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THE POLITICS OF CIVIL RIGHTS IN THE
TRUMAN ADMINISTRATION

Among the most important domestic develop-
ments in the United States during the presidency
of Harry S. Truman was the emergence of the civil
rights movement as a significant factor in political
affairs. The genesis of this challenge to the institu-
tional framework of a racist society had, of course,
preceded the Truman era; but it was in the period
immediately following World War ITthat the move-
ment gathered sufficient strength and momentum
to pose a serious threat to the unity of the Demo-
cratic party.

The Democrats had first been confronted with
civil rights as a political issue in the 1930s when
large numbers of Negro voters living in urban
areas of the North joined the party in order to
lend support to Franklin D. Roosevelt's New Deal.
The presence of blacks in the party encouraged
some northern Democratic liberals to advocate
passage of civil rights legislation, a move that was
bitterly resented and vehemently opposed by con-
gressmen from the South, and one that produced
serious conflict within the party.

President Roosevelt, afraid of offending the
southerners, attempted at first to sidestep the issue;
but in June of 1941, Negro pressure compelled
him to issue an executive order creating a Federal
Fair Employment Practice Committee — a step that
clearly announced the arrival of a new political
situation and signified the capability of black vot-
ers to play a role in, and exert powerful pressure
on, national politics.

President Truman inherited the unresolved civil
rights conflict of the preceding administration with-
out also falling heir to the good will and affection
that most blacks had for his predecessor; and by
1948, it became clear that Truman would need
Negro votes if he was to remain in the White
House. It was in response to this need that his
administration's civil rights program evolved.

In his reconstruction and analysis of the origins
and development of that program, Mr. Berman
examines its impact on the internal politics of the
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PREFACE

Among the most significant domestic developments in the
years Harry Truman served as president was the emergence
of the civil rights movement. The genesis of this challenge
to the institutional framework of a racist society had, of
course, antedated the Truman era; but during the immedi-
ate pos1>-World War II period, the incipient civil rights
movement was gathering sufficient strength and momentum
to pose a serious threat to the cohesiveness of the Demo-
cratic party. Thus, the issue of the politics of civil rights in
the Truman administration relates the growing political
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influence of American Negroes to the structure of the Dem-
ocratic party.

The politics of civil rights first arose as an issue in the
1930's when large numbers of black voters, living in north-
ern urban areas, joined the Democratic party to support
Franklin Roosevelt's New Deal. Their presence in the party
sparked some northern Democratic liberals into advocating
passage of civil rights legislation, a move which was bitterly
resented, and actively opposed, by congressmen from the
South. Thereafter, the intraparty conflict between propo-
nents and opponents of this legislation slowly grew in in-
tensity. President Roosevelt, who was afraid of offending
southern congressmen, tried to sidestep the issue. But in
June, 1941, Negro pressure compelled him to issue an execu-
tive order creating a Federal Fair Employment Practices
Committee. The president's action signified that a new polit-
ical situation had developed: black Americans were now
capable of playing an influential role in national politics.

President Harry Truman inherited the unresolved civil
rights conflict from the Roosevelt administration, without
at the same time inheriting the good will and affection that
most Negroes felt for his predecessor. By 1948 it was clear
that Truman would need their votes in order to retain
control of the White House. Out of that need emerged the
Truman administration's civil rights program. The purpose
of this study is to reconstruct and analyze the origins and
development of that program, to examine its impact on the
internal politics of the Democratic party, and to assess and
to evaluate the contributions which the Truman administra-
tion made on behalf of Negro aspirations for freedom and
justice.

The initial encouragement I received from Professor
Robert Bremner of the Ohio State University History De-
partment has been much appreciated. I am grateful for the
research assistance and travel grant provided by the Harry
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S. Truman Library Institute. Dean George Roadman and
Dr. George Hart of California State College, California,
Pennsylvania, helped me at an early point in this undertak-
ing. Thanks to their critical reading of the manuscript, Dr.
James Morrill of the History Department of the University
of Louisville and Professor William Read of the University
of Louisville Law School saved me from many errors, stylis-
tic and otherwise. I am of course solely responsible for
whatever mistakes in judgment or errors in fact that may
still exist. Generous grants from the Research Committees
of the University of Louisville and the University of To-
ronto facilitated the final preparation of the manuscript.

Finally, it must be noted that this work would never have
been completed without the support and faith of my wife,
Deborah. The travail was hers, the publication mine.
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Chapter 1

THE RHETORIC OF POLITICS

For almost two generations following the Civil War, Negro
voters remained loyal supporters of the Republican party.
In the 1920's that bond appeared to weaken because of
Republican neglect and indifference.1 This development was
borne out in the 1928 presidential election when an unprece-
dented number of Negroes voted for the Democratic party's

1. Richard B. Sherman, "The Harding Administration and the
Negro: An Opportunity Lost," Journal of Negro History XLIX
(1964), 151-68.
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candidate, New York's Governor Alfred E. Smith.2 Yet
most Negroes supported Herbert Clark Hoover's bid for the
presidency. And in 1932, in the depths of the depression, a
majority of Negroes once more voted for Hoover.3 On this
occasion, though, Hoover's margin was substantially re-
duced : he carried black wards in Chicago and Cleveland by
the customary substantial Republican margins but lost the
black vote in Manhattan, Pittsburgh, Detroit, and Kansas
City, Missouri, to his victorious opponent, Governor Frank-
lin Roosevelt of New York.4 In 1936 Negroes deserted the
Republican party en masse to vote for Roosevelt.5 Despite
the strong effort made by Wendell Willkie in 1940 to bring
black voters back to the Republican party, Roosevelt re-
tained their support in his successful third-term campaign.8

The 1940 election demonstrated clearly that the Negro vote
had become part of the Roosevelt political coalition.

Negroes voted for Roosevelt in 1936 and 1940 largely
because their economic deprivation, stemming from unem-
ployment and discrimination, had been lessened through the
work of such New Deal agencies as the Works Progress
Administration and the Farm Security Administration. The
favorable treatment accorded Negroes by these agencies

2. Henry Lee Moon, Balance of Power: The Negro Vote (Garden
City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1948), pp. 18-34; also see David Burner, The
Politics of Provincialism: The Democratic Party in Transition,
1918-1932 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1968), pp. 237-39.

3. Moon, Balance of Power, pp. 18-34; also see Samuel Lubell,
White and Black: Test of a Nation (New York: Harper & Row,
1966), p. 57.

