biography (New York: Harper Perennial, 2007), 127-129; “Charles Schulz 

Interview,” NEMO: The Classic Comics Library, Jan. 1992, reprinted in Charles M. Schulz, The Complete Peanuts: 

1950 to 1952 (Seattle: Fantagraphics Books, 2004), 330. 
11 “Charles M. Schulz on World War II, the Forties, and D-Day” from interviews with William A. McIntosh, April 

1998, CMSMRC. 
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still in uniform at World War II’s conclusion in August 1945 (Charles Schulz included) made up 

nearly two-thirds of all American men between 18 and 34. And, like millions of these returning 

veterans, Schulz went home to live with his father and new stepmother. What was unusual about 

Schulz in these years was that he did not rush to marry. While the average male age at marriage 

in 1946 was less than 23, Schulz would not marry until the year he turned 29, 1951. In the 

meantime, he would strive to become a professional artist.12 

 Schulz would spend the next few years in the late 1940s scrambling for odd jobs in art, 

even working for a Catholic comic book printer, and ultimately landing as an instructor at the Art 

Institute where he had years earlier been a student. This was also a time of deep spiritual 

awakening for the young war veteran. When he was not working on his art, he would be studying 

his Bible and preaching on a street corner.13 

 In the summer of 1947, Schulz published a few panels with the Minneapolis Tribune and 

then landed an interview with the senior editor of the St. Paul Pioneer Press. The editor liked 

what he saw and gave Schulz the opportunity he had been searching for: a weekly comic strip of 

his own. Li’l Folks, as the artist titled it, was a page of three to four single panel gags featuring a 

group of unnamed children and a small black and white dog. The panels had no narrative 

progression or interrelation to one another. Each was a story unto itself.14 

 Meanwhile, his strategy of always keeping a cartoon submission in the mail finally paid 

off when, beginning in the spring of 1948, the Saturday Evening Post published seventeen of his 

panels. These cartoons evidenced his narrowing focus on drawing children. The first panel in this 

group carried no caption and showed a boy reading a book seated at the very end of a chaise 

                                                 
12 McIntosh, April 1998, CMSMRC. 
13 The Complete Peanuts: 1950 to 1952, 330. 
14 Derrick Bang, Charles M. Schulz: Li’l Beginnings (Santa Rosa: Charles M. Schulz Museum and Research Center, 

2003), 115, 143. 
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lounge with his feet stretched out to the ottoman. The artwork was notable for its clarity. 

Schulz’s clean, thin lines gave form and meaning to an otherwise blank page. His later 

minimalist style was born of these efforts for the Post as he labored to deliver the broadest 

possible emotional response with the simplest possible image. This was an enormous step 

forward. Schulz had reached a national audience and finally felt confident enough to call himself 

an artist when introduced to new acquaintances. He was finally discovering his own style.15 

In the long run, achieving national publication would be a great benefit to Schulz, but not 

in the short term. With his newfound confidence in tow, he approached his editor at the Pioneer 

Press and asked for a daily publication. The editor refused, citing limited space and his 

abundance of syndicated material. No, Li’l Folks would have to continue its weekly Sunday 

printing. Schulz pushed his luck and asked for a raise on his ten dollars per week fee—the 

standard rate for a weekly syndicated strip and an amount the cartoonist had initially felt 

fortunate to receive. Absolutely not, came the response. There was no more room in the Pioneer 

Press’s comics budget. Admittedly riding high after his several publications with the Saturday 

Evening Post, Schulz went all in. “Well, perhaps I should just quit drawing it,” he blurted out. 

The response rang in his mind long after he walked out of the downtown office. “All right,” 

replied the editor.16 

Just like that Li’l Folks was gone. Amazingly, this barely gave the typically shy and self-

conscious Schulz pause. He knew how much he had improved his artwork over the past decade 

and he was certain his childhood dream of a daily comic strip lay just before him. So in early 

                                                 
15 Inge, My Life with Charlie Brown, 16; Rheta Grimsley Johnson, Good Grief: The Story of Charles M. Schulz 

(New York: Pharos Books, 1989), 21-22. 
16 Inge, Conversations, 68-69. 
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1950, he set out to sell a comic strip to a national syndicate. Working from his desk at the Art 

Instruction School, he began redrawing his best panels from Li’l Folks.17 

One of the many packages he sent out that spring was addressed to the offices of United 

Feature Syndicate (UFS) in New York City. After more than six weeks without a reply, he 

decided the panels must have been lost in the mail. Finally, Schulz wrote a letter to UFS 

describing the drawings he had included and inquiring whether they had ever been received. By 

this point, he was sure that UFS would reject him like all the others and was merely interested in 

locating his lost artwork, he wrote. What he received was a letter from the UFS editorial director, 

Jim Freeman, praising his work and requesting that he travel to New York to meet and discuss 

his work.18 

After a whirlwind interview, Schulz was hired. Immediately there were issues with his 

comic strip title, which closely resembled another copyright on the title Little Folks held by the 

Chicago Tribune. They also felt it was too close to UFS’s most successful strip—and one of 

Schulz’s personal favorites—Al Capp’s Li’l Abner. Had he been given the chance, Schulz likely 

would’ve renamed his strip Good Ol’ Charlie Brown after the main character. But he was not 

given a choice. Instead, Peanuts was selected from a list compiled in a brief staff meeting. “It 

was the most descriptive of the all-kids strip,” argued editor Jim Freeman. It also matched the 

strip’s unique size. Schulz’s strip would be scaled down smaller than any other strip then in 

syndication and its four equally sized panels would allow newspaper editors to arrange the strip 

both vertically or horizontally to maximize their space. “There was a movement on among 

                                                 
17 Inge, My Life with Charlie Brown, 17. 
18 Inge, My Life with Charlie Brown, 17. 
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publishers to shrink the size of comic strips,” Freeman explained, and thus, “because of its size, 

Peanuts was an apt title.”19 

Schulz was insulted. In his own estimation it was “the worst title ever thought up for a 

comic strip.” He felt the title had no meaning or relation to the actual strip and that it undermined 

the subtle dignity of his humor. Even more, it confused early readers. “The very first year,” 

Schulz lamented, “I [began] to get letters saying, ‘I love this new strip with Peanuts and his 

dog.’” To the end of his life, he could not get over the fact that what became his life work was so 

rudely given such an insignificant name. In most cases, he avoided using the official name, 

choosing instead to say, “I draw that comic strip with Snoopy in it, Charlie Brown and his 

dog.”20 

Nonetheless, Schulz now had a nationally syndicated comic strip. Peanuts debuted on 

Monday, October 2, 1950, originally running six days a week in seven newspapers. It would take 

a lot of work and a little time to take off, but not too long. By 1956, Schulz would win the 

Reuben Prize from the National Cartoonists Society as the best comic strip artist in the country. 

In 1959, the Peanuts characters were the lucrative mascot of Ford Motor Company’s new 

compact series, the Falcon. By 1960, both cartoonist and characters were becoming nationally 

recognized as the new heirs of comic strip comedy. Schulz had hardly begun, though, to make 

his mark on popular culture. But that, too, would come quickly.21 

*  *  * 

                                                 
19 Letter from Joseph R. Fawcett to James Hennesay, July 21, 1950, Correspondence 1950, UFS Records, 1950-

1959, Box 1, SC2002/2, CMSMRC; Johnson, 25-26. 
20 Schulz, The Complete Peanuts: 1950 to 1952, 316, 318. 
21 Peanuts originally debuted in Washington Post, Chicago Tribune, Minneapolis Star-Tribune, Allentown Call-

Chronicle, Bethlehem Globe-Times, Denver Post, and Seattle Times; Johnson, 26; “Charlie Brown and Company 

Are Newest Ford Personalities,” J. Walter Thompson Company News, vol. 14, no. 51 (Dec. 23, 1959), J. Walter 
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 There have been two published biographies of Charles Schulz. The first was written by 

Rheta Grimsley Johnson in 1989, titled Good Grief: The Story of Charles M. Schulz. This 

biography was fully authorized by the cartoonist himself and he allowed her access to his files 

and for interviews. It is a pleasant collection of stories and minutiae about the cartoonist and his 

life all loosely arranged in topical chapters. The second biography, published after Schulz’s 

death, was David Michaelis’s 2007 Schulz and Peanuts. Michaelis traveled across the country 

digging up long-forgotten documents and helping to collect them at the then newly forming 

Schulz Museum. Many of these documents helped shape and inform this dissertation. 

Unfortunately, Michaelis used his wealth of research and insight to write a psychoanalysis of 

Schulz, searching every scandalous detail or off-beat tidbit for the origins of the artist’s work. 

While Schulz and Peanuts is one of the richest sources on Schulz, it is also riddled with thinly 

qualified assumptions and unprovable theories. 

 This dissertation is not a biography, at least not one of Charles Schulz. If anything, this is 

a biography of Peanuts’ cultural life, both in the mind of the creator and the audience, as well as 

in the greater world outside the close-knit community of fan and idol. In this way, the characters 

are treated as both the creation of the cartoonist but also as public symbols that took on a life of 

their own after leaving the printing press. 

This dissertation consists of five thematic chapters. Each chapter will generally begin 

with a brief introduction of the theme, and then track the development of that theme through 

Schulz’s work up to a major episode that best displayed Schulz’s handling of that theme. Chapter 

One will trace Schulz’s religious work leading up to the production and premiere of his first, and 

perhaps most important, television special, A Charlie Brown Christmas. This chapter finds that 

Schulz’s risk in addressing the biblical meaning of Christmas—something that was rare for a 
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network broadcast holiday special—was subtle enough to avoid offending his non-religious 

audience, but overt enough to make him an evangelical cultural icon. Chapter Two will 

investigate Schulz’s dealing with civil rights and racial integration, ultimately tracking the story 

of the African-American character Franklin. This chapter finds that though Schulz’s civil rights 

work in Peanuts was pathbreaking and apparently heartfelt, it was not particularly long-lasting 

and ultimately failed to promote the level of integration that activists had hoped. Chapter Three 

tells the story of Peanuts in the Vietnam War era, focusing primarily on Snoopy’s battles with 

the Red Baron. This chapter finds that Schulz held a number of complicated views—sympathy 

for the troops, ambivalence toward the war, and hatred for the draft—that mirrored public 

opinion during the period, which was much more nuanced than the common pro-war and anti-

war binary would suggest. Chapter Four tracks an interwoven story of how Schulz found himself 

at the heart of big business’s battle to coopt the environmentalist movement in 1970s in order to 

help bolster the waning image of capitalism in that decade. The chapter culminates in a national 

ad campaign for the Nixon administration that used Snoopy as a mascot to encourage energy 

conservation while promoting a “personal responsibility” narrative that shielded corporations 

from public scrutiny and shifted blame to the consumer. Finally, Chapter Five looks into 

Peanuts’ long history of female characters and shows how those characters related to the 

popularization of second-wave feminism in the 1970s and early 1980s. The chapter concludes 

with Peppermint Patty’s campaign for Title IX rights in women’s public school and collegiate 

athletics, finding Schulz using his strip as a megaphone to promote public and government 

action. 

The dissertation concludes with a look into Schulz’s 1988-89 This is America, Charles 

Schulz, an eight-part miniseries that sought to retell the significant events of American history 
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through the Peanuts children. This miniseries was a perfect example of the ways that “wishy-

washy” Charlie Brown and his friends could shift across the broad middle to hold both 

conservative and liberal viewpoints. By the late 1980s, however, the political culture had so 

significantly changed that Peanuts came across as confused and non-committal in an era that 

increasingly demanded that one choose a side in the “culture wars.” 
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CHAPTER 1 

BLESS YOU FOR CHARLIE BROWN: 

EVANGELICALISM, CIVIL RELIGION, AND PEANUTS IN POSTWAR AMERICA 

 

 On December 9, 1965, sixty-nine-year-old Lorene Burns sat down to write her first 

Christmas card of the year. Only fifteen minutes before, she and her husband, a prominent judge 

in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, had finished watching a new cartoon Christmas special on CBS. 

“Why am I crying?” she rhetorically asked the cartoonist Charles Schulz in her red and green 

card. The tears were so steady that she could “scarcely see to write” her handwritten note. But 

she had been so deeply moved by Schulz’s A Charlie Brown Christmas that she was compelled 

to express her gratitude immediately. “It is a classic,” she wrote, that would “take its place with 

those other treasures we wait for each year at this time.”22 

 Burns was hardly alone in her feelings that night. She was one of more than fifteen and a 

half million Americans—almost half the nation’s entire television viewing audience that night—

who tuned in to watch the broadcast. Hundreds of viewers like her picked up pen and paper 

immediately after the special went off the air to write their feelings about the program. Hundreds 

more would write in the week that followed. Just as Burns predicted in her note, Schulz’s mail 

was “heavy” with plaudits. But he was not the only one to receive bags full of mail about the 

cartoon special that week. The program’s sponsor, Coca-Cola, also collected countless cards, 

letters, and telegrams about Peanuts’ television debut. One viewer after another wrote to express 

                                                 
22
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gratitude for what they perceived to be a new thing in the popular culture of the mid-1960s: a 

television program with Christianity explicitly at its heart.23 

 In the late 1950s and early 1960s, Schulz struggled to strike a balance between sharing 

his deep Christian faith and not offending secular audiences or editors. “I have a message that I 

want to present,” Christianity Today reported him saying, “but I would rather bend a little to put 

over a point than to have the whole strip dropped because it is too obvious.” It seems surprising 

in hindsight that in a period that saw church membership as high as sixty-nine percent by 1960, 

the most popular new comic strip in the country might be in danger of cancellation if it openly 

addressed Christian themes. The Charlie Brown Christmas special very nearly failed to make it 

to broadcast because of its bold statement about the “true meaning of Christmas.” The story of 

Peanuts’ ventures into religion and theology reveal how Schulz navigated the highly-contested 

field of civil religion in postwar America. By using ambiguity, copyright, and a religious 

character, Schulz was able to control his message and weather the treacherous waters of religion 

in the 1960s.24 

*  *  * 

 Religious faith had only played a nominal role in Schulz’s life before World War II. He 

had grown up Lutheran but the liturgy had done little more than provide him with a set of values 

to which he could aspire. When he returned from the war, he decided to give religion a chance. 

“I started going to church just out of gratitude that I survived all that,” he would say years 

afterward. “The more I thought about the matter during those studying times,” he wrote, “the 
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more I realized that I really loved God.” The pastor of the church was the same man who had 

conducted his mother’s funeral. Here he found a very active group of young people and began 

regularly studying the Bible with them. He came to attribute his survival during the depressing 

years of his mother’s death and the draft and the war to the work of God. “I accepted Jesus Christ 

by gratitude,” he said of his new faith. “I recognized the fact that he had pulled me through a 

depression in which I had been torn from everything I knew, and that he enabled me to survive 

so many experiences.” For him, there was no emotional conversion experience nor revivalist 

altar call. Schulz approached Christianity the same way he approached everything else: calmly, 

quietly, patiently, and with his full intellect.25 

 Schulz became the kind of artist “who takes his religious principles into his career,” 

according to the Gospel Trumpet, a publication of Schulz’s denomination, the Church of Christ 

of Anderson, Indiana. Schulz believed that his faith should influence his work. One of the most 

central ways he saw it influencing his work was by maintaining a moral innocence and decency 

to the comic strip. The cartoonist told Allen Keller of the New York World-Telegram that 

according to Jesus in the Gospel of Luke, “It were better for him that a millstone were hanged 

about his neck, and he be cast into the sea, than that he should offend one of these little ones.” 

He took his moral role as a popular artist seriously. “Comic-strip artists have a responsibility to 

be uplifting and decent,” he asserted. “I am still a believer in what the church refers to as ‘holy 

living’,” he declared in 1963, and he wanted his work to reflect that personal conviction. Cultural 

producers, Schulz believed, had a moral obligation to the public and his Christian faith should 
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inform that morality without overpowering his strip. In most cases early on, this meant 

maintaining a wholesome product without being overtly religious.26 

One of the most successful early examples of providing wholesome entertainment, but 

necessarily a religious message was his 1962 book Happiness Is a Warm Puppy. The brief 

picture book could hardly have been simpler. It consisted of twenty-nine full-page Peanuts 

panels opposite a statement defining happiness in terms of childhood experiences like 

“Happiness is a thumb and blanket” or “Happiness is being able to reach the doorknob.” The 

project was largely the idea of Connie Boucher who owned a small printing shop in San 

Francisco called Determined Productions. Boucher and her husband had originally approached 

Schulz about doing a Peanuts calendar. With the success of that calendar, Boucher suggested 

taking a set of his comic strips that had attempted to define happiness in terms of various 

childhood experiences. “I was rather doubtful that there would be enough material here to carry a 

complete book,” the artist admitted, but went ahead with the project anyway. By the end of 1962, 

Happiness Is a Warm Puppy was the bestselling book of the year.27 
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Figure 1.1 The cover of Schulz’s best-selling 1962 book Happiness is a Warm Puppy. 

For Schulz, the small book made a powerful statement. “We were able to prove a good 

point,” he asserted. “One needs only to look quickly around him to see the great quantity of 

useless literature being published, and yet there was a market for a book which was absolutely 

pure in content to the extent that it immediately sold a million copies.” The book, he told Time 

magazine, “is completely innocent; yet in 1963 it outsold every other book, despite the waves of 

smut sweeping the nation.” Again, Schulz challenged his fellow cartoonists to consider the 

example of the Christian scriptures, this time pointing to the New Testament epistle of 

Philippians in a piece for Crusade for Christ publication Collegiate Challenge: “Finally, 

brethren, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, 

whatsoever things are of good report; if there be any virtue, and if there be any praise, think on 

these things.” Even when Schulz was not directly discussing religion or scripture, the Christian 
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faith influenced his work, just as he believed it should direct anyone who wanted to speak to the 

American public through entertainment.28 

The success of works like Happiness is a Warm Puppy placed Schulz squarely within 

what historian Michelle M. Nickerson has termed the “cult of wholesomeness.” In the midst of 

widespread concerns about the state of American “youth” in the mid and late 1950s, many 

conservatives decried a loss of parental authority, blaming the decline of traditional family 

structures for everything from juvenile delinquency, the urban crisis, failing public education, 

and changing sexual norms. While these conservatives’ beloved traditions clashed with the 

postwar generation’s “youth culture of experimentation,” many came to believe that their 

children might best be reached by positive role models in popular culture. Pat Boone fit the bill 

perfectly. If young people loved Pat Boone’s music, their parents loved his values. Boone was a 

clean-cut young man from Tennessee who could claim Daniel Boone as an ancestor and was 

raised in a devout Church of Christ home. He had studied theology at David Lipscomb College, a 

private Church of Christ school, and had regularly preached to local congregations. He 

completed his education at Columbia University while he and his wife, Shirley, raised their four 

daughters. In 1958, Boone authored the number one bestselling advice book Twixt Twelve and 

Twenty, which chronicled his experience being “born again” and encouraged young people to 

follow his example. Boone quickly cemented himself as one of the faces of a growing “cult of 

wholesomeness” that sought to stave off the rise of what many Americans saw as a licentious 

and dangerous youth culture in the late 1950s. Similarly, Charles Schulz created a wholesome 
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world where children held an unblemished innocence in the face of modern life’s challenges 

despite the fact that the Peanuts kids lived in an essentially adult-less environment.29 

Schulz mostly kept his overtly religious themes separate from his acclaimed Peanuts strip 

in the early years. But in the summer of 1957, things changed. That August the cartoonist 

traveled to New York City on syndicate business as he typically did several times throughout the 

year. When he arrived the city was abuzz with discussions of evangelist Billy Graham’s popular 

crusade meetings at Madison Square Garden. Originally scheduled to run for six weeks 

beginning on May 15, the crusade ultimately extended to sixteen weeks. Over that period, 

attendance totaled more than two million with over 52,000 recorded decisions for Christ.30 

Schulz was enthralled as he watched Graham command the stage at Madison Square 

Garden. “I was amazed to see all the people going forward to receive Christ,” he wrote in 1963. 

Though some questioned Graham’s methods, if not his intentions, Schulz felt he had taken part 

in a real spiritual revival in the heart of New York City. “I had come to the conclusion that it was 

the result of earnest prayer, and of the working of the Holy Spirit,” he said, “rather than simply 

the result of the speaker’s message.” When he returned to Minneapolis it was clear to Schulz’s 

friends that he had been deeply touched. “[Schulz] was very high on Billy Graham,” said one of 

his artist friends, Hal Lamson. “It was just a little uncomfortable for me,” Lamson admitted, 
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“because he was not ordinarily emotional about something that was personal.” Lamson watched 

in amazement as his friend recounted the details of Graham’s sermon, including hand gestures.31 

As Schulz was thinking more and more deeply about his own spiritual life in the late 

1950s, he became more bold in discussing religion in Peanuts. “Everything that you know 

becomes part of this comic strip,” he told the Christian Herald. “Of course, I do have an interest 

in spiritual things. I do like to study the Bible.” Much of Schulz’s early discussions of 

Christianity began with his character Linus Van Pelt. Linus, the younger brother of Lucy, first 

appeared in the strip in September 1952, but he spent the next few years as an infant. It was not 

until 1958 that Linus reached the age of five and began attending school with the older children. 

Linus was clearly intelligent, though he was prone to misinterpret situations because of his youth 

(and because of faulty information from his older sister). Linus was popular with readers, as 

evidenced by his central role in many of Ford Motor Company’s television and print 

advertisements that began running in 1959.32 
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Figure 1.2 Linus gets his first chance to participate in the scripture recitation for the Christmas 

program. It was still a bit much for him that year. Dec. 21, 1958. 

Linus got his first real shot to proclaim the Christian message during Christmas. On 

December 21, 1958, the Sunday strip showed the Peanuts children reciting the tale of the first 

Christmas on stage at a school program. “We are here to tell you of a wondrous light,” Violet 

told the audience. The recitation followed the biblical story of the three wise men who followed 

a bright star in search of a newborn king. “They found the stable in the night,” Charlie Brown 

chimed in, referencing the nativity scene, “beneath the star so big and bright.” Though Linus was 

so nervous that he feared he would forget the final line, when his time came he shouted out, “The 

star that shone at Bethlehem still shines for us today!” This scene, while never explicitly 

mentioning Jesus, made clear that Schulz believed that celebrations of the Christmas holidays 
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should focus on Christ’s birth because his old message of rebirth and hope was still relevant for 

audiences in modern times.33 

The next Christmas, Linus was tasked with reciting scripture to tell the Christmas story. 

This time the production was set at the Van Pelt family’s church, not the children’s school. This 

coincided with the fact that the children’s message was also becoming more explicit, 

communicated through scriptural quotes rather than Christmas carols. “And the angel said unto 

them,” Linus would have to recite, “‘Fear not; for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy 

which shall be to all the people.” Once again, the scene in the Christmas strip centered around 

Linus’s nervousness about forgetting his important line. Schulz would continue developing this 

theme over the next few Christmases. In 1960, Lucy threatened Linus with her fist to get him to 

remember the scripture verse he needed to recite. All indications in the strip pointed to the 

Christmas program that year being held at the local church and not the public school. Schulz was 

slowly developing not a religious strip but a religious character.34 

 

Figure 1.3 Linus learns that not everyone likes to talk publicly about religion. Aug. 1, 1960. 

While he was still struggling to remember his verses in the Christmas program, it was 

clear by the early 1960s that Linus had fully become a Christian character. On January 29, 1960, 

Linus knelt at his bedside to pray for his school teacher. That summer, as Charlie Brown pulled 
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the petals on a flower to try and divine whether the “little red-haired girl” loved him or not, 

Linus complained, “It is difficult for me to believe that a flower has the gift of prophecy.” 

Readers found out that Linus’s father was a member of their church’s board of deacons. On 

August 1, 1960, Linus found that religion could be “a very touchy subject” when his sister 

berated him for asking her if she spent time praying to God. Linus’s growing biblical knowledge 

was on full display on August 14, 1960. That Sunday, Linus, Lucy, and Charlie Brown lay on a 

small hilltop and looked for figures in the passing clouds. Linus pointed out a scaled map of 

British Honduras, famous portraits, and, most importantly for the developing character, this 

scene: “That group of clouds there gives me the impression of the stoning of Stephen...I can see 

the Apostle Paul standing there to the side.” Of the unlimited number of references Schulz could 

have made, he chose the killing of the first Christian martyr as witnessed by the religion’s first 

evangelist. Increasingly, Schulz was using Linus to incorporate the language and forms of 

evangelical Christianity into what had been a largely secular, albeit morally decent, comic strip. 

By introducing religion as a character trait of a likeable character and not the overarching theme 

of the entire strip, Schulz could fulfill his desire to share elements of his faith while minimizing 

the potential of pushing a sizable portion of his audience away.35 
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Figure 1.4 Schulz would later reveal that this was one of his most commonly requested strips in 

the early 1960s. Aug. 14, 1960. 

For the 1961 Christmas program, Linus was given an especially complicated scripture to 

recite. This time he would have to memorize a statement from the Old Testament prophet 

Jeremiah: “A voice was heard in Rama, wailing and loud laments; It was Rachel weeping for her 

children and refusing all consolation because they were no more.” In the context of the New 

Testament Christmas story, these lines were believed to be a tragic prophecy of King Herod’s 

search for the newborn king of Israel and his order to kill all Hebrew male infants under the age 

of two. This particular story clearly nagged at Schulz long after this strip appeared on December 

17, 1961. “Did you ever wonder whether Jesus knew that at his birth other children were killed 

because of him?” he asked one interviewer for the Christian Herald several years later. “If he did 
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know, how did he carry that burden?” After considering the question himself, Linus commented 

that Christmas had become “too commercial,” leaving little room for the more somber details of 

the biblical Christmas story. This text was a peculiar part of the biblical Christmas story, one 

much at odds with the “spirit of Christmas” so often referred to in television programs and 

holiday films of the period. But this scene revealed Schulz’s interest in studying the most 

intricate details of the Christian faith and his growing discomfort with secular holiday 

celebrations that focused more on gifts and decorations than the spiritual lessons of the season.36 

 

 Figure 1.5 Linus increases his Bible scholar credentials by making his own copies.  

Dec. 23, 1962. 

During Christmas week 1962, Linus walked to school with Charlie Brown and Lucy at 

his side. As the three bundled children walked through the snow, Linus pulled out his item for 
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“show and tell” to share with the others. “These are copies I’ve been making of some of the 

Dead Sea Scrolls,” he said as he showed off several tattered papers covered in Hebrew writing. 

The document to which Linus referred had been discovered by Arab shepherds in a partially 

closed cave just north of the Dead Sea in 1947. By 1956, archaeologists had uncovered nearly a 

thousand ancient texts far older than any existing Old Testament manuscripts. This discovery 

was a major find for conservative Christians who argued for the inerrancy of the Bible because 

the Dead Sea Scrolls, dating as far back as 408 BCE, corroborated the accuracy of much later 

existing copies of the Old Testament. The scrolls also were of much popular interest even a 

decade after they had all been collected. In 1962, Israel announced that it would be lending seven 

scrolls for a pavilion at the 1964 New York World’s Fair.37 

So while Linus’s scrolls might not have held much significance for his young classmates, 

they represented a topic of great interest to many Americans, especially evangelical Christians. 

“This is a duplicate of a scroll of Isaiah chapters 38 to 40,” Linus said as he unfolded his 

sheepskin replica of the first scroll discovered. “Here I’ve made a copy of the earliest known 

fragment ever found,” he continued as Lucy and Charlie Brown looked on, dumbfounded, “It’s a 

portion of I Samuel 23:9-16.” As always, Schulz did not reference any specific item without first 

researching it in order to add just enough detail to delight the expert, but never so much to lose 

his general audience. Linus made no mention of copying any of the non-canonical books 

discovered with the Old Testament scrolls, which had stirred some controversy among scholars 

over why such books had been left out of later manuscripts if they had been used by earlier 

synagogues. Linus assured his friends that he would educate his classmates on not only the 

original construction of these documents, but also “how these manuscripts have influenced 
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modern scholars.” Conservative evangelical readers likely would have read this as a nod to their 

own debates about the divine inspiration and authority of the Bible in the twentieth century. It 

was also another piece in Schulz’s now yearly effort to reassert the Christian roots of the 

Christmas holiday. “I thought it might be at least faintly appropriate to the season,” Linus 

remarked, acknowledging that week’s celebration.38 

* * * 

In 1962 and 1963, the Supreme Court decided two cases that left many evangelicals 

reeling. The first of the two cases was Engel v. Vitale, which ruled that public schools could not 

mandate or direct prayer. The second decision was Abington School District v. Schempp, which 

offered a similar ruling concerning Bible readings in school. Both cases, the Justices pointed out 

in vain, only prohibited school administrators and teachers from directing prayers or Bible 

readings. The rulings did nothing to restrict the free exercise of the children’s religion. The 

cultural shockwaves reverberated across the country. “Not since it struck down racial segregation 

in public schools in 1954,” wrote the editor of the Chicago Daily Defender, a popular African-

American newspaper, “has the Supreme Court caused as much confusion as it did in its recent 

decision on official prayers in schools.” Four years after the ruling, a staggering seventy percent 

of Americans still believed the Supreme Court had gotten the ruling wrong. “Millions of U.S. 

Christians emotionally reject the Supreme Court’s successive decisions against prayer in 

schools,” reported Time magazine.39 
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 These two court decisions and their aftermath were the immediate context for one of the 

most controversial strips Charles Schulz ever produced. In the October 20, 1963 Peanuts strip, 

Sally Brown came home from school to find her older brother sitting in front of the television 

set. “Guess what,” Sally demanded of Charlie Brown. “What?” he asked. Rather than replying 

immediately, Sally turned to make sure that no one was eavesdropping. She then quietly led her 

brother around the house, checking around corners and even out the front windows to insure that 

no one was listening. She then crawled behind the couch, Charlie Brown in tow. When the two 

had settled in their hideout, she finally revealed her news: “We prayed in school today!” Charlie 

Brown clasped his hands over his mouth in disbelief.40 
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Figure 1.6 Schulz stirred praise and criticism with this remarkably understated response to the 

Engel v. Vitale decision. Oct. 20, 1963. 

The cartoonist’s sparse eleven panels and eight words of dialogue generated numerous 

emotional responses from readers. The audience’s interpretations of this particular strip were 

varied, but that was exactly what Schulz had expected. “Of course, there is lots of meaning [in 

Peanuts],” Schulz assured a Time reporter, “But I can’t explain it. What people see in it, that’s 

what’s in it.” Still, he would later admit that this strip had “stirred up far more trouble than I had 

anticipated.” The wave of response to this strip showed how Schulz’s subtlety could sometimes 

cause him to lose control of the point he was attempting to make.41 

                                                 
41

 Time, Apr. 9, 1965; Charles M. Schulz, Peanuts: A Golden Celebration (New York: HarperCollins, 1999), 50. 



32 

 

Those that reached out to Schulz about this strip tended to be those who opposed the 

Supreme Courts’ decisions in Engel and Schempp. But while these letter writers tended to agree 

on the harmfulness of the rulings, they could not agree on how they felt about Schulz’s October 

20, 1963 comic strip. Some felt that Schulz should not be joking about something so serious to 

the United States’s spiritual health. “With this nation fast becoming a godless country,” wrote 

one anonymous reader who mailed comments attached to a facsimile of the strip, “I thought this 

comic strip in very bad taste.” Carol Sue Henry of Ohio found it equally distasteful. “This is 

funny?” she wrote. “This is a serious thing not something to be made a joke of” because “without 

prayer our nation is nothing!” Moreover, this ruling must be understood in the context of the 

Cold War, she claimed, asserting that “outlawing prayer in school is nothing but a form of 

Communism!”42 

Frank Goldman of Abington, Pennsylvania, was equally disappointed, though he held a 

very different opinion on the school prayer issue. The October 20 strip was “a very sad 

performance for a cartoonist of your talent,” Goldman wrote. He figured that Schulz “must have 

been suffering from a truly desperate shortage of ideas to select the topic of prayer in schools.” “I 

believe,” Goldman explained, “the place for prayer, bible reading and all other practice of 

religion is primarily in the church or synagogue and may be supplemented by the home.” 

Consequently, he did not believe that public schools were the proper place for such practices and 

was “now thoroughly convinced that religion is no fit subject for a cartoon.” “Especially since 

yours was neither funny, clever nor cute,” he closed.43 George Ramos agreed, seeing an official 

prayer as a clear violation of the first amendment. He wrote that “as much as I love Peanuts, if I 
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have to choose between your strip and the U.S. Constitution, I will choose the Constitution!” To 

him the strip read as “mawkish and disquieting, to say the least of it.”44 

The overwhelming group that wrote to Schulz about this strip, however, voiced their 

disdain for the court ruling and praised Sally for taking a stand against school authorities. Helen 

Mulherin, an elementary school teacher, wrote that the teachers at her school had posted the strip 

in their teacher’s lounge as a means of protesting the court’s decision. “Of the many hundreds of 

words I have read concerning recent Supreme Court decisions about prayer in schools,” Texas H. 

Stevens told the artist, “these eight words in the settings which your genius provided for them are 

the most eloquent, forceful, and to the point I have seen.” He requested copies of the strip to 

disperse throughout his Church of Christ congregation so others could enjoy the message. Even 

thirteen-year-old Marlene Turner of Illinois wrote to commend Schulz for “the cleverly written 

column.” In her estimation “it was a real slam to all those opposing praying in public schools.” “I 

debated seriously,” another woman wrote, “whether to send this strip to [President] Kennedy or 

[Chief Justice] Warren, with the suggestion that you might be far more effective on our Supreme 

Court than a few of the incumbents.”45 

Many letters associated peaceful resistance to the Court’s ruling with standing up to 

Communism and the rise of atheism. The greatest example of readers making connections 

between the court decisions and the rise of Communism was a lengthy letter from a man named 

John W. Oliver of Pennsylvania. “Every American must realize,” Oliver insisted, “that removing 

Bible reading from our schools is the first step into Communism.” He was thankful that Schulz 

had taken a stand and thought the artist deserved public recognition. “You should be given a 

medal for services rendered to the slumbering American people,” he praised Schulz. The Peanuts 
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strip on the Engel decision proclaimed a “patriotic Christian message,” Oliver believed. He only 

wished that the rest of the country would take these developments as seriously as he and Schulz 

did. “May God forgive us,” he wrote, “for rolling over and playing dead in accepting this 

infamous court ruling.” Oliver was just one example of a large number of readers who saw the 

October 20 strip as an important statement in the Cold War, a conflict that they understood in 

both ideological and religious terms. While there was a range of different reader interpretations 

of this particular strip, this interpretation was by far the most common.46 

Ironically, Schulz did not agree with these readers. He actually believed that the Supreme 

Court had made the right decision in both the Engel and Schempp cases. As was typical, Schulz 

did not make a public statement on the meaning of this strip. He did, however, later engage in 

discourse within his church that revealed how he truly felt. The spark that finally got Schulz to 

talk about his thoughts on the court rulings was a Christian magazine article. In September 1964, 

the Chief Justice of the Indiana Supreme Court Harold E. Achor wrote an article in Vital 

Christianity, the main publication for the Church of Christ (Anderson), opposing the U.S. 

Supreme Court’s rulings on officially sanctioned prayer and Bible reading in public school. 

These rulings were, Achor wrote, “a regression from America’s noble destiny” and were part of 

the Court’s “ultimate resolve to prohibit all the religious activity and recognition of God in the 
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affairs of government.” The decisions were in complete contradiction to the way the founding 

generation had originally applied the First Amendment, Achor argued, and the Court had 

exceeded its authority by overruling the rights of the people by removing their autonomy over 

local schools. In an addendum of sorts, Chief Justice Achor wrote to the editors again in October 

to update his article. Achor cited a recently released FBI study that showed an eleven percent 

increase in juvenile arrests in the first full year following the Supreme Court’s decisions. “This 

information supports the fact,” Achor told the editor, “that an educational program in which 

worship and an understanding of God is denied will leave tomorrow’s generation devoid of the 

moral stature required in a free society.”47 

Schulz disagreed, so much so that he wrote to the editors. Schulz wrote to the Vital 

Christianity editor that “the fear of Chief Justice Achor and others…show [sic] a profound lack 

of faith.” The success of the Church of God and their mission “needed no government approval.” 

Instead, they would succeed the same way the early Christian church had: “due to its holiness.” 

No government decrees could stop the Christian mission, Schulz argued. Only disobedience to 

the teaching of the Bible could hinder the mission. “If our spiritual lives need the support of 

government laws,” he reasoned, “then we are already doomed.” Christians should rely on the 

power of the gospel message taught by Jesus. “Our faith must lie in the ability of the gospel to 

save the individual,” he concluded, closing with a reference to Romans 8:31, “If God be with us, 

who can be against us?”48 

At least one reader picked up on the humor of the October 20 strip. William J. Butler had 

been the attorney for the plaintiffs in Engel v. Vitale. He wrote to Schulz because his mailbox 
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had been overrun with copies of the October 20 comic strip for more than two weeks. “Permit 

me to say, I thought it was extremely well done,” Butler wrote in admiration.49 

Butler, like many of those who celebrated the strip, asked for the autographed original. 

There is no record of whether the cartoonist complied, but it is doubtful. As Schulz later revealed 

in an interview, his typically supportive editor at United Features Syndicate was “disturbed” by 

the response. “It disturbed him when both sides wanted to reprint the strip to promote their 

beliefs,” Schulz recalled. The two men met to discuss the situation and “decided that we 

wouldn’t let anybody reprint [it].” Schulz’s copyright protection ultimately enabled him to 

maintain final control over his message when it had run afield.50 

The reality, Schulz later admitted, was that he had intended to make light of the fervor 

over the Engel case. The joke was on Sally for believing the fearful claims of some that the 

ruling meant it was now illegal for individuals to pray in public schools. The artist made it clear 

in an interview years later. “I don’t believe in school prayer,” he declared, “I think it’s total 

nonsense.” Prayer was a personal act, a private one, he told the interviewer. Beyond this, with 

public school prayer there was the question of who would be leading the prayer. “Who is the 

teacher there that is going to have them pray?” Schulz wondered. “Is the teacher going to be 

Catholic or Mormon or Episcopalian or what? It just causes all sorts of problems. And what are 

the kids praying about anyway?” Schulz’s opinion on the issue reflected the controversy 

Americans had in implementing the civil religion that business leaders in the 1940s had 

championed as an antidote to the New Deal and that government leaders in the 1950s had 

cemented in pledges, mottos, and presidential prayer breakfasts. Where such vague references 
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and acknowledgements of a god could function at a national level, the practical application of 

public prayers and Bible reading led to intense theological and legal controversy at the local 

level and ultimately transformed national law through the judiciary.51 

Schulz did not agree with public school prayer and he did not want to be the champion of 

a “patriotic Christian message,” as John W. Oliver of Pennsylvania had written. “This is a 

frightening trend,” Schulz told Christian Herald in 1967, “people who regard Christianity and 

Americanism as being virtually the same thing.” Schulz’s criticism was obvious in his September 

11, 1963 strip that pictured Sally Brown completing the Pledge of Allegiance with her hand over 

her heart. As she sat down to begin her school day, she suddenly jumped back to her feet, 

embarrassed that she had forgotten to close her moment of secular devotion. “Amen!” she 

shouted. Growing up in a society that often blurred the lines between Christian faith and national 

pride, Schulz seemed to argue in these panels, Sally Brown struggled to distinguish the pledge 

from prayer. Schulz was not trying to promote a nationalist Christianity, but he was trying to 

deliver a Christian message to his audience in a palatable form. To do that, he would need to 

further develop his religious character Linus.52  

 

Figure 1.7 Growing up in Cold War America, Sally Brown has trouble distinguishing the pledge 

from prayer, school from church. Sep. 11, 1963. 
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* * * 

 Despite Charlie and Sally Brown getting so much of the religious attention in fall 1963, 

Linus Van Pelt was still the strip’s most overtly religious character and was becoming more 

explicit in his faith with each passing month. In September 1963, for example, Linus, carrying an 

antique wooden piece over his shoulders, met Charlie Brown for their walk to school. “What in 

the world is that?” Charlie Brown asked. “This is a yoke,” Linus replied and explained that he 

was taking it to his class for a special report. Linus went on to elaborate on his project, 

describing the different ways that the Bible used the imagery of the yoke, whether in the story of 

Jacob and Esau, the prophecies of Ezekiel, or the tales of Israel’s disobedience to God. With 

each example, Schulz included specific scripture references in parentheses for his readers. He 

then finished the Sunday strip with one of his most explicitly religious comments yet. Linus 

would “wind up by talking about the yoke of sin suggested in Lamentations 1:14 and the ‘easy’ 

yoke of Matthew 11:29.” This final cited passage was a direct reference to the messianic claims 

of Jesus, Schulz’s very first use of the Christian gospel in Peanuts. For any curious newspaper 

reader with access to a Bible, Schulz had used Linus in this instance as a sort of Christian 

evangelical tract.53 
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Figure 1.8 Linus expresses the Christian message Schulz wanted to share with his audience.  

Sep. 27, 1964. 

 Even when he was confused, Linus’s misconceptions served to comment upon religious 

faith in 1960s America. This was most evident in a series of annual strips Schulz wrote 

beginning in 1959 concerning the Great Pumpkin. The story of the Great Pumpkin began when 

Linus conflated the stories of Santa Claus with Halloween. Each Halloween Linus would wait in 

the pumpkin patch all night rather than participating in trick-or-treating, confident that the Great 

Pumpkin would bring gifts to the “most sincere pumpkin patch.” Year after year, the Great 

Pumpkin never showed. Utterly disappointed and embarrassed in 1959, Linus bemoaned that he 

was “a victim of false doctrine.” But the very next year Linus was back to arguing with Lucy 

about whether the Great Pumpkin or Santa Claus was superior. Overhearing the fuss, Charlie 
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Brown turned and left, saying, “I’m always disturbed by denominational squabbling.” By 

October 1963, though, Charlie Brown had finally engaged in the argument with Linus. “How can 

you believe in something that just isn’t true?” Charlie Brown shouted at his friend in the 

pumpkin patch. “When you stop believing in that fellow with the red suit and white beard who 

goes, ‘Ho, Ho, Ho’,” Linus demanded, refusing to name Santa Claus, “I’ll stop believing in the 

Great Pumpkin!” Charlie Brown sighed at that point, exhausted by the impasse. “We are 

obviously separated by denominational differences,” Charlie Brown grumbled. These strips were 

filled with the language of religious faith, belief and unbelief, denominationalism, and spiritual 

hypocrisy.54 

 

Figure 1.9 Linus refuses to acknowledge Santa Claus because of his fervent faith in the Great 

Pumpkin. Oct. 28, 1963. 

 By the mid-1960s, Schulz had developed Linus from an infant to a junior Bible scholar. 

The naiveté and misunderstandings of the young boy provided comic relief for many strips, but it 

also gave Schulz an avenue to express his feelings about his Christian faith, a topic of great 

personal importance to him. In 1965, the maturity of this theme in the strip would coincide with 

a major opportunity for Peanuts to make the jump from the funny pages to the small screen. 

*  *  * 
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 A Charlie Brown Christmas actually began as a documentary about the cartoonist. The 

project, entitled A Boy Named Charlie Brown, was the idea of a young filmmaker named Lee 

Mendelson and centered around Schulz’s everyday life, from his time at the drawing board to his 

daily drive in his kids’ school carpool. The half-hour film included about two minutes worth of 

Peanuts animations directed by Bill Melendez, the same creative director responsible for the 

earlier Ford commercials. For a year and a half, Mendelson shopped the special to the television 

networks with no luck. Perhaps, Mendelson thought, the documentary was a loser just like its 

title character. 

Two things changed for Schulz in 1965. First, in April of that year, Peanuts was featured 

as the cover story of Time magazine. The article highlighted the rise of “comment in the comics.” 

“More and more,” Time’s editors wrote, “the [comic] strips are offering political satire, 

psychology, and comments of varying subtlety on the rages and outrages of everyday life.” They 

chose Peanuts for the cover because Schulz’s work, they felt, best characterized this “new style” 

in American comics. “Religion, psychiatry, education—indeed all the complexities of the 

modern world—seem more amusing than menacing when they are seen through the clear, 

uncompromising eyes of the comic-strip kids from Peanuts,” the cover story asserted. Life’s 

greatest challenges were made more palatable in the morning funnies, but not because they made 

light of serious concerns. Instead, Peanuts offered a “simplistic yet somehow impressive 

understanding of the assorted problems that perplex their elders.” More than anything else, the 

Time cover story gave Peanuts a level of national visibility that turn a beloved strip among avid 

comic strip readers into an American icon.55 
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Secondly, Peanuts became the source for a hugely popular 1965 book, Robert L. Short’s 

The Gospel According to Peanuts.  Short, who was pursuing a doctorate in theology at the 

University of Chicago Divinity School, had never met Charles Schulz. Other than the comic 

strips that were included within the text, the book had very little to do with Peanuts. The text 

focused more on debates over the place of art in Christianity, the doctrine of original sin, the 

sufferings of Job, and Christian typology. Short quoted extensively from theologians and 

scholars like Soren Kierkegaard, Karl Barth, and Blaise Pascal, all names with which lay readers 

would have been only vaguely familiar. The Gospel According to Peanuts became the best-

selling nonfiction book of 1965. Selling more than 375,000 copies in twelve printings in just the 

first year, it was by far the hottest selling book that John Knox Press, a small Christian publisher 

in Atlanta, Georgia, had ever produced. With some four thousand copies selling per week in 

1965, numerous Americans were exposed to Short’s contention that beneath the surface of 

Peanuts lay a fundamentally Christian worldview. The reality, however, was that just like the 

majority of readers who wrote to congratulate Schulz on the school prayer strip, The Gospel 

According to Peanuts merely reaffirmed what they already believed: Peanuts was a slyly 

Christian production in a period of perceived spiritual decline. For his part, Schulz took no credit 

for any of Short’s findings or success. “Robert Short wasn’t trying so much to show what I was 

saying in the strip,” Schulz explained again and again, “what he was trying to show was that 

even such an insignificant thing as a comic strip could promote certain spiritual thoughts.” In this 

sense, The Gospel According to Peanuts was a major event for conservative Christians, in light 

of the perceived dismantling of American civil religion in the early 1960s. “This could be one of 

the most important Christian books published in our time,” declared the Young Calvinist 

magazine. “In a ‘post-Christian’ culture infiltrated by existentialism and brainwashed by ‘the 
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new morality’,” the reviewer went on, “Christians may well rejoice in the creative efforts of 

[Schulz].”56 

The Time cover and The Gospel According to Peanuts led to a phone call. John Allen of 

McCann Erickson, one of the nation’s largest advertising firms, contacted Lee Mendelson, who 

had tried several times to sell his Peanuts documentary to the firm, to ask if Schulz had ever 

considered making a Christmas television special. “Of course,” Mendelson lied. “Well, the good 

news is that one of my clients, Coca-Cola, is looking for a Christmas special,” Allen explained. 