4. Moon, Balance of Power, pp. 18-34.
5. For an examination of the issue in the context of the Republican

campaign of 1936, see Donald McCoy, Landon of Kansas (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 1966), pp. 311-12.

6. Gunnar Myrdal, An American Dilemma (New York: Harper &
Bros., 1944), p. 496.
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was evidence enough that for the first time in the twentieth
century, government had taken on "meaning and substance
for the Negro masses." 7

Perhaps the most important action taken by the Roose-
velt administration in the field of civil rights, prior to the
period of defense mobilization, was initiated by Attorney
General Frank Murphy. On February 3, 1939, he authorized
the establishment of a Civil Rights Section within the Jus-
tice Department as a means of defending the civil rights of
all citizens. This step was necessary, Murphy felt, because:

In a democracy, an important function of the law en-
forcement branch of government is the aggressive protec-
tion of fundamental rights inherent in a free people.

In America these guarantees are contained in ex-
pressed provisions of the Constitution and in acts of
Congress. It is the purpose of the Department of Justice
to pursue a program of vigilant action in the prosecution
of infringement of these rights.

It must be borne in mind that the authority of the
Federal Government in this field is somewhat limited by
the fact that many of the constitutional guarantees are
not guarantees against infringement by individuals or
groups of individuals.8

The Justice Department subsequently instituted suits in the
federal courts to expand the federal government's jurisdic-
tion in the field of civil rights. For example, it petitioned the

7. Crisis, XLVII (1940), 18.
8. Quoted in Robert K. Carr, Federal Protection of Civil Rights:

Quest for a Sword (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1947), p.
2; see J. Woodford Howard, Jr., Mr. Justice Murphy: A Political
Biography (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1968), p.
206, for the following: "In retrospect, creation of the Civil Liberties
Unit was Murphy's single most significant contribution as Attorney
General."
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Supreme Court to declare unconstitutional those statutory
provisions denying Negroes the right to vote in southern
primaries." Such a move placed the political power of the
United States government behind legal attempts to modify
or nullify laws sanctioning discrimination, particularly as
they applied to voting rights.

Although Murphy's order was scrupulously divorced
from politics, President Roosevelt's Executive Order 8802,
creating a federal Fair Employment Practices Committee
(FEPC), was the product of much political controversy.10

Roosevelt issued his order on June 25, 1941, in the period of
defense mobilization in an effort to placate A. Philip Ran-
dolph, a leader of the March on Washington movement, who
was threatening to bring 100,000 black Americans to Wash-
ington to agitate for an FEPC.11 The fact that Roosevelt
released this executive order had twofold significance: Ne-
groes demonstrated that they could function as an effective
pressure group; and the government gave notice to the
country that Negro labor would now be utilized in defense
production.

Once northern Negroes obtained jobs in defense plants,
southern Negroes began to migrate to the North and West
in order to find similar employment. Between 1941 and 1946
over a million southern Negroes settled in such cities as

9. Francis Biddle, In Brief Authority (New York: Doubleday,
1962), p. 159.

10. Louis Kesselman, The Social Politics of FEPC: A Study in
Reform Pressure Movements (Chapel Hill: University of North Caro-
lina Press, 1947), p. 14.

11. Herbert Garfinkel, When Negroes March (Glencoe, 111.: Free
Press, 1959), p. 27; for a persuasive analysis suggesting that Roose-
velt really scored a political victory of sorts with this order, see
Richard Dalfiume, Desegregation of the U.S. Armed Forces: Fighting
on Two Fronts, 1939-1953 (Columbia: University of Missouri Press,
1969), pp. 117-22.
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Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, and Los Angeles, thereby in-
creasing both numerical strength and political influence of
northern Negroes, who, according to the 1940 census fig-
ures, had comprised 4 to 5 percent of the potential voters in
the major industrial states of New York, New Jersey, Penn-
sylvania, Ohio, Michigan, and Illinois.12 This internal migra-
tion was an important political development, the long range
implications of which did not escape John Temple Graves, a
southern journalist:

It means from now on the Democratic party will be com-
peting for what has heretofore belonged to the Republi-
cans. And because the vote represents something near a
balance of power in balance-of-power states, it means
also that Northern Negroes may become more important
than Southern whites in the party of the white South's
long allegiance.13

Despite the creation of the Civil Rights Section and the
establishment of the FEPC, President Roosevelt rarely sup-
ported or endorsed any civil rights legislation.14 Nor was he
willing to attack rhetorically the manifold forms of discrim-
ination pervading American society.15 Roosevelt pursued

12. Jasper B. Shannon, "Presidential Politics in the South," Jour-
nal of Politics X (1948), 469-89.

13. Quoted in Moon, Balance of Power, p. 22.
14. There was an exception however: on the day of his death, April

12, 1945, he publicly endorsed a bill calling for the creation of a
permanent Fair Employment Practices Commission; see Louis Ru-
chames, Race, Jobs, and Politics (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1953), p. 126.

15. It must be noted that at a press conference on February 13,
1942, Roosevelt attacked the poll tax; see Samuel I. Rosenman, ed.,
The Public Papers and Addresses of Franklin D. Roosevelt, 13 vols.
(New York: Harper & Co., 1950), XI, 96.
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this policy of non-involvement in order to avoid open politi-
cal conflict with the majority of congressional Southern
Democrats, whose votes he needed to assure the success of
his economic program. In other words, his political alliances
in Congress made it tactically impossible for him to become
the spokesman for, let alone the initiator of, a federally
sponsored civil rights campaign; and thus he capitulated to
what he construed to be the politics of necessity even while
the conservative coalition was being organized to thwart his
New Deal program.18

Roosevelt's acute awareness of his political situation
helps to explain why he spurned the pleas of his liberal
associates to endorse an anti-lynching bill under considera-
tion by the Congress in the middle and late 1930's. However,
one member of the United States Senate who generally
embraced Roosevelt's New Deal program but also went be-
yond it to support proposed civil rights legislation was
Harry S. Truman, the junior senator from Missouri. It was
no accident that Truman took an active interest in this
issue. Almost from the beginning of his career as an aspir-
ing politician from Jackson County, Missouri, Truman rec-
ognized the significance and importance of the black vote in
Kansas City, thanks to Boss Tom Pendergast (Truman's
benefactor), who had enlarged his base of power in the
early 1920's by courting and winning the loyalty of Negro
voters." As Roy Wilkins, onetime journalist for the Negro
newspaper the Kansas City Call, and later a power in na-
tional civil rights politics, suggests: "Truman was politi-

16. Frank Freidel, FDR and the South (Baton Rouge: Louisiana
State University Press, 1965), pp. 71-102; for additional information
see James T. Patterson's Congressional Conservatism and the New
Deal (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1967), pp. 156-67.