“The bad news is that today is Wednesday and they’ll need an outline in Atlanta by Monday.”57 

Mendelson recalls that he immediately telephoned Schulz to announce, “I think I may 

have just sold a Charlie Brown Christmas show.” Bewildered by this project of which he had 

never heard, Schulz inquired, “And what show might that be?” “The one you need to make an 

outline for tomorrow,” Mendelson replied. Without hesitation, Schulz accepted and the two men, 

along with animator Bill Melendez, met at the artist’s home in Sebastopol to write the next day. 

By the weekend, they had submitted a script for Coca-Cola’s approval. Schulz’s plans called for 

a number of unconventional features for a family Christmas special. The soundtrack would 

feature jazz music, originally composed by San Francisco pianist Vince Guaraldi. Rather than 

professional voice actors, the Peanuts characters would be voiced by actual untrained children, 

some as young as six. For those that could not yet read the script, Mendelson and Melendez 

would have to feed them lines, sometimes a phrase at a time. The animation would also be quite 

odd in comparison to anything produced by larger animation productions like Disney because 
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Melendez’s artists struggled to figure out how to make Schulz’s flat characters turn in motion. 

There would be no laugh track to cue the audience and Schulz’s subtle humor led to what CBS 

executives believed was awkward, slow pacing. But the most controversial component of the 

program would be the penultimate scene.58 

Though some readers had criticized Schulz for using quotes from the Bible in “such a 

lowly thing as a newspaper comic strip,” he always took such quotations very seriously. “These 

scriptural references have always been done with dignity and, of course, with much love, for I 

am extremely fond of studying the Old and New Testament,” he told readers in one interview. 

Linus’s recitation of the birth of Jesus from the Gospel of Luke was no different. “Isn’t there 

anyone who knows what Christmas is all about?!” Charlie Brown shouts from the stage of his 

failed Christmas pageant as he stands next to his sparse, pitiful Christmas tree in the climax of A 

Charlie Brown Christmas. “Sure, Charlie Brown,” replies young Linus, the only child who had 

not stomped off laughing at the round-headed boy, “I can tell you what Christmas is all about.”59 

Linus marched out to center stage, his blue blanket trailing behind him. “Lights, please,” 

he called to the control booth. The house lights went black and a single spotlight focused on 

Linus as he began his monologue. Linus recited Luke 2:8-14, which told the story of shepherds 

keeping watch over their flocks outside of a small town named Bethlehem when an angel 

appeared to them. “Unto you is born this day in the City of David a Savior, who is Christ the 

Lord,” the shining angel told the shepherds. Linus completed the passage by telling of a great 

multitude of angels appearing in the sky to sing praises to God. There was no sign of 

forgetfulness or hesitance from the boy as he spoke, unlike the many Christmas programs Linus 
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had spoken at before in the comic strip. When he finished his piece, he confidently picked up his 

blanket from around his feet and walked back to his friend. “That’s what Christmas is all about, 

Charlie Brown,” he said matter-of-factly before sticking his thumb back in his mouth.60 

If friends, producers, and executives had had their way, Linus would never have quoted 

scripture in A Charlie Brown Christmas. The decision to include the scripture passage from Luke 

had come after a long deliberation. As the three men searched for a way to get at the point Schulz 

so desperately wanted to convey, the cartoonist “finally decided that every idea we had was an 

idea that really avoided the essential truth which was that the true meaning of Christmas could be 

found only in the Gospel according to Saint Luke.” There was no way, in the cartoonist’s mind, 

around using “the famous passage about the baby Jesus.” But Mendelson admitted that both he 

and Melendez were reluctant. “Oh, gee, I don’t know if you can animate the Bible,” Mendelson 

slowly replied. Schulz, however was determined: “If we don’t do it, who will?” CBS executives 

were equally uneasy with the religious content, saying, “The Bible thing scares us.” As 

Mendelson remembered it, “The network thought it was awful” and did nothing to hide their 

disappointment with their investment. At that point, the only thing that helped the program make 

the airwaves was the fact that Coca-Cola had already signed off on the early script and that CBS 

did not have time to pull their own advertisements for the program.61 

So on December 9, 1965, A Charlie Brown Christmas debuted, not to the feared 

blowback against animated religious content, but as the second highest rated show of the night. 
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According to the Nielsen ratings, the special attracted 15.5 million primetime viewers, only 

slightly behind Bonanza, the most popular television show of the mid-1960s. Even more, the 

show received wonderful reviews. Variety noted that Schulz was so well known for his 

“religious content” that “it is no surprise…that this little video fable on the meaning of Christmas 

should come off so well.” “It was a religious show,” the magazine summarized, “and a good 

one.” The reviewer celebrated the fact that it “did not deal in the usual Yuletide homilies and 

euphemisms for Christian faith.” Instead, the special’s “fundamentalist message was that man 

can find certitude only in the word of God as revealed in the Bible.” And he felt that the trimmed 

down, simple style of the production—that is, the very things CBS executives had hated—

actually served to communicate Schulz’s religious message. Likewise, Time magazine deemed 

the program “a special that really is special” and called for it to become an annual tradition.62 

The most telling reviews, however, came from viewers who wrote to express their 

feelings about A Charlie Brown Christmas. Many of these letters were directed to the show’s 

sponsor, Coca-Cola, who in turn forwarded them to Schulz. There were some common themes in 

this correspondence. First, most letters were addressed on the day the special aired on television, 

December 9, 1965. Many viewers even commented that they were picking up their pen or sitting 

down at their typewriter within moments of the program’s conclusion. These letters, then, 

represent an immediate response from the audience. Secondly, a large number of those writing 

admitted that this was the first time they had ever written a “fan letter.” This demonstrates the 

level of response A Charlie Brown Christmas elicited. Finally, the letters overwhelmingly 

focused on Linus’s monologue. Like Reverend Philip A. Jordan of the Trinity Lutheran Church 
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in Fresno, California, many viewers believed this scene was a “spiritually significant” statement 

in the context of the mid-1960s.63 

While Christmas trees and Santa Claus were common fare, the Christian Nativity or 

scriptural references were nowhere to be found in most Christmas television specials of the 

1960s. In his own right, Schulz saw Christmas as a time of child-like innocence. His trusty study 

Bible, covered in countless handwritten notes and marginalia from years of reading and 

rereading, evidenced as much. “Christmas is primarily a children’s day,” he wrote next to the 

Gospel of Matthew’s account of Jesus’s birth, “for it takes the innocent faith of a child to 

appreciate it.” In his mind, declaring the birth of Christ to be the “true meaning of Christmas” 

was less about making some claim of religious exclusivity and more about redirecting attention 

to the “innocent” origins of the season, the very thing Schulz feared was being lost in modern 

commercialization. And, as Schulz would tell a gathering of the National Cartoonists Society, 

“there is a market for innocence…. There’s still a market for things that are clean and decent.”64 

Many viewers felt that A Charlie Brown Christmas addressed a topic—explicit Christian 

faith—that was largely missing from American television. Media studies of 1960s holiday 

television give credence to this feeling. Throughout the 1960s, less than nine percent of 

television Christmas episodes and specials contained any substantive religious references.  “The 

message that Christmas is the celebration of the birth of Christ,” wrote Judith Anderson of Napa, 

California, “is one that has been ignored or rejected for much too long by the television 

medium.” “Thank you,” another writer said, “for putting Christ into Christmas.” Coca-Cola, too, 

received credit for televising this uncommon viewpoint. George DeAngelo wrote to the company 
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to say, “Thanks to your company, the real meaning of Christmas has gotten through to our 

children and my wife and I have had our faith restored by a company who cares.” Most 

importantly for Schulz, readers suggested the Christmas special could have an important 

influence on those who did not know the Christian message. “It could be that many persons who 

wouldn’t sit still for a sermon,” Art Vermillion of the Christian Church in Indiana wrote, “would 

gain some realization of the true meaning of Christmas by watching Peanuts.”65 

A number of viewers even connected Schulz’s religious statement in A Charlie Brown 

Christmas to the backlash against the Supreme Court’s rulings in Engel and Schempp. It was a 

“dark day” in which Americans were living, wrote Betty J. Knorr of Miami. People were “afraid 

to mention Jesus and the Church for fear of some group boycotting their product or getting a 

Court Order handed down.” It was a time of “prayer being banned from schools and public 

meetings,” a time when “the evil and vile things receive banner headlines” and “the mention of 

God in general [was] being hush-hushed.” That was why she felt that Schulz’s program was a 

“timely presentation,” and she was sure that “most concerned parents” agreed. John A. Carter of 

Los Angeles certainly concurred when he called the program “a perfectly delightful show and in 

spite of our Supreme Court.” The court’s rulings in Engel and Schempp had had nothing to do 

with limiting Americans’ freedom of religion—indeed, the justices believed they were protecting 

those freedoms by school public officials out of such matters—but many conservative 

evangelicals believed the opposite. Of these, at least some saw Charles Schulz’s religious 

statements as a counterattack against a secular onslaught.66   
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In reality, A Charlie Brown Christmas would likely not have been able to command the 

viewership it did if it were exclusively a religious program. This is why it was so important that 

the larger message of the show be anti-materialist, not religious. Viewers not only found the 

program spiritually outstanding; they saw it as special in its tone and presentation. One viewer 

saw the program as a much-needed escape from the numerous concerning events on television 

like the Vietnam War and the Watts Riots, writing that it was “a welcome relief from current 

depressing presentations (press and TV).” Another, picking up on the same high morality that 

Schulz had always championed in his comic strip, wrote that “amidst the rage of vulgarity and 

indecency portrayed to the public and especially to our children, your production of Peanuts 

stands out as refreshing” and praised Schulz’s “wholesome philosophy.” Shell Storrier, the vice 

president of WKTV in Utica, New York, felt confident that the kindhearted tone of A Charlie 

Brown Christmas would make it “the most remembered Christmas special that we will see in 

many years.” While “there are people who say ‘comics’ and say it disdainfully,” wrote another, 

“but with so much violence, mistrust, and trouble in this country, this short thirty minutes was an 

oasis.” By keeping the Schulz’s personally important religious message to a single scene of just a 

couple minutes he was able to reach a much larger audience with the other themes of the show.67 

By all measures, A Charlie Brown Christmas was an enormous success for all involved. 

The week after the premiere, the associates at McCann-Erickson, Coca-Cola’s advertising firm 

and the ones who had originally suggested a Peanuts Christmas special, circulated a memo 

celebrating all the positive press surrounding the program that simply read: “Last Friday All 

Heaven Broke Loose.” It would go on to win an Emmy in 1966. CBS was so impressed with the 

response that they ordered four more specials within a month of the original debut. As successful 
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as the subsequent television specials were, however, none of them would ever be as highly 

revered as the first. That Christmas special had tapped into a part of the population that felt its 

influence quickly slipping after the tremendous revivalism of the 1950s. In Charlie Brown and 

Linus they found tiny yet powerful voices for their faith. The program’s enormous critical 

success only reinforced their faith in the power of the Christian message amid what they believed 

was a rising tide of secularism. “Bless you for Charlie Brown,” wrote Helen J. Shupe, 

articulating millions of evangelical Christians’ newfound love for Peanuts and Charles Schulz. 

And Schulz had maximized the mass appeal of the special by containing the religious message 

within the larger message of anti-materialism, a message popular in other holiday programming 

like one of the era’s other animated classics How the Grinch Stole Christmas (1966).68 

 Just before Christmas in 1966, perhaps in response to the overwhelming number of 

requests to rerun the Christmas special on television (which CBS happily did this time around), 

Schulz reran the message of A Charlie Brown Christmas in a Sunday comic strip. As Linus and 

Charlie Brown roamed through a wintry scene, Linus read from the Revised Standard Version 

the same passage of Luke he had recited in the Christmas special. At the conclusion of the 

reading, Linus reiterated, “That’s what Christmas is all about, Charlie Brown,” to which Charlie 

Brown affirmed, “You’re right.” In this strip, however, Schulz added a new tag to the end of the 

scene. Rather than ending where A Charlie Brown Christmas had, Schulz pushed his criticism to 

the chief icon of a secularized Christmas by having Linus ask, “So who needs Santa Claus?” 
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Figure 1.10 Linus reprised his famous Christmas monologue, this time questioning the point of 

Santa Claus in a religious holiday. Dec. 18, 1966. 

 Just as with the Christmas television special, fan letters poured in to celebrate the 

cartoonist’s statement. These readers hoped that Schulz’s message would resonate with his large 

audience and that he would be fortunate enough to continue delivering his Christian message for 

many years to come. A mother from Connecticut wrote, “I have three children and your 

December 18th comic strip had more influence on them than all the sermons our priest could 

ever give them.” Amos Morgan of Portland appreciated the addition of Linus’s criticism of 

Santa, commenting that, “Perhaps Linus doesn’t speak for the majority of people when he throws 

Santa Claus out of Christmas, but he is a Number 1 hero so far as I’m concerned.” Again, 

Christian religious leaders joined the chorus. “Keep on bringing your truly Christian philosophy 
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to us through the lips of little ones,” penned Father Joseph Adams of St. Charles Borromeo 

Church in St. Louis, Missouri. “When I read it,” wrote another, “I prayed and asked God to bless 

you and thanked Him for gifted people who are Christians.” And the cartoonist’s membership in 

the “cult of wholesomeness” was still up to date. R. W. Massi of Tuscaloosa, Alabama, who read 

Peanuts to his children every Sunday morning before going to church, wrote that “in this present 

day of social moral standards on the decline it is difficult to continue to fight the battle for good,” 

but he encouraged Schulz to “keep up the good wholesome work.”69  

 By the mid-1960s, Charles Schulz had succeeded in delivering his Christian message to a 

national audience of millions without causing major offense. He had managed this feat by 

incorporating these beliefs into the personality of a single, likeable character. When the message 

and critiques verged on being engulfed in larger social debates, Schulz maintained his control by 

utilizing his copyright. When Schulz attempted to expand the reach of his message through 

television, he worked the message into the larger and more popular critique of postwar 

materialism and vulgar popular culture. And, whether he agreed with them or not, he had become 

a cultural hero to American evangelicals for his willingness to incorporate Christian messages 

and biblical texts into the cultural spaces whose secularization troubled them so deeply.   
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CHAPTER 2 

CROSSHATCH IS BEAUTIFUL: 

FRANKLIN, COLOR-BLINDNESS, AND THE LIMITS  

OF RACIAL INTEGRATION IN PEANUTS 

 

 Before Charles Schulz became a household name, he was a struggling artist in 

Minnesota’s Twin Cities. One of his first real successes as a cartoonist was getting his own 

weekly comic page in the St. Paul Pioneer Press, the same newspaper he and his father had 

thumbed through every Sunday in the 1930s in search of their favorite comic strips. His page, 

entitled L’il Folks and consisting of four separate scenes, featured a crew of unnamed children 

who worried over adult concerns. Many of Schulz’s early ideas for Peanuts originated during 

this two-year period of relative anonymity.70 

 On August 21, 1949, Schulz used his L’il Folks comic to address a topic that was rising 

to the forefront of national consciousness in post-World War II America. The panel showed a 

girl and a boy—the boy bore a striking resemblance to Schulz’s early drawings of Charlie 

Brown—staring down at two dogs: a dark dachshund and a small, white beagle with black spots. 

The boy appeared worried as he looked over the two canines. “It’s difficult to say which you 

prefer,” the boy said of the dogs, “without showing racial prejudice.”71 

This single panel encompassed Schulz’s thoughts on the problems of race in America. He 

was not afraid that picking one dog over the other would reveal any real personal racism. Instead, 

the boy worried that making a choice would lead others to think he was racist. This was, of 
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course, a child misunderstanding what racism really meant and misappropriating the terms of 

America’s central social conflict. But, as Schulz did in all his work, the real message was buried 

just below the humor of the innocent situation. This was the key to all of Schulz’s social 

criticism: using his adorable children to disarm readers as he addressed sensitive topics. Schulz 

was acknowledging just how difficult it was to comment upon the complex problems of race in 

America without offending anyone. Though he consistently demonstrated his commitment to 

racial equality throughout his career, he would struggle with how best to use his national 

platform to aid the civil rights movement without patronizing African Americans or alienating 

white middle-class Americans. He worried that a white midwesterner like himself might be 

unable to fairly voice a black character. And he knew that if he did not hit exactly the right tone, 

any statement he made on one of the most controversial domestic issue of the 1960s could have 

terrible consequences for his career (and even the culture) when tens of millions of Americans 

sat down to read their morning paper.72 

                                                 
72

 In February 1968, crime and lawlessness (a reference to the looting and rioting that had taken place in cities 

across the United States over recent years and were inseparable from racial tensions) and civil rights were the two 

most concerning issues for Americans, according to the Gallup Poll. This reflected the trend throughout the 1960s. 

See Los Angeles Times, Feb. 28, 1968. See also Hartford Courant, Oct. 11, 1964; Los Angeles Times, Oct. 13, 1965; 

and Washington Post, Dec. 20, 1967. 



55 

 

 

Figure 2.1 A panel of Charles Schulz’s L’il Folks comic strip featured in the St. Paul Pioneer 

Press. Aug. 21, 1949. 

In one of the boldest social statements in Peanuts, the cartoonist integrated his comic 

strip during a tremendously volatile moment in American history. Public reactions ranged from 

celebration to condemnation to dissatisfaction. The integration of Franklin into Peanuts would 

become a defining moment in Schulz’s public legacy. But his execution of this event would also 

demonstrate the limitations of black characters in the mainstream popular culture of the 1960s to 

accurately represent African American voices. Schulz’s measured, unassuming approach to 

racial integration was at once revolutionary and restricting. The story of the character Franklin, 

the first African American character to integrate a nationally syndicated newspaper comic strip, 

is the story of the mainstream struggle between acknowledging the fight for black rights and 

maintaining white control of American popular culture in the 1960s and ‘70s. 

*  *  * 
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 In the 1950s, Peanuts was as white as Levittown. There was almost no hint that 

Americans were wrestling over the legacy of segregation in the decade. Peanuts only hinted at 

the subject once during those years. In March 1953, Schroeder blazed through a gleeful piano 

tune as Snoopy—a transient neighborhood dog not yet attached to Charlie Brown—danced 

around the living room to the other children’s delight. When all the laughter and play was done, 

Violet walked over to Snoopy and thanked him for his performance. “We’re going to serve lunch 

now,” she told him, “You’ll have to eat in the kitchen.” Snoopy could hardly believe his ears. 

“The kitchen?!” the pup thought to himself in dismay. “I’m good enough to entertain them,” he 

continued, brewing over the implications, “but not good enough to eat in the same room with 

them!” The scene harkened back to the classic 1926 Langston Hughes poem “I, Too”: 

  I, too, sing America 

 

I am the darker brother.  

They send me to eat in the kitchen 

When company comes, 

But I laugh, 

And eat well, 

And grow strong. 

 

Tomorrow, 

I’ll be at the table 

When company comes. 

Nobody’ll dare 

Say to me, 

“Eat in the kitchen,” 

Then. 

 

Besides, 

They’ll see how beautiful I am 

And be ashamed— 

 

I, too, sing America.73 
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Figure 2.2 Snoopy experiences some of the insult and shame of racial discrimination against 

black performing artists in the 1950s. Mar. 15, 1953. 

Mealtime was one of the most segregated moments in American life. By the end of the 

1950s public lunch counters would become a battleground at the center of the civil rights 

movement. Snoopy’s recognition of his second-class status—fit for entertainment but not for 

intimacy—was an obvious nod to the social injustices of the day. But Schulz complicated his 

message in the final panels of that Sunday strip. Snoopy had determined that he would rather go 

home than endure such treatment. Just as the dog went to leave, Violet entered the kitchen with a 

plate for Snoopy that included multiple sandwiches, a salad, cake, ice-cream, and a cup of hot 

chocolate. Upon seeing this, Snoopy wistfully abandoned his principles with the dismissive 

comment, “Pride is a foolish thing.” Like much of Schulz’s work, there were multiple ways that 
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the audience could read this punchline. On the one hand, he could have intended to say that 

African Americans could enjoy the fruits of American affluence in exchange for some of their 

personal dignity. On the other hand, and more likely, he could have simply been trying to lighten 

the criticism of his predominantly white readership by taking a step back from his very pointed 

and hardly veiled social criticism. Either way, this is another example of how Schulz attempted 

to challenge older ideas about race and society without alienating too much of his audience.74 

 The 1950s in Peanuts largely proceeded like the previous decade in terms of racial 

diversity. But as the civil rights struggle intensified in the United States, race became much 

harder for Schulz to avoid. The decision in Brown v. Board of Education in 1954 gave the first 

federal force behind public integration and pushed the issue to the forefront of the American 

consciousness. In 1955, the NAACP activist Rosa Parks refused to give up her public bus seat to 

a white rider, setting off a boycott that would force southern business owners to choose between 

profits and prejudice and would also introduce the nation to a local preacher named Martin 

Luther King, Jr. In 1960, four black students from North Carolina A&T University sat at the 

lunch counter at the Greensboro Woolworth’s and demanded service. Their demonstration 

sparked similar anti-segregation protests across the Deep South and forced local communities to 

deal with their own racial regulations. The next year, the Congress for Racial Equality 

(C.O.R.E.) sponsored what came to be known as the “freedom rides” to test new court 

prohibitions on segregated public transit. James Meredith integrated the University of 

Mississippi in 1962 amid violent white backlash. In the summer of 1963, Martin Luther King, Jr. 

headlined a protest march that saw more than 250,000 people descend on Washington, D.C. to 

force Congress to act on their behalf. President Lyndon Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act into 
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law in 1964, followed by the Voting Rights Act the next year. And in the summers of 1966, 

1967, and 1968, urban riots erupted across the nation, signaling the failure of recent legislation to 

address entrenched poverty in inner-city black America.75 

 With this growing social and legal momentum, the stereotypical black comic characters 

of the past—primitive, lazy, unintelligent, animalistic, and sexualized—became increasingly 

distasteful to media executives and their sponsors. As readers’ expectations slowly changed, 

artists became more uncomfortable with producing and reproducing black characters. 

Underground comics innovator Robert Crumb would be one of the very few to continue using 

these exaggerated stereotypes in his black characters, much to the distaste of critics. Perhaps, 

Crumb was using his grotesque black characters to provoke just such visceral responses from 

readers and force them to face their own true feelings about blackness. Nonetheless, such images 

were considered extremely offensive to middle class whites by the 1960s and most artists were 

unsure of how best to handle black characters in this new era. For these reasons, black characters 

largely vanished from mainstream comics in the first half of 1960s. It would not be until the mid- 

and late 1960s that a new brand of black comic character would arise in the wake of the great 

legislative successes of the civil rights movement. Marvel Comics’ Black Panther, introduced in 
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1966, would be one of the few examples of positive black characters in a field of comic arts that 

was otherwise exclusively white.76  

 Similarly, positive black character types were not common in television and film until 

later in the 1960s, though there were some exceptions. The earliest black characters on television 

relied on old Jim Crow-era stereotypes. The first television program with a black lead was 

ABC’s Beulah starring Ethel Walters in a mammy-type role. The show struggled over its three-

year run to keep a lead actress because of the offensive nature of the role. As Walters expressed 

upon leaving the show, she did not feel comfortable starring in “a white folks kitchen comedy.” 

Another early show with black leading actors was CBS’s adaptation of the popular radio show 

Amos ‘n’ Andy. The television program suffered low ratings and only lasted two seasons, 

ultimately canceled following the NAACP’s protest against the stereotypical characterizations. 

Outside of these two shows and black appearances on programs like the Ed Sullivan Show or 

sporting events, black people rarely appeared on television before the mid-1960s. As one scholar 

has pointed out, popular shows like Lassie (1954) and Bewitched (1964) were set in worlds in 

which African Americans did not seem to exist. Film actors Sidney Poitier and Sammy Davis, Jr. 

experienced success in the 1950s and 1960s, but often played characters that were largely de-

sexualized, educated, conservative, and well-mannered. Even shows like I Spy (1965), for which 

Bill Cosby won the first ever Emmy award for a black actor, portrayed a highly educated, elite 
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black character with little racial consciousness. Nichelle Nichols, who played the African 

American communications officer Uhura in the progressive science fiction program Star Trek 

(1966) only remained on the show after being persuaded by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. not to 

give up one of the few visible black roles on television. As Dr. King realized, there were few 

black voices in 1960s American popular culture and almost no complex portrayals.77 

Late in the decade, Schulz made his first subtle attempt to embrace racial diversity in 

Peanuts. In March 1967, Peppermint Patty telephoned Charlie Brown with a surprise. She had 

found a new slugger for their baseball team. “This guy is terrific!” she trumpeted over the phone, 

“José Peterson!” Peterson was a short boy with a powerful swing and instantly became the star 

hitter of Charlie Brown’s team. Though the boy never spoke for himself (it was unclear if he 

knew English), Peppermint Patty explained that his family had lived all over the West, from New 

Mexico to North Dakota. Though José did not work out as a player on Charlie Brown’s team, he 

became a lasting member of Peppermint Patty’s rival baseball team. Schulz would later explain 

this strange boy as the product of a dream. José, he had imagined, was half-Mexican and half-

Swedish. So it was through Schulz’s off-beat sense of humor that he first introduced ethnic 

diversity to Peanuts, though most readers likely missed it. José only appeared in the strip three 

times over the course of one week in March 1967. Furthermore, Schulz did not publicly explain 

the boy’s ethnic background until 1975. José Peterson, then, was the exception that proved the 

rule: Peanuts, like the rest of comic arts at the time, was the story of children in a white middle-

class suburb.78 

                                                 
77 Kevern Verney, African Americans and US Popular Culture (London: Routledge, 2003), 51-57, 70; Mike 

O’Connor, “Liberals in Space: The 1960s Politics of Star Trek,” The Sixties, 5:2, 185-203. For more on the 

“mammy” type in American popular culture, see Hale, Making Whiteness, 85-120. 
78

 Charles M. Schulz, Peanuts Jubilee: My Life and Art with Charlie Brown and Others (New York: Holt, Rinehart 

and Winston, 1975), 81. 



62 

 

 

Figure 2.3 José Peterson was technically the first non-white child to integrate Peanuts.  

Mar. 20, 1967. 

This was the status quo in Schulz’s work until one day in April 1968 as he sorted through 

his weekly mountain of fan mail. There he found a letter from a California stay-at-home mom 

named Harriet Glickman. Nothing on the envelope indicated how significant this letter would be 

for Schulz’s career. 

*  *  * 

 Harriet Glickman was a forty-one-year-old southern California woman who had recently 

left her public teaching career to stay at home with her three young children. One of two children 

of Russian-Jewish immigrants, Glickman was regularly taught during childhood about the 

“importance of all people.” Her parents expected her and her sister to have “a sense of 

responsibility for others,” she recalled. Her mother and father had been active in organizing 

steelworkers in Chicago. Though she had not become a labor activist herself, she never lost a 

passion for the equal treatment of all people and a respect for human dignity. Thus the 

motivation for the letter to Schulz “really grew out of my whole life,” she later reflected.79 

 Glickman’s letter, however, was most immediately the product of tragedy. On April 4, 

1968, civil rights leader Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated in Memphis where he was 
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supporting striking sanitation workers. The moment demanded that Americans ask themselves, 

as Robert Kennedy told a campaign rally in Indianapolis that night, “what kind of nation we are 

and what direction we want to move in.” “People realized how white everything was,” cartoonist 

Morrie Turner told the Los Angeles Times. “They finally realized what Dr. King was talking 

about.” In the wake of the murder, Glickman began looking for ways to help influence change in 

race relations of the late 1960s. “I’ve been asking myself,” she admitted in her letter to Charles 

Schulz written shortly after she heard the news, “what I can do to help change those conditions in 

our society which led to the assassination and which contribute to the vast sea of 

misunderstanding, fear, hate, and violence.” In the midst of this, Glickman knew that progress 

would be “a very long and tortuous road.” In fact, she predicted that it would be “another 

generation before the kind of open friendship, trust and mobility will be an accepted part of our 

lives.” Nonetheless, she was compelled to do something and so she reached out to Schulz.80 

 Glickman described herself in three telling and deeply interrelated ways. She was “a 

suburban housewife,” a mother, and “a deeply concerned and active citizen.” Historians of 

postwar America have written extensively about the political activism of “suburban housewives” 

and have found that through activities like individual and collective letter writing, local book 

clubs, and engagement with Parent-Teacher Associations these women helped shape the 

grassroots politics that would transform the political culture of the nation by the 1980s. While 

there were numerous personal reasons that she might have given for her engagement in public 
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life, she declared her primary reason to be the protection of her young children. And so as 

Glickman thought through how best to fulfill her roles as housewife, mother, and concerned 

citizen, she arrived at “the areas of the mass media which are of tremendous importance in 

shaping the unconscious attitudes of our kids,” namely “our comic strips and…that violent jungle 

of horrors known as children’s television.”81 

 Glickman had a simple request for her favorite cartoonist. “It occurred to me today,” she 

wrote, “that the introduction of Negro children into the group of Schulz characters could happen 

with a minimum of impact.” She was confident it would work because of “the gentleness of the 

kids.” Glickman well understood that while this all seemed so simple “sitting alone in a 

California suburbia,” the reality was that “one doesn’t make radical changes in so important an 

institution without a lot of shock waves from syndicates.” But she had confidence in Schulz. 

“You have…a stature and reputation which can withstand a great deal.” In her mind, Peanuts 

was perfectly situated in popular culture to break the color barrier in newspaper comic strips.82 

 Schulz responded to Glickman eleven days later. He thanked her for the letter and wrote 

that he appreciated her “suggestion about introducing a Negro child into the comic strip.” Schulz 

felt constrained, however, by “the same problem that other cartoonists are who wish to comply” 

with such a request. While “we would all like very much to be able to do this,” Schulz explained, 

cartoonists were “afraid that it would look like we were patronizing our Negro friends.” Though 

he had discussed the idea with colleagues before, he was left without a clear vision for how to 

address what he believed was an inadequacy in his field while remaining sensitive to the 
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complex racial politics of the day. “I don’t know what the solution is,” he confessed. The 

Peanuts scene printed at the bottom of Schulz’s letterhead seemed an apt illustration of the 

artist’s feelings: Charlie Brown’s kite string was tangled hopelessly around Snoopy’s doghouse 

as the kite itself lay crumpled in the dog’s water dish. The boy stood next to the doghouse with 

his shoulders slumped and a dejected look of confusion on his face.83 

 As he noted, Schulz was not the only artist struggling with how to handle race in his 

work. In fact, he was not the first artist Glickman had contacted. She had also written to Mary 

Worth cartoonist Allen Saunders who replied that while he believed in promoting integration in 

the comic strips, he feared that the syndicate would drop him. In later interviews, Saunders 

would express his sense that newspaper comic strips were “the most conservative of the popular 

media” and that any comic strip artist was drastically censored by “the Puritanical nature of the 

readers and of the editors, who insist that a strip not lose too many readers.” Schulz found a 

similarly critical audience and editorship. “The artist is also forced to serve many masters,” he 

wrote a few years later. “He must please the syndicate editor, as well as the countless editors 

who purchase his comic strip.” Even the fearless social critic Al Capp shied away from the topic. 

In his popular Li’l Abner strip, Capp lampooned everyone from Richard Nixon and Joseph 

McCarthy to radical student protesters and even Schulz himself. “I’m willin to take on any 

group,” he bragged to Newsweek, “I’ve taken on all the liberals already.” But when it came to the 

issue of race, he was reluctant. “Right now,” he supposed, “I don’t think the Negro can be 

caricatured.” In his mind, African Americans could only become a part of mainstream humor 
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“when he is so much a part of the U.S. he can be laughed at.” Thus, when Schulz worried over 

how to handle race, he was far from alone among his colleagues.84 

 Popular opinion was just as conflicted over the issue of integration. The month that 

Glickman wrote to Schulz—the month Martin Luther King was assassinated—one poll found 

that 40 percent of Americans felt more favorable toward racial integration than they had been in 

the past. The same poll found that 34 percent felt less favorable toward integration. Another poll 

that month found that 39 percent believed the Johnson administration was pushing integration 

too quickly, while only a quarter felt comfortable with the pace. In May, the number of those 

who felt rushed into integration rose to 45 percent. By September 1968, more than half (54 

percent) of all respondents to a Gallup poll expressed discomfort with the pace of racial 

integration. In short, the American public was unsure over the trajectory of the civil rights 

movement following King’s assassination and a majority were reluctant to rush ahead into this 

unknown. Despite Glickman’s heartfelt plea, this was hardly an optimal time to integrate 

Peanuts.85 

 Schulz’s letter declining Glickman’s request presented “an interesting dilemma,” she 

replied at the end of April. But she would not give up so easily. She devised a plan to convince 

the cartoonist that a black Peanuts character was not only desirable, but culturally necessary to 

change the racial thinking of the next generation. “I would like your permission,” she requested, 
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“to use your letter to show to Negro friends.” Glickman was confident that “their response as 

parents may prove useful to you in your thinking on the subject.” Schulz responded that he 

would be “very anxious what your friends think of my reasons for not including a Negro 

character in the strip.” He was not, however, backing off of his earlier position, he made clear. 

“The more I think of the problem,” he confided, “the more I am convinced that it would be 

wrong for me to do so.” “I would be very happy to try,” he assured her, but he was not confident 

in his ability to create and write a black character. “I am sure,” he worried, “that I would receive 

the sort of criticism that would make it appear as if I were doing this in a condescending 

manner.” Well aware of the nation’s long history of appropriating black identities and bodies for 

the sake of reinforcing the color line and subjugating African Americans, Schulz was reluctant to 

draw a black child for fear that he might inadvertently do more damage than good. If he was 

going to include a black character in Peanuts, he wanted him to be authentic, not contrived.86 

*  *  * 

 Before Glickman had the chance to collect all of her African American friends’ letters for 

Schulz, Robert F. Kennedy traveled to California in the hopes of riding a primary victory there to 

a presidential nomination from the Democratic Party. By night’s end, Kennedy had indeed won 

California but fell victim to the bullet of a Palestinian dissident in a kitchen corridor at Los 

Angeles’s Ambassador Hotel. Just nine weeks removed from losing King, the civil rights 

movement lost another prominent advocate. 

 On June 11, five days after Kennedy died in a Los Angeles hospital, Glickman wrote to 

Schulz once again. She had decided to forward the two letters she had already received rather 

                                                 
86

 Glickman Papers, CMSMRC. For more on the treatment of the black image in American popular culture see 

Grace Elizabeth Hale, Making Whiteness: The Culture of Segregation in the South, 1890-1940 (New York: Pantheon 

Books, 1998) and W. Fitzhugh Brundage, ed., Beyond Blackface: African Americans and the Creation of American 

Popular Culture, 1890-1930 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011). 



68 

 

than waiting for the rest to come in. Clearly, the action for which she lobbied could not wait any 

longer. “A number of my friends had indicated they were formulating letters,” she told Schulz, 

“but last week’s newest tragedy has nearly immobilized everyone I know.” For Glickman, 

however, the experience had only bolstered her resolve to take on violence in American culture. 

“I have drafted some letters to the networks,” she informed the cartoonist, “dealing with [the 

violence] of television which reaches the very young.” As a concerned mother, she decided to 

attack the places her children were most likely see television violence: in the “ugliness of 

Saturday morning offerings.” She would continue her crusade and Schulz, she was still 

convinced, could be her most powerful ally. She encouraged him to consider the two attached 

letters and assured him that he could expect more letters from black readers within the next two 

weeks.87 

The first letter Glickman included was from a friend named Kenneth C. Kelly, an African 

American father of two boys. He tried to address Schulz’s concerns that including a black 

character would patronize African American readers. “I doubt that any Negro would view your 

efforts that way,” Kelly wrote, projecting his own opinion onto others. Nonetheless, “I’d like to 

suggest,” he continued, “that an accusation of being patronizing would be a small price to pay for 

the positive results that would accrue.” In Kelly’s opinion, American media in the late 1960s 

largely misrepresented race relations as constant “racial enmity.” Schulz had an obligation to 

introduce a black character, even if the character was only a “Negro supernumerary in some of 

the group scenes in Peanuts.” Kelly argued that such a character would have two benefits. First, 

it would give fathers like him a popular and positive African American figure to share with their 

sons. Secondly, “it would suggest racial amity in a casual day-to-day sense.” Kelly purposefully 
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suggested a “supernumerary character,” endorsing Peanuts’ gradual integration. “The inclusion 

of a Negro in your occasional group scenes,” he explained, “would quietly and unobtrusively set 

the stage for a principal character at a later date.” Kelly concluded, “We have too long used 

Negro supernumeraries in such unhappy situations as a movie prison scene while excluding 

[them] in quiet and normal scenes of people just living, loving, worrying, entering a hotel, the 

lobby of an office building, a downtown New York City street scene.” This practice had 

“insidious negative effects” on American society and took place in all major media, including 

movies, television, magazines, and syndicated comic strips.88 

Monica Gunning, another African-American friend of Harriet Glickman, fully agreed. 

Gunning was a mother of two and endorsed Glickman’s request to integrate Peanuts because she 

saw it as “an enhancement to Negro youth” in the United States. Race relations were at a 

crossroads, she believed, and it was very important that black children develop a clear “feeling of 

identity.” Schulz could have a pivotal effect on that identity through introducing a positive black 

character. “The inclusion of a Negro character even occasionally in your comics,” Gunning 

wrote, “would help these young people to feel it is a natural thing for Caucasian and Negro 

children to engage in dialogue.” It was only logical in her mind that Peanuts be racially diverse. 

“The message in your comic applies to all people,” she assured Schulz, “so why not include a 

member of a minority group in the strip?”89 

After reading the two letters, Schulz had no need to see anything else. On the first day of 

July, Schulz wrote Glickman with a new excitement. “You will be pleased to know that I have 

taken the first step in doing something about presenting a Negro child in the comic strip,” he 
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announced in the short note. She could expect to see the results during the week of July 29. 

Schulz was certain that his plan would satisfy readers looking for major examples of racial 

integration in the nation’s daily funny pages. “I have drawn an episode which I think will please 

you,” he closed.90 

Glickman was overjoyed when she read the cartoonist’s letter. “To say that I am 

heartened and pleased by your letter would be a vast understatement,” she wrote back a few days 

later. Their extended conversation reinforced her “faith in communication and the exchange of 

ideas.” Schulz’s decision inspired her to keep fighting for a popular culture that reflected her 

own personal values. She was amazed that he was “taking a chance with the publication and 

showing his courage.” She also informed him that both the Kellys and the Gunnings were 

delighted as well and all of their children “feel just a little better about the world.”91 

*  *  * 

“Charlie Brown has a new friend,” announced Newsweek in an exclusive story on July 

29, 1968, “and his name is Franklin.” The magazine described the basic details of the new 

character’s upcoming three-day feature. Nothing about this storyline seemed unusual for 

Peanuts, except, of course, on one count. “Franklin is like most of the other moppets that 

populate Charles Schulz’s Peanuts,” the article explained, “with one important difference. 

Franklin is black.” What struck the Newsweek writer about this new character, however, was the 

manner in which Schulz handled race. The article noted that Schulz had “been trying to introduce 

Franklin with as little fanfare as possible.” And, in the estimate of the journalist, “he succeeds 

admirably: Charlie Brown acts completely color-blind.”92 
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Color-blindness had become a popular approach to race relations by the late 1960s, 

especially for Republican leaders like Richard Nixon and Governor Ronald Reagan. White 

leaders were not the only ones using this language. If law enforcement officers were to dispense 

their duties rightly, argued the NAACP chapter president of Hartford, Connecticut, they must 

believe that “real justice is colorblind,” that is to say that justice could only be served when race 

was ignored, even if the conditions of American racial inequality had spawned the circumstances 

of inequality and crime. Color-blindness was central to the rightward turn in American politics 

after the 1960s. As historian Matthew D. Lassiter has demonstrated, the social stresses caused by 

school integration—especially the anxieties that busing stirred—“produced a populist revolt of 

the center across the metropolitan South, as white-collar families became the architects of a 

color-blind discourse that gained national traction as an unapologetic defense of the class 

privileges and consumer rights of the middle-class suburbs.” This is what Dr. Robert M. Diggs—

a public school parent from Charlotte, North Carolina, who was outraged over the Supreme 

Court’s recent compulsory busing ruling in his county—was articulating when he wrote to 

President Richard Nixon asking how it could be possible for a federal judge to punish wealthy 

communities for using their earned income to buy homes in nice, clean, and safe neighborhoods. 

Though Diggs lived in an exclusively white suburban subdivision, he was certain that his 

opposition to busing had “nothing to do with race or integration.”93 

Charlie Brown’s color-blindness was entirely intentional. “Charlie, Lucy, and the rest are 

color-blind, which obviously is the way their creator would like big folks to be,” the magazine 
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asserted. “I’ve been thinking about this for a long time,” Schulz explained to the Newsweek 

reporter, “but up until recently I had always come to the conclusion that I wasn’t capable of 

doing this thing properly.” This was because, as he had told Glickman earlier that year, “I had 

always thought that Negro people might feel I was doing it in a patronizing or condescending 

way.” Perhaps the cartoonist’s reluctance came from the backlash he had faced from 

conservative readers who regularly derided him for using Scripture quotations in “something as 

lowly as a comic strip.” While he was confident enough in his biblical learning to ignore such 

critics, he was clearly insecure about his ability to speak to the nation’s racial issues. Ultimately, 

though, Schulz decided that the best approach to race was to ignore color and cultural difference 

and focus on the merits of the individual.94 

It was true that Schulz had had very little close experience with African Americans over 

the course of his life. He grew up in Minneapolis-St. Paul, with black people comprising only 1 

percent of the 879,000 people in the metropolitan area. After spending three years serving in the 

Army—a racially segregated force until 1948—Schulz returned home to the Twin Cities to find a 

metropolis that had grown in population but hardly looked more diverse than before, despite the 

fact that roughly a million African Americans emigrated from the South in the 1940s. Even when 

Schulz moved his young family to the more temperate climate of northern California, they did 

not settle in a particularly diverse town. While 7 percent of the 20 million people living in 

California by 1970 were black, the quiet town of Sebastopol in Sonoma County was home to 

only about one hundred African Americans out of nearly four thousand inhabitants. This is why 

the two letters from Harriet Glickman’s friends had been so significant to the artist. “I received 
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two letters from Negro fathers [it was actually one father and one mother] asking that Peanuts be 

integrated,” he told Newsweek. “That was the turning point.”95 

Schulz did have one close black friend who had a tremendous influence on his decision to 

integrate the strip. Morrie Turner, a black comic strip artist from Oakland, California, famous for 

his Wee Pals strip, wrote to congratulate his friend. Schulz had known Turner for several years 

and the two had discussed the possibility of introducing a black character into Peanuts. “Your 

timing was perfect,” Turner praised Schulz, “and your handling and treatment of the character 

excellent.” He was hopeful that a black character in the nation’s leading comic strip would lead 

to more black characters in other strips. “The day Little Orphan Annie has a black boyfriend,” he 

wrote, only half-kidding, “we’ll really have it made.” Always more vocal about his politics than 

Schulz, Turner himself was a significant force in the struggle for black equality in American 

popular culture.96 

Turner’s family arrived in Oakland, California, in 1919, migrating from New Orleans so 

that his father could pursue work as a Pullman porter, working the railroads just as 60 percent of 

black workers in Oakland did by the 1930s. He remembered his father as a “special guy.” Train 

porters like Turner’s father occupied a complicated space in Oakland’s racial hierarchy, 

becoming what historian Robert O. Self calls “the African-American working-class elite.” 

Nonetheless, because they worked for a strictly white clientele, they daily faced the realities of 

the color line in ways that other black workers might not. “Outwardly, he wasn’t bitter,” Turner 
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recalled. “His name was James. But all Pullman porters were called George. He changed his 

name to George.” This odd move by his father left the young, progressive-minded Turner 

confused, but would become an important force in shaping his own ideas about race and 

advancement. “I never understood it then,” he expressed years later, “but later I did. It’s called 

coping.” The Turners gave birth to Morris Norton in late 1923. Turner would later contend that 

his nationally famous work was based on his childhood neighborhood. “Wee Pals was West 

Oakland when I grew up,” he told an Atlanta Constitution reporter, “It was totally integrated. But 

everyone was poor.” Turner argued that he could not “be angry at all white people” because he 

had grown up with so many as his friends, not to mention the numerous Asian children he had 

gone to school with in the poorer parts of the Bay Area.97 

Though Schulz and Turner would not meet till several years later, the two had some 

important connections already. Both men were World War II veterans. Turner would join the 

army (enlisting rather than being drafted as Schulz was) after graduating high school in 1943. 

Like Schulz, Turner would serve three years. Stationed in the Deep South, Turner became a 

mechanic for the Tuskegee Airmen, an all-black group of pilots in the nation’s segregated 

military. By the time that he returned to West Oakland in the mid-1940s, it had lost most of its 

racial diversity to the suburbs and had become the East Bay area’s principal African American 

community. Where the black population had hovered around 8,000 at the beginning of WWII, it 

had exploded to 21,770 by 1944. He took a job working as clerk for the Oakland police, all the 

while laboring in his limited free time to sell his comic art. Part of his efforts involved taking 

correspondence art courses, choosing to use the same school Schulz had both graduated from and 
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taught for. Turner would begin selling freelance work to black publications like Black World and 

Ebony.98 

Turner first met Schulz at a northern California cartooning convention in the late 1950s. 

Turner was already a big fan of Peanuts (“I absolutely adored the strip,” he would later recall) 

and the two became quick friends. They kept in touch and would call and visit one another 

periodically. In the mid-1960s, Turner approached Schulz with an idea and asked for his senior 

colleague’s advice. “What I wanted to do,” Turner remembered, “was a black Peanuts, and sell it 

to black publications.” Schulz found the idea intriguing and encouraged Turner to pursue it. The 

result was a comic strip entitled Dinky Fellas, which appeared in the nation’s most important 

black newspaper, the Chicago Defender, as well as the Berkeley Post. He quickly began to have 

second thoughts, however, about this all-black Peanuts he was drawing: “I was into a totally 

black scene which was what [white cartoonists] were doing in reverse,” Turner recalled in 1972. 

After running just a few Dinky Fellas strips, he decided to develop a fully integrated strip for a 

national audience.99 

When Turner signed a syndication contract in 1965 for Wee Pals—a strip that included 

black, Asian, Jewish, and handicapped children—, he became the first black cartoonist to sell his 

work to a major syndicate. Turner firmly believed in what he called “Rainbow Power.” This was 

a decidedly integrationist principle that meant “all people, of every color, working together for a 

better world.” The strip, however, was slow to find success. It was not until Martin Luther 

King’s assassination in 1968 that Wee Pals really took off nationally. Turner suspected that 

newspaper editors were simply using him to capitalize on the gravity of the moment. “The nation 
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began to grieve,” he remembered. “All the newspapers wanted to prove that we’re ‘OK, Jack’.” 

This troubled the cartoonist. “I wasn’t pleased with the fact that Martin Luther King had died and 

because of that they were taking me, because of the grieving.” Nonetheless, the rise in popularity 

gave him a national platform for his integrationist message.100 

The new notoriety did not come without challenges. Some newspaper readers wrote to 

Turner to protest the integrated comic strip. The cartoonist most vividly recalled one reader from 

Detroit who repeatedly harassed him over several years. The reader would send newspaper 

clippings of crimes committed in Detroit by black men. “This is for your information,” the reader 

would comment, typically closing with “When you’re through with it, send it to your friend, 

Martin Luther King.” Instead of focusing on the potentially violent threat implied in the 

invocation of the murdered civil rights leader, Turner, ever an optimist, reassured himself that 

“he puts me on a level with Martin Luther King. That’s nice, anyway.” Schulz further 

encouraged him not to worry about reader criticisms, advising that when you write a comic strip, 

“You do it for yourself.” Following that advice, Turner began to use the closing panel of his 

Sunday strips for a black history feature he called “Soul Corner.” In all of his work, his goal was 

“to portray a world without prejudice, a world in which people’s differences—race, religion, 

gender, and physical and mental ability—are cherished, not scorned.”101 
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Figure 2.4 An example of Morrie Turner’s multi-ethnic, multi-cultural Wee Pals. Turner 

was close friends with Schulz. 

While Turner had sympathized with the voting rights movement going on in the Deep 

South in the mid-1960s, his need to provide for his young family prevented him from leaving 

Oakland to participate. Still, he believed he could make an important impact. “I decided that just 

by exposing readers to the sight of Negroes and whites playing together in harmony,” he told 

reporters in 1970, “rather than pointing up aggravations, a useful, if subliminal purpose would be 

served, and ultimately would have as great effect for good as all the freedom marchers in 

Mississippi.” In 1970, Turner was asked to be vice-chair under Fred Rogers for the White House 

Conference on Children. While he served his obligations on the committee, he refused to go for a 

White House dinner because “Nixon was in the White House.” Well aware of some of Nixon’s 

regressive policies toward integration and of the backlash Sammy Davis, Jr. had received from 

black Americans because of his cordial relationship with the president, Turner wanted no part.102 

                                                 
102

 Walker, The Comics, 493; Turner-Nichol interview. 



78 

 

Schulz’s friendship was very important to Turner. Turner maintained throughout his 

career that Schulz was “the guy I admired the most.” Turner especially liked the way that Schulz 

could slyly incorporate black humor into his white comic strip. Turner recalled one Peanuts strip 

where Lucy informed Schroeder that new research suggested that Beethoven, the boy’s favorite 

composer, might have actually been black. The boy suddenly stopped playing his piano and 

replied in amazement, “You mean all this time I’ve been playing soul music?” The two men 

would have many laughs over jokes like these. Turner also remembered how Schulz always 

made him feel like a valued guest during his visits. On one occasion Schulz invited him to come 

to San Francisco for the opening performance of “You’re a Good Man, Charlie Brown,” the 

critically acclaimed musical based on Peanuts. Before the performance began, the director 

brought the house lights and recognized Schulz and his party of well-known cartoonists. The 

director, however, mistakenly left out Turner in his introductions. As the director went to leave 

the stage and begin the musical, Schulz called out to stop him and personally introduced Turner 

to the audience as an equally important figure in American comics. When the National 

Cartoonist Society held its annual awards banquet in San Francisco, Schulz invited Turner to sit 

with him as the guest of honor at the main banquet table. This close friendship had a tremendous 

influence on Schulz’s feeling of obligation to integrate Peanuts.103 

So, during the week of July 31, 1968, Charlie Brown and his family took their first ever 

beach vacation in the comic strip. The family had hardly arrived before Sally had taken her 

brother’s beach ball and cast it to the tide. “Your beach ball just left for Hawaii,” she announced 

to Charlie Brown, who had been happily building a sandcastle. As the boy stood staring 

hopelessly into the ocean, his ball apparently too far gone to be spotted, a new character walked 
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up behind him. “Is this your beach ball?” the new boy asked. As the two boys stood side by side, 

there was no mistaking their immediate difference. They wore nothing but swim trunks, 

exposing the majority of their skin for the reader’s view. There stood Charlie Brown as lillywhite 

as he had ever been and opposite to him stood a new smiling boy colored with a pen shading 

technique known as hatching. If readers had not already heard the news that Peanuts would be 

integrating, there was no doubt once they saw Charlie Brown’s new friend.104 

 

Figure 2.5 Franklin’s first appearance in Peanuts. By depicting the two boys in bathing suits, 

Schulz made clear the stark contrast between their skin colors and its irrelevance to their 

friendship. Jul. 31, 1968. 

 

The scene might have surprised many African American readers. Just as a number of 

white school parents had tried to thwart integration efforts by founding private schools, 

numerous wealthy shorefront communities moved to consolidate control over their beaches 

through privatization or strict regulations for “public” beaches. In response, some local civil 

rights leaders challenged these new regulations, highlighting the absurdity of some of the social 

and even literal lines drawn to segregate space. Both black and white demonstrators were 

forcibly removed by authorities in 1963 when they staged a sit-down demonstration in the public 

entrance to Long Island state park’s Jones Beach to protest racial discrimination. Malibu 

residents protested a plan to rezone a stretch of formerly private shoreline for resorts and 

recreation in 1971 in part because it would “cater to transients.” Beach discrimination crossed 
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class, race, and ethnic divides as well. In Larchmont, New York in 1969, a group of 200 upper 

middle class protesters—“the most well-behaved, well-dressed demonstrators I have ever seen,” 

commented one local police officer—picketed the Larchmont Yacht Club demanding beach 

access for Jewish people in the community. Many times the battle over the beaches was a fight 

over narrowly demarcated spaces in public ordinances. In one of the more visible instances, a 

group in Connecticut protested the Madison Beach Club in 1974. There, club members had 

constructed two long stone piers on each end of the beach that extended well out into the water in 

an effort to protect their private space. In this protest, African American participants paddled 

boats up to the private beach, making sure to stay below the high tide line in accordance with the 

law. The new black boy in Peanuts had swam up out of the water and openly stood on the beach 

with Charlie Brown without any protest from surrounding adults.105 

Furthermore, Schulz introduced Franklin at a time when concerns about civil rights 

dominated headlines. The new boy appeared the same month that the Poor People’s Campaign—

the group King had been working to help organize at the time of his death—marched 50,000 

people on the National Mall for Solidarity Day, an event raising awareness of black 

unemployment, undereducation, and wage inequalities that contributed to the stubborn problem 

of urban poverty that plagued late 1960s America. Sprinter Tommie Smith appeared racing 

across the cover of Newsweek, labeled “the angry black athlete” who was threatening to boycott 

the Olympic games. Smith and his comrade John Carlos would be immortalized that fall for 

silently raising black-gloved hands over their heads at the Olympic medal ceremony in Mexico 

City. Two weeks before Franklin arrived in Peanuts, the Urban League’s executive director 
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Whitney Young, Jr. told the national convention of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) that 

a majority of white Americans were racist and urged young black Americans to develop “the 

power that America respects.” This was not a rejection of the organization’s past of nonviolence, 

he asserted, but rather an embrace of “the interpretation of black power which emphasizes self-

determination, pride, self-respect, participation and control of one’s destiny and community 

affairs.” Nonetheless, it was concerning for many middle-class white Americans to hear a 

conservative, pro-business African-American organization adopt even the mildest version of 

black power rhetoric. Rioting plagued both national parties’ conventions that month, Yippies 

crashing the Democratic convention in Chicago and black protesters setting fire to parts of 

Miami as the Republican party nominated Richard Nixon and Spiro Agnew across Biscayne 

Bay.106 

 None of this controversy reached the beach in Peanuts. The black boy—still unnamed in 

the strip—held out Charlie Brown’s beach ball in his hands. “I was swimming out there,” he 

explained, “and it came floating by.” The two boys went back up the beach and set out to 

improve Charlie Brown’s crooked sandcastle. They talked about family—Franklin’s father was 

away serving in the Vietnam War (For more on this, see Chapter 3)—and baseball and 

periodically walked down to the ocean’s edge for a bucket of water. It would take two days 

before Charlie Brown would mention the new boy’s name as he celebrated their sandcastle-

making handiwork: “It looks great, Franklin!” After three days of playing and talking, it was 

time for Franklin to leave. “I hate to go,” he sighed to his new friend, “this has been a good day.” 

                                                 
106

 Newsweek, Jul. 1, 1968; Newsweek, Jul. 15, 1968; Newsweek, Jul. 22, 1968; Los Angeles Sentinel, Aug. 15, 

1968; For an “informal history” of the 1968 conventions, see Norman Mailer, Miami and the Siege of Chicago: An 

Informal History of the Republican and Democratic Conventions of 1968 (New York: World Publishing, 1968). 



82 

 

As Franklin hurried off to answer his mother’s call, Charlie Brown shouted after him, “Ask your 

mother if you can come over sometime and spend the night!”107 

 Schulz may have taken a risky step in introducing Franklin at such a contested location as 

a beach and at such a contested time as the summer of 1968, but he was still quite measured in 

his execution. Though Franklin had appeared over three straight days, he and Sally Brown did 

not appear in a single panel together. Perhaps the cartoonist felt this would push the issue too far 

for many readers who might support public integration, but still drew a line at interracial 

coupling. In a Harris poll from this period, 81 percent of people believed that most of their peers 

disapproved of interracial couples. Schulz avoided even the suggestion of contact between 

Franklin and Sally. While Sally had been the focal point of the first two strips of the week, she 

would not appear again until two panels after Franklin had left. The reader could reasonably 

assume, nonetheless, that both Sally and Mrs. Brown had been elsewhere on the beach the entire 

time.108 

 In writing about Franklin’s first appearance, Schulz would later downplay its 

significance. “When Franklin first appeared in the ‘60s,” he wrote, “his noticeably darker skin 

set some readers in search of a political meaning.” Like so many other political and philosophical 

meanings readers found in Peanuts, these readers’ search was in vain, he assured fans in the late 

1990s. “The remarkable becomes unremarkable,” he asserted, “when readers learn that I simply 

introduced Franklin as another character, not a political statement.” But the political and social 

context of Franklin’s arrival made it impossible to interpret it as somehow apolitical or 
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meaningless, as evidenced by the numerous letters Schulz received in the days after introducing 

his new character.109 

*  *  * 

 “The reaction thus far is excellent,” wrote Schulz’s good friend and business manager at 

United Feature Syndicate Jim Hennessy in October 1968. Judging by the response, he was “sure 

there will be no appreciable future opposition.” He could not imagine that anyone could find 

fault with such an inoffensive character as Franklin. He did warn his artist friend, however, that 

there could be a “few cranks” who might complain. The reality was, however, that there would 

be some who would legitimately question the efficacy and execution of Schulz’s creation. Never 

entirely comfortable with the situation, the artist would struggle to answer such criticisms.110 

As Hennessy had asserted, though, much of the early response from readers was 

tremendously positive. Glickman was certainly pleased. “You’ve hit on the perfect way to 

introduce [Franklin],” she praised him, “and have done it beautifully.” She was so impressed 

with Franklin that she wrote to Los Angeles City Councilman Tom Bradley—later the first 

African-American mayor of Los Angeles—to suggest that Franklin become the mascot for the 

city’s Green Power Foundation, Los Angeles’s black elite reaction to the emerging Black Power 

movement. “I thought it a good idea,” she suggested, “if someone [from Green Power] contacted 

Mr. Schulz about the possibility of producing dolls, pillows, pennants, stationery, using the new 

little Negro character, Franklin.” It is significant that she drew the connection between Franklin 

and a moderate civil rights organization since the character would never catch on with more 
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progressive groups. What was clear, nonetheless, was that Glickman was ecstatic about the 

change she had affected through her persistence.111 

Likewise, readers from across the country wrote in to voice their support. Ina Smith was 

so pleased to see that the creator of Peanuts “is brave enough to recognize that children come in 

colors.” Adrienne KinKaid, a second-grade teacher from Minneapolis, “vigorously applauded” 

Franklin’s arrival and already thought of him as “a friend.” She hoped that “eventually we may 

even see him on television or with a book of his own.” He had to succeed, she insisted, “for all 

the other Franklins.” Bob Selly, a college student, felt that Schulz and his new character 

demonstrated “the conviction and forward-thinking which seems to be so lacking in our troubled 

time.” Patricia G. Cammarata of Detroit was “sure that Franklin will gain acceptance among the 

various strata of our society.” As delighted as she was, though, about the new black boy in 

Peanuts, that joy was shaded by the broader context of American race relations. “It is truly a 

shame,” she lamented, “that a black man cannot be welcomed into our homes, offices, and places 

of entertainment as easily as he is in your most fascinating strip.” Another reader wished that 

“more beautiful people had your power not only to bring much needed humor to an overstressed 

world but influence the daily lives and thoughts of millions of readers.” He saw the day’s strip as 

a metaphor for the civil rights battles taking place across the nation in 1968. He believed that if 

everyone could “introduce a new character” in their lives—apparently meaning that everyone 

should make friends outside of their own race—then the “fight against fear, intolerance, bigotry, 

and hatred would soon be over.” And while Franklin was carrying the ball back to Charlie 
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Brown, “countless others have also been ‘carrying the ball’ too long, without help, in our 200-

plus year struggle for racial equality.”112 

 Detroit attorney Jordan Rossen was so impressed with the introduction of Franklin that he 

forwarded a copy of a recent letter he had mailed to “comic strip writers and syndicates.” He 

made clear in a handwritten note that the “letter was prepared before Peanuts integrated” and 

that he had “great respect for the effect which these strips have on our society—especially the 

young.” Much like Glickman’s correspondence, the letter aired Rossen’s concerns about the 

“almost total absence of Negro characters in comic strips.” He did not count African characters, 

who regularly appeared in adventure strips like The Phantom, because they did not represent the 

black experience in America. This “omission,” Rossen felt, was “an unfortunate distortion of 

American life.” Even more, he believed the lack of equal representation was a “lost opportunity” 

for educating future generations. “White children should see Negroes as comic strip children 

(e.g. Peanuts, Nancy); as sports stars (Gil Thorpe); as lawyers (Judge Parker); as actors (On 

Stage); as policemen (Dick Tracy),” he wrote, apparently assuming that white children would be 

the only ones to read these strips to begin with. Rossen understood that it might be difficult for 

white artists to “think black.” But, he argued, that “if we first think as human beings and then, 

only incidentally, of a character’s race or religion, this possible obstacle can be overcome.” Here 

Rosen shared Schulz’s faith in a color-blind ethos. While he was pleased that Schulz had 

integrated Peanuts, there was still much work to be done on the funny pages.113 

 The new character even reached American servicemen at war. A young, black Army 

sergeant serving in Vietnam named Franklin R. Freeman wrote to share how deeply the new 
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addition to Peanuts had impacted him. Schulz’s work had “been very instrumental in keeping us 

in a good mood and high spirits while being away from home.” In fact, Freeman said that 

reading Peanuts was one of the highlights of his day. So when he read the strip on October 29—

nearly two months delayed from its original publication in the States—he felt his daily “reward 

was doubled because I found a new character in the strip who shares my name.” Even more, that 

character shared his race. “You’ll never know,” he reported, “how much commotion was stirred 

among my friends when they read the…cartoon.” To a young man fighting overseas, Franklin 

was a welcomed delight.114 

 Professional cartoonists also wrote to Schulz to show their support. Ric Hugo, a Berkeley 

native and political cartoonist, sent a simple note that displayed a drawing of Franklin in perfect 

Schulzian style. The boy stood there bare-chested and in his swim trunks, just as he had at his 

first meeting with Charlie Brown. Above the boy’s head, a speech bubble captured Hugo’s 

comment: “Crosshatch is Beautiful!” This, of course, referenced the style of slanted shading 

Schulz used to represent Franklin’s skin color in a black and white medium. But Hugo also 

cleverly linked the image to the growing movement among African Americans to celebrate their 

cultural heritage and reclaim blackness from its appropriated past.115 

 Not all the correspondence Schulz received, however, was positive. Some criticisms were 

purely aesthetic. “Do you think that [Franklin] could be drawn with a felt pen for the coloring?” 

one reader asked, because “all those lines across his face…did not look good.” Apparently, 

crosshatch was not beautiful to everyone. Other criticisms were more substantive. Some 

thoughtful readers wondered if Schulz wasn’t missing an opportunity to do more for the civil 
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rights movement. “I’m not sure that Peanuts is reaching people as it used to, because the 

message hasn’t changed with the times,” Rev. Cecil Williams, a black minister at San 

Francisco’s Glide Memorial Church, told Newsweek. Williams had been a long time fan of 

Peanuts, but felt reservations. “Schulz has stayed away from civil rights and social issues that 

relate to Third World and especially black people.”116 

A number of criticisms stemmed from the fact that after Franklin’s three-day appearance 

he had seemed to vanish. Charlie Brown had invited him to spend the night, but week after week 

Franklin never showed. Mary Emily Peck sent Schulz a letter via the New York Post to inquire 

about Franklin’s absence. That “appealing small boy named Franklin” had been present for a 

historic week in the funny pages, but then had “not been seen since.” Recalling that Charlie 

Brown had invited Franklin to come over and play at his house, Peck wondered if Mr. Brown 

had objected when his son told him about the new friend. “Just when I thought you were really 

getting with the world as it is,” she wrote, “you disappointed me by delaying Franklin.” Peck 

struggled to figure out what had changed. “Does Peanuts appear in the South?” she wondered in 

a parenthetical aside, suggesting that perhaps Schulz had caved to some white supremacist 

backlash. Regardless of the reason for the absence, she was not happy and demanded that Schulz 

“bring him back.”117 

 Similarly, H. H. Houston, principal of East End Elementary School in North Plainfield, 

New Jersey, was deeply disappointed with Franklin’s brief run in the strip. “What has happened 

to Franklin?” he demanded. Houston had been a big fan of the 1965 bestselling book The Gospel 

According to Peanuts by Robert L. Short and felt that the author “spoke very well of [Schulz].” 
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“I am afraid,” he wrote, “that ‘our house is not founded upon a rock’.” In other words, the 

cartoonist was not the man he had appeared to be and seemed to be reneging on his initially 

integrationist stance. Schulz needed to “make a greater effort to ensure that it is so founded,” 

Houston commanded. In a rather gruff closing, the principal admitted that it was not solely 

Schulz’s responsibility to change race relations in the U.S., but “your hands can draw black 

people.” This letter reveals that while demands on artists to integrate their comic strips were 

high, these pressures and criticisms hardly ended once black characters were introduced.118 

Some readers worried that Franklin’s absence meant he had been dropped from the strip. 

Spurgeon Cameron described himself as a graduate student, an NAACP member, and a local 

Democratic Party executive. While proud of his ethnic identity, Cameron was discontent with his 

place in the U.S., saying that, “I am a Black man, a Negro, or essentially a non-white 

tremendously proud of my existence in the United States even though I feel it is a lousy 

country,” or as he termed it, “the best of the rest.” He felt that “the introduction of Franklin is 

great” and “long overdue.” But he also understood that there could be practical consequences to 

Schulz for pursuing this new path. “I readily recognize,” he wrote, “the dictates of economics 

that will govern your continued use of this Black child in the strip.” Cameron went on to lobby 

for Franklin’s return in the strip by contending that “Charlie Brown would very easily play with 

a child of color in any section of this country.” This was because, he argued, “children are color 

blind, whether we adults like it or not.” Cameron challenged Schulz to take some time off from 

his work to visit a public school and witness children of various races at play together. Such 

scenes were “America and the United Nations in reality,” he asserted. He petitioned Schulz to 

“keep Franklin” and “make him a sharp kid projecting a success image all the way.” In a 
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parenthetical statement, he provided the artist with some possible positions to give Franklin: 

manager of his own baseball team, baseball commissioner, president, vice president, “the 

works.” Most of all, he asked that Peanuts “tell it like it is,” that is, use Franklin to show the 

great abilities and potential of African American children.119 

 It would take ten and a half weeks for Franklin to appear again. Whereas he had first 

come along to help Charlie Brown, this time he showed up in Charlie Brown’s neighborhood to 

take advantage of the invitation to his home. As he searched for his friend’s house, Franklin met 

Lucy at her psychiatric booth, Snoopy pretending to fly his dog house as the Flying Ace, Linus 

preaching the gospel of the Great Pumpkin, and Schroeder announcing the approaching birthday 

celebration for Beethoven. At this point, Franklin had seen enough. As Charlie Brown rushed to 

stop him, Franklin called back in a rush, “I’m going home, Charlie Brown…this neighborhood 

has me shook.” This was an intriguing twist on common narratives of white flight and avoiding 

the “wrong side of the tracks.” Franklin was fleeing the oddities of these young white 

suburbanites, questioning assumptions of white communities. Still, this was hardly an 

integrationist message. Franklin was clearly an outsider to the world of Peanuts as readers knew 

it. Thus far, the children had only met one another during special trips. But soon this would 

change.120 

*  *  * 

 Schulz’s first true step toward integrating the children’s lives came on October 20, 1968. 

That Sunday the Peanuts children stood in a long line at the local movie box office. Quietly 

standing within the queue of white children was Franklin ready to purchase a ticket and enter 

                                                 
119

 Ibid. 
120

 Middlesboro Daily News (Kentucky), Oct. 18, 1968. 



90 

 

another public space that had long been hotly contested in the civil rights era: the movie theater. 

Franklin made no production of his attendance. He casually followed Charlie Brown, handing his 

cash up to the box office window and requesting, “One, please.” This was no thundering 

declaration of rights. This was a peaceful, restrained assertion of equality by virtue of Franklin 

simply being another kid. It contrasted starkly with the countless pictures of urban riots that had 

erupted once again that year. This was exactly the step Harriet Glickman’s friend Kenneth Kelly 

had hoped for when he wrote to Schulz that “the inclusion of a Negro in your occasional group 

scenes would quietly and unobtrusively set the stage for a principal character at a later date.” But 

whether Kelly would ever get the “principal character” he hoped for was yet to be seen.121 

 

Figure 2.6 Franklin was treated as just another boy in the neighborhood. This was essential to 

Schulz’s color-blind approach to integration. Oct. 20, 1968. 
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 In 1969, Franklin would make three fewer appearances than the previous year. While this 

did not look promising for the establishment of an integral black character, Schulz made a few 

more important steps in Franklin’s development that year. He played in baseball games against 

Charlie Brown and became a regular member of Peppermint Patty’s football team. Once again, 

Franklin went to the movies, this time walking together with another young white boy. But the 

most important development for Franklin in 1969 came in November. On Wednesday, 

November 12, Peppermint Patty sat in class struggling to come up with the correct answers for a 

test for which she was—as always—unprepared. Desperate for help, she leaned to the student in 

front of her and whispered, “Psst… Hey, Franklin, is the third question ‘true’ or ‘false’?”122 

 

Figure 2.7 Franklin integrated the classroom without any of the heated confrontations that 

accompanied many integration attempts across the nation after Brown v. Board of Education. 

Nov. 12, 1969. 

 

 With that simple scene Schulz introduced Franklin as an integrated member of 

Peppermint Patty’s class. As always when addressing controversial issues, Schulz had given no 

warning and wrote the scene as though it were any other day. It was completely natural, business 

as usual. Of course, this did not go over well with all readers. “In today’s Peanuts comic strip 

Negro and white children are portrayed together in school,” wrote one newspaper editor from the 

Meridian Star in Mississippi. “School integration is a sensitive subject here,” he continued, 

“particularly at this time when our city and county schools are under court order for massive 
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compulsory race mixing.” The editor’s plea to Schulz was simple and surprisingly more 

restrained than the typical diatribe against integration: “We would appreciate it if future Peanuts 

strips did not have this type of content.” The Supreme Court had ordered in late September that 

all remaining segregated school districts—thirty-three in total—should desegregate “at once.” In 

a quick appeal, the Nixon administration’s attorney general had requested that the districts be 

given the opportunity to develop their own individual plans for implementing the ruling and 

asked that timing be decided in the lower courts. The next day, the U.S. 5th Circuit Court of 

Appeals gave the school districts until December 31 to comply. This was one of the early signs 

of Nixon’s “southern strategy”—which would ultimately fail in the 1970 midterm elections—

and a continuation of the southern obstructionist tactics utilized to stall progress since Brown v. 

Board first struck down public school segregation in 1954. The immediacy to this active 

integration order was what the editor meant when he wrote that the comic touched a “sensitive 

subject.” Though the letter was most directly a rejection of integrationist policies, it was also 

determinedly critical of the use of federal power in local school systems, most evident in his 

characterization that the “schools are under court order for massive compulsory race mixing.” 

Like the Little Rock Nine or James Meredith before him, Franklin did not really have to say a 

word. His very presence was enough to set off a reaction from some.123 

 Such local editors’ responses worried Schulz’s own bosses at United Feature Syndicate. 

Newspaper editors were ultimately the ones making the call on whether Peanuts would continue 

to appear in individual papers. The cartoonist later recalled in an interview that his New York 
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editor Larry Rutman telephoned to say that Schulz should take into account the complaints of 

such southern editors and change the strip to keep Franklin out of the classroom. Schulz, 

according to his retelling, was at his most blunt in dealing with this challenge to his writing. 

“Well, Larry, let’s put it this way,” he began, “Either you print it just the way I draw it or I quit. 

How’s that?” This was the second time in his career that he had given his editor an ultimatum. 

The first time it had cost him his first feature in the St. Paul Pioneer. This time, Schulz won and 

the editor caved to the celebrated artist.124 

 After just a baker’s dozen of appearances and two years in Peanuts, some trends began to 

develop with Franklin. Over the course of 1970 and 1971, Franklin became increasingly 

confined to the classroom. With Franklin stuck in the classroom or as a teammate on the baseball 

team, he repeatedly appeared in these two highly symbolic locales of racial integration. Schulz 

presented him as a remarkably well-rounded and intelligent child. He studied music, joined the 

school swim club, and was an active member of the 4-H club. He read psychology books in his 

spare time. He regularly scored A’s and B’s on his tests and was always kind and positive with 

his classmates. Peppermint Patty often turned to him for advice and information. Black comic 

characters had been plagued by negative stereotypes in the past. Schulz was actively creating a 

positive one. In the process, he often left Franklin with a dry personality and none of the 

endearing quirks of the other characters. Just as older stereotypes had done with negative black 

images, this new stereotype never diverged from white readers’ expectations of the “ideal” black 

child. 

 By 1973, Franklin was coming to serve a more visual role, occasionally seen but less 

frequently heard. This trend culminated in a jarring strip in late 1974. On November 6, 
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Peppermint Patty was preparing to rehearse her routine for an upcoming figure skating 

competition. As she skated across the frozen pond, she suddenly came across Franklin intensely 

practicing his hockey skills. Peppermint Patty demanded to know what he was doing crowding 

the ice. “I’m practicing to become a great hockey player,” he replied. Her anger receding, she 

went back to skating and calmly asked, “How many black players in the NHL, Franklin?” The 

effect on Franklin was clearly devastating, signaled by his reserved stance, blank stare, and the 

fact that Schulz left most of the boy’s face colorless as though he were flushed. Over the 

previous twenty-five years of Peanuts, Schulz had never ended a strip with a more blunt social 

criticism.125 

 

Figure 2.8 This was one of the most blatant social criticisms Schulz ever drew. It was also the 

only time Peanuts acknowledged that Franklin was black. Nov. 6, 1974. 

 

 The chilling commentary to end Schulz’s November 6, 1974 strip makes more sense 

when taken in the context of one important fact: Charles Schulz loved hockey. He was a fan of 

many sports—he followed baseball, regularly played golf and tennis, and was part of a 

championship-winning bowling team in the late 1950s—but he held a special fondness for 

hockey. As a child in wintry St. Paul, his father would use the garden hose to make an ice rink in 

their backyard for neighborhood hockey games. One of his boyhood dreams, he would later 

recall, was to play on “a perfect sheet of ice.” Some nights he and his friends would sneak down 
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to the ice rink at the nearby Nativity of Our Lord Catholic School and hop the fence for a 

moonlit game. His childhood love for hockey would span his lifetime. “Playing hockey is one of 

the few things that takes my mind completely off everything else in my life,” he told one 

reporter. In the spring of 1969, he opened a $2 million ice arena of his own just a block from his 

studio in Santa Rosa. The arena was open to the public and became a favorite hangout spot for 

the artist. There, Schulz refereed weekly juniors games, hosted international tournaments, and 

played a weekly pickup game of his own well into his seventies. Schulz was also a season ticket 

holder for the National Hockey League’s (NHL) Oakland Seals and regularly made the two hour 

round trip to watch them play, despite the fact that the team never had a winning record in its 

nine years in the Bay Area.126 

 So when Peppermint Patty brought up the question of black players in the NHL, this was 

clearly a question that had nagged at Schulz. The answer to her question, for any Peanuts readers 

who took the time to look it up, was shocking. Canadian Willie O’Ree had officially integrated 

the NHL with a two-game stint for the Boston Bruins in 1958. In November 1974, when 

Peppermint Patty brazenly asked her question, there was exactly one black player in the NHL: a 

rookie from Canada named Mike Marson who had signed with the Washington Capitals in July 

(it would not be until 1981 that a black American, Val James, would play in the NHL, joining the 

Buffalo Sabres). The nation’s other major professional sports leagues had long been thoroughly 

integrated.127 

 It was not just Schulz’s affinity for hockey, however, that made this particular strip so 

personal for him. The artist included a minor touch that most readers likely never noticed but 
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spoke volumes about his intent in the strip. On the back of Franklin’s Oakland Seals jersey, he 

wore the number nine. This was the same number Schulz wore every time he took the ice. The 

cartoonist, through Franklin’s dejected expression, seemed to be truly appalled that the sport he 

loved could so totally crush the dream of an African American boy practicing to play in a league 

that showed no serious signs of wanting someone like him. Furthermore, Schulz’s direct 

insertion of himself in the form of the jersey number demonstrated that he felt some sense of 

personal complicity as a fan of such a racially exclusive sport. This sad strip offered no solutions, 

no hope, and no humor. It was social tragedy on the funny pages. 

 Some newspapers found the “punchline” too jarring for a daily comic strip. For example, 

the London Daily Mail opted to alter the final panel of the strip. Rather than Peppermint Patty’s 

blunt question, “How many black players in the NFL, Franklin?”, these newspapers changed the 

line to read, “How many great players on your team, Franklin?” Readers would likely have never 

noticed the change, which removed the entire racial critique of the piece and made the joke 

instead a slight of Franklin’s athletic skill. The change, wrote one editorial page, “left the strip 

with no point at all.” But it certainly avoided the more abrasive point of Schulz’s original 

work.128 

 Years later, Schulz would get particularly defensive over this strip. When one young 

reader wrote to question the author’s meaning, Schulz replied with an uncharacteristically harsh 

letter. The reader felt the strip made Peppermint Patty come across as racist and wondered if the 

artist could defend his intent. “I can’t believe that you are so ready to leap in with your 

criticism,” the cartoonist penned in frustration. He explained that when the strip had originally 

appeared “there was only one black in the National Hockey League,” revealing that he had 
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indeed intended to point out the lack of diversity in the league. “Does pointing out this fact make 

the strip racist?” Schulz demanded. Schulz was more touchy about the issue of race than he was 

about any other issue he addressed. Though he did have some critical words in interviews for 

those who challenged his usage of biblical passages in his comic strip, this was a rare case where 

Schulz lashed back at a reader’s criticism in such a direct manner. Secondly, the reason the 

reader perceived a hint of racism likely had to do with the fact that this was the only time Schulz 

ever acknowledged Franklin’s race in the strip. Until this strip, it had been left up to the reader to 

decide that the shaded lines on Franklin’s skin connected him to a certain race in the real world. 

Peanuts, thus, had been color-blind in a way until November 1974. With Peppermint Patty’s 

question, if there had been any doubt, there was now no denying that race was a dividing line 

even in the fantasy world of Charlie Brown.129 

 Where Franklin had entered the 1970s as one of the most promising characters in 

Peanuts, by mid-decade he was quickly vanishing from view. He did not appear in a single strip 

in 1975. In 1976, he made a brief appearance as a clumsy centerfielder on Peppermint Patty’s 

baseball team. In 1977, he appeared in one panel of one strip as a means of setting up a 

punchline for Peppermint Patty. And in 1978, the tenth anniversary of Franklin’s historic beach 

holiday with Charlie Brown, he was once again nowhere to be found. Schulz would try to 

explain away this abandonment when he wrote in a later Peanuts anthology that though some 

readers had looked for greater meaning in Franklin, “the remarkable becomes unremarkable 

when readers learn that I simply introduced Franklin as another character, not a political 
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statement.” But there was no denying the impact Franklin had made in the summer of 1968 and 

the hope he had inspired among some readers.130 

What had initially been celebrated as a great step forward for racial progress in American 

culture now seemed to have been just the sign of one particular historical moment that had come 

and gone. Franklin would remain a secondary character for the remainder of Peanuts’ fifty-year 

run. He would never become the “principal character” Kenneth Kelly had once pleaded for in the 

wake of King’s assassination. Instead, Franklin would become for many a symbol of tokenism 

and more unfulfilled promises. 

*  *  * 

 Franklin may have made a big splash in American popular culture in the summer of 1968, 

but it was clear from the outset that Schulz was either reluctant or unsure of how to incorporate 

him as a major character in Peanuts. In that first year, Franklin appeared in the strip eight days. 

This was a promising start. Over the next decade, however, he would only reach that mark again 

in two years, eclipsing it only once. Between 1975 and 1978, the boy would only appear three 

times, being completely absent in both 1975 and 1978. In total, Franklin would appear fifty-one 

times out of a possible 4,007 Peanuts strips in his first decade.  

 To put Franklin’s usage in Peanuts in context, it is useful to look at the year Franklin 

appeared the most in the decade between 1968 and 1978. In 1972, Franklin appeared ten times 

over the course of the year. This meant readers saw Franklin in three percent of Peanuts strips 

that year. Snoopy led all characters, appearing 289 times or in seventy-nine percent of strips in 

1972. Charlie Brown was the second most used character that year, appearing 141 times or in 

thirty-nine percent of strips. Lucy was a close third, appearing 104 times or in twenty-eight 
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percent of strips. Even more telling, Peppermint Patty, who was herself a relatively new 

character (first introduced in 1966) and often appearing as Franklin’s companion by 1972, 

appeared forty-two times or in twelve percent of Peanuts strips that year.  

 Most revealing is a comparison with the newest major cast member in 1972, Marcie. 

Marcie had first appeared in July 1971 as Peppermint Patty’s summer camp tagalong annoyingly 

calling her “sir” despite repeated rebuffs. That year Marcie appeared fifteen more times than 

Franklin did. In 1972, when hee appeared more than in any year in his first decade, Marcie only 

trailed him by three appearances. As it would turn out, that would be the fewest Marcie 

appearances between her first appearance in 1971 and the end of Franklin’s first decade in 1978. 

Where Franklin would appear 51 times in his first decade, Marcie—who was not even in the 

strip for the first three years of that decade—would appear 242 times. Between Peppermint 

Patty’s two favorite companions, Schulz had clearly settled on the one he was most comfortable 

writing. Schulz would acknowledge as much in a late 1980s interview. “I’ve never done much 

with Franklin,” he explained to Nation’s Business senior editor Michael Barrier, “because I don’t 

do race things. I’m not an expert on race, I don’t know what it’s like to grow up as a little black 

boy, and I don’t think you should draw things unless you really understand them.” Schulz slowly 

backed away from Franklin for the same reasons that he had so long avoided writing a character 

like him: he was afraid he could not relate to the African American experience.131 

 Franklin was an important part of the racial integration of American popular culture in 

the 1960s. But roughly like the civil rights legislation of the decade, he also became an unwitting 

stumbling block for white middle-class readers who saw his arrival as sufficient progress while 

African Americans pleaded for more. In hindsight, it is easy to see that Schulz put his new 

                                                 
131 “Lessons of Leadership: Charles M. Schulz,” Nation’s Business, Aug. 1988. 



100 

 

character in an untenable position. No single personality could carry the burden of representing a 

people. This is why Glickman had advised Schulz in her first letter that if he were to integrate 

Peanuts there should “be more than one black child.” They needed to “be as adorable as the 

others,” she insisted, but most of all, they needed to be as diverse as the people they represented. 

“Allow them a Lucy!” she pleaded (For more on Peanuts and female minorities, see Chapter 

Five).132 

 Schulz did not listen and Franklin stood alone. 
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CHAPTER 3 

SNOOPY IS THE HERO IN VIETNAM: 

AMBIVALENCE, EMPAHTY, AND PEANUTS’ VIETNAM WAR 

 

 By the time Los Angeles Times columnist Christy Fox made her way through the humid 

jungles of South Vietnam in the summer of 1968, American military personnel had been there 

for well over a decade. Her visit came during the deadliest year of fighting yet. For her part, Fox 

sought to avoid the controversy over the war itself, following instead an Australian magic act 

touring military bases to entertain American troops in their off-time. Fox could not help but 

chuckle when she arrived at a base near Phan Rang that boasted a makeshift, open-air stage made 

of bamboo that soldiers referred to—with no shortage of sarcasm—as “Happy Valley Theater.” 

The thing that most grabbed her attention, however, was not the primitive structure or the hip, 

young magician and his beautiful female assistant. As she took in the scene, her eyes were 

irresistibly drawn to a large banner draped across the stage that read, “Snoopy is the Hero in 

Vietnam.”133 

 This might seem like an odd connection, drawing together one of the United States’ most 

popular cartoon characters and a long, taxing military conflict that had recently reached a new 

low in public opinion with the Tet Offensive of January 1968. But Fox would not have had to 

look very far to find a myriad of other references connecting Charles Schulz’s vivacious black 

and white dog to the Vietnam War. Snoopy appeared on soldiers’ helmets, cigarette lighters, 
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platoon patches, and even in sketches on their canvas bunk beds. And as American ground forces 

bogged down in Vietnam between 1965 and 1973, Snoopy, most often in his imaginary role as 

the World War I Flying Ace, also besieged American popular culture. Snoopy’s war with the 

Red Baron spawned a hit radio single in 1966, a featured float in the Macy’s Thanksgiving 

Parade in 1968, a prominent scene in the Emmy-nominated It’s the Great Pumpkin, Charlie 

Brown, and millions of dollars’ worth of licensed merchandise. Life magazine clearly drew the 

Peanuts connection between the home front and war front in 1967 when it pointed out the way 

that “at scores of colleges, Peanuts characters are the biggest people on campus” and “in 

Vietnam, pilots fly into combat with Snoopy painted on their planes.” As Fox remarked, 

“Snoopy goes everywhere.” During this period, the nation’s most popular cartoon dog became 

intimately tied to the conflict in Southeast Asia, both in Schulz’s comic strip and in the popular 

imagination. The question then is, what made this portrayal of Snoopy so enormously popular 

and significant in Vietnam era popular culture?134 
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Figure 3.1 Snoopy made his Macy’s Thanksgiving Parade debut in 1968 dressed as  

the World War I Flying Ace. 

 Peanuts and Snoopy as the Flying Ace resonated with millions of Americans because it 

captured their complicated, visceral feelings about the war. Peanuts addressed not the strategy or 

politics of the war, but the emotional and psychological weight of the war on American society. 

Schulz’s support for American soldiers, hatred of the draft, and uneasy acceptance of the war 

connected with a conflicted public. Confusing contradictions in national polling data in the late 

1960s fueled a fevered search for the “uncertain” Middle Americans, those “silent” and 

“forgotten people” in political discourse, the “troubled Americans” who came to feel serious 

doubts about the war, but utter contempt for antiwar protesters. Commentators were unsuccessful 

in clearly defining this group that Time magazine suggested might encompass as much as fifty-

five percent of the American population. President Richard Nixon did not wait for clarity. 
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Through numerous speeches, he appropriated this conflicted “middle” as part of his “Silent 

Majority,” stolidly in support of the war. In so doing, he papered over the ambivalence many of 

these Americans felt towards the war. Schulz, on the other hand, embraced this uncertainty and it 

endeared him to his audience. In this way, this chapter builds upon the considerable literature 

that has demonstrated Americans’ general ambivalence towards the war and support for the 

troops despite such unease.135 

Such ambivalence and open questioning of the war, as evidenced in Schulz’s nationally 

syndicated strip, had a much wider circulation in American popular culture than scholars have 

previously appreciated. Comic arts in this period typically did little to challenge the politics of 

the Vietnam War. Often they did not even address the war, avoiding it at all costs for fear of 

alienating consumers. In this way, they followed other major media productions. With the 

notable exception of John Wayne’s popular film The Green Berets (1968), explicit on-screen 

portrayals of the conflict did not appear until after the U.S. had withdrawn from South Vietnam. 

When comic arts did address the war they tended to reinforce U.S. policy, working “to preserve 

what remained of the vital center” by war’s end. Comic book heroes from Batman to Spider-Man 

to Iron Man, addressing a largely teenage male audience, walked a fine line of sympathizing with 

some of student war protesters’ complaints while rejecting radical techniques for resisting 

authority. They also maintained the righteousness of American Cold War purposes in Vietnam 
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despite the increasing ugliness of the war. Similarly, newspaper comic strips found it largely 

unprofitable to deal with Vietnam during the conflict. Dan Flagg (1963) and Tales of the Green 

Beret (1965) were two well-written comic strips that quickly met cancellation as syndicates 

found the American public not in the mood for war-themed adventures in the midst of escalation 

in Vietnam. In the wake of the Kennedy brothers’ and Martin Luther King, Jr.’s assassinations, 

comic strips came under harsh public scrutiny over their portrayals of violence, prompting the 

Newspaper Comics Council to host a major symposium on “Violence in the Comics” in late 

1968. This public outcry further stifled the medium’s ability to deal directly with a grisly war. 

For Vietnam era comic arts, addressing the war was a risky business.136 

Peanuts took the troubling events of the Cold War world very seriously and Schulz 

clearly wrestled with his feelings about the Vietnam War. Peanuts’ commentary on the war 

unfolded in two stages. Though Snoopy’s battles with the Red Baron were always far from 

cheery encounters for the poor pup, Peanuts in the pre-1968 period, like the “establishment 

media,” did little to challenge the United States’ presence in Vietnam. That is, their allegiance to 

the dominant anticommunist narrative that a democratic South Vietnam was vital to containing 

communist expansion prevented them from questioning the United States’ military presence in 

Vietnam, even if they might question the administration’s strategy. As the war lost public 

support in the post-1968 period, however, Snoopy—and the media—increasingly empathized 

with the plight of soldiers while questioning the purpose of the war. This narrative of declining 

popular support would become one of the defining elements in histories and depictions of the 
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Vietnam War in the years after the fall of Saigon in 1975. As historian Andrew Huebner has 

pointed out, such attitudes followed a cultural revision of the American soldier’s image that had 

begun in earlier print media coverage of the Korean War, transforming “the heroic, selfless 

soldier of World War II mythology into a different sort of cultural hero, one inviting sympathy, 

even pity, along with respect.” Schulz endorsed this revised “warrior image” through his 

depictions of Snoopy as the Flying Ace.137  

Schulz biographer David Michaelis has argued that Snoopy’s war with the Red Baron 

“led the culture” by providing “an explanatory as well as a descriptive character for thousands 

who burned draft cards and protested an unjustifiable war.” For Michaelis, Schulz’s comic strips 

and his public statements during the war “clearly set him on the same side” as other prominent 

Americans who explicitly denounced the war. While Michaelis has provided the most exhaustive 

account of Schulz’s life and work, his interpretation of the artist’s views on the war are too 

simplistic. Schulz’s views on Vietnam—and those of many Americans—challenged the rigid 

prowar/antiwar framework often imposed by politicians and traditional opinion polls. A more 

comprehensive view of Schulz’s attitudes towards the war must take into account the reality that 

he, like so many Americans of his time, reacted to the conflict in a much more visceral way. 