17. Lyle Dorsett, The Pendergast Machine (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1968), p. 82.
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cally astute on the race question before he ever came to
Washington, because the Pendergast machine was politi-
cally astute." 18

When Truman ran for a local office in his home town of
Independence, Missouri, in 1924, the Kansas City chapter of
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP) refused to endorse him (perhaps because
of the rumor that he had been briefly affiliated with the Ku
Klux Klan);19 but in 1926—as a beneficiary of Pendergast
votes and patronage—he received strong Negro backing in
his campaign for a county-wide judgeship.20

Grateful for the assistance which the Negro electorate
gave him in his successful 1934 senatorial campaign, Tru-
man joined the liberal bloc in the Senate whenever a civil
rights question arose. It was good politics because the black
vote in Missouri represented approximately 130,000 ballots,
strategically concentrated in its two largest cities, St. Louis
and Kansas City.21 The strength of the Negro bloc was such
that, as Truman knew, candidates for public office in Jack-
son County, as well as the state, would be politically handi-
capped if that support was denied.22

Yet Truman's position was not all that unambiguous—he
represented a state with southern prejudices and values,
and, therefore, he had to step delicately in regard to the
civil rights issue. His own political and personal ambiva-

18. Cited in the unpublished comments of Alonzo Hamby, deliv-
ered at the American Historical Association meeting in New York on
December 29, 1966.

19. Franklin D. Mitchell, Embattled Democracy: Missouri Politics,
1919-19S2 (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1968), p. 182.

20. Dalfiume, Desegregation of the U.S. Armed Forces, p. 136.
21. Myrdal, An American Dilemma, p. 488.
22. For an interesting analysis of how the Missouri Democratic

party moved to capture that black vote, see Mitchell, Embattled
Democracy, pp. 124-39.
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lence on the matter was apparently revealed in a remark
he made to a southern senator about the 1938 anti-lynchmg
bill: "You know I am against this bill, but if it comes to a
vote, I'll have to vote for it. All my sympathies are with you
but the Negro vote in Kansas City and St. Louis is too im-
portant." 23

Although Truman was prepared to cast his vote for anti-
lynching legislation, he never had the opportunity, as a
southern filibuster frustrated all attempts to bring the bill
to a floor vote. Nevertheless, during the Seventy-fifth Con-
gress, Truman joined northern liberals by signing cloture
petitions and endorsing motions to close debate on an anti-
lynching bill.24 Even though cloture was not obtained, his
signature on those petitions suggests that he favored such
legislation. During the Seventy-sixth Congress, in 1940, he
supported an amendment to the Selective Service Act to
prevent discrimination against members of minority groups
who wished to volunteer for service in the armed forces.25

Here, then, was the extent to which Truman was able to
create a civil rights voting record while serving his first
term in the Senate.

Combining that slight civil rights record with a strong
endorsement of New Deal economic legislation, Harry Tru-
man appeared ready in 1940 to seek reelection, which first
required him to win renomination in the Democratic pri-
mary. His chances were not particularly good because Tom
Pendergast—the man most responsible for his earlier suc-
cess in politics—had lost control of Jackson County, the
county which had provided Truman with his margin of

23. Samuel Lubell, The Future of American Politics (New York:
Doubleday & Co., Anchor Books, 1956), p. 8.

24. Congressional Record, 75th Cong., 1st Sess., 1038, LXXXIII,
1166, 2007.

25. Ibid., 76th Cong., 2d Sess., 1010, LXXXVI, 10895.
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victory in 1934.26 Truman, furthermore, failed to obtain the
endorsement of President Roosevelt, who privately sup-
ported Governor Lloyd Stark in the Democratic party sena-
torial primary.27 It was rumored that the president, think-
ing Truman's party position was weak, offered him a
federal sinecure as an inducement to withdraw quietly from
the race.28

Thus faced with bleak prospects, Truman entered the
fray knowing that his political future could conceivably rest
on whatever decision the voters made in the primary. He
campaigned indefatigably throughout the state; entered
into, and withdrew from, alliances in an attempt to build a
working coalition to defeat Governor Stark and the other
candidate, Maurice Milligan; and defended his record with
the vigor and salty humor for which he later became fa-
mous. Thanks to the assistance of Robert Hannegan, who
organized the St. Louis Negro vote on his behalf, Truman
squeezed out a tight primary victory over his two
opponents.29 In the general election Truman won by a mar-
gin of 44,000 votes.

In light of later developments, one of the more significant
civil rights pronouncements Truman made during that elec-
tion year was delivered on June 15, 1940, at Sedalia, Mis-
souri :

I believe in the brotherhood of man; not merely the
brotherhood of white men; but the brotherhood of all

26. Pendergast had been indicted and convicted by the federal
government of falsifying his income tax returns, thereby terminating
his political hold over Kansas City; see Maurice Milligan, Missouri
Waltz (New York: Charles Scribners & Sons, 1948), p. 166.

27. Cabell Phillips, The Truman Presidency: The History of a
Triumphant Succession (New York: Macmillan, 1966), p. 30.

28. Ibid.
29. Ibid.
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men before the law. I believe in the Constitution and the
Declaration of Independence. In giving to the Negroes
the rights that are theirs, we are only acting in accord
with ideas of a true democracy. If any class or race can be
permanently set apart from, or pushed down below the
rest in political and civil rights, so may any class or race
when it shall incur the displeasure of its more powerful
associates, and we may say farewell to the principles on
which we commit our safety.30

By limiting his speech to a discussion of the principle of
equality, he skirted any programmatic commitment which
might have threatened the Jim Crow structure of his native
state. The Sedalia address was a quiet affirmation of his
devotion to the cause of political democracy and was evi-
dence of his respect for the power of the black vote in
Missouri.

A fuller exposition of Truman's civil rights views was
contained in a speech he gave to the National Colored Demo-
cratic Association in Chicago on July 14,1940:

I wish to make it clear that I am not appealing for
social equality of the Negro. The Negro himself knows
better than that, and the highest types of Negro leaders
say quite frankly that they prefer the society of their own
people. Negroes want justice, not social relations.