Rather than a cold political experience, feelings about Vietnam could often be quite personal, 

especially for those who had served in the military or had family members serve. Historian 

Michael Stewart Foley, in explaining the seemingly enigmatic politics of Johnny Cash, has 

called this process the “politics of empathy.” Like Cash, who himself was drafted and served in 
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the 1950s, Schulz related to soldiers through his own experience being drafted and fighting in 

World War II. These experiences intimately affected his perception of the Vietnam War. Schulz 

evaluated the war on the basis of what was best for U.S. troops and not always what was best for 

the country’s international image or for millions of suffering Vietnamese people. Whether 

Schulz’s characters condemned the war or dreaded the draft, they did so because of Schulz’s 

empathy for the soldiers’ plight.138 

 In the late 1960s, Charles Schulz used his skills in metaphor and purposeful ambiguity to 

broach the most controversial issue of the day. Where many other purveyors of culture avoided 

the Vietnam War for fear of offending the American audience, Schulz addressed the war, the 

draft, and even war protests with little to no blowback. While the exact meaning of some of the 

Peanuts strips was elusive, pragmatics linguistic theory asserts that audiences rely on context to 

interpret the connotations of a textual or visual statement. For Peanuts readers in the late 1960s 

and early 1970s, the Vietnam War was their context for understanding the militaristic images of 

Snoopy’s war. A deeper look at Peanuts during the Vietnam War reveals more clearly the 

potential for doubt about the Vietnam War in the mainstream culture of the 1960s. It also 

suggests that the culture of ambivalence, reflected in the nation’s most widely read comic strip of 

the day, played a role in limiting the U.S. government’s ability to execute the war. Finally, it 

sheds light on how average Americans, both at home and at war, internalized and coped with the 

experience of the war. Peanuts readers, 100 million strong by the end of the war, connected with 

these storylines because they communicated their own feelings about the world around them 
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more clearly than almost anything else in their lives. Snoopy’s war was many Americans’ 

Vietnam War.139 

*  *  * 

Though Peanuts had been running in national syndication for fifteen years by the time the 

U.S. entered official combat in Vietnam, it had only addressed warfare one time before. This 

single reference to the nation’s past conflicts—and the strip’s only reference to the Korean War, 

which had erupted barely four months before Peanuts debuted—revealed much about Schulz’s 

opinion on warfare. On May 3, 1954, Charlie Brown’s friend stood amazed at the boy’s 

extensive war comic collection, each issue named after a different American conflict: 

“Revolutionary War Comics,” “War of 1812 Comics,” “World War II Comics,” “Korean War 

Comics.” As the friend drooled over the comic books, Charlie Brown looked distressed. Finally, 

he voiced his concern: “The next issue has really got me worried.” Two things were clear in this 

strip. First, the reader had to assume that on some level Charlie Brown, like Schulz himself, had 

an interest in warfare. Otherwise, he would not own the comics. Second, despite his interest in 

the concept of war, Charlie Brown was sincerely worried about the personal experience of a new 

war in his lifetime. Thus, the first hints for readers of Schulz’s thoughts on war were deeply 

conflicted.140 
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Figure 3.2 With the growing violence of each conflict, Charlie Brown dreaded the prospect of 

future wars. May 3, 1954. 

A decade later, Charles Schulz was a two-time winner of the National Cartoonists 

Society’s prestigious “Cartoonist of the Year” award and seems to have felt much more 

confident addressing the emerging conflict in Vietnam than he had been addressing war as a new 

artist. While much of Schulz’s commentary on the war would later center on Snoopy, Peanuts’ 

involvement with Vietnam did not start there. It actually began as a symptom of Charlie Brown’s 

chronic anxiety. In March 1965, the first American infantrymen, 3,500 Marines, landed at Da 

Nang, South Vietnam. Thousands more quickly followed. That summer Charlie Brown’s parents 

decided to ship him off to summer camp against his will. Boarding the bus, the boy nervously 

made his way to the back and sat down. Isolated from the reader by a windowpane, loneliness 

struck Charlie Brown. “I feel like I’m being drafted,” he grumbled through the glass at the 

reader.141 
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Figure 3.3 From his very first trip to summer camp, Charlie Brown associated the experience 

with the draft. Jun. 5, 1965. 

Charlie Brown’s anxiety about summer camp drew from Schulz’s own experience being 

drafted for World War II. In interviews for the rest of his life he would solemnly recall his final 

visit home before deployment when his mother, dying of cancer, had said her last goodbyes. 

Schulz never saw her alive again. He remembered leaving his broken father at the time of his 

greatest need not because he wanted to, but because he had to. He recalled the loneliness he felt 

arriving for training at Fort Campbell, Kentucky: “The first few days—maybe a week or so—I 

was totally alone.” For most of 1943 and 1944, Schulz and his company were lulled by endless 

drills and exercise to believe that they would never actually see the war for which they were 

training. He spent much of his free time drawing lighthearted scenes of life at camp in a sketch 

book he titled As We Were. When he finally reached the front in early 1945, Schulz would trek 

all the way into the heart of Germany, helping to liberate Dachau. After the war, he often 

reflected back on his days in the infantry as a machine gunner: “I was a foot soldier.” His 

tombstone would make no mention of his fifty years of Peanuts, Emmy and Peabody awards, or 

multimillion-dollar fortune. It listed only his proudest achievement: “Charles M. Schulz, Sgt. 

U.S. Army.” His experiences being drafted and fighting in World War II would deeply influence 

Schulz’s handling of the Vietnam War in his strip.142 
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Charlie Brown’s talk of conscription also likely resonated with young men and their 

families facing the draft during the escalation of the Vietnam conflict. By the time Charlie 

Brown was lamenting his ride to camp in 1965, nearly 60,000 American troops were already 

stationed in Vietnam. That number would triple by the end of the year. In August 1965, the 

Chicago Daily Defender reported numerous black families agonizing over whether or not their 

sons would be swept up in the draft, as Defense Secretary Robert McNamara raised quotas 

sharply to facilitate a new level of U.S. involvement in Vietnam. Concerns escalated that month 

amid serious talks about lifting the exemptions of married men without children. Clearly, Charlie 

Brown was not the only one worried about being drafted. It was no coincidence that the round-

headed boy made his first trip to summer camp that year. And it was no coincidence that just as 

American involvement was ramping up exponentially, Schulz chose to elevate the role of 

Peanuts’ fastest rising star, a small beagle with a larger-than-life imagination and a battle of his 

own to fight.143 

On Sunday morning, October 10, 1965, Snoopy walked into the title panel with a leather 

pilot’s cap and goggles on his head, a scarf around his neck, and determination in his stride. 

“Here’s the World War I Flying Ace posing beside his ‘Sopwith Camel’,” Snoopy narrated as he 

stood stoically for a photo next to his doghouse. “It’s the dawn patrol! We’re out to hunt down 

the Red Baron!” As the dog daydreamed, he narrated the scenes he imagined. “I cross over the 

enemy lines…I can see the network of trenches below…Anti-aircraft fire exploding all around 

me….” Snoopy painted violent images of warfare with his words.144  
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Figure 3.4 This was the World War I Flying Ace’s first appearance in Peanuts. Oct. 10, 1965. 

This marked a major turning point in the strip. Though this first appearance of the World 

War I Flying Ace had no direct correlation to the escalating war in Vietnam, Schulz introduced 

the new storyline at a moment when Americans were becoming acutely aware of the conflict. At 

least one of Schulz’s cartooning friends worried that Peanuts was headed down a dangerous 

path. “When Charlie Schulz first did Snoopy in a helmet sitting on top of the dog house 

pretending he was fighting the Red Baron,” wrote Beetle Bailey cartoonist Mort Walker, “I 

thought Schulz was going to ruin the strip.” Walker worried that the growing war would prove 

too unpopular a theme for even Schulz’s beloved Peanuts. With the Gulf of Tonkin incident in 

August 1964, American attention had immediately swung to Vietnam—now sixty-three percent 

of Americans said they were following events there. By January 1965, forty-five percent favored 

sending more troops to Vietnam if the situation required it (though a full third of Americans 
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preferred pulling all troops out of South Vietnam rather than escalating the conflict). As the 

Flying Ace soared across the Sunday comics page, forty-five percent of Americans were sure 

that the war in Vietnam was only bound to get worse. Readers could hardly have missed the 

significance of Snoopy going to war.145 

Snoopy’s enemy must have seemed eerily familiar to readers. The Red Baron always 

seemed to have the upper hand. Despite his best efforts, the dog never caught the Red Baron. Nor 

did the readers ever see the hero’s hated enemy, only the destruction he left behind. This was 

eerily similar to media portrayals of the Vietcong throughout the early years of coverage. “The 

American GI’s whose mission is to kill him, call the enemy simply, ‘Old Charley’,” Newsweek 

reported in August 1965, “an elusive, slippery fellow out there somewhere, beyond the next 

paddy field, or lurking in the next clump of bush.” Similarly, television news coverage of 

Vietnam typically showed generic clips of “artillery firing at unseen targets far away.” New York 

Times reporter David Halberstam witnessed how many of the soldiers fought a private, internal 

war with fear because they sensed “ambushes all around them.” Snoopy’s enemy seemed to 

mirror America’s.146 

It is also telling that Schulz chose to set so many of his reflections on combat in World 

War I. In the Vietnam era, the Korean conflict was still far too volatile and politicized to suit his 

subtle style. He did not set the Flying Ace’s battles in World War II, either. This would have 

                                                 
145 Quoted in Robert C. Harvey, The Art of the Funnies: An Aesthetic History (Jackson: University Press of 

Mississippi, 1994), 219; Gallup Poll, Aug. 1964, iPOLL Databank, Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, 

University of Connecticut, ropercenter.uconn.edu.libdata.lib.ua.edu/data_ access/ipoll/ipoll.html (May 13, 2014); 

Gallup Poll, Jan. 1965, iPOLL Databank, Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, University of Connecticut, 

ropercenter.uconn.edu.libdata. lib.ua.edu/data_ access/ipoll/ipoll.html (May 13, 2014); Gallup Poll, Sep. 1965, 

iPOLL Databank, Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, University of Connecticut, 

ropercenter.uconn.edu/data_access/ipoll/ipoll.html (Sep. 22, 2014). 
146 “The War No One Wants—Or Can End,” Newsweek, Aug. 9, 1965; James Landers, The Weekly War: 

Newsmagazines and Vietnam (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2004), 3; “Our G.I.’s Fight a ‘Private War’ 

in Vietnam,” New York Times, Nov. 4, 1962. 



114 

 

seemed the obvious choice if he had wanted to celebrate the American war effort or wave the 

banner of patriotism. It was also the conflict in which the artist himself had participated and 

spoke of so proudly. Instead, he set Snoopy’s fantasies in World War I, a conflict with a more 

unclear purpose and ambiguous conclusion, in much the same way that the writers of M*A*S*H 

used the unpopular Korean War as an analogy for Vietnam. 

Snoopy’s mock battle was not the first time his musings had carried him away, but it was 

by far the most vivid. What was unique about this new storyline was the fact that Snoopy’s 

imaginings were becoming increasingly visible to the readers. The dog’s journey deeper and 

deeper into his fantasy gave Schulz space to reflect on the war and its effects on the home front. 

It was also significant that all of the early Flying Ace stories ran on Sundays, which allowed the 

artist larger panels and three rows—as opposed to the usual single row of panels during the 

week—to develop both his drawings and ideas. Not only would Snoopy come to dominate the 

Peanuts strip in this period, but the Flying Ace—and his obsession with catching the elusive Red 

Baron—would come to dominate Snoopy. 

The violent imagery of the Flying Ace storyline soon grew to the point that Snoopy’s 

imagination could hardly contain it. Whereas the dog’s next engagement with the Red Baron 

ended in smoke and flames in the frantic puppy’s mind, by January 9, 1966, things had changed. 

As Snoopy fought in another aerial battle with the Red Baron, he was once again outflanked and 

shot. This time, however, Schulz drew the damage not in words but in ink. There Snoopy sat 

atop his bullet-riddled dog house with a look of shock on his face as black smoke billowed to fill 

much of the whitespace in the frame. This was one of Schulz’s most violent images in Peanuts to 

date and much too far for a comic strip in cartoonist Mort Walker’s opinion. When Schulz 
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“showed bullet holes in the doghouse,” Walker confided to fellow artist Shel Dorf, “I said, good 

golly—this has gone beyond the pale.”147 

 

Figure 3.5 Snoopy’s war began as a figment of his imagination but soon his fantasy began 

manifesting itself in the visual world of Peanuts. Jan. 9, 1966. 

In the months that followed, a theme developed. Where the Flying Ace had once 

experienced the war from overhead, now he often crashed behind enemy lines. On February 13, 

1966, Snoopy patiently maneuvered his way across the enemy countryside in search of safety. At 

one point, he snuck through abandoned trenches, the uneven, muddy ground, broken wood, and 

barbed wire clearly visible despite being depicted in silhouette. For the first time in the strip, 

Schulz was showing readers the terrain as Snoopy imagined it. The final panel showed a haggard 
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Snoopy asleep beside Charlie Brown. “I think these missions are getting to be too much for 

him,” the boy whispered, his face wrinkled with concern. Schulz was transforming his little pilot 

into a de facto infantryman and increasingly showing him as a victim of warfare, brave and 

dedicated as he might be. The poignant image made clear the gulf between the soldier’s 

experience, pictured in Snoopy, and the civilian, pictured in Charlie Brown. This was a gulf that 

only empathy could bridge. And this empathy would be rudely tested. As Snoopy collapsed on 

the funny page that morning, the New York Times gave little hope for reprieve, announcing that 

the outlook for Vietnam was “more of the same for a long time to come.”148 

With each passing day, Snoopy seemed to fall deeper into his fantasy war, to the point 

that the dog and the pilot became almost indistinguishable. Charlie Brown found his dog playing 

war so often that he worried that Snoopy had “finally flipped.” When the spring baseball season 

arrived in 1966, Snoopy, typically the best player on the team, was totally useless because of his 

military daydreams. Even when Lucy and Linus moved to a new neighborhood because their dad 

had gotten a job transfer, Snoopy was too embroiled in battle to acknowledge Linus’s farewell. 

As the war in Vietnam demanded more attention and tens of thousands of more troops from 

Americans in 1966 and 1967, Snoopy was becoming trapped in a quagmire of his own.149 

Snoopy was not the only Peanuts character tormented by the prospect of war. In one 

strip, Charlie Brown crashed his kite and became hopelessly tangled in the string. He made his 

way home, undressed, took a bath, and climbed into bed, all while entangled in his broken kite 

and twine. The only text in the whole Sunday strip came in the last panel as Charlie Brown 

grumpily stated, “Years from now when I get drafted, the army examiner will ask me why I have 
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this kite with me.” Charlie Brown’s fatalism about his future and the draft likely resonated with a 

growing number of Americans who found their country fighting a war they believed to be a 

mistake. One mother from Delaware writing to Dr. Benjamin Spock in 1966 confided that her 

nine-year-old son had come home from school distraught that the Vietnam War would still be 

raging when he turned eighteen and that he would be drafted and killed. Though she was finally 

able to get his mind off the depressing subject, she did “think it is a terrible cloud for any child to 

have hanging over him.” The whole episode had changed her mind about the war, she admitted 

to the famed pediatrician. She was not alone. Barely a year into combat deployment in Vietnam 

more than a third believed the war had been a bad idea.150 

Central to Schulz’s position on the war was his unwavering support for the troops, which 

he viewed separately from support for the war. In one strip in August 1966, Schulz used the only 

parenthetical interjection of any of his 1960s strips to note that the drafted servicemen were 

“good lads.” The artist also made his characters’ likenesses available to the servicemen in 

Vietnam. With Schulz’s permission, Snoopy became an emblem of war-making to soldiers and 

airmen in Vietnam. The World War I Flying Ace appeared on the nose of numerous American 

fighter planes and short range missiles. He appeared on the helmets of assault-helicopter pilots. 

Soldiers even drew Snoopy as the Flying Ace on the bottoms of their canvas bunks on the 

transport ships. One Ranger pilot from the Seventh fleet even took to dressing like the flying 

beagle, “sporting an ancient helmet, goggles, and a long flowing scarf,” according to the Los 

Angeles Times. Schulz biographer David Michaelis argues that Snoopy outpaced every other 
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famous canine of the day to symbolically become “the American fighting man’s most trusted 

friend when going into combat.”151 

In many instances, Peanuts focused on the plight of soldiers at war. In July 1966, the 

Flying Ace was given a leave of absence to relax in Paris. Enjoying the scenery, the cafes, and 

the young women, Snoopy mused to himself, “The war seems so far away.” But he quickly came 

to his senses. “This is outrageous!” he suddenly exclaimed. “I can’t sit here with this beautiful 

French girl while my buddies are fighting the Red Baron!” Back in flight, the Flying Ace felt at 

home amongst his fellow pilots. “This is where I belong! High above the clouds searching for the 

Red Baron!” he sighed with some sense of relief. Schulz seemed to push his readers to remember 

the troops in the present conflict. Regardless of where one stood on the politics of the war, 

Americans must be on the side of the soldiers even if it meant stomaching an unpleasant or 

confusing conflict.152 

This sentiment echoed through the U.S. as many felt that the well-being of the individual 

soldier was being lost in the midst of grand strategy, politics, and protest. “Nobody wants to go 

to war,” Playboy playmate Jo Collins told historian Christian Appy, “but if our men are directly 

involved, how can we not be behind them, right, wrong, or indifferent? ...Here were these boys 

that had to go and they were like myself—they didn’t know where Vietnam was. They were 

going because they were fighting for their country.” One Clevelander wrote to Dr. Spock, “Right 

or wrong they are there and need our support.” Another Los Angeles Times reader told the editors 

in May 1966, that for some time he and his wife had been sending magazines for any G.I.s who 
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might not have received mail from home. They did this, the reader said, because “we wanted to 

do our share to help cheer [the soldiers] up by doing something, rather than merely giving lip 

support.” He complained that recently those magazines had been returned to his house with a 

notice that the Defense Department would no longer forward such items. The reader confessed 

that he was becoming increasingly concerned that when government officials talked about public 

support for the war “they mean support for the Johnson Policy and not necessarily for our boys 

over there.”153 

Over the next year, “Support Our Boys in Vietnam” parades sprung up in New York, Los 

Angeles, and many other cities, drawing thousands committed to showing their allegiance to the 

servicemen while making no clear commitment to the larger U.S. policy in the war. In October 

1967, thousands of antiwar protesters marched on Washington, D.C. declaring with large banners 

that supporting American troops meant bringing them home and ending the war. Whether they 

supported or opposed the war itself, many Americans agreed with Schulz that the soldiers and 

airmen should be at the heart of the nation’s concerns.154 

In late 1966, the artist’s estimations of the war were becoming quite bleak. In October, he 

featured the Flying Ace in Peanuts’ third television special, It’s the Great Pumpkin, Charlie 

Brown. Taking on the Red Baron in a long dogfight, the Flying Ace plummeted to the ground 

behind enemy lines. On the way down, the Red Baron’s bullets ripped into the side of the flying 

doghouse. This Emmy-nominated children’s program, which shared the week’s highest Nielsen 

ratings with the perennial favorite Bonanza, turned a third of this family holiday special into a 

reminder of war and its consequences. On Sunday, December 11, the title panel of the comic 
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strip featured the Flying Ace in flight, teeth clenched, determined in combat. But in this image, 

Snoopy did not sit atop his dog house, but rather a bull’s eye. Such absurdist humor depicted 

soldiers as moving targets in a conflict far out of their control.155 

 *  *  * 

In 1967, things got even darker. Early that year, the Flying Ace became a prisoner of war. 

The opening panel on January 16, 1967, showed Snoopy sitting in pitch darkness with only a 

sliver of light to illuminate his sad face. He feared that he would spend the rest of the war, or 

even longer, locked away in this enemy prison. In reality, he escaped after three days, but even 

then he was almost shot down by friendly fire. This storyline could have come straight from the 

daily headlines. The month before, North Vietnam had publicly rebuffed President Lyndon 

Johnson’s call for a conference to discuss the release of prisoners of war. Reports also claimed 

that as many as twenty percent of U.S. casualties were the result of friendly fire. Where Peanuts 

had entered the 1960s in relative innocence, Schulz had long since abandoned escapism and 

blurred the lines between fiction and reality.156 

 

Figure 3.6 Like a number of American soldiers and pilots in Vietnam, Snoopy became  

a prisoner of war. Jan. 16, 1967. 
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 By this point, Snoopy’s nightmare war consumed him. On May 11, 1967, the Flying Ace 

made his way across no-man’s land and through the trenches. The scenery offered no glimpse of 

Charlie Brown’s familiar neighborhood or the red doghouse. Instead, artillery exploded in the 

sky, barbed wire and debris littered the ground, and once again the shadows in the trenches were 

so dark that Snoopy could only be pictured in silhouette. That Sunday, Schulz drew a Mother’s 

Day strip where Charlie Brown took Snoopy—weeping because he missed his mother—to the 

store to buy her a card. The peculiar thing about this strip was that Snoopy wore his Flying Ace 

gear the whole time. These strips represented how fully the war had come to dominate arguably 

the era’s most ubiquitous cartoon character. At the same time, Charlie Brown’s comment to his 

crying dog that “these holidays are hard on us all” reminded readers of the numerous families 

separated by the war, just as Schulz’s once had been.157 

In summer 1967, the Flying Ace went to the dreaded summer camp with Charlie Brown. 

It was at this summer camp that the dog pilot uttered what would become a common refrain for 

the rest of the conflict: “Curse this stupid war!” This declaration came weeks after civil rights 

leader Martin Luther King, Jr.’s own public denunciation of Vietnam, a move that nearly three-

quarters of Americans condemned as wrongheaded and hurtful to the cause of black rights. (For 

more on Schulz’s handling of the civil rights movement, see Chapter 2.) Clearly, Snoopy was not 

happy with this war, but the dog’s disarming charm, unflagging devotion to the fight, and the 

artist’s ambiguity about precisely which war Snoopy was cursing seemed to allow his subversive 

message to pass without considerable backlash from readers or editors. On college campuses 

across the country, students could voice their own conflicted feelings about the war by keeping 
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Flying Ace posters or stuffed dolls in their dorm room or by wearing an enormously popular 

Flying Ace sweatshirt branded in bold script, “Curse you, Red Baron!” By the fall of 1967, a 

majority of Americans would agree with King and Snoopy that Vietnam was a mistake, though 

many would continue to despise the antiwar movement they saw portrayed in the media.158 

 At the same time that Snoopy was separating himself from the war’s more aggressive 

supporters one Peanuts fan took Schulz’s rather subtle message and made it so explicit readers 

could not miss it. On October 27, 1967, Herbert Block, the famous Washington Post editorial 

cartoonist, drew the Flying Ace baring his fangs atop his doghouse. The label on the dog’s 

uniform read “bomb-happy generals.” The thought bubble overhead said it all: “Here goes the 

fearless World War III pilot all over North Vietnam, and possibly China and Russia—if only 

those stupid civilians would unleash me.” Graffiti across the side of the doghouse took Snoopy’s 

now well-known exclamation and twisted it to suit the editorial message: “Curse you, red 

civilians!” Block was obviously criticizing conservatives’ calls for unrestricted warfare in North 

Vietnam and, indeed, Southeast Asia, if necessary. He was also playing on the image of the 

bomber pilot and expansive bombing campaigns, like Rolling Thunder, that had long horrified 

and infuriated the war’s opponents. Under his signature, Block, who often used variations on 

Peanuts’ characters and scenes in his editorial cartoons, made sure to identify himself as an “Old 

Charles Schulz Fan,” making clear that this was no criticism of Schulz, but a deeply satirical 

reading of the Flying Ace’s meaning. In an exchange of letters the next year Schulz assured 

Block that “the two cartoons in which [Block] used [Schulz’s] characters were all right.”159 
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 To many of Schulz’s readers, however, Block spoke blasphemy. Block’s cartoon was “a 

distortion and perversion” of Schulz’s work, one Toledo, Ohio reader complained to the local 

newspaper. The reader believed the Flying Ace portrayed little more than everyone’s “dream of 

being a hero” (even though the Flying Ace never ultimately got to be the hero nor did he always 

act heroically in a traditional sense). “I don’t think the… cartoon by HERBLOCK is either 

funny,” wrote a Washington Post reader to Schulz, “or even fair to Snoopy.” The reader 

interpreted Block’s editorial cartoon as a distortion of Peanuts’ meaning. “I protest,” she 

exclaimed. “Does everything have to be tied in with the world’s strife? Cannot we leave 

something unsinister and sanely wholesome?” Both readers’ protests revealed that they 

interpreted Snoopy and the Flying Ace to be apolitical, in opposition to Block’s reading. As was 

often the case, Schulz’s subtle, even ambiguous, presentation left readers seeing contrary 

meanings in the same images. Block connected the Flying Ace to conservative opinions of the 

war while conservative Americans recoiled in defense.160 

 For three years Peanuts had talked about the war without calling it by name. That 

changed in July 1968. Schulz had long debated with close friends whether or not to racially 

integrate the cartoon. No major comic strip had a regularly appearing black character by that 

point. Following Martin Luther King, Jr.’s assassination in the spring of 1968, Schulz finally 

overcame his reservations and introduced Charlie Brown to Franklin. As the two boys played on 

the beach, Charlie Brown asked Franklin if he had come on vacation with his whole family. 

“No,” Franklin replied, “my dad is over in Vietnam.” In the most deadly year of the war yet, 

Schulz finally explicitly acknowledged its existence in a way he had not done with Korea, the 
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Cuban Missile Crisis, or even John Kennedy’s assassination. The scene even suggested that the 

war inequitably affected black families. Casualty statistics gave warrant to such suggestions. 

Studies showed that at the height of the war, while black soldiers made up only eleven percent of 

the combat forces, they accounted for sixteen percent of casualties. This was part of what 

Stokely Carmichael meant when he characterized the Vietnam War as “white people sending 

black people to make war on yellow people in order to defend the land they stole from red 

people.” Not only did Franklin’s dad fight in Vietnam while Charlie Brown’s continued working 

in his barbershop, but Franklin’s dad was also statistically more likely to die than men who 

looked like Charlie Brown.161 

 Schulz’s empathy for the Vietnam soldiers likely only grew as he began visiting wounded 

veterans in the fall of 1968 at the Army’s Letterman General Hospital in San Francisco. Schulz 

would spend hours there with recovering soldiers, drawing original sketches of his Peanuts 

characters and personalizing them for each serviceman. Major General Charles H. Gingles 

reported that his patients “were truly delighted with the drawings.” He was impressed by 

Schulz’s ‘warm and generous manner” with each soldier and thanked the artist for staying late 

into the evening so he could be sure to meet every veteran and draw for them. Such visits surely 

reinforced Schulz’s compassion and empathy for the young troops fighting in Vietnam. Seeing 

these wounded veterans firsthand and witnessing the bloody televised images portraying troops 

victimized by the American war machine also surely had significant consequences on Schulz’s 

view of the war itself.162 
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The war even came to dominate the most sacred of Peanuts holidays in 1968. There was 

not one sign of festivity on Christmas Eve that year. The panels instead were filled with artillery 

explosions, barbed wire, debris, and mud. The same deep shading that had come to characterize 

the Flying Ace strips now darkened the day before Christmas. Things came to a head on 

Christmas Day. In a strip that Schulz typically decorated with tinsel and lights, children caroling, 

or a calligraphic “Merry Christmas,” he instead featured the Flying Ace wailing, “Will this 

stupid war never end?...I’m tired of this war!” Schulz was securely within popular opinion by 

this point. Fifty-two percent believed sending troops to Vietnam had been a mistake and fifty-

seven percent believed the time had come for a steady withdrawal from South Vietnam. For a 

comic strip that had gained universal acclaim from a television special about the meaning of 

Christmas, though, these holiday war panels seemed an odd choice. No reader would have placed 

Peanuts in the same category as the underground comics that were contesting the war, but clearly 

Schulz was losing patience with the war in Vietnam. As he had told an interviewer with NBC’s 

Today show the month before, “We’re gradually, finally, coming down to the point where we’re 

really beginning to realize how unspeakable war is, and that we simply have got to stop this.” 

When Schulz imagined “how unspeakable war is” it is possible that his mind flashed back to 

Dachau and the atrocities he had witnessed in his own war. It is even more likely that he 

envisioned the growing number of graphic reports and photographs reaching the public after Tet. 

Like a majority of Americans by the end of 1968, Schulz was calling for an end to the war.163 
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Figure 3.7 Snoopy’s war overshadowed Christmas in 1968. Dec. 25, 1968. 

*  *  * 

Snoopy’s military service hit its nadir on June 1, 1969. That Sunday the title panel 

showed an exhausted Flying Ace standing in thick mud, dragging his cap and goggles behind 

him, muttering, “Curse this stupid war!” Finally, the pilot bolstered himself and climbed aboard 

the Sopwith Camel for another dangerous mission. As he prepared for take-off, he began to 

contemplate his fate. “Is it possible that this could be my final mission?” he wondered. “That I 

shall never return? That this is the end?” In the next-to-last panel Snoopy sat there for a moment 

in a dazed silence and then quickly leapt from his plane and abandoned his mission, shouting 

“Forget it!” as he bolted away. After this scene in June 1969, though he still regularly appeared 

as the Flying Ace, Snoopy would not pursue the Red Baron again until the end of U.S. 

involvement in Vietnam. Years later, Schulz would tell an interviewer that he stopped drawing 

the Flying Ace in combat because “we were suddenly realizing…this was such a monstrous war 

and everything. It just didn’t seem funny. So I just stopped doing it.” Snoopy’s war had driven 

the dog to the breaking point. No longer the fearless warrior, Schulz made clear that Snoopy was 

a victim of this war as much as the thousands of American men who fell in Vietnam. And 

Schulz’s collected papers show no record of a single letter written in protest of Snoopy’s refusal 

to continue his chase.164 
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 While Snoopy was fleeing the war, Charlie Brown and Linus were afraid of being pulled 

in. “What happens when you get drafted?” Linus asked Charlie Brown as the two walked along 

on September 15, 1969. “They send you someplace,” the round-headed kid replied. “That’s what 

I was afraid of,” Linus grumbled, “I have no desire to be sent wherever they’ll be sending people 

when I’m old enough to be sent.” Some American parents certainly understood Linus’ line of 

thinking. “I have never seen the logic,” one New Jersey mother wrote to notable peace advocate 

Dr. Benjamin Spock, “of raising a child thru all those hours of sickness, emotional upsets and 

happiness, then have someone snuff them out with one bullet.” Linus’ fear and reluctance 

reflected that of many Americans. Though they had little patience for “draft dodgers,” they did 

not believe the draft was fair either. White, middle-class men were the most successful in 

avoiding the draft by attaining higher education and family deferments or by joining reserve 

units. Though it was evident these young men were taking advantage of the draft system, their 

white-collar “dodging” was no more offensive to everyday Americans than Linus’ candid 

admission.165 

 

Figure 3.8 Deep into the Vietnam War, Linus worried about being drafted to fight in some 

distant conflict. Sep. 15, 1969. 
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 On Veteran’s Day 1969, Schulz began what would become a yearly tradition of paying 

tribute to one of his personal heroes, cartoonist Bill Mauldin, who was best known for his World 

War II comic Willie and Joe, which portrayed the plight of infantrymen in bitterly sarcastic 

realism. But while Mauldin’s soldiers grumbled about their duties or criticized commanders, they 

remained “sturdy cogs in the democratic war machine.” Mauldin initially supported the war in 

Vietnam out of a sense of responsibility to the troops already there. He also hoped that a 

resolution in Vietnam would avoid a far worse conflict with China. He empathized with those he 

called “peaceniks,” not the “unwashed doves with stringy hair in their guitars,” he clarified, but 

“the serious ones who are genuinely troubled”—like Charles Schulz. Mauldin even went so far 

as to remind his fellow World War II veterans, a group often critical of draft dodgers and 

resisters, that in their war “the draft board had to drag most of us, whimpering, out of the 

bushes.” President Lyndon Johnson had embraced Mauldin as a friend for his support of the war 

and the two spent time together at Johnson’s ranch in Texas. But after 1967, and especially after 

the treatment of Chicago war protesters at the 1968 Democratic National Convention, Mauldin 

broke with Johnson and his successor Richard Nixon and turned vehemently against the war. 

Mauldin’s harsh criticisms were nationally known and published regularly in the Chicago Sun-

Times.166 

So when Schulz dressed Snoopy up as a World War II veteran and sent him to celebrate 

Veteran’s Day by quaffing root beers with Bill Mauldin, it was a much more complex message 

than it appeared on the surface. Of course, Schulz was paying tribute to a man who had been a 

beloved voice for him and an entire generation of American infantrymen. Schulz owned 

Mauldin’s books and read them. But this was also a serious step for Schulz, aligning with a vocal 
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opponent of the war at this contentious moment in the conflict. And yet, just as they had so many 

times before, Schulz’s lovable characters were able to disarm many who might decry the doubt 

he suggested. 

By 1970, Schulz’s thoughts on the war had become downright cynical. Snoopy again 

appeared as the Flying Ace but always in the midst of a heavy rain. On one mission, Linus tried 

to stop Snoopy from taking off in a storm, but the pilot simply called him “hysterical.” “Tell him 

we’ll all be home by Christmas,” he stated determinedly. The strip sarcastically juxtaposed 

Linus’ “hysterical” concern for Snoopy’s safety against the pilot’s own naive belief that this 

conflict would end by Christmas, just as the ill-fated young men of 1914 had once believed. The 

next day’s strip depicted the Flying Ace racing home in an even heavier downpour. With each 

panel the rain came down harder. By the third panel the rain was so heavy and black that Snoopy 

was barely visible as he raced through the torrent. The dreary shading of this strip must have 

seemed an apt metaphor for Americans’ sinking hopes for the Vietnam conflict by 1970. Still 

Snoopy, in his dogged determination to do his duty, represented for some the last of what was 

“heroic” in American society. “Of the few idols I have worshipped at one time or another, most 

have crumbled or dissolved into dust,” wrote Chaplain Kevin Devine. “At times it seems I have 

no one left on a pedestal except Snoopy, of course,” he quipped. Snoopy was second only to “the 

American fighting man.”167 

Schulz continued his criticisms of the draft in 1970. In one strip that spring, Lucy walked 

up to the pitcher’s mound and asked Charlie Brown if he had his own room. “Oh yes,” he 

replied, “I have a very nice room.” “I hope you realize that you won’t always have your own 

room,” Lucy stated matter-of-factly, “Someday you’ll get drafted or something, and you’ll have 
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to leave your room forever!” This was all part of a list of “Things You Might as Well Know” 

that Lucy had compiled for her friend. This was the only strip on the draft to involve a female 

character. (For more on Schulz’s use and development of female characters, see Chapter 5.) Still, 

the message was the same. The draft was a bleak reality for many of the nation’s young men.168 

 

Figure 3.9 Lucy helps acclimate Charlie Brown to realities of becoming a draft-age male in 

Cold War America. May 13, 1970. 

For Independence Day that year, Peanuts addressed a number of Vietnam-era issues. It 

began on July 2, 1970, when Snoopy was invited to speak at a Fourth of July celebration at the 

puppy farm where he was born. “As long as this is going to be a Fourth of July speech,” he 

thought to himself, “I think I should slip in a few digs about dogs not being able to vote...We can 

be drafted into the Army, but we can’t vote.” Here Schulz highlighted a major political debate 

over the voting age that would be addressed the following spring when the U.S. ratified the 

twenty-sixth amendment. As Snoopy took the stage for his speech, a violent riot erupted. The 

room quickly filled with a thick mix of smoke and tear gas as police rushed in to secure the 

scene. Back home, Charlie Brown and Linus watched with bated breath as the whole thing 

unfolded on television. Charlie Brown’s local newspaper would later reveal that the riot had 

broken out over “some trouble about dogs being sent to Vietnam, and then not getting back.” 

This was the second and final explicit reference to Vietnam in this period. California Governor 
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Ronald Reagan, a “morning devotee” to Peanuts and acquaintance of the artist, was relieved to 

find “that my hero Snoopy has also experienced the joys of a campus disturbance.” Of course, 

Snoopy did not take Reagan’s hard stance against young protestors, but became the victim of 

aggressive police tactics along with the protesters. While Snoopy seemed willing to accept the 

draft in exchange for the vote, the younger dogs at the puppy farm refused to see more dogs die. 

Schulz was acting out the turmoil of the Vietnam era home front on the funny pages.169 

 

Figure 3.10 On the Fourth of July, 1970, Snoopy found himself caught up in the middle of a 

Vietnam protest that was eventually dispersed by police with tear gas. Jul. 10, 1970. 

By 1971, the Flying Ace could barely muster the strength to be angry about the war. 

After landing his Sopwith Camel without the battle damage or visual violence of the late 1960s, 

Snoopy stripped off his goggles and sighed, “I’m exhausted...This stupid war is too much.” By 

mid-year, however, Schulz was able to put together one more comprehensive statement on the 

war and the draft. Once again, Charlie Brown and the Flying Ace were off to summer camp. “I 

hate going to camp,” Charlie Brown complained from his bus seat. “Going to camp prepares you 

for getting drafted, which I don’t want to do either.” To cap off this statement, Snoopy added, 

“Curse this stupid war!” Here Charlie Brown’s fatalistic fear that he was being prepped for war 
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like a sheep for slaughter collided with Snoopy’s long and bitter fight in “this stupid war.” This 

was perhaps the clearest statement of Schulz’s position on the war.170 

 

Figure 3.11 Schulz draws together his critiques of the Vietnam and the draft in this single strip. 

Jul. 19, 1971. 

Two fans’ responses to this strip demonstrated contemporary polarization of opinion. One 

Vietnam veteran and long-time reader wrote on July 19, 1971, that he “was disappointed for the 

first time” because Schulz’s strip “portrayed Charlie not wanting to be drafted.” “I was proud to 

serve my country,” he continued, and hoped “Charlie Brown would be just as proud.” Herb 

Tompkins—a self-proclaimed “Peanuts follower” from Michigan—responded quite differently. 

“Right on, man,” he wrote, “I don’t blame you. Hope Congress will eventually get the 

message.”171 

While this strip of Charlie Brown grumbling about the draft and Snoopy cursing the war 

might have been Schulz’s most salient comment on the war to date, it was also his last. By 1971, 

fifty-eight percent of Americans believed that the Vietnam War was not only a mistake, but 

immoral. Where Schulz had ceased drawing battle scenes the year before, he now abandoned the 

entire war theme altogether, including Snoopy’s most popular alter-ego. The Flying Ace would 
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not return until after the U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam, this time as an unemployed veteran 

seeking a paycheck.172 

Schulz’s abandonment of the war did not, however, stop another artist from using his 

famous imagery for one more critique of the war. In a 1971 editorial cartoon from Raleigh, North 

Carolina’s News & Observer, the Flying Ace sat atop a doghouse labeled “Cooper-Church 

Amendment” wearing a scarf embroidered with the word “Congress.” The Cooper-Church 

amendment was a congressional reaction to President Richard Nixon’s 1969 secret Cambodian 

bombing. The bill sought to prohibit all U.S. military operations outside Vietnam. The 

amendment finally passed in December 1970, months after ground troops had left Cambodia. 

The final bill also lacked any restrictions on U.S. air raids, which continued in Cambodia for two 

more years. To depict the amendment’s failure, the cartoonist drew bullet holes across the 

doghouse. And, though Schulz never showed the Red Baron in Peanuts, this artist made clear 

who he believed the villain to be. Overhead, Nixon smiled as he soared off on a fighter jet, 

leaving Snoopy crashed below, screaming, “Curse you, Red Baiter!” Once again, readers were 

offended by the overt political use of Snoopy. “Can just anyone use one of your characters?” 

Marie Jackson of North Carolina demanded in a letter to Schulz about this editorial cartoon. “I 

resent Snoopy being used in this manner.” Whether Jackson opposed the Cambodian invasion or 

not, clearly she was most offended by Snoopy’s direct opposition to the president, her voice 

joining those of the millions who were now against the war. The editorial cartoonists’ drawing 

might have gone beyond Schulz’s own public position, but this was only a logical conclusion to 

the Flying Ace saga.173 

*  *  * 
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By the mid-1970s, more than 100 million people read Peanuts each day. Despite dealing 

with the controversial war and some of its social implications, Schulz had become one of the 

most read and best known cartoonists in American history by the end of Vietnam. Comics critic 

Robert C. Harvey went so far as to suggest that a large part of Peanuts’ success in this era was a 

direct result of the Flying Ace storylines, which drew in millions of Americans experiencing the 

social dislocation of the late 1960s. Whatever the direct impact of Snoopy’s war, it is clear that 

critics who charged that Peanuts was too detached from social problems missed the ways that the 

comic strip connected with the concerns of American newspaper readers. While few readers took 

the time to write and either endorse or protest Schulz’s message on Vietnam, the fact that the 

Flying Ace was so enormously popular and prevalent in late 1960s culture reveals, nonetheless, 

that many Americans subconsciously accepted Schulz’s comment on the war. Even more so, 

while Schulz biographer David Michaelis asserted that Snoopy’s war provided “an explanatory 

as well as a descriptive character for thousands who burned draft cards and protested an 

unjustifiable war,” he has missed the deeper meaning that Peanuts’ more conservative readers 

drew from the Flying Ace. For them, Snoopy’s battle mirrored their own fight to support 

American soldiers in Vietnam and uphold their allegiance to their country. His perseverance 

through disillusionment, disappointment, and challenge mirrored their determination to find 

“peace with honor.” These feelings were seen most clearly in American soldiers’ own embrace 

of the Flying Ace.174 

When Army Captain Charles R. Bailey returned home to Charlotte, North Carolina in 

1971, a twelve-foot-tall Flying Ace greeted him with the words, “Happiness is Chuck Bailey 

home from Vietnam.” The banner had taken Bailey’s wife and friends five hours to complete. 

                                                 
174 Harvey, The Art of the Funnies, 215. 



135 

 

The homemade sign perfectly wed the intimate nature of Schulz’s bestselling 1962 book 

Happiness is a Warm Puppy with the militaristic nature of the Flying Ace. Here Snoopy 

symbolized both the soldier’s longing for the comfort of home memorialized in every epic story 

since the Iliad and the soldier’s otherness created by enduring the trauma of combat, an 

experience entirely alien to civilians in the “Consumers’ Republic” where expectations on the 

state were conditioned by a deep faith in abundance and affluence.175 

Snoopy welcomed soldiers like Bailey home because Snoopy, in the character of the 

Flying Ace, had gone through the war with them. “When I was in Vietnam,” Glen Goodson of 

New Mexico would recall, “mom would send me the strip.” Often times his mother sent the 

strips collected in a small photo album. “I’d pass them around and they kept me and my buddies 

going.” When Goodson ended up injured in a field hospital, his mother would send him Snoopy 

mugs and cards. It all “meant more to me than anyone can know,” he confided to Schulz. 

Peanuts “brought home to us,” said Vietnam veteran Pleas Davis. “Those [strips] were [some of] 

the things, believe it or not, we cared most about” because “you could lock yourself into what 

was [going on in Vietnam] and it could be pretty black.” Snoopy was a connection to home and 

security. In David Larsen’s battalion, soldiers who were nearing the final weeks of their 

deployment received Snoopy buttons that read “short timer” as a marker for special care. Other 

soldiers expressed these connections to home in more crude and sexualized images, such as those 

that carried cigarette lighters that transformed the title of Schulz’s bestselling Happiness is a 

Warm Puppy into the slogan “Happiness is a Warm Pussy,” articulating their longing for 
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physical intimacy with a woman. For many soldiers, Snoopy represented a safer life in a familiar 

surrounding.176  

 

Figure 3.12 A Vietnam soldier poses for a picture with his Christmas presents, including a large 

Flying Ace banner. Courtesy of Richard Swan. 

Snoopy, the exhausted yet determined soldier, served to boost morale for American 

troops during the war. Captain Joe Holden, a pilot for the Army, ran counter to command when 

he had the Flying Ace and the Red Baron painted across the side of his aircraft in order to raise 

the “esprit ‘d corps to keep the guys motivated.” Though he was later commanded to remove the 

artwork, “it got a lot of attention” from the troops while it lasted. For Holden, the artwork had 
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been successful “morale-wise.” Al Rampone read Peanuts regularly in the Army newspaper 

Stars and Stripes. As a member of the 2nd Platoon of the 281st Assault Helicopter Company, 

Rampone had the Flying Ace painted on his helmet as a call sign. For him Snoopy signified “unit 

pride,” a solidarity with his brothers in arms and a reason to keep fighting.177 

Snoopy even provided a safe symbol for soldiers to express their own disillusionment 

with the war and the war protest movement. When 25,000 American soldiers who had expected 

to be home for Christmas 1972 were forced to stay because of President Nixon’s renewed 

bombing campaign, an Associated Press reporter found that one handmade card best captured the 

soldiers’ mood. It depicted the Flying Ace staring up at the stars in Vietnam as artillery fire 

rumbled in the distance. Snoopy’s mind quickly turned toward home as he wondered if his loved 

ones were watching the same sky. “Slowly he walks back across the darkened air base,” the 

card’s creator narrated, “and then the thought that throbs so constantly in his mind cries out: ‘I’m 

frustrated’.” Washington Post field reporter John Burgess found more signs of frustration among 

American airmen stationed outside of Vietnam. One embroidered patch showing “an outraged 

Snoopy shouting an obscenity about Jane Fonda” best articulated the feeling, he felt.178 

For American soldiers, like so many back home, feelings about the Vietnam War did not 

always fit neatly into the “prowar/antiwar” framework. “We may find out some day that what 

we’re doing in Vietnam is wrong,” one Brooklyn man who had lost a son in the war told Time, 

“but until then, it’s my country right or wrong.” Like the Flying Ace who cursed the war but 

refused to stop fighting or Charlie Brown who minced no words about his dread for the draft yet 

embraced his fate, many Americans faced a war they did not understand because defeat was not 

                                                 
177 Joe Holden interview, ca. Oct. 1998, item #13550301002, Folder 01, Box 03, Jan Churchill Collection, VCA; 

Albert G. Rampone, II, interviewed by author, Knob Noster, MO (by phone), Feb. 22, 2015. 
178 “GI Holiday Mood Turns Pessimistic,” Hartford Courant, Dec. 24, 1972; “When the GIs Go Home,” Washington 

Post, Apr. 21, 1974. 