We all know the Negro is here to stay and in no way
can be removed from our political and economic life and
we should recognize his inalienable rights as specified in
our Constitution. Can any man claim protection of our
laws if he denies that protection to others? 31

This speech, when measured against typical southern utter-
ances on civil rights, is a model of sobriety and good taste.

30. Congressional Record, 76th Cong., 3d Sess., 1940, LXXXVI,
Appendix 4546.

31. Ibid., Appendix 5367-69.



The Politics of Civil Rights in the Truman Administration 13

Truman at least recognized that there was considerable
disparity between the professed beliefs of the American
people and their actual behavior. Moreover, he understood
that the lessening of this disparity required the acceptance
and the steady application of the legal principle of equal
justice under the law. Again, as at Sedalia, he neglected to
offer any concrete recommendations to implement such a
principle. A more specific commitment from him could have
alienated many of his white Missouri constituents.

During Truman's second term in the Senate, he became
nationally prominent through his chairmanship of the Sen-
ate Special Committee Investigating the National Defense
Program.32 In the early months of his chairmanship, he was
unexpectedly embroiled in a dispute with the NAACP having
to do with the subject of racial discrimination in the defense
program. The issue arose after a small group of liberal
senators, led by Senator Robert F. Wagner of New York,
introduced Senate Resolution 75 calling for the creation of
an autonomous committee to investigate precisely the prob-
lem the Truman committee would have preferred to ig-
nore.33 Although S.R. 75 was later approved by a subcom-
mittee of the Senate Education and Labor committee on
April 24, 1941, its opponents, mostly Southern Democrats
working on behalf of Senator James F. Byrnes of South
Carolina, successfully tabled it in full committee; they
wanted the Truman committee to handle the matter,
thereby assuring that no meaningful investigation would
take place.84 Then, suddenly, at a time when the March on

32. Phillips, The Truman Presidency, pp. 34-37.
33. A brief description of Wagner's work on behalf of S.R. 75 can

be found in J. Joseph Huthmacher, Senator Robert Wagner and the
Rise of Urban Liberalism (New York: Atheneum, 1968), p. 275.

34. NAACP press release, July 3, 1941, Folder S.R. 71, Box 359,
NAACP Papers, Library of Congress (hereafter cited as L.C.).
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Washington movement was emerging as a possible threat to
the administration, the Truman committee announced that
hearings on the subject of racial discrimination in defense
industries would be scheduled in late June or early July.35

The NAACP at once charged that the proposed hearings
represented "a frenzied and hasty attempt to dodge a real
investigation into discrimination against the Negro in na-
tional defense work." 36

Aware of the possible disengenuousness of the Truman
move and still hoping to salvage the objectives of S.R. 75,
Walter White, executive secretary of the NAACP, wrote
President Roosevelt on July 7 (a copy of the letter having
also been sent to Senator Truman) suggesting the need for
a brief delay in the Truman hearings.37 Such a delay, White
felt, would provide time to lay the groundwork for a more
thorough and substantial investigation into the problem, by
allowing for the appearance of many more witnesses than
the several contemplated by the committee. In seeming com-
pliance with White's request, Hugh Fulton, chief counsel of
the Truman committee, wired White that "at your sugges-
tion committee hearings on race discrimination have been
postponed but no definite date has been determined for
hearings." So much, then, for the fate of S.R. 75.38

Shortly thereafter, in what could be construed as an act
of political fence-mending at home, a Truman subcommittee
stopped in Kansas City and St. Louis to investigate racial
discrimination in defense-related employment.39 In both cit-

35. Ibid.
36. Ibid.
37. Walter White to Franklin Roosevelt, July 7, 1941, Folder

S.R. 71, Box 359, NAACP Papers, L.C.
38. Telegram to Walter White from Hugh Fulton, July 11, 1941.

Folder S.R. 71, Box 359, NAACP Papers, L.C.
39. Roy Wilkins to Ira Lewis, September 10, 1941, Folder S.R. 71,

Box 359, NAACP Papers, L.C.
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ies black delegations were courteously received and their
various complaints carefully noted. But the true character
and spirit of the investigation is best captured in a short
paragraph contained in a letter Roy Wilkins, assistant sec-
retary of the NAACP, wrote to Ira Lewis, president of the
Pittsburgh Courier Publishing Company, concerning the
hearing in St. Louis:

After the hearing was concluded, word filtered back to
a member of the Negro committee through a sympathetic
white connection that one of the secretaries of the com-
mittee had made the remark that the Truman committee
was "accepting the Negro complaints, but did not intend
to do anything about them; and if anybody thought the
committee was going to help black bastards into $100-a-
week jobs, they were sadly mistaken." 40

In his letter Wilkins further observed that "we have felt all
along that the Truman committee was not going to do very
much on this matter. . . . This remark in St. Louis, if true,
would seem to indicate that the committee does not take the
whole business very seriously." 41 (Harry Vaughn, a Tru-
man aide, was subsequently identified as the individual re-
sponsible for the remark Wilkins quoted in his letter.) 42

During the same period (1941-44), Truman also gave his
unqualified support to all legislation designed to finance the
activities of the PEPC. In 1941 he introduced a bill calling for
a combat command for Negro General Benjamin Davis; in
1942 he voted for cloture to terminate debate on the polftax
filibuster; and in 1943 he supported a resolution "that
would have provided for an investigation of the effect of

40. Ibid.
41. Ibid.
42. Walter White to Chester Stovall, September 11, 1941, Polder

S.R. 71, Box 359, NAACP Papers, L.C.
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segregation on the opportunities of Negroes in the armed
services." 43 It must also be noted that on August 25, 1942,
Truman voted against an anti-poll tax amendment to the
soldier's vote bill for national elections; the amendment
carried by a vote of 33 to 20 (with 43 senators present but
not voting), and was thus included in the bill that became
the law of the land.44 Here was an occasion when Truman
had a direct opportunity to vote against the poll tax but
refused to do so. Joining Senator Alben Barkley of Ken-
tucky, a fellow border-state politician, and many southern-
ers, he obviously voted in support of the political biases of
his fellow white Missourians. Whether Truman's vote was a
reflection of their views or his own prejudices, or both, is
difficult to determine.

The 1944 Democratic national convention took place in
the middle of Senator Truman's second term. That conven-
tion was for Senator Truman an example of political seren-
dipity at work. As the convention approached, Truman was
asked by James F. Byrnes, wartime defense mobilizer, to
nominate him as Roosevelt's vice-presidential running
mate.45 Truman was assured by Byrnes that his candidacy
had received the approval and blessing of President Roose-
velt.46 In reality Byrnes stood little chance of obtaining the
nomination because his racist views were unacceptable to
the strong liberal bloc still committed to Henry Wallace, the
incumbent vice-president. But unbeknown to Wallace's fer-
vent supporters, their hopes for his renomination had been
undermined by the big city bosses—particularly Edward J.

43. Dalfiume, Desegregation of the U.S. Armed Forces, p. 136.
44. Congressional Record, 77th Cong., 2d Sess., 1942, Vol.

LXXXVIII, Part 5, p. 6971.
45. Phillips, The Truman Presidency, p. 39.
46. Ibid.
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Flynn of the Bronx—and other leaders of the party, includ-
ing Robert Hannegan, now the chairman of the Democratic
National Committee and a Truman man.*7 They helped con-
vince Roosevelt before the convention started that his elec-
tion chances would be jeopardized if Wallace remained on
the ticket. Roosevelt had to find a suitable replacement for
Wallace, that is, someone who would not antagonize the
party liberals and yet could calm southern fears about the
race question.

After some deliberation Roosevelt chose Truman because
his views and record, unlike those of Wallace and Byrnes,
could best preserve party harmony and unity. As a member
of the centrist faction of the Democratic party, Truman was
a New Dealer by necessity and a political moderate by
inclination: hence, his selection would be in the best interest
of the party. Truman did not really want the nomination;
he was very happy in his role as senator, his life was
uncomplicated, and he and his family enjoyed their privacy
in the hectic political surroundings of Washington. It was
only after Roosevelt had informed Truman that his refusal
to co-operate could lead to "the breakup of the Democratic
party in the middle of a war" that he consented to join the
ticket.48 As Samuel Lubell suggests, echoing Roosevelt's own
fear, it was the nomination of Truman or someone like him
which may have prevented the dissolution of the Democratic
party into two permanently warring groups.49

Conversely, Wallace's reputation as a militant advocate
of racial justice played a major role in his defeat in 1944.
(He had not established a liberal record in race relations in

47. Edward J. Flynn, You're the Boss (New York: Viking Press,
1947), p. 181; Phillips, The Truman Presidency, pp. 41-42.

48. Phillips, The Truman Presidency, p. 47.
49. Lubell, The Future of American Politics, p. 21.
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the years he served as secretary of agriculture;50 but by
1944 his evolving views had made him a threat to the
South.) When Wallace addressed the convention to second
the nomination of Roosevelt, he did not equivocate on this
issue. He said:

The future belongs to those who go down the line un-
swervingly for the liberal principles of both political de-
mocracy and economic democracy regardless of race,
color, or religion. In a political, educational and economic
sense there must be no inferior races. The poll tax must
go. Equal educational opportunities must come. The fu-
ture must bring equal wages for equal work regardless of
sex and race.51

Such strong opinion further intensified the South's hatred
for him, thereby making his political demise that much
more predictable once the roll call of the states began. It
was no surprise, then, that Truman received the nomination
by an overwhelming margin.

Although the South was delighted with Truman's nomi-
nation, black delegates to the convention were most un-
happy with what had happened; in every delegation caucus,
so it was reported, they had been Wallace's strongest sup-
porters.52 As a reflection of obvious Negro disappointment
with the results of the convention, Negro newspapers caus-
ticly appraised the new vice-presidential nominee. The Nor-
folk Journal and Guide wrote: "Senator Truman is a con-
servative Democrat, who, it appears, was given the

50. Allen P. Kifer, "The Negro Under the New Deal," (Ph.D.
dissertation, University of Wisconsin, 1961), pp. 223-25; for a strong
defense of Wallace's civil rights record in the years he served in the
Roosevelt cabinet, see Curtis D. MacDougal, Gideon's Army, 3 vols.
(New York: Marzani & Munsell, 1965), III, 656-61.

51. Pittsburgh Courier, July 29, 1944, p. 6.
52. Ibid.
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nomination for Vice Presidency for reasons of political
expediency." 53 The Pittsburgh Courier opined that "Tru-
man is a long way from being a Henry Wallace," and that
his nomination was an "appeasement of the South which
must rank in cowardice and shortsightedness with the in-
eptitude shown by Chamberlain at Munich." s*

To counteract the disillusionment and bitterness which
could have quickly spread through the ranks of Negro Demo-
crats, Senator Truman allowed himself to be interviewed
on August 3, 1944, by a journalist from the widely circu-
lated and influential Pittsburgh Courier. Among the state-
ments made by Truman was:

I have always been for equality of opportunity in work,
working conditions and political rights. I think the Negro
in the armed forces ought to have the same treatment and
opportunities as every other member of the armed forces.
I think this should also be true of Negro women in the
armed forces. . . . I have a record for fair play toward
my Negro fellow citizens that will stand examination.

When asked whether he had heard Wallace's convention
speech, Truman commented that he had not, but "no honest
American can disagree with Henry Wallace. What he said
was gospel." 55

In a later interview, this time with Morris Milgram,
national secretary of the Worker's Defense League, Truman
discussed the race issue in an unabashedly candid manner.
He asserted that if Negroes sat down to eat in a drugstore
in Independence, Missouri, "they would be booted out" be-
cause the management of these places had the right to
refuse to serve anyone they pleased; that Negroes in St.

53. Aug. 5, 1944, p. 6.
54. Pittsburgh Courier, July 29, 1944, p. 1.
55. Ibid., Aug. 5, 1944, p. 1.
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Louis had started a "push day once a week" to shove white
people out of the bars there; and that such a day also
existed in Washington, which explained why his daughter
was not allowed to go downtown on the street car on Thurs-
day anymore. "It is not safe," Truman declared, "they push
people off the street cars." ^ Apparently, Milgram had
touched a sensitive nerve, giving Truman an opportunity to
express his abhorrence of the theory and practice of social
equality. At the time this interview was published, Truman
denied having made these remarks.57

As the campaign progressed, it became evident that Tru-
man's presence on the Democratic ticket was inspiring little
or no confidence among black Americans, who still were
lamenting the loss of Henry Wallace. A survey of Negro
editorial opinion indicated that a number of Negro newspa-
pers, including the Pittsburgh Courier and the Kansas City
Call, had endorsed the Republican Dewey-Bricker ticket
because, among other reasons, they resented the selection of
Truman as Roosevelt's running mate and, further, feared
the prospect that Roosevelt, if elected, would not serve out a
fourth term.58 The Courier even went so far as to present
sworn affidavits that Truman had been a member of the Ku
Klux Klan for a brief period in 1922.59 This report must
have pleased the Republican party, since it was busily pro-
moting a whispering campaign in Harlem to the effect that
"Roosevelt is old and may die and you will then have a KKK
man in the White House." 60 The Republicans may have been
exploiting a canard, but unless Truman handled the matter

56. Ibid., Oct. 21, 1944, pp. 1, 4.
57. Ibid., Oct. 28,1944, p. 1.
58. Ibid., Nov. 4, 1944, pp. 1, 5.
59. Ibid., pp. 5-6.
60. Norfolk Journal and Guide, Nov. 11, 1944, p. 1.
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forthrightly, the Democratic party could have been seri-
ously embarrassed on the eve of the election.