138 

 

an option in their worldview. And though countless Americans, especially veterans, struggled to 

articulate their feelings about the war, Snoopy had a way of speaking for them. Snoopy was the 

hero in Vietnam because, even if he could not offer clear answers or victory, he could offer 

Americans a compatriot to commiserate with about their troubles.179 

“I’ll second that,” Vietnam veteran Al Rampone chuckled knowingly in a recent 

interview. “He was a hero.”180 
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CHAPTER 4 

I BELIEVE IN CONSERVING ENERGY: 

PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY, CONSUMER POLITICS, 

AND PEANUTS’ PRO-CAPITALIST ENVIRONMENTAL ETHOS 

 

It was just the sort of situation that suited Charles Schulz’s offbeat humor. His lead 

character, Charlie Brown, had just bought a new wastebasket and it was still in the wrapping 

paper when he showed it to his friend. “Well, unwrap it, and let’s see what it looks like,” Patty 

instructed, intrigued by Charlie Brown’s new purchase. The small wastebasket, decorated with 

flowers, appeared to please the children’s eyes, but now Charlie Brown had a problem. “What 

shall I do with all this wrapping paper?” he wondered aloud with his hands full of trash. “Throw 

it in the wastebasket!” Patty replied matter-of-factly. Here in this March 1951 Peanuts comic 

strip, artist Charles Schulz used his subtle humor to air his discontentment with capitalist 

materialism and to point out the consequences of affluence. Unwrapping the new wastebasket 

had instantly turned the wrapping paper from consumer advertising to trash. Fortunately for 

Charlie Brown, his purchase was made to contain this waste.181 

 

Figure 4.1 Charlie Brown shows off his new trash can, one of the few consumer items that was 

actually made to deal (temporarily) with the waste it instantly produced. Mar. 9, 1951.
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Schulz’s humor in this strip highlighted the disposable nature of American postwar 

consumer products and questioned the logic behind it all. Schulz readily acknowledged that even 

his own life’s work fell victim to this throw-away culture. “Comic strips are not made to last,” he 

told Newsday. “They are made to be funny today in the paper [and then] thrown away.” This 

strip exposed a truth that leaders in the antilitter movement, like the corporate-backed Keep 

America Beautiful, did not want to acknowledge. The proliferation of disposable materials used 

in consumer packaging was a major contributor to the growing litter problem. Instead, Keep 

America Beautiful and the Advertising Council chose to highlight “individual thoughtlessness” 

as “the outstanding factor in the litter nuisance.” Thus, as the environmental movement was 

fighting for influence in the American political economy, a probusiness movement was working 

to coopt this new environmental consciousness in service to rehabilitating its public image. And 

Charles Schulz’s Peanuts ended up at the intersection of the two, a national face of two opposing 

movements.182 

 As a product of Peanuts’ setting, the strip had long dealt with the environmental realities 

of suburban life. By 1960, as Americans by the millions left the cities that had boomed for a 

century, individually owned family houses in the suburbs became the norm. At the end of World 

War II, 3.5 to 5 million new single family homes had been needed to remedy a tremendous 

housing shortage. The federal government underwrote much of this housing expansion through 

the GI Bill’s subsidized loans to veterans and mortgage insurance for lenders through the Federal 

Housing Administration. Many of these homes were built in neighborhoods in the countryside 

that had previously surrounded the nation’s cities. In the years immediately following the war, 
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the United States averaged over 1 million new housing units per year. In May 1950 alone, U.S. 

homebuilders began 140,000 dwellings.183 

The rapid construction of thousands of new houses had enormous environmental 

consequences. As builders cleared trees off thousands of acres of land, suburbs across the 

country battled chronic flooding and soil erosion. United States energy demands skyrocketed as 

suburbanites required fuel to heat and cool their homes or commute to the cities for work. 

Between 1950 and 1970, the number of electrified households rose nearly 400 percent. In the 

1960s alone, average household energy use jumped thirty percent. The increased use of fossil 

fuels lead to increased carbon emissions. And as consumers sought to purchase new items to fill 

their new homes, American waste production ballooned as well. Suburbanization thus played a 

central role in shaping the political agendas of the emerging environmental movement.184 

 With the publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring in 1962, a new era of 

environmental awareness and public activism arrived. While Carson’s greatest impact in popular 

culture was to draw attention to the widespread effects of DDT usage, her attention to 

environmental consequences of human actions set off a wave of investigation. Increasingly 

Americans began considering the ecological consequences of litter, suburban development, and 

agricultural processes. In the late 1960s, environmentalism would gain a much more radical 

edge—sometimes, even, a militant one—as the counterculture adopted ecological criticisms into 
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their larger critique of the inequities and inefficiencies of American capitalism. At the same time 

that environmentalism was influencing the New Left, it also had an impact on the New Right. 

Barry Goldwater, the conservative Arizona senator who ran a disastrous campaign against 

Lyndon Johnson in 1964, actively organized to protect his beloved Camelback Mountain in 

Phoenix. Where left-leaning environmentalists looked to government to police the ecological 

behaviors of private citizens and, especially, major corporations, right-leaning environmentalists 

believed that government could not be trusted to manage such things in part because government 

might preference powerful business interests over the will of the people. These environmentalists 

tended to prefer local-autonomy over land and resource management.185 

 Scholars of environmental history have come to see that the environmental movement 

was at least in part an expression of consumer politics. Historian Adam Rome has argued that 

these roots in consumer politics have severely limited the movement’s trajectory in modern 

America because accomplishments tend to be constrained to only the least costly, least intrusive, 

and most easily attainable goals. Historian Hal Rothman has come to the same conclusion. In his 

important book The Greening of a Nation?, he has contended that the American people “embrace 

environmentalism when it is convenient and inexpensive, but when it challenges the comforts to 

which they are accustomed, they ignore or avoid it.” Similarly, William Cronon found in his 

landmark environmental history of Chicago that “the ecological place of production grew ever 

more remote from the economic point of consumption, making it harder and harder to keep track 

of the true costs and consequences of any particular product.” In other words, the consumer in 
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industrial America had become so far removed from the process of production that he or she had 

little to no sense of the environmental costs of the products consumed and, therefore, felt little or 

no obligation to address those costs. This process of consumer dislocation from production only 

accelerated in post-World War II America.186 

 Meanwhile, developing separately in the late 1960s and into the 1970s was a growing 

disenchantment with business and capitalism in the United States. “America’s growing 

antibusiness mood,” as business executive Dan Harrison termed it, was deeply troubling to 

corporate leaders. This was especially true as the economy slowed by mid-decade. “Business is 

in poor repute these days,” reported one retail industry magazine in early 1977, “and for some 

obvious reasons: anti-establishment social upheavals spurred by Vietnam, Watergate and its 

attendant corporate scandals, oil price inflation, consumerism and the ecology movement.” 

Antibusiness sentiments had their most extreme expression in the form of a series of protests, 

some of which turned violent. Many of these protests were an outflow of the Vietnam antiwar 

movement because the New Left saw big business as the primary beneficiary of the war. In the 

spring of 1970 over a thousand demonstrators, livid over the production of fragmentation bombs, 

raided the Honeywell Corporation’s annual shareholders meeting. After enduring fourteen 

minutes of shouting and mocking, the president had to dismiss the event. Dow Chemical, 

manufacturer of napalm and the notorious defoliant known as “Agent Orange,” also drew 

criticism, finding it nearly impossible to recruit new employees on college campuses.187 
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 In the 1970s, a number of America’s major corporations used extensive advertising 

campaigns to steer the environmental movement away from sweeping legislation to regulate 

corporate production and access to natural resources and towards a “personal responsibility” that 

put the onus on individual consumers and communities to deal with environmental dangers like 

litter and air pollution. In the process, business not only avoided some increased regulation, but 

managed to redeem their image to become the champions of the “American way” once again by 

the early 1980s. In the 1970s, Charles Schulz was commissioned to participate in advertising 

campaigns both to promote corporate capitalism and inform the public about environmental 

dangers. Adopting the “personal responsibility” narrative first pioneered in corporate advertising 

campaigns, Schulz ultimately helped the Nixon and Carter administrations to divert attention 

away from large scale polluters towards individual violators. Peanuts thus played a public role in 

a key national battle over how willing Americans might be to reform their capitalist structures. 

Ultimately, Charles Schulz and his seemingly innocuous Peanuts characters helped set the stage 

in the decentralizing and deregulatory culture of the late 1970s and 1980s. 

*  *  * 

 Though Peanuts began in the fall of 1950 as an urban story, it quickly and seamlessly 

migrated to the suburbs. This move came complete with countless suburban environmental 

concerns. The first tree depicted in Peanuts was a stump, likely cleared off to make way for new 

housing construction. Increasingly, advocates of an open-space protection movement bemoaned 

the vanishing countryside and the clear-cutting of forests. “If this ‘progress’ were true progress, 

no one would have cause for complaint,” wrote one commentator in 1964. “But in fact, 

‘progress’ has come to stand for stupidity, greed, graft, malice, and moral debasement. We have 

imperiled the charms of our cities; now the countryside is being laid waste.” Some critics even 
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went as far as to refer to “the rape of the land” or “the rape of the countryside.” This herbicidal 

culture deeply affected Charlie Brown when, in March 1951, he greeted Patty’s new seedling 

with an ax, as though trees were another weed to be exterminated like crab grass.188 

 

Figure 4.2 Charlie Brown readies himself to chop down Patty’s oak tree just as he had seen 

done to so much of the vegetation in his suburban world. Mar. 29, 1951. 

On January 5, 1958, a young Linus van Pelt ventured outside for his first winter since he 

had begun walking. As he walked along peacefully, white flakes began falling around him. It 

took him a moment to process what he was witnessing. Suddenly, a look of terror overtook his 

face and the boy turned to run for safety. As he raced home he ran headlong into Charlie Brown. 

“It’s happening, Charlie Brown!” he exclaimed as he clenched his friend’s collar, “It’s 

happening just like they said it would!!” Charlie Brown pried himself loose and smiled. “Of 

course it’s happening,” he kindly explained, “It’s snowing.” Linus’ fear turned to relief and then 

wonder. “What else did you expect this time of year?” Charlie Brown asked. As Linus stared up 

at the falling powder he replied, “I thought it was the fallout!” The joke of this strip relied on 

widespread fears of nuclear fallout in the 1950s. The assumption of the strip was that during 

Linus’ early years indoors he had heard—through his parents’ conversation, radio broadcasts, 

and television programs— more about fallout than he had heard about the yearly phenomenon of 

snow. In many ways, nuclear disaster was the first environmental crisis in American public 
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consciousness. This is clear in the ways Americans processed the disaster: in numerous 

landscape photos of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, in the unlivable environments in post-apocalyptic 

films like 1959’s On the Beach, and in countless newspaper articles that diagramed the effects of 

a nuclear bomb with the blast radius superimposed on various major cities. From the most 

mundane to the most catastrophic, Peanuts anticipated the rising environmental concerns of the 

1950s.189 
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Figure 4.3 Voyaging out of the house for his first winter experience, Linus mistake snowfall for 

the dreaded nuclear fallout he has heard of at home. Jan. 1, 1958. 

As silly as Linus’ fears might have seemed to Charlie Brown, his terror would have been 

recognizable to American readers in the 1950s. By 1958, three out of four of respondents to a 

Gallup poll said they heard or read about the fallout associated with the hydrogen bomb. An 

equal proportion also feared that, in the event of another world war, the hydrogen bomb would 

be used against the U.S. This popular awareness and anxiety had developed over the course of 

several years, beginning with the 1949 Soviet atomic test and reaching fever pitch following the 

1954 Bikini Atoll hydrogen bomb tests. In 1955, a report from the Atomic Energy Commission 

estimated that the radioactive fallout from a large hydrogen bomb could “kill everyone in a 

7,000-square-mile downwind area.” Though the commission warned that this was a worst-case 
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scenario and that “the fallout radiation actually absorbed by residents of the United States from 

all nuclear explosions to date…adds up to about the same exposure of one chest X ray,” this did 

little to slow the tide of sensational headlines that followed the Bikini Atoll bomb tests: “Expert 

Views on Peril of Fallout,” “Fallout Radiation Is Concentrated in Food,” “Fallout Now Dooms 

26,000-150,000, Expert Says,” and “Test Fallout Deadlier Than the Bomb.”190  

The growing concerns were echoed in the films of the era. The 1959 film On the Beach, 

starring Gregory Peck, Ava Gardner, and Fred Astaire, was the most blunt and perhaps bleak 

example of such anxieties manifested on the silver screen. Based on Nevil Shute’s 1957 novel of 

the same name, On the Beach was a film about the end of human life. While other important 

science fiction films of the era used space aliens (1953’s War of the Worlds), gigantic ants 

(1954’s Them!), or prehistoric sea monsters (1956’s Godzilla) as metaphors for their atomic 

critiques, On the Beach did nothing to mask its criticism of those societies that had developed 

and employed nuclear weapons. The overriding message of the movie was clear: even for those 

few who might survive the nuclear apocalypse of a third World War, the radioactive wasteland 

that would remain would make life pointless. In this story, nuclear fallout guaranteed total 

human extinction. It was as T. S. Eliot wrote in his poem “The Hollow Men,” the verse Shute 

used as an epigraph for his bestseller: “This is the way the world ends / Not with a bang but a 

whimper.” Nuclear fallout was in many ways more frightening than the bomb because it was a 
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slow, silent, and invisible killer. Even the most potentially lethal environmental concern in 

postwar America found expression in the world of Peanuts.191 

Schulz directly acknowledged the fledgling environmental movement by celebrating its 

leading voice. Marine biologist Rachel Carson cemented her place as the leader of the modern 

environmental movement with her 1962 smash hit Silent Spring. In the opening of her book, she 

recounted “a fable for tomorrow” which depicted a lush country town, brimming with plant and 

animal life. “Then a strange blight crept over the area and everything began to change,” she 

wrote in an ominous turn. “There was a strange stillness,” she imagined, “The birds…where had 

they gone?” In her fictional town, Carson deposited all of the most serious documented 

ecological fallout produced by American industrial action. “A grim specter has crept upon us 

almost unnoticed,” she warned, “and this imagined tragedy may easily become a stark reality we 

all shall know.” Carson was revolutionary in her approach, presenting the latest scientific 

research on the terrible effects of biochemicals like DDT in relatable examples and appealing for 

individual and public action.192 

 Lucy was certainly a fan of Carson. For her birthday in 1962, Lucy received an 

autographed baseball bat. “Who’s name is on it,” Charlie Brown inquired, “Mickey Mantle? 

Willie Mays?” Lucy stared down at the bat in her hands, a bit confused. “It must be a girl’s bat,” 

she replied, “It says, ‘Rachel Carson’.” Making a mild joke by placing Carson’s name on a 

wooden bat, Schulz poked fun at her the same way he would many other friends and 

acquaintances throughout his work.193  
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Figure 4.4 Lucy got a new baseball bat for her birthday engraved with the name of early 

environmentalist Rachel Carson. Nov. 12, 1962. 

 This became more evident in another reference to Carson in 1963. Assuming her regular 

station reclined against Schroeder’s piano, Lucy mused about what she had learned from reading 

Carson’s earlier work on the formation and development of Earth’s oceans. “Rachel Carson says 

that when our moon was born, there were no oceans on Earth,” she reported. Suddenly, 

Schroeder sat up from his piano keyboard and erupted. “You’re always talking about Rachel 

Carson!” Lucy, a bit jostled by Schroeder’s exclamation, relaxed back against the piano and 

replied, “We girls need our heroines.” This strip, first, revealed the way that Schulz would 

research various topics to be knowledgeable enough that experts in fields like marine biology 

might find a treat in the comic strip. Here Schulz refers to a trilogy of books on the oceans that 

Carson had written in the 1940s and ‘50s. Secondly, this strip shows Schulz’s great respect for 

Carson and her work, by making her the heroine of the typically anti-intellectual Lucy. Literary 

scholar Philip D. Beidler would later write that “the bravery and genius of Carson’s achievement 

in Silent Spring are still perhaps best imaged in [this] Charles Schulz cartoon” because it 

revealed just how pervasive she and her work had become in American culture.194 
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Figure 4.5 Lucy celebrates the less popularly known works of her heroine, Rachel Carson. 

Feb. 20, 1963. 

*  *  * 

One of the primary issues of concern in postwar suburbia was raising children. As many 

would soon become aware, this process, too, had environmental as well as political 

repercussions. In the spring of 1959, Charlie Brown welcomed a new baby sister named Sally. 

He was a very proud big brother, as he made clear to all the other children. “I’m so happy,” he 

told Violet when she asked about the new baby. Lucy, however, was having none of this. 

“Happy?” she demanded. “I suppose it’s never occurred to you that over-population is a serious 

problem?!” While this sort of naysaying was fully in keeping with her personality, Lucy was 

right: overpopulation was becoming a serious issue of discussion in postwar America. This was a 

debate that had been set off by British economist Thomas Malthus with his 1798 treatise Essay 

on the Principles of Population, but it had taken on new urgency in an era of decolonization and 

globalization after World War II. Between 1945 and 1960 the U.S. population grew from 140 

million to 180 million. On average, mothers in the 1950s were the youngest of the twentieth 

century and the average yearly birth rate of nearly 4 million in the decade was the highest since 

1898. Overpopulation was more deadly than the atomic bomb, Dr. William Vogt of the Planned 

Parenthood Federation of America told a public forum in downtown Atlanta in 1952. “This is not 

a theory, a fear, or a horrible dream,” Vogt said, “It is a fact.” Dr. John Rock of Harvard Medical 
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School agreed with the prognosis. According to his calculations, he told a meeting of more than 

400 gynecologists and obstetricians in 1956, the world would experience a global food shortage 

by 1980 if population growth continued at the current pace. Ultimately, Rock argued, this would 

lead to a desperate nuclear war over the planet’s dwindling resources.195 

 Overpopulation and its effect on global resources worried many Americans. In 1965, the 

New Republic declared that world hunger would be the “single most important factor in the final 

third of the 20th century.” This assertion was supported by the fact that the global population 

grew from 2.5 billion in 1950 to 3.35 billion by 1965. This issue worried government officials, 

too. “Overpopulation and resource scarcity,” argued one foreign aid report in 1959, created the 

potential for “communist political and economic domination.” “No peace and no power,” 

President Lyndon Johnson told a gathering in Omaha, Nebraska in the summer of 1966, “is 

strong enough to stand for long against the restless discontent of millions of human beings who 

are without any hope.” Johnson was explaining the reasoning behind shipping five million tons 

of grain to relieve food shortages in drought-stricken India.196 
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 Congress, too, was interested in this problem. In the summer of 1965, the Senate 

Subcommittee on Foreign Aid Expenditures took up the issue of the “population crisis.” Chaired 

by Alaska Senator Ernest Gruening, a graduate of Harvard Medical School and a former 

governor of the “last frontier,” this subcommittee was motivated by the charges from current and 

past presidents. The U.S. government needed to “seek new ways to use our knowledge,” 

President Johnson proclaimed earlier that year in his State of the Union address, “to help deal 

with the explosion in world population and the growing scarcity in world resources.” Similarly, 

former President Eisenhower, serving alongside former President Truman as an honorary 

chairman for Planned Parenthood, wrote to the committee of his great concern over this problem. 

The population crisis was, in his opinion, “one of the most…critical problems facing mankind 

today.” He continued in his letter: “If we now ignore the plight of those unborn generations 

which, because of our unreadiness to take creative action in controlling population growth, will 

be denied any expectations beyond abject poverty and suffering, then history will rightly 

condemn us.” According to the committee’s report, the population explosion was partly to blame 

for the growing disorder, disrepair, and danger in the nation’s urban areas. The committee’s 

ultimate verdict would be that the United States must either “coordinate or become 

submerged.”197 

 Over the course of four months in 1965, this subcommittee would hear testimony from 

political, research, academic, and religious leaders from across the country. The committee saw 

                                                 
197

 Lyndon Johnson, “Annual Message to the Congress on the State of the Union,” Washington, D.C., Jan. 4, 1965, 

Lyndon Baines Johnson Presidential Library, http://www.lbjlib.utexas.edu (Jul. 23, 2016); “Population Crisis: 

Hearings before the Subcommittee on Foreign Aid Expenditures of the Committee on Government Operations,” 

First Session on S.1676, United States Senate, 89th Congress (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 

1966), 5-6, 9-11; For more on Senator Ernest Gruening, see Claus-M Naske, Ernest Gruening: Alaska’s Greatest 

Governor (Fairbanks: University of Alaska Press, 2004); Robert David Johnson, Ernest Gruening and the American 

Dissenting Tradition (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998); and Ernest Gruening, Many Battles: The 

Autobiography of Ernest Gruening (New York: Liveright, 1973).  



154 

 

the population boom as the product of longer life expectancy as well as lower infant mortality 

rates in the twentieth century. They also noted a wave of legal and societal changes in the mid-

1960s that were making family planning more effective as a means of population control. In 

1965, the Supreme Court ruled in Griswold v. Connecticut that an 1879 statute outlawing 

contraceptives was unconstitutional because it violated the “right of marital privacy.” Similar 

laws were under challenge in Massachusetts and New York. And in 1965, 81 Nobel laureates 

petitioned Pope Paul VI to revisit the Catholic church’s opposition to contraceptives.198 

 In many ways, the subcommittee debate reflected the conservationist spirit that had 

motivated environmental reformers in the first half of the twentieth century. Senator Gruening 

reminded the committee that the danger of the population explosion to Americans was the fact 

that while the United States’ own population was growing, it did not match the rapid growth of 

other nations around the globe. In 1965, the American population growth rate was one and a half 

percent. That was lower than the global growth rate of two percent and far lower than the growth 

rate of third world nations that were experiencing five percent growth or more. It was half the 

growth rate, in fact, of Latin America. But Americans’ disproportionate use of global resources 

especially troubled Gruening. With only six percent of the world’s population, Americans were 

consuming half the world’s resources. “The average American,” Gruening pointed out, 

“consumes in natural resources as much as do 30 residents of India.”199 

 The subcommittee reconvened in early 1966 for a second round of hearings with an even 

more impressive slate of witnesses, which included four Nobel prize winners in both medicine 

and physics. Gruening also entered into the congressional record a series of Peanuts comic strips 
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that he felt were “pertinent” to the topic on hand and articulated the feelings of popular concern 

over the population issue. “I don’t think it’s right,” Lucy moralistically announced to her brother 

in one of the strips from June 1959, “to bring new babies into the uncertain world.” She was 

upset by the addition of a new baby in the Brown household because in her opinion, “this is the 

wrong time.” Linus had his own perspective on the population issue, though. “What are you 

gonna do with all those babies who are lined up waiting to be born?” he demanded. “You just 

can’t tell them to go away and wait for another thousand years, can you?” he shouted at his 

sister.200 

 

Figure 4.6 This Peanuts strip appeared in the record of the U.S. Senate Subcommittee hearings 

on the population crisis. Jun. 5, 1959. 

This strip demonstrated the heated moral debate that surrounded the issue of the 

population explosion. “The [Planned] Parenthood movement is looked on with great suspicion 

among Negroes,” Dr. Alan F. Guttmacher told the Pittsburgh Courier in late 1965. “Some 

think,” he continued, “it is an attempt to curtail their population.” There were also religious 

leaders who opposed efforts to manage population growth through birth control or other medical 

methods. One church leader in Baltimore felt that organizations like Planned Parenthood—which 
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was discussed often in the subcommittee hearings—“encourages immoral behavior and 

contradicts everything we teach our children in schools, churches, and social institutions.” 

Another religious leader, Archbishop Patrick O’Doyle of Washington, likened the rise of the 

population control movement to the biblical end times, writing that “surely in the glorious 

history of this great nation we have found better guides to the ‘Great Society’ than the four 

horsemen of artificial birth control, abortion, sterilization, and euthanasia.”201  

Gruening entered two more Peanuts strips into the record. The first was a July 8, 1959 

strip depicting Charlie Brown and Lucy musing about the housing challenge that the baby boom 

posed. Charlie Brown drew a comparison between the explosion of new babies in suburbia to the 

growing piles of consumer disposable goods. “They seem to have a way of accumulating like old 

magazines,” he sighed. Senator Gruening and the others certainly believed that the accumulation 

of unchecked numbers of new people could have serious consequences in the coming decades. 

Ultimately, the subcommittee recommended the passage of S. 1676, which would create an 

Office of Population Problems and authorize the president to call a White House conference on 

population in 1967.202 

 

Figure 4.7 Charlie Brown analogizes the population explosion with the consumer garbage 

explosion. Jul. 8, 1959. 
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 The other strip that Senator Gruening included was one that ran in newspapers on June 

18, 1959. In this scene, Linus confided to Snoopy his dismay “to find out that your own sister 

wishes you had never been born.” The more he pondered the idea, the more it troubled him and 

his companion. “Why, the theological implications alone are staggering,” he gasped as he stood 

in a stupor. In his naivete, Linus was shocked that older sisters do not always appreciate their 

younger siblings. But for Senator Gruening’s purposes, this strip once again articulated the deep 

uncertainty Americans faced when they considered how their personal family planning fit into a 

larger global ecosystem. Given the controversial nature of population control, Gruening did not 

have any clear solutions, but he urged the U.S. to devote the resources to find them.203 

 

Figure 4.8 Linus ponders the implications of being an unwanted child. Jun. 18, 1959. 

*  *  * 

 There were numerous popular books published in the late 1960s about the issue of 

overpopulation and its effects on the global environment. One such book was William and Paul 

Paddock’s 1967 bestseller Famine—1975! In the book, the Paddocks referred to the population 

crisis as a runaway locomotive. “The collision is inevitable,” they proclaimed. “The famines are 

inevitable.” The Paddock brothers—especially Paul, who was an agronomist—made regular 

television and radio appearances to warn of the coming catastrophe. But the Paddock brothers’ 
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work would not have near the tremendous impact in the popular culture that would come with 

the publication of another book in 1968 on the issue of global population growth.204 

This debate surrounding the dangers of overpopulation reached an entirely new level of 

intensity and public exposure when in 1968 a Stanford University biology professor named Paul 

Ehrlich published his runaway bestseller The Population Bomb. As an undergrad at the 

University of Pennsylvania, Ehrlich had been profoundly influenced by William Vogt’s 1948 

book Road to Survival. Ehrlich carried Vogt’s urgency and spartan solutions into his own book. 

“The battle to feed humanity is over,” he asserted. He reasoned that at the present birth rate, 

hundreds of millions of people around the world were “going to starve to death.” To hope for 

technological innovations in agriculture that would help food production keep pace was reckless, 

only delaying the inevitable, he believed. “Sometime between 1970 and 1985,” he wrote in a 

Washington Post editorial promoting his book, “the world will undergo vast famines.” The only 

chance was to focus resources on global regions that still could be saved through centralized 

population control measures. The global population had to decrease if humanity was to survive 

into the twenty-first century, he contended, and that could only happen through a lower birth rate 

or a higher death rate. “Mankind will breed itself into oblivion,” he warned, if drastic means 

were not adopted immediately. Ehrlich even went so far, the Los Angeles Times reported, as to 

suggest that “birth control may have to be accomplished by making it involuntary and by putting 

sterilizing agents into staple foods and drinking water.” The Population Bomb would go through 

twenty-two printings in its first three years and Ehrlich became a leading voice in the emerging 

environmentalist movement, provoking conversations on human action and resource dependency 

while also deeply influencing the movement’s activist agenda. He would also help found a new 
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organization to take the lead in the population problem: Zero Population Growth, an organization 

that soon had eighty chapters across the country. “Ehrlich is telling it like it is,” wrote the 

Washington Post reviewer of The Population Bomb. Environmentalists came to look at the 

outspoken and quick-witted biologist as the “best champion we got.”205 

In 1970, Schulz took up the issue of population control and its implications once again. 

That July, Linus walked into the living room at the Van Pelt home and posed a question to Lucy. 

“What would happen if there were a beautiful and highly intelligent child up in heaven waiting to 

be born,” Linus asked, “and his or her parents decided that the two children they already had 

were enough?” Without looking away from the television, Lucy derided her little brother for his 

“ignorance of theology and medicine.” A bit dejected, Linus refused to concede the significance 

of his inquiry. “I still think it’s a good question,” he mumbled as he slumped away. Like usual, 

Schulz did not tsake a definitive stance on the issue, though Linus’ line of questioning did 

suggest that the artist believed the debate over the population crisis was at its heart a moral 

dilemma. But if a reader were to take Lucy’s comment as the authentic expression of Schulz’s 

viewpoint, then the strip became a criticism of Linus’ conservative worldview. Readers replied 

with a wave of letters that interpreted the strip both ways. 
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Figure 4.9 This strip sparked heated discussion from readers about abortion, birth control, and 

the population crisis. Jul. 20, 1970. 

 There were many critics among those readers that interpreted Linus’ question as an 

expression of Schulz’s thought. Linus should instead ponder whether these “beautiful and highly 

intelligent” children should be born into a world where they are “unable to get food or water or 

an education because the world was overpopulated,” asked one reader. “Overpopulation is a 

problem,” he continued, “and if we don’t solve it within the next several decades, it will become 

a crisis.” He made clear that he supported Zero Population Growth and the reader hoped that 

Schulz would “reconsider your position.”206 

 Another reader, Catherine Bodwell Malan, was deeply upset by this strip. “I would have 

thought such soap opera dramatics were beneath you,” she charged. Malan felt that “the world is 

polluted with people” and wondered whether “some of the lawlessness now prevalent is not 

partly the result of too many people and a resultant lack of respect for life.” She could not 

understand why Schulz would suggest bringing more children into a world already “filled with 

hungry, lonely, unwanted children.” Malan was “sure that many of these children have the 

potential to be both beautiful and bright” and felt that “we are shamefully neglecting many of the 

children already with us.” Finally, she believed that “any family which already has two children, 

has had their ‘fair share’.” While she wished that every family could enjoy as many children as 
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they wanted, the reality, in her opinion, was that “they cannot, and intelligent people should 

recognize and accept this.”207 

 Likewise, Dr. Robert D. Meyers, a physician from Maryland, challenged the cartoonist to 

rethink Linus’ position. “I don’t question your theology,” Meyers began carefully, but “any deep 

consideration of our nation’s air, water, noise, crime, [and] pollution problems can only lead to 

the conclusion that excess population is the basis of it all.” In Meyer’s mind, the choice was 

simple. “If parents of two children really love their children,” he reasoned, “and want them to 

have the chance for a life with the qualities I think you espouse—that is the love of God, love of 

man, love of nature, and love of beauty—then those parents will not have that third and fourth 

child.” Meyer encouraged Schulz to find a way to retract Linus’ position and inform his millions 

of readers that “our nation and our civilization have so little time left.”208 

 When asked what they had done recently to help the environment in a 1971 survey, one 

in five Americans responded that they had “decided to limit the size of my family.” The cultural 

shockwave of the Roe v. Wade Supreme Court decision would later obscure the fact that family 

planning and questions of population control had once been understood as environmental issues 

rather than religious ones.209 

*  *  * 

 As it would turn out, Paul Ehrlich, the leading light in the Zero Population Growth 

movement, had an intellectual counterpart who saw the population crisis in an entirely different 

light. Julian Simon was an unknown business administration professor in Urbana, Illinois, who 

had been born the same year as Ehrlich. After an undergraduate degree from Harvard and a stint 
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in the Navy, Simon enrolled in a doctoral program in business economics at the University of 

Chicago. Simon was at Chicago at the same time that economists Milton Friedman and Friedrich 

A. Hayek were challenging New Deal economics with their free market thinking. Friedman 

famously asserted that economic freedom was not just the means to prosperity, but to individual 

freedom as well. Hayek, on the other hand, warned in his landmark Road to Serfdom that 

because the knowledge of value and demand was fragmented across all the individuals of a 

society, government control of economic decision-making would always lead to tyranny. These 

free market ideas had deeply influenced Simon’s thinking about economics. Although Simon had 

initially agreed with the likes of Ehrlich about the population crisis, he came to see population 

growth in a positive light. More people meant more ideas, better technologies, and more 

solutions. Humanity would not outstrip its resources because of their own ingenuity. This is why 

Simon referred to people as the “ultimate resource” in his 1981 book of the same title.210 

 By the close of the 1970s, Simon would put his economic faith to the test by posing a 

thousand dollar wager to Ehrlich that the price of five industrial metals (chromium, copper, 

nickel, tin, and tungsten) would decrease over the next decade. Simon was convinced that market 

competition and new technologies would drive prices down and demonstrate that humanity was 

not speeding headlong toward global shortages and warfare. As many noted during the era, this 

wager captured the sharpening divide between conservatism and liberalism in the last quarter of 

the twentieth century. But it also highlighted a less noticed reality that proponents of 
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environmentalism and the pro-business free market economics of the 1970s were engaged in a 

high-stakes battle over the future of American capitalism.211 

 There were few signs in the early 1970s that businessmen and free market economists 

would dominate so much of the policymaking and political culture of the coming decade. 

Business had struggled since the onset of the Great Depression and New Deal to restore its 

influence in American politics and convince the voting public, as President Calvin Coolidge had 

once contended, that “what’s good for business is good for America.” They waged this fight in a 

number of different ways, from funding public education programs to funding university 

business schools to lobbying Congress. Many times in the 1970s, this seemed like a losing 

battle.212 

 Perhaps the most jarring example of anti-business sentiment in this period came with a 

series of attacks against Bank of America in the winter of 1970. The first of these incidents took 

place in Isla Vista near the University of California at Santa Barbara. There student protesters 

burned down the local Bank of America branch. To these young people, Bank of America was 

“the representative here of the establishment,” according to one protester. The company reached 

out to the demonstrators and attempted to expand lending to minorities in an attempt to address 

protesters’ concerns. Shortly after the branch reopened, however, it was attacked again. Over the 
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next few years, Bank of America branches across the U.S. were hit by firebombs and pipe bombs 

numerous times.213 

American business responded with a tidal wave of programs to educate the American 

public on the benefits of free market capitalism. “There is no doubt,” said Walt Petravage of the 

U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s Center for Interpreting Business, “corporate America is concerned 

with what it perceives as a lack of understanding towards it and the system in which it survives.” 

This national campaign manifested itself in numerous different ways. In 1971, Arizona’s 

Republican Governor Jack Williams signed a bill adding an economics course to the state’s high 

school curriculum. Texas was another state that introduced an economics requirement, but rather 

than using state appropriations to fund the course they relied on private sponsors like the 

Houston Natural Gas Corporation to provide materials and educate instructors in the program.214 

 Charles Schulz would find himself squarely in the middle of corporate America’s 

movement against “economic illiteracy” when he signed on to illustrate a project entitled “The 

American Economic System and Your Part in It.” The initiative, sponsored by a $239,000 grant 

from the Commerce Department and directed by the Ad Council, had begun with an extensive 

national survey testing the American public’s understanding of the economy. The “National 

Survey on the American Economic System” was conducted by the research department of the 

Compton Advertising company, which had long handled the advertising for Proctor and 

Gambles’ biggest packaged-goods brands. This survey had been the direct result of a few 

catalysts. First, entrepreneurial organizations and business leaders across the country as well as 

federal officials had contacted the Ad Council’s Board of Directors requesting a “public service 
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communications campaign to create a better understanding of the ‘American economic system’.” 

Second, a series of conferences on inflation hosted by the Ford administration in the fall of 1974 

had made the economy a top public issue. This was certainly proved out in public opinion polls 

which showed that by August 1974 a plurality of Americans believed the economy was headed 

for another depression. And while 53 percent of Americans had “some” confidence in American 

business to help deal with the sagging economy and inflation, 38 percent had no confidence at 

all. Third, the Ad Council believed that public understanding of the economy would be a “critical 

factor in the development of effective responses to the challenges posed by persistent inflation 

and recessionary prospects, both aggravated by rising energy costs.” Finally, Secretary of 

Commerce Elliot L. Richardson specifically requested the Ad Council’s involvement in a public 

campaign in October 1974. The survey, conducted in late 1974, conducted some 3,000 field 

interviews and was published in Spring 1975. The interview sample included Americans of 

various sexes, races, ages, incomes, education levels, religious affiliations, political ideologies, 

partisan affiliations, and levels of political activism. They also made sure to include “sufficient 

numbers of businessmen, ‘thought leaders,’ clergymen, educators and students” in their data 

set.215 

 The survey found that many Americans understood the U.S. economic system in personal 

terms “rather than the language of economics.” In describing what was unique about their 

economy, four out of ten expressed it in individual terms: “anyone is free to choose or change his 
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job, free to start a business, free to improve his condition by his own initiative.” Quite troubling 

for the businessmen leading this campaign, only 9 percent of those surveyed cited “free 

enterprise, free economy, or private enterprise” when asked “what is good about the system.” 

Conversely, when asked what was wrong with the economy, a quarter of respondents replied that 

big business enjoyed political and tax advantages or acted in their own self-interest to falsely 

restrict supply and drive up prices. One-fifth of those surveyed felt that the economy was “bad, 

not working, unstable or chaotic.” About half of respondents agreed that the American economic 

system required “more than minimal changes.” When asked how the problems of the American 

economic system should be addressed, 56 percent replied that it would require greater 

government regulation of things like big business, prices, wages, inflation, and foreign trade. 

When asked to describe the roles of various actors in the American economy, the general public 

best understood the role of advertising (two-thirds of respondents could accurately describe it) 

and least understood the role of the consumer (only 12 percent could give an accurate description 

of how consumers functioned to stimulate the economy). Yet while they struggled to identify the 

“role” of the consumer, two-thirds described themselves exclusively as consumers or “spenders 

of money.” Thus, the survey found that the average American by the mid-1970s was feeling 

increasingly detached from the larger economy. “Although American’s value the fundamental 

system for the personal freedoms and potential for personal growth they see in it,” the pollsters 

reported, “their description of their role in the system has a passive character.”216 
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 In response to the report’s findings that “economic understanding of the American public 

is incomplete and fragmentary,” the Ad Council embarked on their “biggest effort in [their] 34-

year-history.” The Council estimated it would need to spend up to 3.3 million dollars over the 

first three years of the project, not including the additional funds donated by supporting business 

firms. The campaign was intended to run into the 1980s and would feature 35 million dollars’ 

worth of free commercial advertising time on all the major networks, which would then direct 

viewers to write in for the centerpiece of the project: a 24-page booklet entitled “The American 

Economic System and Your Part in It.” This is where Charles Schulz came in. At the request of 

the Ad Council, Schulz provided both original artwork and previously published Peanuts strips 

to illustrate the booklet. He did this without any compensation “as a public service,” the 

pamphlet said.217 

 Schulz’s artwork for the booklet combined original work with previously published 

strips. Beneath the pamphlet foreword, the artist drew a an elaborate scene of Charlie Brown, 

Linus, and Snoopy (as the Flying Ace) marching beneath a set of Revolutionary-era flags. Linus 

wore a bandage around his head, as though he had been wounded in a battle. The three carried 

musical instruments to play as they marched their small military-style parade. The image set a 

patriotic tone for the pamphlet to follow, suggesting that American loyalists would support the 

American capitalist system. Many of the other illustrations in the booklet were simply panels that 

added simple transitions to the layout: “There are a lot of things I don’t understand,” or “question 

number one…”. At the beginning of the section describing the various individual roles within a 
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capitalist economy, Schulz included a group portrait of all the Peanuts characters, including 

Franklin, Snoopy, and Woodstock (the bird) to emphasize the importance of each member of the 

group relying on the other for success. The pamphlet only included one full-length strip, a scene 

of Snoopy rushing over to aid Woodstock in a heavy snow. “Poor Woodstock doesn’t know how 

to take care of himself in emergencies,” the dog worried. “He’s probably snowed under or frozen 

stiff.” When Snoopy finally made it through the snow drift to Woodstock’s nest, however, he 

found that the little yellow bird had built himself an igloo and had a fire going to keep warm. 

Within the context of the booklet, which had challenged readers to ask themselves whether a 

proposed program was “a proper one for government” and whether it could “be done better by 

the private sector,” this strip seemed to minimize the need for a strong, activist federal 

government and endorse the skills and resourcefulness of the individual. Schulz’s artwork in the 

pamphlet set a patriotic tone that championed the power of the individual and his or her role in 

the larger economy.218 

 “The American Economic System and Your Part in It” had its critics. Educators 

questioned how effective such campaigns could be. “Unless you have a captive audience,” said 

nobel prizewinning economist Paul Samuelson, “these programs tend to speak to the converted. 

They have no cutting edge toward people on the margin.” Others charged that the pamphlet was 

“simplistic and boring.” Some challenged whether the pamphlet was as nonpartisan as the Ad 

Council claimed. Several groups demanded equal broadcast time from the networks because they 

argued that the Ad Council campaign was a violation of the Federal Communications 

Commission’s (FCC) “fairness doctrine.” Both ABC and CBS were reluctant to run the 

television advertisements. CBS even required the Ad Council to revise their television spots to 
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remove the endorsement of the pamphlet. They contended that “the American economic system 

is a topic about which there is debate and that the booklet offer would therefore require the 

network to grant time under the fairness provisions” of the FCC. The Public Media Center in San 

Francisco developed its own campaign called “Americans for a Working Economy” to offer 

ideas for equitable reforms to help the disadvantaged in the American economy. “The campaign 

is a sham,” protested the center’s director, Roger Hickey, “it represents the corporate interest, not 

the public interest.” The Public Media Center went even further to petition the FCC to revise its 

regulations for public service announcements to disqualify the Ad Council because of its 

“inherent corporate-industry bias.” Ultimately, CBS and ABC pulled the television ads for fear 

of political backlash and demands for equal airtime for opposing views. ABC, in particular, 

decided that the advertisements “would violate an internal policy we have had which prohibits 

offering time in the form of public service announcements or commercials for the discussion of 

controversial issues of importance which we think are more appropriately discussed in news or 

public affairs programs.” Conversely, NBC—after an initial delay—joined over 400 newspapers 

and 500 radio stations from across the country and ran the Ad Council’s pamphlet 

advertisements.219 

 Another group attracted a wave of media attention for its opposition to the Ad Council’s 

economics campaign. The People’s Bicentennial Commission (PBC), led by the young left-

leaning economist Jeremy Rifkin, who had been deeply involved in Vietnam War protests, 

published its own opposing materials that did not reflect such a capitalist bias. “The Ad Council 

campaign is a direct attempt to propagandize their point of view,” Rifkin believed. Like many 
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who challenged the consequences of capitalist affluence, Rifkin wondered why the Ad Council’s 

booklet ignored the negative effects of an economic system based on the continual pursuit of 

higher profits. “Nowhere do they raise the issues of pollution,” he complained, “or the flight of 

capital. Nowhere do they discuss corporate policies that adversely affect the health and safety of 

workers.” As PBC co-director Ted Howard put it, the Ad Council campaign was “advocacy by 

omission.”220 

 The Ad Council’s Vice President, Lewis Shollenberger, did his best to reassure the public 

that the pamphlet was unbiased. He asserted that the material had received the approval of both 

the council’s internal policy-review committee and several government agencies. “We have done 

our level best to be neutral,” Shollenberger claimed. “We believe we’re representing the facts as 

they are.” Another Council official stated that, “We have no philosophy.” The only criteria they 

considered was “only whether free advertising is in the public interest.” The Council’s President 

Robert P. Keim agreed. “We’re not talking advocacy or Marxism versus capitalism in this 

campaign,” he asserted. Going even further, he emphasized that “the word ‘capitalism’ I don’t 

think even appears in [the booklet] and we’re not even calling it ‘the free enterprise system’.” 

Keim, however, showed his hand in this final statement by revealing that while he and his 

organization might think of the economy as a “free enterprise system,” they had opted not to use 

such language. Talk of laissez faire economics still had strong connections to the pro-business 

1920s that many Americans felt had shipwrecked the economy in the Great Depression. Since 

then the U.S. had embraced a much more managed economy with social safety net programs like 
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Social Security and Medicare. Even in the mid-1970s, “free market” thought, while rising in 

esteem, was still not mainstream economic understanding. The businessmen of the Ad Council 

thus avoided such obvious markers of a partisan position. Perhaps campaign chairman and 

advertising executive Barton A. Cummings explained the Council’s goal best when he said, “We 

think the product (the American economic system) is so good, all we have to do is get the people 

to understand it.” The campaign would not “advocate capitalism” or be a “hip-hip-hooray for 

American business,” he insisted.221 

 But whether the Council used the buzzwords or not, Rifkin was right in his assertion that 

“The American Economic System and Your Part In It” was a brochure promoting “free market” 

capitalism. The New York Times certainly had no doubts that this was a campaign to educate 

Americans on the merits of “the free enterprise system.” Times columnist Louis M. Kohlmeier 

wrote that “America’s giant corporations, which have long advertised their products, have begun 

advertising their economic viewpoint.”222 

 The Ad Council’s was just one of many pro-business campaigns that experienced public 

backlash in the 1970s. In 1976, many U.S. oil companies were fighting their own battle to 

redeem their industry image in the midst of the oil crisis. Mobil Oil Corporation, for example, 

was spending $13 million on their own education program. The response from critics was quite 

direct. One activist collaborative, the Energy Action Committee, charged that Mobil Oil was 

presenting “a one-sided and misleading, if not fraudulent” perspective. Mobil also tried more 

subtle ways of improving its corporate brand, such as sponsoring respected public broadcast 
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programs. This was met with charges from the nation’s largest collective labor union, the 

American Federation of Labor-Congress of Industrial Organizations, that corporations were 

abusing public television for commercial purposes. The union was “highly concerned that this 

thing will grow insidiously.” Randall Meyer, president of the Exxon Company U.S.A., worried 

that the magnitude of protest represented a more fundamental shift in American economic 

understanding. He warned his fellow business leaders about the “growing volume of criticism 

equating bigness in business with badness.” The New York Times recognized the tricky public 

climate in which business found itself in the 1970s. “Now the harder business tries to sell itself 

and its point of view,” wrote columnist Louis M. Kohlmeier, “the more controversial the effort 

becomes.”223 

 Nonetheless, “The American Economic System and Your Part in It” was largely a 

success. By late 1976 the Ad Council had received over 1 million requests for the pamphlet and 

officials were planning a second printing of 1 million additional copies. Many media 

commentators attributed a large portion of the success to the addition of Schulz’s cartoons to the 

pamphlet. In June 1976, Schulz would even be awarded a special medal from Secretary of 

Commerce Elliot L. Richardson—Richard Nixon’s former Attorney General who had resigned 

rather carry out the president’s order to fire special prosecutor Archibald Cox during the 

Watergate investigations—for “outstanding contributions to public understanding of the 

American economy.” He was presented with the honor during a rather symbolic ceremony at the 

Bank of America building in San Francisco. Secretary Richardson told the media and dignitaries 

present that the cartoonist’s illustrations “went a long way in brightening up the presentation of 

what is often termed the dismal science of economics.” Schulz also received a letter from 
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President Gerald Ford commending him for his “most effective public service contribution” to 

the project. “Because of this contribution,” Ford continued, “the interests and needs of many 

Americans concerned with increased economic education will be particularly well served.”224 

 This pro-capitalist pamphlet might have been the most publicly scrutinized project Schulz 

had ever participated in. Still, such a project revealed some of Schulz’s own feelings about the 

government’s role in both the economy and the environment. It also revealed his belief in 

“personal responsibility” in the economy, a principle that was becoming the core message of 

corporate America on pollution and a principle that Schulz would incorporate into his most 

important environmental works. 

*  *  * 

 If Schulz’s environmental ethos was informed by his capitalist sensibilities, it was also 

informed by his Christian faith. In Schulz’s faith community (for more on Schulz’s evangelical 

faith, see Chapter 1), evangelical leaders were also talking about the Christian’s role in caring for 

the environment. One such leader was an independent-minded Presbyterian missionary in 

Switzerland named Francis Schaeffer. Although Schaeffer would later be known among young 

evangelicals for his 1976 book How Should We Then Live?, which focused on the practical 

application of orthodox theology, in the early 1970s he was interested in a topic not typically 

associated with conservative evangelicals: the environmental crisis. Schaeffer’s Pollution and 

the Death of Man (1970) was a call for a Christian ecological ethos. Following the lead of 

environmentalist pioneer Rachel Carson, Schaeffer began with the example of the devastating 
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effects of DDT and warned that humanity was in danger of losing the habitable world. Yet where 

Carson pled for public activism and government regulation, Schaeffer called Christians to 

spiritual repentance. “The distressing thing about this is that orthodox Christians often really 

have had no better sense about these things than unbelievers,” he wrote in the pamphlet. Those 

who had been entrusted in the Bible to be caretakers of the earth, Schaeffer believed, were now 

derelict in their duties, blinded by mass consumption. “The death of ‘joy’ in nature,” he 

diagnosed, “is leading to the death of nature itself.” While Schaeffer wrote in explicitly religious 

terms, he certainly echoed the sentiments of the conservationists who had tried for much of the 

century to encourage environmental concern among their countrymen by preserving and 

celebrating the aesthetic beauty and “joy” of nature.225 

 Schaeffer was not alone among evangelicals calling for Christians to see spiritual calling 

in the looming disasters of overpopulation and environmental degradation. The bestselling 

nonfiction book of the 1970s was Hal Lindsey’s The Late Great Planet Earth, which connected 

the Bible’s apocalyptic prophecies to Cold War geopolitics, pointing to the rise of the U.S.S.R. 

and China and the turmoil in the Middle East over an Israeli state as markers of the end of times. 

Lindsey believed that all of these developments and the declining state of the global environment 

would culminate in the second coming of Jesus in 1988. By 1979, Lindsey’s book was adapted 

as a popular film narrated by Orson Welles. The movie poster for the film showed Earth set 

ablaze, alone in the blackness of space. Historian Matthew Avery Sutton has argued that the 

mass appeal of The Late Great Planet Earth reflected the way that the many environmental 

concerns, from ecological disaster to overpopulation and nuclear proliferation, “all made 
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apocalyptic evangelicalism palatable to the broader American public.” But if evangelical 

premillennialism was influencing American culture, the growing environmental movement was 

also influencing American religion. Schulz’s engagement with the Nixon and Carter 

administrations’ environmental programs was just one example of a persistent evangelical 

environmental ethos that existed in the 1970s.226 

*  *  * 

 Environmental degradation worried many Americans. In 1971, the Nixon White House 

found that a majority of them wanted to see the federal government increase spending on 

projects that would “enhance and restore our environment.” Sixty-three percent of respondents 

believed this to be a “very important” issue. This sentiment ran high throughout most of the 

1970s. And the numbers were quite similar whether Americans were asked about the federal or 

state government’s role. In fact, seventy percent of Americans felt that “a healthy physical 

environment” would be a “major contributor” to whether or not the United States would remain 

“great” over the next decade.227 

By the mid-1970s, while environmental issues had been present in Schulz’s work in 

various ways, they had often been secondary to making a joke or developing a character. The 
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environment would take center stage, however, when Schulz and his television production team 

of Lee Mendelson and Bill Melendez began throwing around ideas for a new Peanuts television 

special for 1976. Though Schulz would joke in a 1977 interview that he had only chosen the 

topic because he had run out of holidays, It’s Arbor Day, Charlie Brown fit well with previous 

environmental concerns addressed in Schulz’s work.228 

The Arbor Day special focused on educating families about conservation and providing 

them with some ideas for getting involved in tree and forest conservation in local communities. 

The episode began when Sally Brown was unable to correctly define Arbor Day for her class. 

She was quite confident that it was the day “when all the ships come sailing into arbor,” to 

which her classmates erupted in laughter. To address the child’s misunderstanding, the teacher 

assigned Sally to write a report on Arbor Day. With a little help from her love interest Linus 

(unrequited, like most love in Peanuts), Sally discovered everything she needed to know about 

the history of the holiday at the local library. The first Arbor Day was celebrated on April 10, 

1872 in Nebraska and was the product of the efforts of J. Sterling Morton, who would later serve 

as Secretary of Agriculture under President Grover Cleveland. The “main idea of Arbor Day,” 

she found, was “conservation.” It was intended as a holiday to demonstrate “to both children and 

adults the need to maintain and protect certain areas of our natural forests and woodlands.” Arbor 

Day, she learned, was a day to celebrate and enrich green spaces.229 

 “Other holidays repose upon the past,” Sally quoted J. Sterling Morton, but “Arbor Day 

proposes for the future.” Peanuts here was promoting a vision of a more responsible, more 

considerate, future-oriented consumer ethos to combat the narcissistic culture of instant 
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gratification during the “Me” decade. This was the same critique Schulz had made about throw-

away society twenty years earlier, only now the idea was connected to a larger national 

movement.230 

Sally’s research led her to action, another theme developed in this television special. 

“Every child can plant an orchard!” she bellowed with the conviction of a revolutionary. And 

like any young revolutionary, she was not content to go about her crusade alone. “Let us fly to 

the field to cultivate a few forest trees!” Sally charged her friends to take shovel and rake and 

join her green mission. Linus, Snoopy and Woodstock all followed dutifully. But she also 

persuade the often skeptical Lucy to join her project and, in regular Lucy fashion, she was soon 

barking out orders to the rest of the children.231 

To these newly awakened environmentalists, prior possession meant little in their crusade 

to make their town greener. They went straight to work on Charlie Brown’s baseball field—

without his knowledge, of course—planting trees, bushes, vines, flowers, and vegetables. As 

Lucy wrested leadership of the project from Sally’s control, the world champion fussbudget 

demonstrated an almost religious zeal. “There is beauty in a well ordered orchard, which is a joy 

forever,” she said, another quote from J. Sterling Morton on the first Arbor Day celebration that 

took on the tone of an Old Testament proverb. “Orchards are missionaries of culture and 

refinement,” she orated, wedding Schulz’s typical Christian rhetoric with the Bible’s call to be a 

responsible caretaker for the earth. In Schulz’s worldview, this type of conservation and 

community green activism should be the Christian, middle-class, suburban environmental ethic. 
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Of course, Charlie Brown was not too happy about the state of his field when he arrived 

for opening day of the neighborhood baseball season. When Lucy had assured him that she 

would take care of “sprucing up” the field, he had hardly imagined he would find an actual tree 

in the middle of his pitcher’s mound. While Sally tried to explain to her panicking brother that 

the cultivated field was part of their Arbor Day celebration, Lucy bluntly reminded him that his 

baseball team had never been good anyways and so he had not lost anything. 

When Peppermint Patty and her team arrived for the game, she could hardly believe her 

eyes. Charlie Brown’s “victory garden” had “everything here but sheep and cattle.” Nonetheless, 

she would not miss an opportunity to crush an opponent in sports and decided to make the best of 

the situation. As the game proceeded, it quickly became clear that nature did not play a passive 

role in this story. Peppermint Patty struggled to strike batters out as she normally would because 

she kept getting hung up on the tree in the middle of the pitcher’s mound. Similarly, when 

Snoopy hit one deep into the outfield he failed to make it to first base because the vine at the 

backstop, which he had earlier mishandled, reached out and tripped him. The flowers in the 

outfield distracted Lucy and Frieda from doing their jobs, while Peppermint Patty was unable to 

get on base because she could not find it underneath all the vegetation.232 

By the end of the game, even the trees were making catches for Charlie Brown’s team. 

After a chaotic eight and a half innings, the little boy who had never won a baseball game found 

himself one out away from winning the season opener. Though he had initially been horrified at 

the sight of an orchard on his baseball field, nature had given Charlie Brown a gift.233 
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And just as quickly as nature gave, nature took away. As Charlie Brown wound up to 

throw his final pitches and finish the game, a sudden storm sprang up to flood the field and end 

the game short of victory. All the children but Charlie Brown scrambled for cover, leaving him 

standing there in sopping disbelief. The game’s outcome left it unclear whether nature in Peanuts 

was to be interpreted as a positive force to be cultivated or a negative force to be feared. What 

was clear was that the environment in Peanuts was quite capable of caring for itself, as 

evidenced by Sally’s consolation to her defeated brother: “At least it’s good for the crops, 

Charlie Brown.”234 

 As powerful, independent, and awe-inspiring as nature could be in Peanuts, there was a 

human message pervading It’s Arbor Day, Charlie Brown. Quoting J. Sterling Morton a final 

time her report to the class, Sally said that “every man, woman, and child who plants trees shall 

be able to say…‘If you seek my monument, look around you.’” Schulz’s concept of 

environmentalism was one that still placed human beings and their needs and desires at the 

center of the narrative. While Sally’s and Lucy’s did conflict with Charlie Brown’s interests, the 

children’s horticultural endeavor did not seek to radically change or replace the existing 

capitalist systems that produced unprecedented levels of waste and pollution. Instead, Schulz 

advocated reasonable modifications to the consumer ethos, calling Americans to be more 

conscientious in their consumption and to balance progress with ordered green spaces. This 

centrist environmental message was well-received by Schulz’s audience, critics, and activists. 

It’s Arbor Day, Charlie Brown surprised even the artist, earning an Emmy nomination and 

winning the Arbor Day Award from the national Arbor Day Foundation.235 
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 Newspapers across the country, from Atlanta to Los Angeles, promoted this latest Charlie 

Brown television special. It seemed an odd addition to the canon of Peanuts holiday specials, 

even to the artist himself. By the mid-1970s, Schulz and his producers had “covered practically 

every season and holiday.” In his mind, Arbor Day was the bottom of the idea barrel. “We 

actually got down to something like ‘Arbor Day’ for one of our shows,” he told one interviewer, 

“and it won the National Arbor Day Award.” Arbor Day had been around since conservationist J. 

Morton Sterling had led an effort to plant an estimated one million new trees in Nebraska in the 

1870s. The observance had taken on a renewed meaning by its centennial in the 1970s. Sterling 

could hardly have imagined a more perfect moment for the 100th anniversary than the 1970s, 

when people had been struck with concern over the human influence on the environment.236 

 In many ways, Schulz’s It’s Arbor Day, Charlie Brown reflected a major thrust of the 

Earth Day movement with its central theme of educating Sally about the history and importance 

of environmental action. While Earth Day 1970 connected old-school conservationists, 

ecologists, suburban housewives, and student activists with the institutional power of federal 

government through leaders like Senator Gaylord Nelson, perhaps its greatest achievement was a 

national grade school environmental education effort that created what historian Adam Rome has 

called, “the first green generation.” This approach to improving the future through educating 

school children was present as well when Schulz lent his talents to a national clean air project in 

the late 1970s.237 

*  *  * 
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 “Charlie Brown has become concerned,” Schulz wrote in his script proposal to the 

American Lung Association in 1979. The concern that troubled America’s most famous worrier 

was the declining state of the environment. At stake in this mounting crisis, Schulz asserted, was 

the prospect of a “better world for ourselves, our children and the future generations of our 

nation.” The cartoonist insisted that he had “long been committed to doing what I can to help 

preserve our environment.” But this level of direct social engagement was a new development 

for Schulz, who had been clear about Charlie Brown’s philosophy for dealing with problems 

back in the 1950s: “You’ve just got to let things go along, ride them out and see how they turn 

out in the end.” There was no sense in “swinging left and right and trying to solve all your 

problems in one day.” Schulz had called this his “policy of moderation.” But such a policy would 

no longer do. Charlie Brown and the American people could not sit by idle in the face of 

looming environmental catastrophe. “Concern leads to action,” Schulz now espoused.238 

 Schulz was writing as the new honorary Chairman of the American Lung Association’s 

Christmas Seals Campaign. The annual program solicited artwork from school children in 

kindergarten through third grade from across the United States to adorn the organization’s fifty-

four commemorative Christmas seals—one for each state, plus the District of Columbia, Guam, 

Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands—, decorative stamps sold to raise money for medical 

research. Each year, the American Lung Association reported, more than 60 million American 

households purchased sheets of seals. Schulz was a logical choice to be the face of the program 

since he had spent his career drawing children.239 

                                                 
238

 “The Success of an Utter Failure,” Saturday Evening Post, Jan. 12, 1957; American Lung Assoc., “Charlie 

Brown Clears the Air” Storyboard Pamphlet (1979), 2003.101, Peanuts Licensing Archives: Ephemera Box 1 (c. 

1952-1999), Schulz Correspondence, CMSMRC. 
239

 Jean K. Smith, “Christmas Seals 1978,” Art Education 31, no. 7 (Nov. 1978): 4-5. 



182 

 

 Schulz would not, however, just be a figurehead. The American Lung Association also 

asked him to produced a short film to be shown in schools and community centers across the 

country about the role individuals had to play in combating air pollution, a leading cause of lung 

disease. In 1979, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) would find that lung disease 

caused by air pollution was costing Americans $1.3 billion each year. Furthermore, though air 

quality had generally improved across the country thanks to clean air regulations passed during 

the Johnson and Nixon administrations, by 1978 the EPA found that most Americans still lived 

in areas of elevated levels of carbon dioxide, sulphur monoxide, nitrogen dioxide, smog, and 

other air pollutants. The EPA, whose research and grants had raised awareness of environmental 

concerns considerably in the 1970s, would also be funding the Peanuts short film.240 

  “Our film alone is not the solution,” Schulz admitted, “to the problem of air pollution 

and a totally improved environment.” He did feel, though, that it was “a special way of involving 

young minds in seeing, understanding and taking upon themselves a sense of direct self-concern 

and self-responsibility for their environment.” Schulz clearly articulated a message of personal 

responsibility for both environmental degradation and clean-up directed to young people.241 

 The storyboards for “Charlie Brown Clears the Air” were intended to pitch the message, 

major scenes, and dialogue to the folks at the American Lung Association. The credits to open 

the story pictured Pigpen, the messy Peanuts child who was always “covered in [the 

environment],” carrying a picket sign that read “Fight pollution!” From the beginning of the 

story, the message was not only that individuals should take personal responsibility for both the 

degradation and care of the environment. It was also a call to battle. The environmental problems 
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facing Americans could not be overcome by simply modifying personal behaviors. Individuals 

would need to change the very culture of their communities.242 

 As the actual story began, the American Heart Association’s executives found Charlie 

Brown, Linus, and Snoopy on a walk. Snoopy, in this scene, was in a particularly bad mood, 

essentially attacking Linus when he made a critical observation about dogs. Linus turns to the 

dog’s owner to find out why Snoopy isn’t acting himself. The cat owner next door, Charlie 

Brown explained, “keeps burning his leaves and trash in the backyard.” But Linus did not 

understand the correlation. “It’s causing soot and dirt all over Snoopy’s house,” Charlie Brown 

elaborated. Just then, the three arrived in front of the dog house. The typically vibrant red paint 

was layered with dark gray grime so thick Snoopy could barely wipe any away with his hand. 

Overhead hung a black cloud of soot emanating from the neighbor’s backyard. Seeing Snoopy 

weeping against his filthy dog house, Linus finally understood. “Why don’t you do something 

about it,” he asked Charlie Brown, assuming the boy’s personal responsibility for correcting the 

problem.243 

The air pollution in this case was really the result of two different processes. First, the 

neighbor burned leaves because he viewed his environment through a widely shared suburban 

environmental ethic, valuing nature for its aesthetic beauty but intolerant of nuisances such as 

crabgrass, autumn leaves, or insects deemed hindrances to a fulfilling suburban life. Secondly, 

the neighbor burned trash that was the byproduct of the enormous consumer revolution that 

surged through post-World War II American life. Thus, the film implicitly suggested that air 

pollution was the product of both individual consumption and corporate production.244 
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Charlie Brown assured Linus that he had confronted his neighbor to say that “trash 

burning helps to pollute the air.” The neighbor had replied, however, that “as soon as Snoopy 

tunes up his motorcycle, he’ll stop burning brush.” Immediately, Snoopy came tearing by on 

motorcycle, leaving a thick cloud in his wake. This exchange between Charlie Brown and his 

neighbor got to the real heart of Schulz’s message. Air pollution was really a product of 

Americans shirking their own responsibility for their environment. Pollution was, then, 

ultimately a social problem more than even a scientific, political, corporate or cultural problem. 

Thus it required personal not regulatory solutions. This message would have been favorable both 

to Middle Americans, who already placed an enormous emphasis on individuality, and pro-

business advocates who felt their interests were best served by modifying the status quo rather 

than drastically reforming a system through government activism.245 

In the next scene, Charlie Brown and his friends play an afternoon baseball game. Above 

them, a dark smog cloud that never appeared in the regular Peanuts comic strip loomed as the 

children struggled to capture their first win in 900 games. Going into the ninth inning, they were 

leading by a single run thanks to a home run from Snoopy. But as Charlie Brown tried his best to 

get the final strikeouts the team needed, the batter slammed a pop fly into the outfield. Linus, 

normally surehanded, rushed to make the catch but stumbled and slipped on the litter that 

cluttered the children’s baseball lot. The scene of smog and litter bore a stark contrast to the 

typical pristine settings of the Peanuts suburb. On the very next pitch, another fly ball careened 

over Lucy’s head because she could not see it through the smog. At this point, Charlie Brown’s 

team mutinied. “I quit!” Lucy shouted between coughs, “This pollution is too much. I could get 
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killed out here!” Linus quit, too. “It’s no fun out there in all this litter,” he complained. Even 

Snoopy threw down his hat and glove in protest and stormed off. “Now I’m losing games 

because of pollution,” Charlie Brown grumbled in defeat.246 

The next scene of the film found Charlie Brown sitting at Lucy’s psychiatry booth for 

advice. “I’m depressed about all the polluting and littering,” the boy confided. “Why don’t you 

give a report on it at school,” Lucy suggested. She then offered him an American Lung 

Association pamphlet with facts on addressing pollution before charging him 20 cents for her 

services (she generously threw in the pamphlet for free).247 

Charlie Brown took the advice and presented his findings to his classmates at school. 

“Each of us breathes 35 pounds of air each day,” more than a person’s daily consumption of food 

or drink, he explained. “And yet we all pollute our air with over 150 million tons of aerial 

garbage each year,” he continued. “That’s terrible!” he exclaimed as he showed his audience a 

slide of cars puffing dark clouds of exhaust. Charlie Brown pointed to a number of causes for the 

nation’s air pollution problem, most of them domestic sources. Cars without emissions regulating 

devices were a “major cause.” Home heaters that were not properly maintained were another. As 

Snoopy had found, burning leaves and trash or driving untuned vehicles further harmed the air. 

Only in the last slide did Charlie Brown add that “large factories” could contribute to air 

pollution. But even then he appealed to the the individual’s sense of responsibility for the 

environment, calling on his classmates to “report violations yourself” and depicting an evil 

scientist with a toxic chemistry set rather than factories with smoke stacks. By charging the 
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public with policing environmental criminals, the federal government could expand its 

enforcement powers without expanding infrastructure and costs.248 

After the presentation, Linus was convinced that he must do something. But “what can 

we do about it,” he wondered aloud. Charlie Brown and Snoopy were prepared for this question. 

Citizens could “report any air pollution violations you see.” They could discourage their 

neighbors from burning leaves or trash. They could maintain their motorized vehicles through 

regular tune ups or avoid them altogether by utilizing public transportation options. They could 

even “support programs in your community that fight air pollution.”249 

According to the original storyboards for the film, the closing credits were intended to 

include a song written by Schulz. The song did not appear in the final video, but it did further 

reveal Schulz’s understanding of environmental ownership. “You can help clean up the air,” the 

song began, “all you have to do is care.” Viewers should “fight pollution” and do it for “your 

health” and “for yourself.” The message, once again, was one of individual responsibility.250 

In demonstrating potential causes of air pollution, Schulz utilized some of the prominent 

imagery of the environmentalist movement. One of those images was that of the Native 

American, a visual that seemed rather out of place in a Peanuts television special. As Charlie 

Brown talked about the importance of maintaining home heating systems to avoid contributing to 

air pollution, he directed his audience to an image of a sad-looking Indian character in traditional 

dress, complete with a feather headdress, standing next to his teepee as black smoke billowed out 

the top. In the entire short film, this Indian character was the only non-Peanuts figure to appear. 
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But in the context of 1970s culture most of the audience would have hardly viewed the 

character’s appearance as disjointed from the program’s theme. 

Life magazine had announced the “Rediscovery of the Redman” in a 1967 cover story. 

The article pointed out how certain parts of popular understandings and misconceptions about 

the Native American past were becoming central to countercultural identity. Native Americans 

were “being discovered again—by the hippies.” “Viewing the dispossessed Indian as America’s 

original dropout, and convinced that he has deeper spiritual values than the rest of society,” the 

article observed, “hippies have taken to wearing his costume and horning in on his customs.” 

Life saw the link between the Indian and the hippy particularly in their shared attire (beads, 

headdresses, and moccasins) and their use marijuana or hallucinogens like LSD.251  

Romanticized images of Native Americans quickly became central to the iconography of 

environmentalism. In 1971, the antilitter organization Keep America Beautiful commissioned a 

television ad that featured a Native American man standing beside a highway as a passing driver 

tossed a bag of trash at his feet. “Some people have a deep abiding respect for the natural beauty 

that was once this country. And some people don’t,” the narrator announced as the camera 

zoomed in on a single tear running down the Native American’s face. A print version of the ad 

sponsored by the Advertising Council stated that “People start pollution. People can stop it.” 

This television commercial and its many iterations in both print and film became one of the most 

recognized images of environmentalism in the 1970s, winning many advertising awards, 

including two Clios. According to television scholar Robert Thompson, most Americans who 

viewed the television ad saw it as a representation of genuine emotions captured on camera. “The 
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tear was such an iconic moment,” wrote Thompson, “Once you saw it, it was unforgettable. It 

was like nothing else on television. As such, it stood out in all the clutter in the early ‘70s.” The 

Indian in the commercial was, as historian Finis Dunaway has pointed out, “an anachronism who 

does not belong in the picture” of the modern world. He was the image of a more natural, 

innocent past mournfully critiquing the present—despite the fact that the actor was Sicilian.252 

On Earth Day 1978, President Jimmy Carter met with the actor at the center of the crying 

Indian ad campaign, Iron Eyes Cody. Cody addressed the president as the “Great White Chief” 

and presented him with a handmade eagle feather headdress in a ceremony christened as Keep 

America Beautiful Day. The three television networks and newspapers from across the country 

covered the event.253 

But the story of the crying Indian in the 1970s was more complicated than it seemed at 

face value. Keep America Beautiful was formed in 1951 by the American Can Company and the 

Owens-Illinois Glass Company. The organization would later come to include some of the 

largest corporate creators of garbage in the world, including Coca-Cola and the Dixie Cup 

Company. Keep America Beautiful also gained the support of the Advertising Council, the 

nation’s leading public service advertiser and creator of the US Forestry Service’s Smokey Bear 

campaign that told Americans “Only You Can Prevent Forest Fires.” Using the same message of 

individual responsibility, the Ad Council’s campaign for Keep America Beautiful “framed litter 

as a visual crime against landscape beauty and an affront to citizenship values.” According to 
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David F. Beard, a Reynolds Metals Company advertising director and leader in Keep America 

Beautiful, this was a central part of Keep America Beautiful’s mission. In 1961 he wrote in a 

public memo that Keep America Beautiful would employ the media in “an accelerated campaign 

to help to curb the massive defacement of the nation by thoughtless and careless people.” “The 

bad habits of littering,” he continued, “can be changed only by making all citizens aware of their 

responsibilities to keep our places as clean as they do their own homes.” The campaign absolved 

corporations of responsibility for pollution while also earning them good press coverage.254 

 On September 22, 1978, President Jimmy Carter wrote to thank Schulz for agreeing “to 

let Charlie Brown and his friends work with the Environmental Protection Agency and the 

American Lung Association on a project to make children and adults more aware of threats to 

our environment.” This issue was, the president wrote, “one of my own great concerns, too.” The 

two men would meet in the Oval Office the following year for a photo-op with some of the child 

artists who had illustrated the Christmas seals.255 

 The viewpoints represented in “Charlie Brown Clears the Air” certainly reflected popular 

opinion in the 1970s. In one 1971 survey, a majority of respondents claimed to have helped 

“protect” the environment by recycling used bottles. Another third claimed to have had their 

“automobile tuned up to reduce exhaust emissions.” About thirteen percent had either 

campaigned or voted for a political candidate who “supports the environment.” Virtually every 

example respondents provided flowed out of a sense of personal responsibility for pollution. In 

fact, only five percent of respondents admitted to having “informed authorities of environmental 
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violations.” Early in the 1970s, corporate messages of individual responsibility for 

environmental protection had clearly taken a firm hold in popular understandings of the problem. 

While most Americans felt that the environment was in serious need of protection, that 

consistently opposed any new legislation that would either tax poor environmental behavior or 

prohibit manufacturers from selling products that were harmful for the environment, like large, 

gas-guzzling automobiles. They would, however, tolerate paying more in their consumer 

purchases to help companies cover the costs of raising corporate environmental standards. Thus, 

Americans believed that they had a personal responsibility in helping protect the environment 

but they wanted to exercise that responsibility voluntarily.256 

 When Americans were asked what was the most serious environmental problem facing 

the country, large majorities did point a finger at water and air pollution by plants and factories. 

But two-thirds also pointed to “litter of streets, parks, highways and countryside by careless 

people” and nearly half cited auto exhaust as a serious contributor to air pollution as well. Even 

more telling, when asked whether industrial pollution was a serious issue in their own local 

community, an overwhelming majority of respondents believed it was “practically no problem” 

at all. At the same time, more than a third saw consumer litter as a “major problem” in their local 

community. These survey results reveal that industrial waste was a more abstract problem in the 

minds of citizens while issues of litter or automobile smog were much more tangible, a fact that 

bolstered the personal responsibility argument. By January 1977, Americans tended to associate 
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“big business” with job creation and helping “the nation and communities in which it operates to 

grow.” Only three percent associated “big business” with polluting the environment.257 

*  *  * 

 Perhaps the clearest instance of Peanuts’ pro-capitalist environmental ethos came during 

the era’s great energy crisis. In 1973, the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries 

(OPEC) declared an oil embargo on the United States for its support of Israel in the Six Days 

War (1967) and the Yom Kippur War (1973). That fall, the Nixon administration tried to address 

the mounting oil shortage by encouraging voluntary consumption reductions, calling “for a full-

scale effort to conserve energy” and warning that “we may face fuel shortages for the next few 

years.” In a public presentation in early October, President Nixon tried to persuade Americans 

that reducing their energy consumption was in their economic interest. A family could save $74 a 

year, he asserted, by eliminating one trip for errands a week. The national savings would be 

about 2.9 billion gallons of oil or nearly three percent of yearly consumption. Likewise, families 

could save as much as $55 dollars lowering their thermostats four degrees, Nixon suggested. 

Nationally, this change in consumption would cover the projected shortage of 400,000 barrels 

per day. These savings would only amount to about one percent of the average annual income a 

family in 1973 needed to maintain an “intermediate standard of living.” But there were far more 

savings incentives outlined in the 62-page pamphlet the president promoted, “Citizen Action 
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Guide to Energy Conservation,” a resource prepared by the Citizen’s Advisory Committee on 

Environmental Quality.258 

 The slogan for this energy saving campaign was “SavEnergy” and the mascot for the 

program was none other than Snoopy. The administration planned to print decals that featured 

him relaxing atop his doghouse, saying in his thought bubble, “I believe in conserving energy!” 

The decals would be distributed by local electric utilities to families that pledged to participate in 

the program and wanted to advertise their patriotic duty.259 

 The “Citizen Action Guide to Energy Conservation” pamphlet that accompanied this 

program carried a similar theme to other public-private environmental collaborative programs: 

individual responsibility. “The White House points an accusing finger at Mr. and Mrs. America,” 

reported the New York Times. It seemed to blame citizens for the pressures of the energy crisis 

without also considering corporate misconduct or foreign policy missteps. Americans, instead, 

needed to take personal responsibility by driving less, tempering their electric appliance 

purchases, never running the dishwasher or clothes dryer half-full, and cleaning their ovens by 

hand rather than relying on “self-cleaning” features.260 

                                                 
258

 “If Supplies Fail, Try Demand,” New York Times, Oct. 14, 1973; “Nixon Asks Households to Save Heat by 

Lowering Thermostat 4 Degrees,” New York Times, Oct. 10, 1973; “Average Income,” Atlanta Daily World, Jun. 26, 

1973; Pamphlet; “Citizen Action Guide to Energy Conservation”; folder Conservation Statements (Oct. 9, 1973); 

Box 23; White House Central Files: Staff Member and Office Files: Energy Policy Office: Charles J. DiBona 

Subject Files; Richard Nixon Presidential Library and Museum, Yorba Linda, CA; For more on the tremendous 

economic and political changes wrought by the energy crisis, see Meg Jacobs, Panic at the Pump: The Energy Crisis 

and the Transformation of American Politics in the 1970s (New York: Hill and Wang, 2016); For more on President 

Nixon’s handling of the energy crisis during this period, see J. Brooks Flippen, Nixon and the Environment 

(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2000), 200-12. 
259

 “Snoopy Gets Federal Job,” Minneapolis Star Tribune, Oct. 10, 1973, “Misc. Articles and Star Tribune 

collection of articles, 1952-1994” binder, CMSMRC. 
260

 “If Supplies Fail, Try Demand,” New York Times, Oct. 14, 1973; Pamphlet; “Citizen Action Guide to Energy 

Conservation”; folder Conservation Statements (Oct. 9, 1973); Box 23; White House Central Files: Staff Member 

and Office Files: Energy Policy Office: Charles J. DiBona Subject Files; Richard Nixon Presidential Library and 

Museum, Yorba Linda, CA. 



193 

 

 Still, the program did do some things to address concerns about government and 

corporate energy consumption as well. Federal agencies were under a mandate to cut energy 

consumption by seven percent. Meanwhile, the Department of Commerce began work on a 

campaign to advise private corporations on the economic benefits of “reduced illumination, 

recycling wastes, [and] switching operations to off peak hours.” Once again, environmental 

concerns were pitched to Americans as an issue of economics: wiser consumer habits, 

responsible uses of tax revenues, and more efficient corporate capitalism. Thus, 

environmentalism as a political initiative was conceived of as a capitalist reform, as an attempt to 

revitalize an aging system that had become bloated and stagnant three decades into the Cold 

War. Peanuts, of course, did not lead this reform or drastically transform it. It did, however, 

reflect the overlap of the environmental crisis and the crisis of capitalism in the 1970s. These two 

national concerns were not isolated and in some ways not even antagonistic to one another. They 

were, instead, part of a larger rethinking of the limits of postwar American affluence in the later 

decades of the twentieth century.261 
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Figure 4.10 This decal was part of the Nixon administration’s national plan to address the 

energy crisis in the 1970s. 

 The voluntary program was just one part of the Nixon administration’s much larger plan 

for dealing with the energy crisis. The administration also announced a mandatory plan to 

allocate heating oil and jet fuel within industries. The rule would require refiners and wholesalers 

to disperse future reductions proportionately among their clientele, while the administration 

reserved the right to reallocate ten percent of the national supply between regions to address 

shortages. The president also appealed to Congress for $115 million for alternative fuel 

techniques, raising federal research funds for energy to nearly $1 billion.262  

There was sufficient evidence that President Nixon was personally a Peanuts fan. In 

October 1970, Nixon had written to Schulz’s film producer, Lee Mendelson, to thank him for 

sending a copy of a special twentieth anniversary collection Charlie Brown and Charlie Schulz. 

“It seems that most of the members of the White House staff are also avid Peanuts fans,” Nixon 
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wrote to Mendelson. It was so popular in the Nixon White House, in fact, that he joked that “the 

book will probably have to be put on a ‘lending library’ basis.” Nixon, himself, had “only had a 

chance to glance through the pages” because some other staffer would carry it off for reading and 

sharing. But Nixon’s appreciation for Peanuts likely had little to do with why Snoopy was 

chosen as the face of this important energy conservation initiative. Just like having Merle 

Haggard and Johnny Cash play at the White House, shooting a photo-op with Elvis Presley, or 

inviting prominent evangelical ministers to preach chapel services he rarely attended, Nixon was 

most interested in public perception, not personal taste. Nixon had revealed the real reason that 

Snoopy appealed to him in his 1970 letter to Lee Mendelson: the strips’ “enduring and 

international popularity.” Schulz’s mass appeal once again enabled his work to engage in 

important national policy issues, revealing the deep ties between the environmental and 

probusiness movements.263  
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CHAPTER 5 

“I HAVE A VISION, CHARLIE BROWN”: 

GENDER ROLES, ABORTION RIGHTS, SEX EDUCATION, AND PEANUTS 

IN THE AGE OF THE WOMEN’S MOVEMENT 

 

“Why is Lucy so mean?” Mary Harrington Hall asked Schulz in a 1967 interview for 

Psychology Today. Schulz had thought a lot about his feelings on Lucy. “She is mean first 

because it is funny,” he quickly replied, “and because it just follows the standard comic-strip 

pattern—that the supposedly weak people in the world are funny when they dominate the 

supposedly strong people.” As always, Schulz was deliberate in using that term “supposedly,” 

because he did not, in fact, believe that there was anything weak about Lucy at all.264 

For a cartoonist who often avoided controversy in his public interviews, it is not 

surprising that Schulz chalked up Lucy’s personality to a comic trope. “There is nothing funny 

about a little boy being mean to a little girl,” he told Psychology Today. “But there is something 

funny about a little girl being able to be mean to a little boy.” In this sense, Peanuts was a sort of 

vicarious fantasy, disruptive of traditional gender roles and yet nonthreatening since it was only 

imaginary children. Children thinking the thoughts typically reserved for adults, dogs dancing 

and fighting imaginary wars of their own, and little girls dominating their male counterparts were 

all commonplace in Peanuts. But Schulz also felt that his portrayal of childhood gender relations 

was accurate. “It’s a true thing,” he insisted. “Little girls do dominate little boys of their own 
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age, and if you want to carry it further, the family generally goes in whichever direction the wife 

wants.”265 

“Do you like women?” Mary Harrington Hall asked Schulz. “Oh, yes,” he replied, “I like 

women very much.” Hall then pushed him further on his earlier comments about women 

directing the family. “Do you think families get run by women because men are kinder people 

than women are, or because women are raising the children, or what?” she questioned. Schulz 

then became more uncomfortable wading into the more controversial areas of this topic and 

returned to the security of his comic strip: “I don’t know. I only draw pictures.”266 

Hall wondered if Schulz’s wife, Joyce, minded his depictions of Lucy, since people might 

assume that these were reflections of her demeanor. “Oh, my wife is a very nice person,” he 

assured Hall. In his mind, the issue at hand was not solely a Schulz family issue. It was an issue 

of societal norms. “I’m afraid that generally women never find the man who is ideal enough in 

their estimation so that they can continue to be dominated by him and accept his decisions and 

his leading all the time,” he confided to Hall. In other words, Schulz believed that while many 

women actually desired traditional gender roles, the realities of modern life fell far short of 

women’s ideals and thus necessitated a more prominent role for women in society. “Plus the 

mere fact that women are not this much,” he began before catching his subtle slide towards male 

chauvinism, “in fact, not at all inferior.” Then, to be sure his point was not lost in his slip, Schulz 

added, “I think in many ways women are superior to men.”267 

The cartoonist probably was not saying that women were superior to men. Instead, he 

was articulating a popular trend within post-1960s evangelicalism which historian Beth Moreton 
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has referred to as “elevating domesticity,” which emphasized the value of a woman’s domestic 

roles and encouraged husbands not only to celebrate them but also to participate in them. 

Moreton has argued that this was a reaction to perceived “feminization” of American men 

especially in the last quarter of the twentieth century as the nation’s labor force moved away 

from blue collar industrial jobs towards white collar service jobs. Schulz had made this transition 

earlier than most, leaving the military in World War II to become a professional artist who 

labored with pen and paper in an office space, drove his children in the school carpool, and took 

off work early to play golf in the afternoons.268 

At his heart, Schulz was a traditionalist when it came to gender roles. “It is quite obvious 

that women would prefer some sort of leading and domination, and when they don’t get it, then 

they have to compensate for it in some way,” he said. The prospects for correcting this perceived 

deficiency were not promising, Schulz said. “In their struggles to try to get their husbands to be 

stronger, they probably end up making him even worse than ever,” he theorized. “This is a self-

defeating thing which in most problems of this kind ends up being tragically depressing as the 

years go on.”269 

For all of Schulz’s traditionalism, however, he produced female characters that would 

push the mid-twentieth century expectations of female roles. By the 1970s and 1980s, two of his 

characters, in particular, would become national symbols for the women’s rights movement. 

Along the way, Schulz would wade into some issues of the women’s movement like abortion 
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rights and sex education. As was typical of him, Schulz’s positions on these topics covered the 

political spectrum from center left to center right. Where Schulz might endorse traditional family 

gender roles and question birth control measures in some instances, he also championed gender 

equality and suggested support for more liberal public sex education programs in other instances. 

Once again, Peanuts voiced the broad range of opinion in Middle America, and his readers from 

across that spectrum responded passionately to his thoughts and suggestions all along the way. 

*  *  * 

 

Figure 5.1 Patty shows Charlie Brown who would be in charge on the second day of the new 

Peanuts strip. October 3, 1950. 

Females asserted their dominance in Peanuts almost immediately. On the second day of 

the strip, October 3, 1950, a little girl named Patty strolled down the sidewalk reciting a classic 

nursery rhyme. “Little girls are made of sugar and spice,” she chanted as she skipped along, “and 

everything nice….” Just then she passed Charlie Brown and paused long enough to give him a 

stiff right hook to the eye. Charlie Brown stood stunned as his eye instantly turned black and 

swelled shut. “That’s what little girls are made of!” Patty continued as she went merrily on her 

way. The next week, Patty swiped the boy Shermy’s umbrella to shield herself from a sudden 

downpour. In another early strip, Snoopy strained to pull Shermy in a wagon. As Patty walked 

by she stopped to pet Snoopy. In the final frame, Shermy had been wrangled into pulling both 

Snoopy and Patty in the wagon. Patty even became a vocal defender of women. “Your mother is 

a girl!” she shouted at Shermy, “Your grandmother is a girl! Your wife will be a girl! And all 
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your daughters will be girls, too! So there!” The stunned little boy was left with nothing to reply 

but, “Wow!” Schulz would even use another variation of this exchange when Patty silenced 

Shermy’s claim that Washington, Jefferson, and Lincoln proved men’s supremacy. “Your mother 

is a woman,” she quickly replied, stopping Shermy in his tracks. Schulz regularly pointed out the 

absurdity of male chauvinism, as when Charlie Brown quoted statistics like “sixty-eight percent 

of all men in this country are college graduates” and “seventy-four percent of all the men in the 

world are of an even temperament” to prove that “men are infinitely superior to women.” When 

Patty calmly pressed him for his sources, the boy blushed ashamedly and confessed to making up 

the whole thing. A battle of the sexes was on in Peanuts, and the girls appeared well on the road 

to winning the war.270 

 

Figure 5.2 Shermy and Patty argue over whether men or women are superior. February 9, 1951. 

 Still, the Peanuts girls were also susceptible to childhood crushes on the boys. Patty 

wondered whether Shermy would “still love me when you’re grown up and are rich and 

famous.” Readers found that Patty loved Charlie Brown because he had the best comic book 

collection. Patty also looked to Charlie Brown for affirmations of her physical beauty. On 

February 2, 1951, Patty complained to Charlie Brown and Shermy that they made her feel 
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unloved because they never fought one another for her attention. Even in their vulnerability, 

however, the female characters still often maintained an upper hand. In this case, the boys end up 

fighting one another to prove their love for Patty. Patty was certainly satisfied: “That was fine…I 

feel much better now!” Schulz mocked chivalric bluster and Patty walked away the victor.271 

 

Figure 5.3 Charlie Brown and Shermy fight over Patty to make her feel loved. February 3, 1951. 

 Of course, there were plenty of examples of Schulz playing on more traditional 

stereotypes of girls as gossips or nagging thorns in the side of the boys or incompetents at boys’ 

war games. Patty cried because she was not born a boy. The girls kept hope chests and dreamed 

of being married someday. They criticized Charlie Brown’s mother for not doing a better 

washing job on the boy’s dingy bed sheet ghost costume. All of these characteristics were typical 

of popular culture in the 1950s and would have hardly seemed out of place.272 

 Though female domesticity, passivity, and dependence were certainly a dominant 

paradigm in 1950s America, scholars of the period have found numerous examples of a rising 

feminism during what was widely characterized as a conservative decade. Films like Adam’s Rib 

(1949) and Pat and Mike (1952), books like Ashley Montagu’s bestselling The Natural 

Superiority of Women (1953) and existentialist Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (published 

in the U.S. in 1952), and popular television shows like The Honeymooners (1951-55), The 
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Goldbergs (1949-51), and I Love Lucy (1951-57) all “gave expression to the deep anxieties over 

who would wear the pants in postwar America,” according to historian Susan Douglas.273 

 By far the most assertive female of the early Peanuts strip was a new character 

introduced in 1952 named Lucy Van Pelt. First appearing on March 3, 1952, Lucy was the fifth 

and youngest Peanuts child at the time she appeared. Initially a very naïve character who relied 

on Charlie Brown to help explain the world, she quickly developed the strongest and most 

powerful personality in the comic strip. Where the other characters seemed willing to settle into 

mock traditional societal roles, Lucy refused to play along. 

 

Figure 5.4 Lucy refuses to play along with traditional family roles. July 18, 1952. 

 Lucy’s distinctive role in Peanuts was perhaps best displayed in a 1954 series where 

Lucy entered the women’s state amateur golf championship with Charlie Brown as her caddie. 

The girls in Peanuts had been largely ineffective and uninterested in sports until Lucy had 

dazzled Charlie Brown with her golf skills in the spring of 1953. Now, Lucy was off to compete 

among the adults, a feat that no other Peanuts character would ever attempt again. This strip was 

the only time that Schulz would ever picture adults in his comic strip, an anomaly further 

highlighting the special role here. Over the month of May 1954, Lucy took centerstage in the 

Sunday strip, stringing together one great shot after another and coming within one hole of 

winning the state championship when she suddenly remembered that it was past her nap time. 
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All the while Charlie Brown served as her faithful caddie and encourager. Lucy was far from the 

self-confident, immovable force that she would become in the strip, but she was already pushing 

far beyond a typical female role. And unlike other popular female characters in 1950s popular 

culture—characters like Lucy Ricardo in I Love Lucy, one of the decade’s most-watched 

television series—Lucy Van Pelt was not out of her league in the field of competition. In fact, 

Lucy was more capable than Peanuts’ male characters in a historically male-dominated arena.274 

                                                 
274 Washington Post, May 9, 16, 23, & 30, 1954; Schulz would later admit that one of the primary reasons he did not 

draw adults in the comic strip after that May 1954 series was because adults did not easily fit into the comic strip 

frame next to his child characters. In adults’ first appearance in the strip—May 16, 1954—the adults could only be 

shown from the knee down if Lucy and Charlie Brown were to be shown in their regular proportions. Schulz 

explained this practical concern to one interviewer: “My strip, when it was given to me was about the size of four 

air-mail stamps. Well, you remember Fritzi Ritz and Nancy, Fritzi Ritz could never stand in the same room as 

Nancy because she was too tall. So Ernie Bushmiller always had to fake it. This is what is done in so many strips. 

There’s just no room for adults to stay. … But size is very important. I just didn’t have the room to draw kids—with 

the result that I brought the camera right down on level with the kids. I have never drawn the kids from an adult 

viewpoint, looking down on them.”; For more on I Love Lucy see Karal Ann Marling, As Seen On TV: The Visual 

Culture of Everyday Life in the 1950s (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994), 38-39, 131-32 and Thomas 

Patrick Doherty, Cold War, Cool Medium: Television, McCarthyism, and American Culture (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2003), 49-59. 



204 

 

 

Figure 5.5 Lucy shows her superior golf skills in a state amateur tournament as Charlie Brown 

serves as her caddie. May 23, 1954. 