The issue exploded with dramatic suddenness in the late
stages of the 1944 campaign, at a time when Truman was in
Los Angeles campaigning for the party's ticket. While
there, he endorsed Hal Styles, a local Democratic candidate
for Congress, who, though he had liberal credentials, had
been a one-time member of the Klan.61 Though Truman was
apparently aware of Styles's past, he still offered him his
support and claimed that he was "one of ours." 62 Immedi-
ately after this pronouncement from the senator, David 0.
Selznick, a powerful West Coast movie mogul, wired Walter
White on October 17, demanding to know how he could still
support the national Democratic ticket in light of Truman's
endorsement.63 Obviously troubled by the Selznick telegram,
White asked Truman on October 19 to explain his support
for Styles and, further, to respond to the remarks of Gover-
nor Chauncey Sparks of Alabama which had been quoted in
the Birmingham News of July 23. The Sparks quote, which
White included in his telegram, read as follows: "I think the
South has won a substantial victory in securing the defeat
of Vice President Wallace. I find him (Senator Truman)
safe on states rights and the right of the state to control
qualifications of its electors. In the matter of race relations
Senator Truman told me he is the son of an unreconstructed
rebel mother. I think the South has won a victory." M

On October 30 Truman dispatched a telegram to White in

61. Telegram to Walter White from David 0. Selznick, October 17,
1944, Truman Folder (1944), Box 359, NAACP Papers, L.C.

62. Ibid.
63. Ibid.
64. Telegram to Harry Truman from Walter White, October 19,

1944, Truman Polder (1944), Box 359, NAACP Papers, L.C.
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which he defended his voting record on civil rights, argued
that he had been misquoted, and stated that Styles himself
had had the support of many liberals in Southern California.
About the issue of the Klan, Truman suggested that the
matter had been raised by Republicans merely for the pur-
pose of partisan politics, and thus the charges were without
foundation. He assured White that "the Klan fought me and
I fought the Klan. The Klan is repugnant to every policy
and every principle I have advocated and struggled for all
my life." 65 Interestingly, Truman ignored White's request
for a comment on the remarks of Governor Sparks of Ala-
bama.

During the last weekend of the campaign, Truman pub-
licly confronted his critics. Speaking at a Liberal party rally
in New York on October 31, 1944, where he was joined by
Vice-President Wallace, Truman affirmed that "in support-
ing the President in these broad programs for human lib-
erty and tolerance, no man in the United States Senate has a
more consistent voting record than myself." That record, he
noted, included a vote for cloture in order to terminate a
southern filibuster against a proposed anti-lynching law,
support for federal legislation to outlaw the poll tax, and an
endorsement for FEPC appropriations.66

On election day Roosevelt won a fourth term with the
help he received from Negro voters. Yet that support was
not so generously given as in the past; some blacks, includ-
ing such prominent spokesmen and leaders as W. E. B.
DuBois, Channing Tobias, William Hastie, and Charles
Johnson, had been upset by Roosevelt's failure to support
Wallace for renomination and by his reluctance to press for

65. Telegram to Walter White from Harry Truman, October 30,
1944, Truman Folder (1944), Box 359, NAACP Papers, L.C.; also see
New York Times, Oct. 27, 1944.

66. Senatorial Speech File, Truman Papers, Harry S. Truman
Library (hereafter cited as HSTL).
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more than a token civil rights plank in the 1944 Democratic
party platform.67 However strong their reservations might
have been, they still voted for Roosevelt, as did many
hundreds of thousands of other Negroes. Here, perhaps,
was the margin of difference between success and failure. It
has been estimated that if there had been a shift of 303,414
votes in fifteen non-southern states, Governor Thomas E.
Dewey would have captured the 175 electoral votes he
needed to win the presidency; in eight of those fifteen
states, it was the Negro vote which placed them in the
victory column of the Democratic party.68

Upon the death of Franklin Roosevelt on April 12, 1945,
Harry S. Truman became president, thereby inheriting
many of Roosevelt's unresolved domestic problems, not the
least of which was civil rights. At his first presidential press
conference on April 17, 1945, he was queried about his civil
rights position by a representative of the Negro Newspaper
Publishers Association.

Q: Mr. President, probably as much as any group, the
passing of President Roosevelt is very keenly felt by the
Negroes in America, as they looked upon him as sort of a
symbol of justice and equal opportunity. I wonder if you
would comment on the things that they were so specifi-
cally interested in and felt they knew where the President
stood: on the fair employment practice, the right to vote
without being hampered by poll taxes, and all that ?

A: I will give you some advice. All you need to do is
read the Senate record of one Harry S. Truman.69

67. Moon, Balance of Power, p. 34.
68. Ibid., p. 35.
69. Public Papers of the Presidents: Harry S. Truman, 19i5,
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And to Walter White, who pledged him his aid, Truman
wrote, "I have received a great heritage from my lamented
predecessor. I shall strive to attain the ideals for which he
fought and am strengthened by the assurance of your sup-
port in that effort." 70

A significant aspect of Truman's record, which has al-
ready been indicated, was his endorsement of PEPC, one of
the most controversial of the federal wartime agencies, FEPC
had been created by Executive Orders 8802 in 1941 and
9346 in 1943, and was financed until 1944 out of the Presi-
dent's Emergency Fund. The president's authority to grant
funds to specific executive agencies without congressional
approval had been curtailed, however, with the attachment
of the Russell Amendment of 1944 to the Independent
Offices Appropriation Act of 1945.71 This amendment was
designed to destroy the executive autonomy of FEPC, as well
as other governmental agencies created by executive order,
since it required the president to seek congressional appro-
priations for all executive expenditures. Unless the presi-
dent could wheedle funds from a recalcitrant Congress to
support such agencies as FEPC, they soon would be faced
with extinction. Congress, after much debate, did appropri-
ate $500,000 for the FEPC in 1944, but in 1945 the agency's
future was seriously threatened when all of the funds Presi-
dent Roosevelt had requested for its operation were deleted
by the House Appropriations Committee from the Wartime
Agencies Appropriations Bill.72 Only after a series of House

70. Harry Truman to Walter White, April 26, 1945, Truman
Folder (3), Box 359, NAACP Papers, L.C.

71. United States Civil Rights Commission Report 3, Employment
(Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1961), p.
173.

72. Ibid., p. 122.
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and Senate compromises—which drastically reduced the
Roosevelt request—did the FEPC receive the token sum of
$250,000 to continue its work for no longer than one addi-
tional year, since the bill, which became law on July 13,
1945, stipulated "that in no case shall this fund be available
for expenditure beyond June 30, 1946." " Clearly, then,
Congress had sounded the death knell for the wartime FEPC
by passing the Wartime Agencies Appropriations Bill for
the fiscal year 1946.

To his credit, President Truman tried to reverse the
decision of the Appropriations Committee; but having
failed to win his way in the House, he accepted, without
demur, the ultimate compromise the House and Senate
made with respect to the wartime agency.74 On the other
hand, Truman did endorse all congressional efforts to create
a permanent FEPC; his views on this matter were contained
in a letter of June 5, 1945, sent to Congressman Adolph
Sabath, chairman of the House Rules Committee and a
friend of FEPC. The president declared: "To abandon at this
time the fundamental principle upon which the FEP com-
mittee was established is unthinkable. . . . The principle
and policy of fair employment practice should be estab-
lished permanently as a part of our national law." 7S On the
same day, Truman also wrote to Senator Dennis Chavez, the
leader of the FEPC bloc in the Senate, informing him that
"as soon as it becomes appropriate in the Senate, let me

73. Ibid., p. 129.
74. Will Maslow, "FEPC—A Case History in Parliamentary Ma-
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know and I shall send you a similar letter." 76 Yet, in spite of
this presidential endorsement, the House Rules Committee
by a tie vote succeeded in blocking, on June 12, 1945, all
attempts to obtain a floor vote on a permanent PEPC bill
which had been introduced by Congresswoman Mary Nor-
ton, a Democrat from New Jersey.

Although the House had pigeonholed a permanent PEPC
bill, the president stood to gain additional political support
from liberals who had been favorably impressed with his
June 5 letter to Congressman Sabath; and according to a
White House mail analysis, the several thousand messages
he received in reference to the letter indicated that it "had
established him as a liberal in the eyes of liberals. Prior to
the letter, letter writers asked him to follow in President
Roosevelt's footsteps. Afterward, they praised him for his
independent and courageous stand." "

Whether Truman deserved these plaudits of liberals is
another question. Louis Ruchames, a historian of FEPC, sug-
gests otherwise:

In passing, it may be mentioned that although the Presi-
dent's letter was acclaimed as an important contribution
to the struggle for an FEPC appropriation and for the
creation of a permanent FEPC, the hosannahs which
greeted it were not entirely merited. Although it did urge
passage of permanent FEPC legislation, it made no re-
quest for an appropriation for the existing FEPC which
was then fighting for its life. One wonders whether it was
the President's intention to speak out on behalf of a bill
which had little chance of passing and at the same time
do nothing to secure the funds for the existing FEPC,
which would have been materially aided by his efforts.

76. Harry S. Truman to Dennis Chavez, June 5, 1945, Truman
Papers, OF 40, HSTL.

77. Analysis of Presidential Mail on FEPC, Truman Papers, OF
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Was it perhaps an attempt to curry favor with liberal
groups in and out of Congress while at the same time not
antagonizing those who opposed FEPC ?7S

This hypothesis points up Truman's dilemma vis-a-vis
FEPC in the last half of 1945. Perhaps Truman could have
mustered the requisite votes to increase the appropriation
for the wartime agency, but if he had resolutely battled the
foes of FEPC, in all probability many moderates in Con-
gress whose support he needed on other issues would have
deserted him. Yet, by ignoring the issue of a perma-
nent PEPC bill, his uneasy friendship with the liberal bloc
in Congress would have been threatened. Hoping to avoid
conflict and preferring the politics of stalemate, Truman
chose to dodge all firm commitments that might have
taken him off dead center. For some time to come, he would
do nothing to upset the precarious political equilibrium
which had helped to elevate him to the White House.

As Congress continued to debate the FEPC question, Presi-
dent Truman submitted on September 6, 1945, a twenty-one
point message to Congress to provide it with guidelines for
action on pressing social and economic matters, thereby
facilitating America's transition from a wartime to a con-
sumer-based peacetime economy. Included in the various
proposals was another suggestion that Congress create a
permanent FEPC :

In the reconversion period and thereafter, we should
make every effort to continue this American ideal. It is
one of the fundamentals of our political philosophy, and
it should be an integral part of our economy.

The FEPC is continuing during the transition period. I
have already requested that legislation be enacted placing

78. Ruchames, Race, Jobs, and Politics, p. 126.
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the FEPC on a permanent basis. I repeat that recom-
mendation.79

Truman's endorsement of FEPC legislation provoked some
sharp comments from the Pittsburgh Courier: "President
Truman asserts that he favors such legislation but there is
as yet no evidence that he has tried to use any of his great
power to bring pressure on the recalcitrant Southern Sena-
tors and Representatives who persist in using every device
at their command to sabotage the measure." 80 Also in the
same spirit, A. Philip Randolph wrote to Matthew Connelly,
the president's appointment secretary: "Unless the Presi-
dent takes a hand in mobilizing the administrative forces in
the House and the Senate behind these bills, the opposition,
as in the past through filibuster and power politics and
other devious tactics, will make a farce out of this whole
thing." 81 Speaking for leading advocates of an FEPC, includ-
ing Bishop G. Bromley Oxnam, William Green, president of
the American Federation of Labor (AFL), and Rabbi Ste-
phen J. Wise, Randolph sought in September and October,
1945, to arrange an appointment with the president to dis-
cuss with him the need for prompt White House action on
behalf of the stalled FEPC legislation. Randolph met with no
success, for Truman refused to meet with him about such an
explosive matter.82

79. Public Papers of the Presidents: Harry S. Truman, 1945, p.
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The president was reluctant to embrace a political cause
that might have damaged him, unless the potential political
return for such a move promised to be as great, if not
greater, than the risks involved. But when it was politically
expedient to act, he did so; e.g., reportedly at the request of
Negro Congressman William Dawson, he appointed in early
October, 1945, Irvin C. Mollison, a Chicago lawyer, to a
judgeship on the United States Customs Court, thereby
making him the first Negro appointed to a federal judgeship
within the United States.83 Generally, however, caution and
prudence characterized the president's behavior on ques-
tions involving race relations in 1945. More specifically, he
wanted to remain on good terms with Congress, and not
move beyond the limits of what was politically acceptable or
permissible as defined by his centrist relationship with both
factions of the party and the party organization he now
headed.