Media descriptions of Lucy were not always flattering. In Schulz’s first national 

interview, published in 1957, journalist Hugh Morrow described her as “the female critic 

incarnate, the disturber of mental peace.” To some male journalists, Lucy’s personality rung true 

with their personal experience with women they deemed too assertive. “Lord knows, we’ve all 

known, and maybe even married, a Lucy Van Pelt, a girl who shouts: ‘I don’t want any downs—

I just want ups and ups and ups’.” Penthouse magazine called her the “severest critic.” The Los 

Angeles Times went so far as to joke that “to know her is to loathe her.” For some male 

journalists, Lucy clearly was coming to symbolize their negative feelings toward assertive 

females. But at least one commentator actually saw Lucy and Peanuts as a witty satire of gender 
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traditionalism in America. “Here’s a perfect parody of what American life is supposed to be,” 

said Walt Kelly, creator of another one of the twentieth century’s most important comic strips 

and a former lead cartoonist for Walt Disney’s studios, “The intellectual male and the 

domineering female.” Whether for criticism or praise, the females in Peanuts were drawing 

considerable attention in the print media of the late 1950s and early 1960s.275 

Even Schulz himself admitted to having a complicated relationship with Lucy. “Lucy is 

not a favorite,” he told Psychology Today, “because I don’t especially like her, that’s all.” The 

cartoonist understood, however, her integral role to Peanuts and its success. “She works, and a 

central comic-strip character is not only one who fills his [sic] role very well, but who will 

provide ideas by the very nature of his personality,” he explained. Schulz also appreciated the 

fact that there was probably “a little of Lucy” in his own personality since he had created the 

character.276 

Regardless of how male critics or even Schulz himself felt, Lucy quickly became quite a 

powerful force in the world of Peanuts. In the summer of 1954, Schulz used her as the punchline 

for a gag about the Bikini Atoll hydrogen bomb tests. In that strip, Charlie Brown warned Patty 

that they were about to conduct their own “h-bomb test.” Patty quickly covered her ears and 

closed her eyes as the boy threw his weight down on the detonator plunger. The following panels 

traced the detonator line to Lucy, who signaled the historic explosion with her own formidable 

“BWHAM!” When someone telephoned the Van Pelt residence in November 1952 asking for 

the head of household, Lucy declared with all seriousness, “Speaking.” Lucy’s personality would 

eventually become so aggressive that Schulz would have to dilute her character slightly to avoid 

making her unlikable. When film critic Leonard Maltin asked the cartoonist if he had ever 
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consciously altered a character for his audience, Schulz replied that “the most conscious thing 

would be to tone Lucy down so she is not as mean as she might have been.” Still Lucy remained 

one of the most forceful female personalities in American popular culture in the late 1950s.277 

Lucy took her ambitions to new heights in June 1960. Just a few weeks before the 

Democratic and Republican national conventions that would nominate John Kennedy and 

Richard Nixon, respectively, Lucy informed Charlie Brown that he “should start thinking about 

becoming president.” As she spent the week grooming Charlie Brown for office (and destroying 

any small sense of pride he had remaining), Linus finally revealed Lucy’s secret plan: she 

wanted to marry Charlie Brown and get him elected president for no other reason than that she 

wanted to be the First Lady. But as the week had worn on, Lucy came to reconsider her 

endorsement. “Maybe I don’t need you, Charlie Brown,” she reasoned allowed. “Why should I 

settle for being just First Lady? Why shouldn’t I be president myself?” Schulz’s humor could 

play on multiple levels here, either celebrating this unusual young female for having daring in a 

society that typically look to males for such and also mocking her bravado and moxie.278 

 

Figure 5.6 Lucy decides she should run for president. June 11, 1960. 
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 Lucy also developed a yearly ritual of ushering in autumn by pulling the football right as 

a hopelessly optimistic Charlie Brown went to kick it, sending him flying through the air and 

landing him flat on his back each time. This was a tradition that Schulz had begun in a Sunday 

strip in November 1952. On one such occasion in the fall of 1971, Charlie Brown tried to refuse, 

saying, “I can’t believe that anyone would actually think I’m that stupid!” Lucy reassured him, 

however, that she was being genuine this time. “I represent an organization and I’m holding this 

ball as a representative of that organization,” she claimed. “If she represents an organization,” 

Charlie Brown reasoned, “then I guess she must be sincere.” With that, the boy charged ahead at 

full speed and prepared to kick the ball. Just as he swung his weight to make contact, Lucy 

yanked the ball away and sent Charlie Brown sailing through the air. Stars spun around Charlie 

Brown’s head as Lucy stood over him to announce her sponsor: “This year’s football was pulled 

away from you through the courtesy of women’s lib!” Lucy had proclaimed a year earlier in 

1970 that she was part of the “women’s liberation movement” and that “it’s really the most 

important thing.” This 1971 strip, though, seemed different. Like so many controversial issues, 

Schulz drew a scene that was open to some level of reader interpretation. A reader who felt 

positively about women’s liberation might see this as a joke about a young woman taking the 

opportunity to show her dominance over a young man. But for an opponent of women’s 

liberation, the scene could have seemed like a criticism of overbearing and vindictive feminism 

that had found an innocent victim in poor Charlie Brown.279 
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Figure 5.7 Lucy dedicates her 1971 pulling of the football to the cause of women’s liberation. 

September 26, 1971. 

 Lucy was embracing “women’s liberation” at a moment of critical mass for the Women’s 

Movement. Nineteen-seventy had been, according to one scholar of gender studies, “feminism’s 

pivotal year” because of the increased attention the movement received from major network 

news and national newsmagazines. In the early 1970s, the American public “discovered the 

feminist movement.” There had been other milestone moments for feminism in popular culture 

prior to 1970, most notably Betty Friedan’s 1963 bestseller The Feminine Mystique. But by 

1970, second-wave feminism was regularly addressed on the nightly news. Feminist leaders 

graced the cover of all the national magazines. The Mary Tyler Moore Show, a long-running, 

popular sitcom about the perseverance of a single working woman in the male-dominated media 

world, first aired in the fall of 1970. In 1971, Newsweek presented feminist journalist and Ms. 
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magazine editor Gloria Steinem as the face of “the new woman.” By January 1972, Steinem was 

McCall’s “Woman of the Year” because she was able to “bridge the gap between the early 

militants, whose vehemence frightened away the people they most wanted to reach, and the 

thoughtful dedicated women who understand that women’s status must change.” Similarly, 

making Lucy an open supporter of the women’s movement, Schulz was participating in the 

larger popularization of second-wave feminism. For many activists within the movement, this 

“proliferation of feminism” would ultimately undermine the more progressive goals as it diluted 

the impact of the movement by normalizing its least radical elements. As one scholar of the 

movement has written, by the early 1970s, the “movement had splintered, and fragmented; it was 

everywhere and nowhere.”280 

 Elsewhere in graphic arts, comic books were taking a rather ambivalent approach to the 

rise of feminism. There had long been female superheroes in comic books, but these characters 

tended to target young male lust rather than attempting to reach new female readers. There was 

real confusion among comic book producers, though, about why most superheroes and most 

comic book readers were male. Stan Lee, head of Marvel Comics, wondered, “Do less females 

read comics because they seem to be aimed at a male audience, or are they aimed at a male 

audience because less females read them?” As much as white artists had been reluctant to write 

black characters for fear that they could not relate to the African American experience in the age 

of civil rights, some male artists worried that they could not accurately write female characters in 

the age of second-wave feminism. Nonetheless, with the increased attention to women’s 
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liberation in the media in the 1970s, the number of female characters in comics multiplied. Some 

of these characters were conservative caricatures of feminists like Thundra and Man-Killer in 

Marvel Comics, who hated all men. Even the most powerful of female superheroes, DC Comics’ 

Wonder Woman, struggled to deal with the changing social and political trends of the 1970s. 

While praised by women’s activist Gloria Steinem as a strong role model for girls, the Wonder 

Woman of the 1970s lost her superpowers, opened a fashion boutique, took to wearing white 

jumpsuits, and joined the decade’s Kung Fu craze. Wonder Woman experienced only average 

circulation throughout the 1970s despite the notoriety of a prime-time television series starring 

Lynda Carter that ran from 1975 to 1979.281 

There were, however, some minor developments in female-oriented superhero comics. In 

1972, Marvel Comics—which always prided itself on being the socially progressive brand under 

the leadership of Stan Lee—launched Shanna the She-Devil, Night Nurse, and The Cat, which 

not only featured female lead characters, but also utilized the work of female writers and artists. 

Though these titles showed some initial promise, sales ultimately collapsed and all three were 

canceled within the year. While it had been difficult to get white readers to purchase comics with 

black characters, Marvel Comics editor-in-chief Roy Thomas explained, “it was even harder to 

get boys to buy comics about women.”282 

While Lucy was perhaps the strongest personality in Peanuts, she did, like the other 

female characters in the strip, have one vulnerability: her long-time crush on Schroeder. Lucy 

regularly lounged at the end of Schroeder’s piano in a never-ending effort to distract his attention 
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from his true love: Beethoven music. But even Lucy’s devotion to Schroeder could be resisted 

for the sake of her new cause. In one 1972 Peanuts strip, Schroeder promised to give Lucy a kiss 

at home plate if she could hit a homerun. When Lucy succeeded in blasting the pitch out of the 

park, Schroeder dutifully waited for her to finish her jog around the bases. When she arrived 

home, she promptly rejected his offer and left him standing there with puckered lips. When she 

returned to the bench, she celebrated not her first homerun, but her “triumph for women’s lib.” 

This scene was featured verbatim four years later in the Emmy-nominated television special It’s 

Arbor Day, Charlie Brown.283 

 

Figure 5.8 Lucy wins another victory for women’s lib by denying Schroeder a celebratory kiss 

after she hit a homerun. March 18, 1972. 

 Schulz was dealing in risky terms with strips like the one above. “Women’s liberation” 

did not always have the most flattering popular connotations. In one 1970 survey of women 

conducted by Louis Harris & Associates, while thirty-eight percent associated the term with 

equal rights and opportunities for women, forty percent believed that the movement was nothing 

more than “masculine-type women” who either wanted to take over men’s roles or did not have 

anything else better to do. In the words of some respondents, women’s liberation was a “bunch 

of baloney.” In the fall of 1971, forty-nine percent of women considered themselves 

“unsympathetic” to the women’s liberation movement, while only thirty-nine percent were 
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sympathetic to it. These attitudes, however, would change over the decade. By 1978, a full sixty 

percent of Americans surveyed were either “completely for” or “more for than against” women’s 

liberation. While Schulz had associated one of his most popular characters with a controversial 

movement at the beginning of the 1970s, by the end of the decade Lucy’s social politics were 

solidly in line with the trajectory of the women’s movement, which had severed some of the 

more moderate economic and social status goals from the movement’s most radical elements. By 

the 1980s, feminism had become a normal part of American culture, though not the robust 

feminism that many activists had been advocating.284 

*  *  * 

 Lucy Van Pelt was not the only strong female character in Peanuts. Peppermint Patty—

different from Patty in the earliest Peanuts strips—first appeared in the strip on August 22, 1966. 

She originally appeared as just another extra at the children’s summer camp and Schulz had little 

interest in making her much more. “I developed the character Peppermint Patty,” he told one 

interviewer, “because I happened to be walking through our living room. I saw a dish of 

Peppermint Patties and I thought that would make a good name for a character, so I drew the 

face to match the name.” Schulz had rushed to get the new character into the strip because he 

feared he might lose his idea to some other enterprising cartoonist. “I put [Peppermint Patty] in 

because that’s a great name and I didn’t want to lose it,” he told Psychology Today, “because 

another cartoonist might think of it.” It would become clear rather quickly that Peppermint Patty 

was not just another extra in Peanuts.285 
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 Peppermint Patty was far from a typical girl in American popular culture. She felt most at 

home in sports, competing—and often winning—against the neighborhood boys. This was a 

rather new element in Schulz’s comic strip since he had made countless jokes in the 1950s about 

girls’ ignorance and incompetence in sports. Even Lucy, who had competed for a state title in 

golf and could hit a homerun in baseball from time to time, was virtually incapable of catching a 

pop-fly in the outfield and struggled in other sports. Peppermint Patty was different. She excelled 

at every sport she played. In her first appearance in the Peanuts neighborhood, in fact, she was 

the manager and star pitcher of an opposing baseball team. As was usually the case, Peppermint 

Patty’s team would go on to regularly defeat Charlie Brown’s squad. She was a powerful running 

back in football, plowing over Charlie Brown and the other boys to score touchdowns. She was 

even an adept figure skater, much like Schulz’s own daughter Jill who would grow up to be gold 

medal-winning professional figure skater and would perform the lead role in Knott’s Berry 

Farm’s holiday ice show “It’s the Christmas Beagle, Charlie Brown.”286 

 Conformity was not one of Peppermint Patty’s characteristics. In the first week of 

January 1972, the school made a troubling announcement: a new dress code would be implied 

that required all girls to wear a dress to school or face suspension. This was a problem for 

Peppermint Patty, who habitually wore a pinstriped polo shirt, shorts, and flip-flops. She was so 

bothered by the announcement that she confided to her friend Franklin that she was considering a 

transfer “to a new planet.” By the end of the week, Peppermint Patty had reluctantly chosen to 

comply. “I never thought I’d see the day when I’d be wearing a dress to school,” she grumbled as 

she walked to school with her shoulders slumped. Her biggest concern was that other kids might 

make fun of her traditionally feminine attire. “If anyone laughs at me,” she told herself, “I’ll 
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pound him!” As soon as she stepped on the playground her fear came true as one of the boys 

called all the children to take a look at her dress. Peppermint Patty made good on her word and 

pounded the boy in the head, calling out to all others, “All right, who’s next?!” This would be the 

last time that she would wear a dress.287 

 

Figure 5.9 Peppermint Patty reluctantly wears a dress in compliance with a new school dress 

code, but does not tolerate the critics. January 7, 1972. 

 Of course, her resistance to the school dress code brought her into direct conflict with the 

school principal. When the principal ordered her suspension, she decided to fight the sentence. 

With her world-class defense attorney—Snoopy, complete with bow tie, briefcase, and a long 

stream of legal jargon—by her side, Peppermint Patty went to face the student council and plead 

her case against the dress code. Though she had felt confident about her case, the student council 

ultimately ruled against her. Her sentence was that she must take her lunch hour to study the 

Constitution each day. But as she confessed to Charlie Brown after school one day, “The more I 

study it, the more I’m convinced I was right.” Her defiance would continue. After a two-month 

hiatus from the strip while Schulz dealt with stories that utilized other characters, Peppermint 

Patty returned to school in her typical shirt, shorts, and flip-flops. This scene contradicted some 

of Schulz’s own comments on controversial fashions. “I don’t see anything wrong with 

miniskirts,” he told the Christian Herald in 1967. “If a girl can wear one well, then I think it 
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looks very nice. I am all for experimental changes in fashion if they make a person have a nice 

appearance.” Here Schulz was commenting on women’s fashion as something for male pleasure, 

to be judged by men like himself. Where Schulz supported Peppermint Patty’s desire to dress as 

she pleased, he did not seem to have exactly the same attitudes in his personal life.288  

 Like Lucy, Peppermint Patty did, however, have an attraction to the opposite sex. Where 

Lucy doted over Schroeder, Peppermint Patty secretly carried a flame for Charlie Brown. She 

affectionately referred to him as “Chuck.” She would often take it easy when pitching to him on 

the baseball field. She would blush whenever his hand touched hers. While she regularly 

attempted to get Charlie Brown to see her as an attractive girl, these scenes often ended in 

frustration as the boy was either oblivious or too infatuated with his own love interest, the Little 

Red-Haired Girl, to notice Peppermint Patty’s interest. Peppermint Patty always feared that her 

“unfeminine” personality would hinder her chances of ever having a boyfriend.289 
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Figure 5.10 Peppermint Patty badly wants to be seen and admired as a girl, but Charlie Brown 

does not catch the hint. October 3, 1971. 

 Peppermint Patty’s true feeling for “Chuck” became obvious during summer camp in 

1972. That summer, Marcie informed Peppermint Patty that she had met a girl who knew Charlie 

Brown. As she described the girl, Peppermint Patty realized that it was the Little Red-Haired 

Girl. Struck with a sense of jealousy, Peppermint Patty stormed across camp to confront the girl. 

The ensuing episode caused such a stir that a bewildered Charlie Brown was sent home for 

causing trouble among the girls. Peppermint Patty explained the whole incident to Linus. As she 

faced the Little Red-Haired Girl, she confided, she suddenly “realized why Chuck has always 

loved her, and I realized that no one would ever love me that way…I started to cry, and I 

couldn’t stop.” The heartbreaking confession revealed just how much Peppermint Patty wanted 

to be viewed as an attractive and lovable girl. Schulz drew on the emotion of the reader to 
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critique the vanity of a looks-obsessed society and how harmful it was to a child like Peppermint 

Patty. There were no comparable scenes in Peanuts with the unflappable Lucy Van Pelt.290 

 

Figure 5.11 Peppermint Patty recounts her encounter with the Little Red-Haired Girl and her 

belief that Charlie Brown will never love her because she is not as physically attractive.  

June 22, 1972. 

 Peppermint Patty’s emotions, though, did not prevent her from being a take-charge leader 

in Peanuts. In the mid-1970s, the Schulz family had taken an ill-fated vacation to Oregon. “In 

1974, we took a trip down the Rogue River in rafts,” recalled Schulz’s second wife Jeannie. “It 

was a disastrous trip, because it rained a lot. But Sparky [as family called him] said, ‘We should 

do a Charlie Brown…’.” The resulting idea would become the storyline for Peanuts’ third 

feature-length film, 1977’s Race for Your Life, Charlie Brown. On summer vacation at the 

secluded Camp Remote, Charlie Brown, Franklin, Linus, and Schroeder competed in a rafting 

race against a team of bullies and a third team of the girls, Lucy, Sally, Marcie, and their leader, 

Peppermint Patty. Wishy-washy Charlie Brown struggled to make decisions for his team. 

Peppermint Patty had no such problems. She repeatedly claimed that their team would be run 

democratically, but she always managed to steer the vote her way. Her leadership style was 

typically more authoritarian than inclusive. Though it would be Woodstock (the small yellow 
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bird) that would ultimately win the race at the last moment, Peppermint Patty was the strongest 

and most forceful of all the team leaders in the film.291 

As with the larger struggle over women’s rights, children and childbearing were often a 

central area of contention when it came to contests over Peanuts’ public use during second-wave 

feminism. In 1971, Brandeis law professor and founding member of the National Organization 

for Women (NOW), Pauli Murray, wrote to Schulz to express deep concern over a sign she had 

seen in downtown Cambridge, MA. “I do hope I am not being too myopic,” she wrote in 

October, “when I call to your attention with some distress the use of your character, Lucy, of 

Peanuts in a way which may be at variance with your conception of your cartoon family.” 

Passing through the popular downtown Cambridge shopping area near Harvard University, 

Murray had spotted an orange poster of “a Lucy, obviously close to term in pregnancy” in a store 

window. The caption on the poster, Murray reported, read “GOD DAMN YOU, CHARLEY 

[sic] BROWN!” Judging by the quality of the printed poster, Murray got the impression that it 

was “only one of a distribution of such a reproduction.” She was so disturbed by the poster that 

she even stopped to closely examine it for any sign of a distributor she could contact to register a 

complaint, but she found no distributor credit.292 

Murray was not typically the kind of person to complain about such public displays. “I 

must disclose,” she confessed to Schulz, “I am a member of the national board of the American 

Civil Liberties Union which is committed to freedom of expression under the First Amendment.” 

While she was willing to allow such personally offensive expressions on the basis of 
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constitutional principle, she was not so confident that Schulz would approve of such a usage of 

his characters. “It occurs to me,” she reasoned, “that this type of reproduction may be without 

your knowledge or permission and represents an invasion of your copyright rights to your 

cartoon characters.” In her estimation, this must be a case of infringement and “essentially, no 

question of civil liberties is involved.”293 

Murray was not, however, satisfied to leave it at that. Before closing the letter, she voiced 

her opinion of the display. “My personal view is that such a reproduction offends one’s sense of 

innocence of delightful youngsters and its incomparable set of animal characters,” she 

concluded. While Murray addressed the letter to Schulz, she also carbon-copied it for Al 

Reitman and Victor Gettner, two executive officers of the New York chapter of the American 

Civil Liberties Union (ACLU).294 

Schulz wrote back a few weeks later. He thanked Murray for her letter and acknowledged 

her concern. “This poster, of course, was a direct violation of the copyright laws,” he replied. He 

made clear that he had contacted the syndicate’s legal office and that the matter would be 

handled. He did not attempt to refute the offensive nature of the poster, but it was obvious in his 

response that he did not approve of such a use of his characters and would be willing to engage 

in litigation if necessary.295 

Murray wrote back one last time to thank Schulz for his response. She had apparently 

been worried over how Schulz might receive her initial letter and found camaraderie in one of 

the cartoonist’s characters. “Like Charley [sic] Brown,” she confided, “one never knows when 
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one is trying to be a good citizen whether it will be misinterpreted.” Even though she had been 

confident of her evaluation of the legal implications of the case (she was a human rights attorney, 

after all), Murray explained that she had copied the letter to the ACLU to double check her 

understanding. Victor Gettner, chairman of the ACLU’s Free Speech/Free Association 

Committee confirmed her assessment. She also confessed that she had gone back to the “horrible 

little store” and purchased the Lucy poster in order “to get it out of the window.” The poster cost 

eighty-five cents and was, according to the store clerk, the last one in stock.296 

 

Figure 5.12 Linus ponders the question of unwanted children and birth control. July 20, 1970. 

 On July 20, 1970, Charles Schulz delved—or at least seemed to delve—into a topic that 

was quickly becoming a very public and controversial issue. That Monday Linus asked his older 

sister a question. “What would happen,” he began his inquiry, “if there were a beautiful and 

highly intelligent child up in heaven waiting to be born and his or her parents decided that the 

two children they already had were enough?” Lucy dismissed the whole thing without ever 

glancing away from the television set by telling Linus that his “ignorance of theology and 

medicine is appalling!” Nonetheless, Linus wondered. “I still think it’s a good question,” he 

mumbled to readers.297 

 Like much of Schulz’s most impactful work, the strip was open to interpretation. To 

readers accustomed to the cartoonist’s style of using the innocence of the Peanuts children to 
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broach difficult subjects, it was clear that Linus’s question was meant to trigger deeper reflection 

beyond childhood curiosity. Numerous readers responded in letters to this strip. Some were 

thankful for the strip because it seemed to promote their own pro-life worldview. “May I thank 

you from the bottom of a grateful heart for the message,” wrote one reader who was requesting a 

new copy of the strip because she had “sent the other on to a ‘talk’ show host who recently 

touched on the subject of abortion—and limited families.” Another mother of “six top notch 

children” wrote that she “loved and appreciated” this strip because “the reviews haven’t been too 

good lately on families our size.” Yet another reader commended Schulz and informed him that 

“a number of concerned citizens have formed a committee to fight the abortion trend of today.” 

Playing on the wording of Linus’s original question, the reader asserted that their group knew 

“only too well what happens to the beautiful babies when parents decide the two they have 

already are enough.” Perhaps Marie Mocny, who agreed that Linus asked a good question, best 

spoke for this segment of Peanuts readers when she charged that “for this and other questions 

you (Schulz) must be our voice ‘crying in the wilderness’.”298 

 A spokesperson for the San Francisco based pro-life organization Voice of the 

Unconceived wrote to show its support for Schulz’s statement. “One picture is INDEED worth a 

thousand words,” spokeswoman Mary Parsons praised, “You said it better than we ever could 

have.” Parsons wrote that “in all this talk about ‘ecology’ and ‘family planning’,” no one was 

speaking on behalf of the unborn. Voice of the Unconceived was a relatively new organization, 

but they were planning a campaign against “contraception on demand.” Seeing Schulz as an 

advocate of their cause, Parsons asked him to join their organization as a co-chairman.299 
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 Mary Hawblitzel, a Catholic, was so moved by the strip that she sent Schulz a six-page 

handwritten letter. “It must have taken a bit of nerve in this age of contraception and abortion to 

pen your cartoon,” she praised Schulz. This was not the first time she had written a letter about 

“these antilife programs,” she told the cartoonist. In her opinion, such programs were 

“philosophies of fear and demonstrate a lack of trust in the wisdom and providence of God.” The 

problem was that “modern man is trying to play God.” While she acknowledged the potential for 

a nuclear holocaust, she believed that “God scans the spans of the centuries and he knows best 

how many children we should have.” “Poverty is not the worst affliction that can happen to 

man,” she contended, suggesting that there were much worse spiritual consequences for abusing 

the innocent. Hawblitzel was upset that “a lot of people seem willing to disregard God’s 

instructions to Adam and Eve to ‘increase and multiply’.” She was even more shocked that “the 

[American Medical Association] is itself promoting liberalized or no abortion laws.” “Most 

pediatricians and obstetricians agree,” she insisted without citing any empirical evidence, “that a 

child in the womb is a person from the first moment of conception.” In a postscript, Hawblitzel 

apparently wanted to clarify her position for Schulz, asserting that “abortion acts are the signs of 

a decadent civilization and in our society we have the barbarians already storming at the 

walls.”300 

 Not all readers, however, were happy with Linus’s suggestion. Linus should instead 

ponder whether these “beautiful and highly intelligent” children should be born into a world 

where they are “unable to get food or water or an education because the world was 

overpopulated,” asked one reader. “Overpopulation is a problem,” he continued, “and if we don’t 

solve it within the next several decades, it will become a crisis.” He made clear that he supported 
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Zero Population Growth, the population control organization founded by Paul Ehrlich and his 

colleagues, and the reader hoped that Schulz would “reconsider your position.”301 

 Another reader, Catherine Bodwell Malan, was deeply upset by this strip. “I would have 

thought such soap opera dramatics were beneath you,” she charged. Malan felt that “the world is 

polluted with people” and wondered whether “some of the lawlessness now prevalent is not 

partly the result of too many people and a resultant lack of respect for life.” She could not 

understand why Schulz would suggest bringing more children into a world already “filled with 

hungry, lonely, unwanted children.” Malan was “sure that many of these children have the 

potential to be both beautiful and bright” and felt that “we are shamefully neglecting many of the 

children already with us.” Finally, she believed that “any family which already has two children, 

has had their ‘fair share’.” While she wished that every family could enjoy as many children as 

they wanted, the reality, in her opinion, was that “they cannot, and intelligent people should 

recognize and accept this.”302 

 Likewise, Dr. Robert D. Meyers, a physician from Maryland, challenged the cartoonist to 

rethink Linus’ position. “I don’t question your theology,” Meyers began carefully, but “any deep 

consideration of our nation’s air, water, noise, crime, [and] pollution problems can only lead to 

the conclusion that excess population is the basis of it all.” In Meyer’s mind, the choice was 

simple. “If parents of two children really love their children,” he reasoned, “and want them to 

have the chance for a life with the qualities I think you espouse—that is the love of God, love of 

man, love of nature, and love of beauty—then those parents will not have that third and fourth 
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child.” Meyer encouraged Schulz to find a way to retract Linus’ position and inform his millions 

of readers that “our nation and our civilization have so little time left.”303 

 Another Peanuts fan who had “heard [Peanuts] quoted from the pulpit many times” 

wrote to express her concern that Schulz had “lost sight of what happens to the unwanted child.” 

He forgot this, she believed, because of his great wealth and personal success. “I have read of the 

way you live,” she charged, “anything money can buy, you have.” Given his elite financial status 

and celebrity, it might “come as a shock, but there are people in this country who can only afford 

two children.” Similarly, Nancy Currier wondered “what Charlie Brown would have to say if he 

was one of the children starving or dying with one of the diseases of poverty.” She was certain 

that “he would be all for having just two children in his family.”304 

 One of the most prominent voices writing to discuss Schulz’s July 20, 1970 strip was 

California governor Ronald Reagan. Reagan and Schulz had periodically corresponded over the 

years and had met at the governor’s mansion in Sacramento when Reagan declared May 24, 

1967 as “Charles Schulz Day.” The governor, who declared himself “a morning devotee” of 

Peanuts and had faced widespread college sit-ins in the state university system, expressed his 

delight to see that “my hero Snoopy has also experienced the joys of a campus disturbance” 

(This was in reference to an episode where Snoopy had found himself caught in the middle of a 

Vietnam War protest. For more, see Chapter 3). But writing a little over a week after Schulz’s 

controversial strip ran nationally, it was the strip on unborn children that Reagan could not get 

out of his mind. Reagan recounted the strip in his letter so that Schulz would know exactly to 
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which one he was referring, though he mistakenly referred to Charlie Brown as the one 

questioning Lucy rather than Linus.305 

 This strip, he wrote, “continues to haunt me in a very nice way.” He reflected that 

“perhaps my feeling for Charlie’s [sic] question stems from the soul searching I had to do a few 

years ago with regard to the liberalizing of our abortion laws.” In 1967, Reagan’s first year in 

office, Anthony Beilenson, a liberal state senator from Los Angeles County, had sponsored one 

of the nation’s most sweeping abortion laws, a piece of legislation he called the Therapeutic 

Abortion Act. “The author of the legislation,” Reagan explained, “wanted to go all the way and 

simply make it a matter of personal choice and wide open.” The new law legalized abortions 

when the pregnancy was deemed to “gravely impair physical or mental health of the prospective 

mother, or when a girl under 15 becomes pregnant as a result of rape or incest.” The law was 

drafted partly in response to the case of nine San Francisco Bay area physicians who had been 

criminally charged for performing abortions on mothers with German measles, a disease that was 

known to cause birth deformities in children.306 

This piece of legislation perplexed Reagan, in part because he had never before seriously 

considered his position on the topic. The governor confided to Schulz that “I probably did more 

studying on that subject at that time than on anything else before or since.” This was a 

particularly difficult time for Reagan, “awful weeks,” as he confided to reporter Lou Cannon. 

Reagan sincerely struggled over whether to support the bill saying, as the Chicago Tribune 

reported, that the “measure did not fully satisfy him but he sympathized with the effort to revise 

the statute in force [in California] for 106 years.” Most concerning for Reagan were provisions 
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that would have allowed for the abortion of deformed fetuses. “There is a very great question to 

me,” he had stated at a news conference, “as to where we can actually stand, trying to judge in 

advance of a birth that someone is going to be born a cripple and whether we have the right to 

decide before birth what cripple would not be allowed to live.” The implications, for Reagan, 

were nearly insurmountable.307 

 After much thought, Reagan notified Beilenson that he “would veto such a bill.” There 

were, in his mind, only a few, clear cases where abortion should be allowed. “I could only 

reconcile abortion,” he wrote to Schulz, “with the right of self defense, namely the right of the 

mother to protect herself and her health against even her own unborn child if the birth of that 

child threatened her.” This was the only justification he could accept in good conscience. “Our 

religion does justify the taking of life in self defense,” who told Schulz, but he could not “accept 

that simply on the whim even a mother has the right to take the life of her unborn child simply 

because she thinks that the child will be born less than perfect” or, even worse, because “she just 

doesn’t want to be bothered.” To get into the business of deciding whether a fetus with physical 

deformities should live, Reagan believed, “wouldn’t be much different from what Hitler tried to 

do.”308 

Reagan was not the only one conflicted over this issue in the 1960s. Protestant 

denominations were surprisingly conflicted over the new abortion laws. Some conservative 

leaders, like evangelist Billy Graham, insisted that abortion was sinful in most cases. Others 

were more open to “therapeutic” procedures. “Personally, I certainly do not condemn those who 
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terminate a pregnancy to save the mother’s life or when rape or incest is involved,” wrote 

physician S. I. McMillen in his 1967 article for Christian Life magazine. The following year, the 

nation’s leading evangelical publication Christianity Today held the Protestant Symposium on 

the Control of Human Reproduction, which concluded that “abortion-on-demand” was sinful, 

while “therapeutic” abortion could be acceptable in the right cases. In 1971, even the Southern 

Baptist Convention joined the growing debate with a resolution urging states to liberalize their 

abortion laws. Where Reagan and Protestants agreed was on the permissibility of abortion in 

cases where the life of the mother was at great risk. Because of their general agreement on this 

issue but growing conflict over degree, California evangelicals had largely left Reagan alone to 

make his decision in the 1967 law.309 

While Protestant denominations tended to accept such new, liberal abortion laws as a 

necessary extension of access to legal birth control, many Catholics disagreed. For the Catholic 

Church, all abortion was morally wrong. Drawing on antiabortion teachings that dated back to 

the earliest centuries of the Christian faith and a series of papal papers, including Vatican II in 

1964, that opposed abortion, church officials appealed not only to lay church members, but also 

to legislators. In fact, as Reagan had been debating whether to sign the California abortion law, 

some of Reagan’s Catholic friends had arranged a weekend meeting with Cardinal Francis 

McIntyre, Archbishop of Los Angeles, in an attempt to persuade the governor that this bill was 

morally wrong.310 
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Ultimately, Reagan signed the bill into law the legislature eliminated the provision 

fetuses with deformities. “I am satisfied in my own mind we can morally and logically justify 

liberalized abortions to protect the health of a mother,” he told the press. Though he had been 

reluctant to endorse such a bill during the summer legislative session, when the assembly 

approved the new law by a margin of 48-to-30, Reagan felt it was time to move ahead. “I am 

confident that the people of California recognize the need and will support the humanitarian 

goals of the measure,” he announced following the signing. Still, he warned that Californians 

“must be extremely careful to assure that this legislation does not result in making California a 

haven for those who would come to this state solely for the purpose of taking advantage of 

California’s new law.”311 

It did not take very long for the governor’s worst fears to come true. “I have discovered,” 

he complained to Schulz, “some of our psychiatrists are particularly willing to declare an ‘unwed 

mother-to-be’ to have suicidal tendencies” as a medical excuse for an abortion. Reagan was 

especially distraught imagining that such a consequential decision might be made “on a five 

minute diagnosis.” The governor could hardly believe the effects of the new law only three years 

later. “The result,” he told Schulz, “is that our medical program will finance more than fifty 

thousand abortions of unwed mothers in the coming year on such flimsy diagnosis.”312 

 Perhaps the reason that abortion played so prominently in his mind as he read that 1970 

Peanuts strip was the fact that Reagan was once again dealing with a new proposal to further 

liberalize the state’s abortion law. This time the governor and his allies in the assembly were 

successful in defeating the legislation. In a “Dear Citizen” letter, he wrote, “Those who 

summarily advocate a blanket population control [Reagan’s emphasis] should think carefully. 
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Who might they be doing away with? Another Lincoln, or Beethoven, an Einstein or an Edison? 

Who shall play God?”313 

 Whether it was a population control advocate, a pro-life activist, a popular governor, or 

just an ordinary private citizen, readers from across the country took this conversation between 

Linus and Lucy very seriously. Though the Supreme Court’s landmark decision in Roe v. Wade 

would not come for another three years, the issue of abortion rights was rapidly becoming a 

heated topic. Schulz had never mentioned the words, but in the context of the early 1970s, both 

supporters and opponents of the procedure could not help but read the strip as a comment on 

abortion and birth control. And as far as his readers were concerned, Schulz was decidedly pro-

life. 

*  *  * 
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Figure 5.13 Snoopy narrates a week in the life of a secretary and female secretaries from across 

the country responded. October 25-30, 1971. 

 The last week of October 1971, Schulz ran a five-day series of strips where Snoopy, 

acting as a boss, narrated the week of his secretary, Woodstock. During that week, Snoopy told a 

story of a secretary who was useless on Mondays, late from lunch on Tuesdays, extremely 

productive on Wednesdays, phoning in sick on Thursdays, and scrambling to get everything 

finished by closing time on Fridays. Over the weekend, Snoopy walked over to visit 
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Woodstock’s nest and found that “on Saturdays, secretaries sleep ‘til noon.” Though Woodstock 

had originally evolved from a nameless female bird in the 1960s, “she” had been redefined as 

male by the 1970s and owed his name to the 1969 music festival in rural New York. But while 

Woodstock might have been male, it was clear from the reader response that it was female 

secretaries who most directly related to this strip.314 

 Numerous secretary pools wrote to voice their affinity for the series. The female 

secretaries at Chief Francisco Solano junior high in Vallejo, California wrote to thank Schulz for 

the series. “Our boss posted all of them on the bulletin board,” they reported, admitting that “we 

have a suspicion he was trying to tell us something.” As many others did, these women picked 

up the literary structure of Schulz’s secretary series and repurposed it to produce their own office 

humor, documenting their minor rebellion against the principal’s authority when they added in a 

handwritten postscript that “on Friday afternoons secretaries use school stationery to write 

personal letters.” A secretary pool working for Governor Ronald Reagan’s administration in 

Sacramento, California wrote to thank the Peanuts cartoonist for “brightening the week for us” 

and joked that at the Capitol secretaries typically called in sick on Fridays, but only “if it isn’t 

payday!!!” Even Congressional secretaries sent their praises. Secretaries from the offices of both 

Congressmen Dan Kuykendall of Tennessee and Floyd Spence of South Carolina wrote 

requesting autographed originals for their Capitol Hill offices.315 

Seven female secretaries of the Rawles, Golden and Hinkle law offices of Ukiah, 

California wrote to thank Schulz for the series and to share a clipping from their local newspaper 

reporting how the secretaries had taped large posters of “Peanuts characters on all the attorneys’ 

doors, depicting characters they felt were appropriate to each of them.” The photograph 

                                                 
314 Sikeston (Missouri) Daily Standard, Oct. 25-30, 1971. 
315 “Correspondence: Fan Letters re: specific strips” binder, CMSMRC. 



232 

 

accompanying the article showed Newell Rowles, the head of the firm, laughing next to the 

poster intended to depict him: a large drawing of Lucy shouting, “If you can’t be right, be wrong 

at the top of your voice.” Just as Vietnam soldiers had sometimes used Snoopy the Flying Ace as 

a subversive image to undermine the authority of their commanders and U.S. officials, so these 

women used Peanuts characters to playfully criticize the men in authority over them in the 

workplace. Another letter included two pages’ worth of grievances against bosses that included 

their habit of calling in sick to play golf on a beautiful day, dictating letters only minutes before 

lunch or closing, having the secretary make excuses for why he is late to a board meeting, and 

forgetting to take her out for lunch during Secretaries’ Week.316 

 Some employers, too, wrote to praise what they saw as a lighthearted series in the funny 

pages. Wayne E. Keith, a manager for a business services company in Hartford, Connecticut, 

wrote of the “joy and laughter you recently brought to me and my staff.” Keith had long been a 

Snoopy fan, but “this particular sequence certainly captured the atmosphere of a business office 

from both the standpoint of the boss and the secretary.” He was so impressed that he collected 

the entire series and framed it to hang on the office wall as “a subtle reminder for all of us to 

laugh at ourselves whenever we look at it.” Of course, the laughs in this series came largely at 

the expense of the secretary, still a predominately female role in American business in the 1970s. 

In fact, the 1970 U.S. Census reported that of the twenty-nine million women in the American 

workforce, a third of them were employed in clerical jobs. Such secretarial work was the most 

common career path for female workers in 1970.317 
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 Beverly L. Walker of Clinton, Maryland, had a very different take on this series. “I want 

to complain,” she began as she described how her “boss has been delighted over this week’s 

series and generally [has] been giving me a terrible time.” Since Peanuts had spent a week 

joking at the secretaries’ expense, Walker “thought it only fair that you should print the other 

side.” She included with her letter a reworked series that depicted female secretaries’ complaints 

about their male bosses, adding in the postscript that “I still love Snoopy even though he’s a 

rotten boss.” On the next page, Walker attached five hand-drawn strips of her own where 

Woodstock narrated Boss Snoopy’s week, explaining why each day of the week was a “bad day 

for bosses.” On Mondays, “they see us youthful and beautiful secretaries come back from our 

weekends and think about what they should have been doing if they still could.” On 

Wednesdays, “the week is half over and there is so much work to do and not enough secretaries 

to do it.” And on Thursdays, “the janitors always clean and forget to leave the medicinal alcohol 

behind the toilet tank in the executive bathroom.” Walker’s humor was substantially more biting 

than other women that wrote to Schulz and was just one demonstration of the level to which 

everyday readers could transform Peanuts into a channel for their own personal satire.318 

 Audrey A. Fromnecht was equally concerned in her letter about Schulz’s secretary series. 

The strip itself, she wrote, had been “excellent and [was] enjoyed by secretaries throughout the 

country.” The strip “lost some of its humor,” however, when one of her “sadistic bosses” 

circulated a copy of the Thursday, October 28, 1971 strip (which had asserted that on Thursdays 

secretaries call in sick) on a Thursday when Fromnecht had indeed been at home sick. “Since 

Snoopy exhibits an open-minded intelligence superior to your usual run-of-the-mill boss,” she 

suggested, “I am sure he would wish to give equal time to the same situation from the secretary’s 
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viewpoint.” Like Walker, Fromnecht included a series of Peanuts strips that she had 

reengineered using corrective liquid and a copy machine. On Mondays, bosses were worthless. 

On Tuesdays, they suffered from mental blocks. On Wednesdays, “they do everything they 

should have done on Monday and Tuesday.” On Thursdays, Fromnecht recommended that 

bosses should call in sick because of their uselessness. And on Fridays, bosses threw loads of last 

minute assignments onto their exhausted secretaries. Fromknecht ended her letter with the 

valediction, “Yours for Equal Rights,” a clear reference to the House of Representatives passage 

of the proposed Equal Rights Amendment in October, now on its way to the Senate.319 

 Some employers wrote in to report their secretary’s revolts against them to Schulz. 

Charles R. Bergoffen, an attorney at Trubin, Stillcock, Edelman, and Knapp where famous 

modern Republican Jacob K. Javits had once been a partner, told the cartoonist that he had 

“foisted” the series of strips on his secretary with each new day of the week. He attached a copy 

of “her revenge,” a reworked strip that proved “what a witty secretary, a compliant Xerox, and a 

disregard for the copyright laws can do.” The strip depicted Woodstock frantically racing around 

the doghouse typing and rustling papers as Snoopy barked orders. “On Fridays,” the secretary’s 

punchline read, “bosses are impossible.”320 

 Barbara Quackenbush, secretary to the president of Van de Kamp’s bakery in Los 

Angeles, wrote that while she was “a regular follower of yours and have always really looked 

forward to reading Peanuts,” this series on secretaries had “given us all a black eye.” She 

recommended that Schulz “replace your secretary” because she had clearly given the cartoonist 
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the wrong impression about the profession. “Some secretaries DO work and are kept pretty 

busy,” Quackenbush asserted. “I could hardly believe my eyes,” she wrote in disgust, “as each 

day progressed that week and not one good thing was said about secretaries.” She felt that her 

own experience in the field was much more “representative of most secretaries.” Each year she 

missed no more than three or four days of work (due to illness). Each day she began working 

fifteen minutes early and did not leave work until after five o’clock. And many lunches she spent 

part of her break running errands for her boss. Secretaries’ work was hardly a joke, she made 

clear.321 

Quackenbush’s real problem with the series had as much to do with the medium as the 

message. People reading Peanuts naturally assumed, she supposed, that “you derive your 

material from real life [experience]” and, therefore, “almost everyone who reads Peanuts accepts 

what is said in it pretty much as truth.” She understood the relationship between the audience and 

a comic strip as intrinsically different from that of an audience and a print article. “Anyone 

reading an article…on secretaries,” she explained, “would automatically agree and disagree as he 

read.” A cartoon, she believed, was different. A comic strip was “so subtle that there is almost no 

disagreement—just acceptance with no thought of evaluation.” While she drastically generalized 

about comic strip readers, imposing her own personal reception theory on millions of other 

Americans, Quackenbush invested Schulz’s work with authority and authenticity, a sense that 

many other fans had cited over the years as a reason for their love for Peanuts. This acute level 

of genuineness gave Schulz, she believed, a special “responsibility for what you print.” In the 

end, Quackenbush’s letter was at least therapeutic, since she did not “expect this to change your 

low opinion of secretaries.” She did, at least, sarcastically hope that the letter would make it to 
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Schulz’s desk for him to read: “if it gets by your secretary, if she happens to be around the office 

for an hour or two this week.”322  

 Once again, Schulz had hit on a gendered issue that evoked strong feelings from his 

readers. Though Woodstock was male, his designation as a secretary had resonated with working 

women nationwide. Some took this week-long series as a good-humored tribute to the efforts of 

female office workers. Others read it as a patronizing affront to their dignity as workers and 

women. Whether the cartoonist had intended to make a political statement or not, in the age of 

second-wave feminism it was certainly read with political overtones, either of chauvinism or 

feminist humor. 

*  *  * 

When Gloria Steinem’s Ms. magazine hit newsstands in the winter of 1972 it almost 

immediately became synonymous with the women’s rights movement. At its launch, Ms. was, 

according to one scholar, the “first commercial magazine in the United States to unambiguously 

claim a feminist perspective.” Feminists would argue over whether the arrival of Ms. heralded a 

new age of awareness for women’s rights or the commercialization of the movement. At its 

height, Ms. enjoyed a circulation of 400,000-500,000 and an estimated readership of three 

million. Over the 1970s and 1980s, the magazine would become an important publication in 

American culture, defining feminism for a broad popular audience and providing a much-needed 

point of unity and discourse for a diverse national movement.323  

In 1976, Schulz got an opportunity to contribute to Gloria Steinem’s magazine. His work 

had no relation to the ERA or any of the best-known elements of the feminist movement. Schulz 
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drew an original cover for the April issue of Ms. The sky-blue cover showed Lucy relaxing 

behind her typical yard stand, except this time it was not her famous psychiatry stand. Instead, 

the sign overhead offered lemonade for five cents as part of “Lucy, Inc.” The cover promoted an 

article meant to attract young women’s attention: “How to Start Your Own Business!” Gloria 

Steinem and the rest of the magazine staff were so pleased with the finished cover that they 

presented Schulz with his very own copy autographed by the entire Ms. crew.324 

The article bore a striking resemblance to the project Schulz was doing 

contemporaneously, promoting the capitalist system for the Department of Commerce (discussed 

in Chapter 4). The article itself was “conceived, compiled, and edited” by Heidi Fiske and Karen 

Zehring, a business writer and entrepreneur, respectively, and both National Organization of 

Women officers. “The self-employed woman is an idea whose time has come,” declared the 

sixteen-page cover article. According the U.S. Census Bureau, women-owned businesses were 

growing, numbering 402,025 and generating $8.1 million in 1972. But women-owned businesses 

still only made up 3.1 percent of the American economy. The purpose of this article was to give 

women tips based on the advice of successful female entrepreneurs on how to start and sustain a 

business.325 

The article offered practical counsel to those new to the idea of starting a business. It 

gave advice on everything from making a business plan and securing licenses to dealing with 

lawyers, bankers, and accountants. The report directed women to the Small Business 

Administration and the Economic Development Administration of the U.S. Commerce 

Department for assistance with small business loans and setting up a new business, including the 

contact information for major offices around the country. The cover story instructed women on 
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how to raise capital, balance cash flow, and advertise their goods and services. The article also 

directed women to various private organizations that could provide support and networking 

specifically for females, like the Association of Women Business Owners in Washington, D.C., 

the Feminist Financial Consultants in New York, or the Feminist Economic Network in Detroit.  

And the guest authors tried to prepare young women for their “first encounter with sex 

discrimination” and warned female entrepreneurs to be prepared to carry both the praise and the 

blame that came along with running a small business.326 

In closing, the authors proposed what they called “a feminist business ethic,” which 

would follow six basic principles to achieve “compassionate capitalism.” First, the 

entrepreneur’s product should fulfill a feminist need, advance a feminist cause, or improve the 

feminist life. Second, the product should be quality-made and fair-priced. Third, the business 

should only bring in what profit is needed for the business to survive in order to avoid 

profiteering. Fourth, wages and benefits to employees should be as generous as the employer can 

afford. Fifth, all business transactions should be performed in good faith. And, finally, the 

entrepreneurs should be personally involved in the feminist movement beyond their business 

connections. “We need both the Movement and our business,” the authors claimed, “to ensure 

that our declaration of economic independence will last.”327 

Schulz’s participation with this project certainly represented an extension of the 

cartoonist’s interests in another social movement of the 1960s and 1970s, but it was also 

consistent with his other advocacy work, especially his pro-capitalist campaign for the 

Department of Commerce. The authors of this article made a passionate case for the harmony of 

capitalism and progressive movements like second-wave feminism. By boldly placing Lucy on 
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the cover of Ms., Schulz clearly showed Peanuts’ synchronicity with both resurgent capitalism 

and the women’s rights movement. Schulz’s sense of personal responsibility and fairness 

blended in his support of this project.328 

This article about uniting feminism and capitalism seemed a bit oddly timed for the 

headlines that surrounded it. Nineteen seventy-six was a particularly challenging season for the 

fight to ratify the ERA. In March 1976, feminist writer Lisa Cronin Wohl tried to explain “what 

the hell happened in New York” when the voters rebuffed the polling data and shocked feminists 

by rejecting the amendment by a margin of 400,000 votes. But many feminist thinkers and 

strategists believed that this was in fact a “400,000 vote misunderstanding,” arguing that much of 

this margin was women who voted against “the media image of the Women’s Movement.” The 

battle to defeat that misconception, wrote feminist journalist Lindsy Van Gelder, was at the heart 

of the ERA’s—and the women’s movement’s—fight for survival against a surprisingly powerful 

conservative opposition. The mortal enemies in this fight, some feminists believed, were not 

antifeminists like Phyllis Schlafly and her army of “misinformed” housewives, but corporate 

America. In May, Ms. magazine warned their readers that “big business is trying to defeat the 

ERA.” In author Elinor Langer’s estimation, while liberal feminists battled in campaigns against 

antifeminists of the right, “the beneficiaries of this old-fashioned diversion are the major 

business interests,” what Langer referred to as the “corporate center.” She reasoned that 

corporate motivation must come to the conclusion that “equality for women, coming on top of 

the decreasing flexibility in the hiring and firing of black people that has followed the civil rights 

movement, would introduce an inelasticity into the labor force that their profit margins cannot 
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bear.” Nonetheless, Schulz and the Ms. magazine contributors obviously believed that feminism 

was an important cause and that capitalism offered a clear path to progress women’s rights.329 

*  *  * 

The issue of amateur women’s sports was popping up everywhere in American media by 

the late 1970s. In the summer of 1978, women’s sports scored a Time magazine cover, complete 

with young women playing field hockey, softball, and rugby. This cover story discussed “the 

revolution that is taking place on the country’s playing fields as, at all ages and levels, women 

have moved into the world of sport,” wrote Time publisher Jack Meyers. B. J. Phillips, the 

female associate editor responsible for writing the cover story, had herself experienced a junior 

sports culture that sought to drive young women away from athletics towards dresses, make-up, 

and more “feminine” pursuits. The article argued that women’s growing role in sports was 

“transforming American athletics.” The story quoted numerous female athletes who could hardly 

believe the new opportunities provided by Title IX of the Education Amendments Act in 1972 

though ironically, few of the law’s original architects had the slightest idea that it would impact 

sports so dramatically. Nineteen-year-old Susan White, a hurdler for the University of Maryland, 

told Time, “When I was in high school, I never dreamed of competing in a national meet. People 

are finally accepting us as athletes.” Another woman, golfer Carol Mann, said that, “Five years 

ago, little girls never walked up to tell me that they wanted to be a professional golfer. Now it 

happens all the time.” Women athletes could all sense that they were entering a new era of access 

to athletics and popular support they had only dreamed of. And these opportunities were creating 

more optimistic attitudes among young women. “Women no longer feel that taking part in 
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athletics is a privilege,” wrote Joan Warrington, executive secretary of the Association for 

Intercollegiate Athletics for Women (AIAW), “They believe it is a right.”330 

The Time cover article saw this surge in women’s sports at the confluence of three larger 

trends: the 1970s fitness craze, the feminist movement, and a stream of court rulings and 

congressional legislation. In this new climate, the progress was obvious. Where a mere 294,000 

high school girls had participated in school sports in 1970, 1.6 million young women were 

playing them by 1977. The AIAW, which had launched in 1971 with 278 member schools, 

boasted 825 active members by 1978. That was 115 more than the men’s collegiate organization, 

the National Collegiate Athletic Association. And by 1978, there were more than 100,000 

women participating in intercollegiate sports, compared to 170,000 men.331 

This rapid growth of women’s sports had a marked economic impact. In 1978, Adidas, 

one of the world leaders in manufacturing athletic shoes, reported a 63 percent increase in 

women’s shoe sales. This same trend continued with new lines of sporting equipment designed 

especially for women, from baseball catcher’s masks to hockey skates. But women were coming 

to feel more at home on the sports field. Women athletes at all levels, the article found, were 

gaining a “refreshingly unapologetic pride” about themselves.332  

Still, as women saw progress across the board in sports programs during the 1970s, there 

were considerable limits. For example, while the University of Georgia had made great strides to 

increase its 1973 women’s athletics budget of $1,000, the 1978 budget of $120,000 lagged far 

behind the men’s athletic budget of $2.5 million. At North Carolina State, the number of 

women’s athletic scholarships went from zero to 49 in only four years, but that still trailed the 
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180 scholarships for men. In 1978, the nation’s largest women’s athletics budget was only 

$600,000 at Yale University. Perhaps University of Georgia coordinator of women’s athletics 

Liz Murphey put it best when she said that “things are looking better, but it’s very slow.”333 

The Time article covered one example after another of young women’s personal 

experiences with this new wave of gender equality in athletics. After pages of sports 

photographs, statistics, and testimonials, in a closing section entitled “The Weaker Sex? Hah!”, 

Time associate editor B. J. Philips discussed psychologists’ and physicians’ research on the 

difference between the sexes as it related to sports. The closing piece reported that women were 

physically and mentally equipped to handle the same rigorous athletic training that men could. 

Though women might not currently record the same running and swim times as men, this gap 

was largely a byproduct of women’s recent arrival to many of these competitive events. “You 

can train women as hard as you can train men,” argued Dr. Jack Wilmore, “and the records will 

fall by the wayside.” Assuaging apparent public concerns, it assured readers that athletics would 

not pose significant risk to their sexual organs or future pregnancies.334 

Rather than illustrating this section with more photographs of female student athletes, 

however, Time selected a Peanuts strip. The strip they chose was from the summer of 1977 and 

depicted Lucy showing off her new baseball glove to Charlie Brown. Charlie Brown wanted to 

know which baseball player’s autograph was printed on the mitt: “Hank Aaron? Pete Rose? 

Reggie Jackson?” He was likely unprepared for the answer. “Liv Ullmann,” she replied smugly 

as she made her way back to the outfield. Liv Ullmann was a famous actress who had won the 

Golden Globe award for best actress and an Academy Award nomination in 1972 for the film 

The Emigrants, hardly the type of figure an athletics gear company would print on a baseball 
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glove. But this comic strip used in the context of the Time cover story suggested that young 

women were not just engaging in sports like never before. They were also indelibly changing the 

culture of American sports to reflect their own perspectives. Still, it could also be read as a 

comment on the disparity between male and female celebrity in the 1970s.335 

 

Figure 5.14 This strip was used to illustrate a June 26, 1978 Time magazine cover article on 

women in sports. July 19, 1977. 

*  *  * 

One of the most famous feminist episodes in Peanuts came as a result of Schulz’s 

friendship with the professional tennis player Billie Jean King. King had joined a small group of 

women’s amateurs who fought for a professional women’s tennis league. They accomplished 

that goal in 1968. In 1973, former tennis champion and self-proclaimed male chauvinist Bobby 

Riggs agreed to play two matches, one against Margaret Court and a second against King. King 

intended the matches to highlight the importance of Title IX legislation passed the previous year. 

Riggs defeated Court rather easily, leaving Lucy Van Pelt angry for weeks before she wrote the 

victor a letter: “Dear Bobby Riggs, You were lucky!!!” King defeated Riggs four months later at 

the Houston Astrodome in three straight sets, earning a winner-take-all purse of $100,000. The 

stakes, however, had been much higher than money. In the 1970s, King and Schulz developed a 
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close friendship. They would periodically talk on the phone or exchange letters. King was a 

regular participant in the Women’s Tennis Classics Tournament hosted by Schulz at Redwood 

Empire Ice Arena, the sports complex he had built in the early 1970s near his home in Santa 

Rosa, California. In 1979, King asked Schulz to join the Board of Trustees of her Women’s 

Sports Foundation (WSF), an advocacy group for women’s athletics. He also became a major 

donor to the cause.336 

That same year, 1979, Schulz drew his series on Title IX in Peanuts. The two-week 

episode, which ran from September 24 through October 6, began with Peppermint Patty and 

Marcie pointing out to Linus the structural sexism in collegiate athletics, citing a 1978 statistic 

that showed that men’s athletics received $717,000 on average, while women’s athletics only 

received $141,000. In the final panel, the two girls walked away with Linus’ football. Similarly, 

the girls noted that Charlie Brown’s basketball is twice as nice as the one provided for the girls. 

“You’re not against women’s sports are you, Chuck?” They confiscated his basketball, too. 

These young ladies were on a crusade. “We’ve been silent for seventy years about the unfair 

treatment of women athletes,” Peppermint Patty lectured Charlie Brown, “but now that unfair 

treatment is causing an uproar.” As the girls expanded their crusade, they logically recruited the 

strip’s greatest feminist, Lucy. “What’s she going to do?” Charlie Brown wondered. “SPEAK 

OUT!!!” Lucy bellowed in his face, sending him tumbling backwards.  
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Figure 5.15 Peppermint Patty leads a two-week crusade for public awareness of Title IX of the 

Higher Education Act of 1972. September 28-29, 1979. 

The next week, Schulz continued his march of statistics. Women only received twenty-

one percent of athletic scholarship budgets, and fourteen percent of athletic operating budgets. 

But while Schulz was clearly championing equal opportunity and support for women’s sports, 

some of the strips’ humor poked fun at the effort as well. “What we’re working toward,” 

Peppermint Patty announced as she punted a football to Sally Brown, “is equality for women in 

sports. That’s a good cause, don’t you think?” Sally, distracted by the football falling from the 

sky, was unable catch the ball as it pounded her in the head and sent her tumbling to the ground. 

When Peppermint Patty rushed over to be sure she was all right, Sally finally responded: “The 

sooner the better!” Here Schulz joked that while an athlete like Peppermint Patty might be ready 

for equal access to sports, girls like Sally had a long way to go to be able to compete, a reality 

that was, at least in part, likely a symptom of past discrimination. The next day, Schulz carried 

this mild critique even further. As Peppermint Patty worked to instill a greater passion for Title 
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IX in her friend, Marcie, the glasses-wearing girl admitted, “Sports don’t really interest me, sir, 

so what do I care?” Peppermint Patty was utterly shocked. “But what about women’s rights?” 

she demanded. “I’m not a woman yet, either,” Marcie snidely remarked as she sauntered away. 

Nonetheless, Peppermint Patty refused to stop her crusade for equality in sports. When the other 

children failed to listen, she recited her statistics to Woodstock, Snoopy’s yellow bird friend. Her 

mission came from one clear inspiration. “I have a vision,” she told Charlie Brown. “I can see 

the day coming when women will have the same opportunities in sports as men!” The final 

punchline of the strip pushed the critique even further. By turning Charlie Brown down as 

unqualified for her team, Peppermint Patty mocked the essentialist certainties of male and female 

difference. In the world of Peanuts, at least, Charlie Brown would not be athletically skilled 

enough to make it on a team with the likes of Peppermint Patty.337 

 

Figure 5.16 Peppermint Patty proclaims her vision of equal opportunity for women in sports. 

October 6, 1979. 

The seriousness of the issue to Schulz was evidenced in his persistence. Rarely did 

Peanuts stay on one particular issue for longer than a week and here he had hammered his point 

for two. His commitment to the cause was also clear in the fact that he gave the WSF and other 
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unacceptable to the other children, except perhaps went it came to romantic attraction. 
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feminist organizations permission to freely reprint this series of Title IX strips in their magazines 

and newsletters. One example was a poster for the WSF that showed Lucy vigorously jumping 

rope in a green dress. “Thank goodness for sports,” she said. “If they didn’t exist, I don’t know 

what I’d do with my tremendous natural ability.” Another example was an interview with 

Peppermint Patty featured in Billie Jean King’s own womenSports magazine, the first national 

publication to exclusively follow female athletics. But perhaps the most important usage of these 

strips came in 1980. That year the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights released a multi-year study 

it entitled More Hurdles to Clear: Women and Girls in Competitive Athletics. In the one 

hundred-page report, the commission reviewed the long history of discrimination against women 

in publicly funded sports. The study found marked progress since the passage of Title IX in 

1972, but laid out goals for greater progress in parity. The commission illustrated the report with 

the Doonesbury comic strip from the innovative comic artist and social critic Gary Trudeau. 

They also pulled from Schulz’s 1979 Title IX series. Peppermint Patty and Lucy found 

themselves at the apex of national policy discussion on issues of sexual equality they had long 

stood for in the comic strip. Schulz himself received national recognition in 1985 when the WSF 

awarded him their highest honor, the President’s Award, for his contributions and support to the 

cause of girls’ equal access to athletic programs.338 

*  *  * 
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Figure 5.17 Schulz contributed this cover art to a Time magazine article about sex education 

during the 1980s AIDS epidemic. November 24, 1986. 

On November 24, 1986, Schulz contributed his artwork to a controversial Time magazine 

cover that dealt with an unusual topic for a cartoonist that had spent his career avoiding even the 

suggestion of sexuality in his work. “Sex Education,” read the headline in bold font. “What 

should children know?” and “When should they know it?” read the bulleted questions on the 

cover. In the artwork, Charlie Brown, Linus, Lucy, and Snoopy all looked uneasy as they 

surveyed a school poster that read, “Today in Room 301—“The birds and the bees” (and much 

much more!).” The cover article reported that the growing AIDS epidemic and recent comments 

by President Ronald Reagan’s Surgeon General C. Everett Koop had intensified the long battle 

over sex education in public schools. “There is now no doubt,” wrote the surgeon general in late 

October 1986, “that we need sex education in schools and that it must include information on 
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heterosexual and homosexual relationships.” The spread of dangerous sexually transmitted 

diseases as AIDS, Koop believed, was partly the result of the fact that “many people—especially 

our youth—are not receiving information that is vital to their future health and well-being 

because of our reticence in dealing with the subjects of sex, sexual practices, and 

homosexuality.” Koop bluntly charged Americans that “the silence must end.” He recommended 

that American public schools promptly implement sex education programs “at the lowest grade 

possible”—third grade, he suggested. The course would also need to be graphic. “We have to be 

as explicit as necessary to get the message across,” Koop pleaded. “You can’t talk of the danger 

of snake poisoning and not mention snakes.”339 

Such a course actually had considerable public support. In May 1981, seventy percent of 

respondents had told Gallup that all public high schools should have sex education programs. 

Seventy-one percent of women, in particular, agreed or strongly agreed that public grade schools 

should provide some form of sex education. But the opposition to public school sex education 

was highly vocal. Often making moral arguments, these opponents contended, Time reported, 

that “the recommendation to students that they use condoms as an anti-AIDS measure helps 

erode moral opposition to premarital sex and contraception.” Koop’s endorsement of sex 

education had come as a shock to many conservatives who had praised the Reagan 

administration’s opposition to such programs in the past. They were especially offended when 

the surgeon general largely wrote off parents as a reliable source of sex education. “Most parents 

are so embarrassed and reluctant,” he wrote, “you can’t count on getting the message across at 

home.” And there were other conservative complaints. Phyllis Schlafly, champion of the anti-

ERA crusade, took up opposition to sex education as well. She believed that sex education 
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particularly harmed young women. “The way sex education is taught in schools encourages 

experimentation,” she warned. “It’s the cause of promiscuity and destroys the natural modesty of 

girls.”340 

In much the same way that concerns over specific beliefs and differences had ultimately 

undermined the push for prayer in public schools, sex education had struggled for consensus 

throughout the twentieth century. “No matter what is written in the curriculum, there is not much 

going on out there,” sex-education consultant Mary Lee Tatum informed Time. “Under 15% of 

U.S. children get really good sex education. We are only beginning to institute adequate 

programs.” Studies of existing public school programs did very little to help build consensus 

between advocates and critics. The largest study by that time, a seven-year, six-volume 1984 

analysis by Mathtech Inc. of nine programs around the country, found that the programs had 

almost no demonstrable effect on contraceptive use or premarital sex. The only positive finding 

of the study was that the most significant changes in behavior and attitude came in the two 

programs with the highest levels of parent and local community engagement. Birth control usage 

only changed when combined with access to a health clinic. Where the study showed the 

significance of the family and community in sex education, however, it also revealed that 

students who had completed a sex education program were only slightly less predisposed to 

premarital sex than their counterparts. Other studies found equally discouraging results. The 
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Center for Population Options’ study of 3,600 high school students in Indiana, Texas, and 

Mississippi found sex education made no discernable impact.341  

The Time cover story documented the numerous public battles over sex education in the 

1980s. The article was filled with colorful quotes of conservatives who worried that the gay 

community would use the AIDS epidemic as an opportunity to indoctrinate children with 

alternate lifestyles. “What’s next?” asked Joseph Casper, an elected Boston school committee 

member. “Do we bring in people who want to talk about safe bondage, too? Chimps making it 

with chickens? It’s insane.” Equally concerned, liberals worried that this moment would be 

coopted by conservatives who wanted to impose puritanical abstinence principles on American 

youth, oppressing women and sexual minorities they deemed to be “deviant.” And on the face of 

these heated debates taking place in this Thanksgiving week Time article were Charles Schulz’s 

famous cartoon children.342 

Numerous readers responded to the Time editors about the November 24 cover story. In a 

Letters section two weeks later readers spoke their mind about the topic of sex education next to 

a reproduction of Charles Schulz’s cover, once again suggesting an association between the 

comic strip and the sex education controversy to the minds of readers. “We should expand public 

education,” wrote one reader from Cincinnati, “to include classes that will guide parents in 

clarifying their own sexual values and developing the skills they need to communicate these 

standards to their youngsters.” A reader from Minneapolis, Minnesota wrote that “even if this 

knowledge has to come from outside the home, it is better than having parents give youngsters 

misinformation or no information at all.” Another reader felt that public sex education was an 

“invasion and is a usurpation of parental rights.” Discussions of sex with children was 
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“something so intimate,” Frank Kolk of Newark, New Jersey wrote that it “must be kept within 

the confines of the home and the church.” In his opinion, “God never made a substitute for a 

mother.” Kolk made no mention of a father’s role in sex education. An Ohio teenager weighed in 

with her thoughts: “Most of the young people I know have developed liberal ideas about sex, 

even though the school programs have, if anything, discouraged promiscuous sex and so-called 

immoral sexual behavior.” The young woman believed the reason for the discrepancy was that 

teenagers’ “attitudes do not come from teachers; they come from society and our peers.” She 

recommended that the best approach for teachers would be to give students “the biological facts, 

teach us about sexually transmitted diseases, then stand back and let us make our own 

decisions.”343  

*  *  * 

Perhaps one of the most glaring omissions in Schulz’s cartoon world was the presence of 

a prominent minority female in Peanuts. The cartoonist had made a considerable impact on 

American culture with the introduction of Franklin (see Chapter 2), but despite requests from 

those civil rights advocates who had written him in the summer of 1968, Schulz never followed 

Franklin with a black female character. In fact, over the entire fifty-year history of Peanuts, 

Schulz never incorporated a black female in the strip. This ommission was symbolically fitting 

for a post-World War II culture that had always valued racial equality over gender equality, even 

within civil rights groups. But, as scholars have shown, there was a vibrant black feminist 

movement that tapped into both the civil rights movement and the global pan-African movement. 

Pauli Murray, an African American and one of the original founders of NOW, worried about the 

disconnect within the feminist movement between women’s rights and black rights. Murray 
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would quickly become reluctant to support NOW because of its lack of diversity. “I saw no 

Catholic sisters, no women of ethnic minorities other than about five Negro women,” she wrote 

to the organization’s first chairwoman, Kathryn Clarenbach, of the initial meetings, “and 

obviously no women who represent the poor.” In his handling of gender and feminism, Schulz 

did nothing to address these disparities within the movement.344 

Still, Peanuts did make a real contribution to the visibility of gender and sexual issues in 

1970s and 1980s America. Schulz had touched on many important social and political issues 

over his thirty-five celebrated years in comic arts. Just as Linus’s personality had been directly 

tied to debates over Christianity and civil religion, Franklin embodied the battle for integration, 

and Snoopy symbolized the passionate emotions of many about the Vietnam war, Lucy and 

Peppermint Patty became pop cultural ambassadors of second-wave feminism through Ms. 

magazine and the fight for Title IX. Of course, Schulz’s characters were conflicted and imperfect 

representatives of the movement, but they were also helpful symbols in the fight for publicity 

and public awareness because their ubiquity in 1960s and 1970s popular culture raised awareness 

of alternate female types. This was especially important in the promotion of legislation like Title 

IX. Schulz joined national debates about abortion, women’s equality in the workspace, and 

public school sex education, each time facilitating further discussion of these topics and 

increasing public awareness of such issues. 

Peppermint Patty had a vision. Charles Schulz, while an imperfect spokesman, worked to 

make the world a little more amenable to that dream. 
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CONCLUSION 

 In the years following Ronald Reagan’s election to the presidency, Schulz began to lose 

his hold on Middle America. Increasingly both readers and journalists alike viewed Schulz as 

conservative, traditional, and rightward leaning, whereas just a few years before so many had 

been convinced that he and his work had been progressive, existential, and left of center. By the 

1980s, America’s mainstream political culture was shifting toward a more openly contentious 

partisan war over culture, part of the lingering and intensifying legacy of the 1960s. Where 

Schulz had once been the voice of the broad middle, he began to lose some of his cultural stature 

and appeal in a new era of open, televised partisanship.  

 The last twenty years of the twentieth century, a period cultural historians now refer to as 

the “culture wars,” brought a new contentiousness to American culture. Americans on the Left, 

confident in the successes of the “rights revolution” of the late 1960s and 1970s, pushed for 

greater social and political openness in America for women, gays, and racial and ethnic 

minorities, where Americans on the Right, emboldened by their electoral and economic 

successes in the same period, sought to use their new political strength to “roll back” the 

advances of the Left. Politicians came to reflect this cultural warfare in their rhetoric, best 

exemplified in Patrick Buchanan’s infamous speech at the 1992 Republican National Convention 

in which he proclaimed that the party was in “a war for the soul of America.” But Buchanan’s 

fiery speech was more a coming of age for the conflict than an origin. Commentators had been 

noting this changing political culture for years prior. George Wallace and Spiro Agnew had 

received national attention for their verbal assaults on hippies, academics, bureaucrats, and other 
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liberal-minded people, but in the 1970s they had been novel. By the 1980s, this sort of open, 

verbal partisanship was becoming commonplace not only in Washington, but in communities 

and school districts across the country. Simultaneously, many social conservatives sensed that 

artistic expression in television, film, and music was becoming more violent, crude, and 

sexualized. This was the new political culture rising as Schulz took Peanuts into the overt world 

of politicized history.345 

 Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, Schulz had addressed the contested social issues of the 

time through ambiguity, suggestion, and even fantasy—as was the case in Snoopy’s Vietnam-era 

war. By the 1980s, with his friend Ronald Reagan in the White House, Schulz would start 

turning to the past to express his feelings about the nation. In 1980, Schulz wrote the fourth 

Peanuts feature film, Bon Voyage, Charlie Brown (And Don’t Come Back!), which showed the 

children traveling for a visit to France and ultimately discovering the story of Charlie Brown’s 

grandfather who had fought in World War II. This seems to have been part of a growing personal 

nostalgia Schulz felt for the American past, a sense that only intensified following the quadruple 

bypass surgery he underwent in 1981. As the cartoonist recovered, he penned the screenplay for 

a new television special to follow immediately after the events of Bon Voyage, Charlie Brown 

and set the children exploring a D-Day cemetery and the battlefields of Omaha Beach and Ypres. 
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What Have We Learned, Charlie Brown (1983) would become a meditation on the events and 

personal sacrifices of soldiers in both world wars. The special would climax with the children 

standing on the Ypres battlefield overgrown in poppies—a visual reference to the text of one of 

Schulz’s favorite poems, Canadian Lieutenant-Colonel John McCrae’s World War I-era “In 

Flanders Field,” published in 1919—and Linus innocently asking, “What have we learned, 

Charlie Brown?” Much like Schulz’s work during Vietnam, this was both a solemn salute to 

dutiful soldiers and a sober questioning of the benefits of war. Schulz would win the Peabody 

Award and receive another Emmy nomination for this television special.346 

The success of the D-Day special also gave executives at CBS the idea to take a shot at 

more educational Peanuts programming. In the fall of 1988, the resulting project made television 

history. This is America, Charlie Brown was television’s first animated miniseries. The opening 

episode, “The Mayflower Voyagers,” premiered on CBS October 21, 1988. This episode 

depicted the Peanuts children back in 1620 where they boarded the Mayflower for the New 

World. In one of many odd breaks from the Peanuts franchise’s past, the children changed 

wardrobe to help them better suit seventeenth century England. The girls bore most of the 

imprint of periodization. Peppermint Patty, Marcie, Sally, and Lucy all wore full-length dresses 

complete with apron and bonnet. Charlie Brown and Linus, however, got by much easier with 

clothes that only slightly different from their usual and, as one television critic wrote, with his 

only “concession to history is to go barefoot.” This program was the most overtly Christian 

production Schulz had put on television since 1965’s A Charlie Brown Christmas. Despite the 

grave danger that faced the voyagers, Charlie Brown narrated in the opening minutes of the 
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program, “their belief in God, their desire for freedom from religious persecution, and their 

dreams of creating a new world for future generations all make their life-threatening journey a 

risk worth taking.” Both the Peanuts characters and the adult Pilgrims would openly pray to God 

throughout the episode, something that had never before occurred in a Peanuts program.347 

 The program was envisioned as a truly educational experience for children. Schulz’s 

longtime producer Lee Mendelson assured the press that “all the statistics and historical 

references are accurate,” going as far as to make sure “there were actually one or two dogs and a 

couple of birds on the Mayflower in 1620 before letting Woodstock and Snoopy on board.” Yet 

its pursuit of historical accuracy quickly ran the program into some of the culture wars’ 

controversies over public history. Concerned members of the American Indian Parents, a civil 

rights group based in Schulz’s hometown of Minneapolis, Minnesota, had contacted the local 

CBS affiliate in the fall of 1988 with a “strong protest” against the use of the word “savage” in 

“The Mayflower Voyagers.” A week before the premiere CBS vice president of program 

practices, Carol Altieri, made the public announcement that the word would be removed from the 

script. But, while the word “savage” was not used, the Native American characters in the 

program certainly embodied the “noble savage” stereotype. Dressed in little more than a loin 

cloth and feather headdress, Squanto played a docile servant to the Peanuts children and the 

Pilgrims as they took over land previously cleared by Native Americans. Some critics even 

questioned the accuracy of the opening episode altogether. “If ‘The Mayflower Voyagers’ 

represents a fair sampling of the series,” wrote Los Angeles Times television critic Charles 
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Solomon, “This is America, Charlie Brown is a well-intentioned effort to present history and 

humor that delivers little of either.”348 

 So much of what had defined Schulz’s successful career was now criticized in this 

opening episode. The scriptwriting, for which Schulz had often been praised, was “far less 

seaworthy than the historic sailing ship,” Solomon wrote. Charlie Brown and his friends were far 

removed from their comfortable suburban life where adults had little say and the children were 

the philosophers, psychiatrists, and experts. Peanuts was “a poor match” for the Pilgrims and felt 

“bizarrely out of place in the grubby hold of a 17th Century [sic] sailing ship, surrounded by 

adults.” Even more sympathetic critics found elements of the episode hard to swallow. The New 

York Times’ Caryn James wondered why Peppermint Patty, who had famously protested when 

her school required her to wear a dress, joined the other girls in wearing a full-length dress, 

apron, and bonnet when Charlie Brown’s only “concession to history is to go barefoot.”349 

 Where Schulz had once been celebrated for his inclusivity and moderated approach to 

racial integration, his animated work in This is America, Charlie Brown was found by many to 

be lacking. Where “The Mayflower Voyagers” did briefly mention indentured servitude, there 

was no reference to slavery, which had arrived in Plymouth within the first few years. 

Consequently, Franklin was noticeably missing from the episode. This deficiency in ethnic 

diversity was obvious in the miniseries’ advertising as well. One of the ads for the mini-series 

depicted Charlie Brown marching beneath the first national flag while playing a field drum. He 

was flanked on either side by Lucy happily playing a flute and Snoopy accompanying with a 
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drum of his own. The editors of the New York Amsterdam News, an African American paper, 

were stunned. “This is America?” they demanded. “Gosh, artist Schultz [sic],” they wrote, 

“couldn’t you let Franklin, the little African-American pal of Chuck’s, beat the drum—or is 

America going to the dogs?”350 

What was more, the Pilgrim story perfectly fit with the rise of evangelicalism and the 

Religious Right in the period. Billy Graham, Jerry Falwell, Pat Robertson, and Phyllis Schlafly 

were all leading personalities in the politicization of evangelicalism during the Reagan years. 

Ronald Reagan himself had even famously invoked the words of 1630s Puritan—another group 

of early religious settlers in the Americas with different social goals, but similar theology to the 

Pilgrims—leader John Winthrop, calling America to embrace its manifest destiny to be a 

“shining city upon a hill” on the Cold War landscape during his reelection campaign in 1984. If 

anything, this episode was a parable for Reagan’s America whose lesson was that America’s 

foundations lay in Christian faith, racial cooperation, and white male leadership.351 

Similarly, the second episode of the miniseries, titled “The Birth of the Constitution” and 

airing on October 28, 1988, reflected the political culture of the 1980s and provided a historical 

morality lesson for the day’s political culture. In this episode, the Peanuts children sat in the 

room and watched as the fifty-five delegates of the Philadelphia Convention sought to save the 

legacy of the Revolution by reforming the young nation’s government. The program highlighted 

                                                 
350 “This is America?” New York Amsterdam News, Jun. 2, 1990. 
351 Reagan and his speechwriters actually borrowed the “shining city upon a hill” rhetoric from the nation’s last 

Masssachusetts president, John F. Kennedy. Recently scholars have found surprising ties between the Kennedy and 

Reagan administrations, most notably in their economic and tax philosophies. For more on these particular 

connections, see Lawrence Kudlow and Brian Domitrovic, JFK and the Reagan Revolution: A Secret History of 

American Prosperity (New York: Portfolio, 2016). “Ringing Rhetoric: The Return of Political Oratory,” New York 

Times, Aug. 19, 1984. For more on evangelicalism and its rising influence in American culture in the last quarter of 

the twentieth century, see Steven P. Miller, The Age of Evangelicalism: America’s Born-Again Years (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2014) and Darren Dochuk, From Bible Belt to Sunbelt: Plain-Folk Religion, Grassroots 

Politics, and the Rise of Evangelical Conservatism (New York: W. W. Norton, 2011). 
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the contentious debate over the various elements of the new government. Throughout, the 

children, especially Linus, worried whether the Founders would be able to secure a workable 

compromise maintain the future union of the thirteen independent republics. Ultimately, the 

lesson was clear: while the Founders had been able to set aside their personal differences to 

secure the greater good of the nation, America in the 1980s would be wise to do the same. But 

where this episode presented a relevant lesson for the time, it also avoided some of the other 

obvious controversies surrounding this historical event. Like the first episode, Franklin was 

nowhere to be found and the other major compromise of the convention, the infamous Three-

Fifths Compromise, never came up.352 

There were noticeable changes by the fourth episode of This is America, Charlie Brown. 

In this episode, entitled “The NASA Space Station,” Lucy served as mission commander while 

Franklin made his first appearance in the miniseries as the crew’s social scientist studying the 

odd behavior of the other characters. This episode presented some of Schulz’s progressive 

causes. As the children looked down on Earth from the space station, Linus pondered the 

“unspoiled” appearance of the globe from their viewpoint. “Somehow, when we get back to 

Earth, we’ve got to convey this to the people,” he expressed to the others. “Somehow, we’ve just 

got to work at keeping it undamaged, unspoiled.” While Linus offered no practical solutions for 

his charge, he did articulate the general goal of Schulz’s 1970s environmental ethos. Meanwhile, 

Sally noticed something peculiar about the continents below. “There are no boundary lines,” she 

noted to Peppermint Patty. “Wouldn’t it be nice to have maps with no boundaries?” It was 

becoming clear that the longer the program went, the more daring Schulz was becoming in his 

presentation.353 

                                                 
352 Charles M. Schulz, “The Birth of the Constitution,” This is America, Charlie Brown (1988). 
353 Charles M. Schulz, “The NASA Space Station,” This is America, Charlie Brown (1988). 
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The fifth episode, “The Building of the Transcontinental Railroad,” offered perhaps the 

series’ most direct acknowledgement of racial exploitation. In a history report to his class at 

school, Charlie Brown highlighted the fact that Central Pacific Railroad officials had brought in 

Chinese laborers to work on their section of the transcontinental line. Without reference to their 

pay or working conditions, Charlie Brown justified the commodity-like importation of over 

10,000 low-wage Chinese by praising the workers as “excellent” and “the best workers the 

railroad officials had ever seen.” Schulz used this story show how Chinese immigrants had 

proven themselves to the American laborers through hard work, highlighting a quote from one of 

the railroad’s officials who contended that “if these people could build the Great Wall of China, 

then I have no doubt that they can get through the Sierra Nevada.” Much like the Native 

Americans in the opening episode, the Chinese were represented as undifferentiated small men 

with wide brimmed hats, ponytail hairstyles, and slanted eyes. There was a moment of honesty, 

however, when Charlie Brown directed the class to take a closer look at the famous photograph 

of the Union and Central Pacific railroads meeting in Promontory, Utah. “Ironically, although the 

Chinese were the backbone of the Central Pacific,” he pointed out, “not a single Chinese worker 

appeared in this picture.” Though he did use language to temper a bit of the impact of the truths 

he spoke, Charlie Brown was the most frank he had yet in the series. “In a way,” he concluded, 

“this was a symbol of the negative side of this unbelievable project. Throughout construction, 

workers on both sides were underpaid and overworked and many lost their lives.” It was also, he 

asserted, “the beginning of the end of the lifestyle of the American Indian.” Nonetheless, the 

engineering marvel and the migration of millions to the West apparently outweighed these 

negative consequences for Schulz.354 

                                                 
354 Charles M. Schulz, “The Building of the Transcontinental Railroad,” This is America, Charlie Brown (1989). 
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Franklin, the sole representative of racial diversity in the Peanuts cast, appeared only 

twice more in the miniseries, coming in the final two episodes. The children visited the 

Smithsonian Museum in the seventh episode, “The Smithsonian and the Presidents.” Franklin did 

not get to travel back in time to meet Abraham Lincoln with Charlie Brown and Linus, though, 

and the president made no mention of slavery when he explained the causes of the war to the 

boys. Franklin did chime in, however, in an extensive discussion of the Great Depression that 

ended with him, Lucy, Peppermint Patty, and Marcie witnessing Franklin Roosevelt’s first 

inaugural address. But the final episode, “The Music and Heroes of America,” was where 

Franklin finally got his moment. Here he talked about the origins of gospel and blues music in 

slavery (“where people were owned like property”). He went so far as to point out that slavery 

had begun in America in at Jamestown in 1620. One flashback showed Franklin and a group of 

black children working in a field as a white overseer on horseback looked on. In many ways, the 

scenes resembled an animated version of the hit television miniseries Roots (1977). The narrative 

would move on to touch the history of segregation. With the help of the girls, Franklin continued 

to celebrated the achievements of black leaders like Booker T. Washington, George Washington 

Carver, and W.E.B. DuBois. The program would go on to emphasize the role of Schulz’s hero 

Dwight D. Eisenhower and of Martin Luther King in the desegregation of the United States. In 

an emotionally charged montage, the children discussed “the turbulent 1960s,” complete with 

newsreel footage of John Kennedy’s funeral procession and American air raids and the combat 

wounded in Vietnam. As Franklin and the girls told the story of civil rights, shots of the audience 

showed numerous African-American children who had never before appeared in the strip or 

other animated programs.355 

                                                 
355 Charles M. Schulz, “The Smithsonian and the Presidents,” This is America, Charlie Brown (1989). 
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The final two episodes also focused on a number of the issues that had interested the 

cartoonist over the years. Schulz highlighted conservationist John Muir and his relationship to 

Theodore Roosevelt. Charlie Brown singled out Roosevelt’s work in securing the national parks 

system as one of his greatest achievements. In the final episode, Peppermint Patty, Lucy, and the 

other girls recognized the accomplishments of women like Susan B. Anthony, Clara Barton, 

Helen Keller, Amelia Earhart, and Margaret Mead. This episode celebrated the lives of 

immigrants and the importance of labor unions in improving the working class’s daily lives. The 

miniseries ended with optimism about America’s ability to overcome adversity, but the historical 

interpretation by the end of the miniseries had shifted considerably from where it had begun. In 

this way, This is America, Charlie Brown reflected Schulz’s ability throughout his career to shift 

left and right within the boundaries of mainstream American opinion. Nonetheless, by the late 

1980s, Schulz’s subtle shifting did not attract the same attention and praise it once had from the 

press. After the first episode, the miniseries enjoyed almost no media discussion moving 

forward. 

Of course, there were many reasons that Peanuts had lost some of its luster by the late 

1980s. One reason was that there was so much competition in television by that point. In 1965, A 

Charlie Brown Christmas only had to compete with the programming on the other two network 

channels. Things had drastically changed in twenty-five years. Paid cable television significantly 

expanded the available channel options for television watchers. The amount of children’s 

animated programming on television had equally increased. Programs from The Smurfs and The 

Care Bears to He-Man and the Masters of the Universe and Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles were 

presenting children with many more high-action alternatives to the more traditional formatting of 

the Peanuts specials. And while Peanuts was facing increased competition for its child audience, 
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it was facing an equally, and perhaps more important, challenge for the adult audience it had 

long enjoyed. A new breed of adult-oriented cartoons stormed onto the landscape of American 

popular culture with the arrival Matt Groening’s The Simpsons in 1989, a program filled with 

overt social commentary and crude humor that was more in the mold of Gary Trudeau’s 

Doonesbury than Peanuts. This cultural trend was perhaps the biggest challenge to Peanuts’ 

dominance in American visual culture. Americans’ tastes seemed to be changing. No longer did 

they look for voices of consensus, but rather they increasingly sought out more sharply 

opinionated spokespeople in their media. Schulz seemed old-fashioned, in part, because he 

would not clearly pick a side.356 

*  *  * 

 In 1997, Charles Schulz gave one of his final lengthy interviews to the editor of the 

Comics Journal, Gary Groth. At one point, Groth decided to broach the topic of politics. “You 

don’t like politics in strips,” he began, noting that politics had been the shortest sections in notes 

on the cartoonist. “My impression, based on various things I’ve read,” Groth continued, “is that 

your bent is somewhat conservative.” Schulz quickly butted in. “No,” he asserted, “I’m very 

liberal.” Groth was shocked. But Schulz had been “overjoyed to have dined with Ronald 

Reagan,” an invitation that many liberals would have likely declined, Groth pointed out. “Well, 

so what?” Schulz demanded. “I mean, the man was governor.” More than that, though, when 

Schulz said “liberal” he meant kind or generous, the artist claimed. But he also admitted that he 

had “always been Republican” like his father. He admired Dwight Eisenhower and Wendell 

Wilkie, and then, Ronald Reagan.  

                                                 
356 “An Animated ’88 Awaits on the Drawing Board,” New York Times, Dec. 27, 1987. 
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 Schulz seemed to sense that Groth was not following his explanation, so he turned to a 

story. He and his wife Jeannie went to an event for California gubernatorial candidate Kathleen 

Brown, the daughter of former Democratic Governor Pat Brown. At that event, Schulz claimed, 

he had a conversation with the candidate about taxes and government services. He demanded to 

know who planned to cap his income through taxes, because he used considerable amounts of 

that income, he asserted, to support local charities. “Who is going to support Canine 

Companions?” he asked about the local non-profit he had heavily supported in recent years. “We 

built that whole building over there,” he admitted, “and we pay to keep it going so those people 

in wheelchairs can have dogs. …Is government going to pay for it?” He even went further to 

include the sitting president, whom he had met. “This is my only argument with Clinton’s whole 

philosophy. He just thinks that government can do everything,” he said. “I’ve never seen a 

president who wanted to run so many different things.” Just as Groth had sensed, Schulz seemed 

to have become a conservative.357 

 But conservatives were not all happy with him in later years, either. Reviewing David 

Michaelis’s Schulz and Peanuts: A Biography (2007), Southern Baptist thought leader, educator, 

and regular guest columnist in many of the nation’s leading newspapers Russell D. Moore found 

in Schulz a morality lesson for evangelicals. Where Schulz had once experienced “a profound 

sense of the Christian moral ethic,” his move to California in the late 1950s had drawn him out 

of the close knit Christian community he had participated in faithfully for a decade and the 

cartoonist then “slid slowly into doctrinal unorthodoxy and personal despair.” Like many 

evangelical fans who read in later interviews that Schulz had stopped going to church and that he 

had come to consider himself a “secular humanist,” Moore bemoaned the loss of faith of a 

                                                 
357 “Schulz at 3 O’clock in the Morning,” Comics Journal, No. 200 (Dec. 1997), reprinted in M. Thomas Inge, ed., 

Charles M. Schulz: Conversations (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2000), 236-41. 
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cultural hero who had proclaimed Jesus to be the meaning of Christmas in his most famous 

television special. Basing his understanding on Michaelis’s interpretation of Schulz—one that 

Schulz’s family members have disputed—Moore surmised that “Schulz’s deathbed was, to him, 

a pumpkin patch on the day after Halloween, haunted only by disappointment in a Being who 

never showed up.”358 

 Moore, like most evangelicals, did not know that Schulz continued to read his Bible 

regularly and that he had secretly funded the construction of a new fine arts center for his 

original church’s college, Anderson College (now Anderson University) in Anderson, Indiana—

though he had refused to let his name go on the building. To them, Schulz had become too 

liberal, a sort of apostate. Moore still liked Schulz and enjoyed watching the Christmas special 

with his family each year. He just hoped that Linus had won Schulz over with his story of the 

Nativity before it was too late.359 

No critics or fans who read Peanuts in its final years claimed to have come to hate 

Charles Schulz. They had simply begun to lose interest. In 1993, Chicago Tribune columnist 

Eric Zorn made a plea for Peanuts to give up the ghost. Zorn was a longtime fan writing for a 

newspaper that had carried Schulz’s comic strip from its very first day in the fall of 1950. It was 

time for Charlie Brown to finally hit a homerun, kick the football, and go home. This would be 

an “overdue exit,” Zorn insisted. “Peanuts simply isn’t amusing or relevant anymore.” While this 

was, in Zorn’s opinion, the normal position of most of the funny pages by that time, it was 

troubling for Peanuts because it had once been something spectacular. “In the 1960s and 1970s, 

                                                 
358 Russell D. Moore, “Tragic Comic,” Touchstone, Mar. 2008. For son Monte Schulz’s rebuttal of Michaelis’s 

biography and the thoughts of other Peanuts experts, see “Who Speaks for Sparky? The Schulz and Peanuts 
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Work of Charles M. Schulz (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2015), 176-98.  
359 “Retiring Schulz Has Ties to AU,” The Herald Bulletin, Jan. 3, 2000, Anderson University Archives. 
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when its characters were NASA mascots and featured on the covers of Time, Newsweek, and 

Life, the strip was a powerful and intriguing cultural force.” But now it was over and Zorn hoped 

that Schulz could sense it, too.360 

Schulz disagreed. As long as he went on, Peanuts would go on. And so it did. But the 

audience’s passion began to fade. Zorn was right, in some ways. Schulz had mattered to millions 

in a time when everything was shifting and there were so few clear lines in society. By the late 

twentieth century the battle lines had hardened and Peanuts just seemed too quaint, a relic of a 

bygone era. And so by the time that Charles Schulz died of colon cancer on February 12, 2000—

the night before his final strip, prepared weeks earlier, ran in newspapers around the world—the 

artist had lost some of his mass appeal for the same reason he had once earned it: because his 

work was defined by “sort of a wishy-washiness....”361 
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