Truman's handling of the Capital Transit Company
strike illustrates this last point. Members of the Amalgam-
ated Association of Street, Electric, Railway, and Motor
Coach Employees of America, Division 689, in November
1945, had called a strike against the Capital Transit Com-
pany of Washington, D.C. According to the president, the
strike was not authorized since it violated a written con-
tract between the union and the employer that was not due
to expire until June 30, 1946.84 Hence, on November 21,
1945, Truman, operating under still existing wartime au-
thority, seized the company to restore transportation facili-
ties for commuters in the District of Columbia. On Novem-
ber 23, 1945, the FEPC, under the chairmanship of Malcolm
Ross, prepared to issue a directive authorizing the company
"to cease and desist from practices and policies which have

83. Norfolk Journal and Guide, Oct. 6, 1945, pp. 1, 8.
84. Truman Papers, OF 272, HSTL.
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resulted in the denial of employment to Negroes, because of
race, as conductors, motormen, bus operators, and traffic
checkers." S5 On the same day the president received a tele-
gram from Walter White, asking him to put into immediate
practice the "stated policy of hiring qualified Negroes." 86

Ignoring White's request, Truman, on November 24, 1945,
ordered the committee not to issue its directive.87

This action so angered Charles Houston, a Negro member
of FEPC, that he resigned from the committee on December
3, 1945. In his letter of resignation to the president, Hous-
ton asserted that as long as the company was under govern-
mental control "the Federal Manager of the Capital Transit
system is not only empowered to, but must enforce the
national policy of non-discrimination in employment."88

Furthermore, he suggested that there was more at stake in
this case than the question of fair employment of Negroes
by the Capital Transit Company: "The failure of the Gov-
ernment to enforce democratic practices and to protect mi-
norities in its own capital makes its expressed concern for
national minorities abroad somewhat specious, and its in-
terference in the domestic affairs of other countries very
premature." S9 On December 7, 1945, the president in ac-
cepting Houston's resignation wrote:

The law requires that when the Government seizes a
property under such [wartime] circumstances it shall be
operated under the terms and conditions of employment
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which were in effect at the time possession of such plant,
mine, or facility was so taken.

The property was not seized for the purpose of enforc-
ing the aims of the FEPC, laudable as these aims are, but
to guarantee transportation for the citizens of Washing-
ton and vicinity.

As anxious as I am for Congress to pass legislation for
a permanent FEPC, I cannot contravene an Act of Con-
gress in order to carry out the present Committee's

As the Capital Transit issue began to fade away, Presi-
dent Truman issued on December 20,1945, Executive Order
9664 reducing the operating authority of the FEPC. Execu-
tive Order 9664, which had been drafted by the PEPC agency
itself, stated:

As part of its duties the Committee shall investigate,
make findings and recommendations, and report to the
President, with respect to discrimination in industries
engaged in work contributing to the production of mili-
tary supplies or to the effective transition to a peacetime
economy.91

Now functioning under a new directive, the FEPC was no
longer empowered to release "cease and desist" proclama-
tions ; the Truman order had effectively reduced it to a mere
fact-finding agency. It is safe to assume that Truman had to
sacrifice FEPC in order to secure the cooperation of the
South for at least part of his domestic program. Clearly,
Truman was finding it difficult to reconcile the liberal prin-
ciples espoused and votes taken in the years when he was
still a senator from Missouri with the more complex politi-
cal realities that confronted him as president.

90. Ibid.
91. Executive Order 9664,10 Federal Register 15301,
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Among those political realities Truman could not ignore
was the omnipresent conservative Democratic-Republican
coalition which had effectively throttled most of Truman's
legislative program. That program had been drafted largely
to resolve problems created by the demobilization and recon-
version process. By the winter of 1946, however, the coun-
try was plagued by such intense labor-management conflict
that Truman had no choice but to seek congressional assist-
ance to cope with the emergency.92 But Congress rejected
the president's recommendations, forcing him to go to the
people, via radio, on January 3, 1946, to explain to them
why these "grave problems" were not being adequately han-
dled. One of the problems Truman singled out for discussion
was FEPC. He suggested in his talk that "a small handful of
Congressmen in the Rules Committee of the House" had
prevented the Norton FEPC bill from reaching a vote by the
Congress.93

In his State of the Union message of January 21, 1946,
Truman once more referred to the need for a permanent
FEPC.94 And he continued to endorse the bill whenever it was
politic to do so. For example, writing to A. Philip Randolph
on February 6, 1946, Truman reaffirmed his comitment to
the principle of a permanent FEPC. "I want you to know,"
wrote the president, "that I regard FEPC legislation as an
integral part of my re-conversion program and shall con-
tribute my efforts to give the Congress a chance to vote on
it." 95 On February 28, 1946, a Truman spokesman, Louis
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Schwellenbach, secretary of labor, appeared before a huge
FEPC rally at Madison Square Garden to endorse the Norton
bill, which was then tied up in a House committee.96

In spite of his many public commitments to FEPC, the
president rarely exerted pressure on Congress to act on this
legislation. Throughout January and February, 1946, only
once did Truman indirectly criticize the Senate filibuster
which made it impossible to obtain a floor vote on a perma-
nent PEPC bill that had successfully cleared committee.97

And, more important, he failed to rally support for the
projected cloture vote designed to terminate the debate on
this issue, a move which would have surely angered the
South.98 Thus, aware of the realities of power on Capitol
Hill, Truman simply refused to climb into the political
arena on behalf of such a potentially divisive cause. In other
words, Truman preferred to stand on the sidelines where he
could play the role of benevolent spectator rather than run
the risk of doing battle for what he felt was a losing effort.
While avoiding a bruising fight, he could still make certain
ritualistic gestures on behalf of a good cause. A speech here
and a letter there would assure him of some liberal support
and gratitude for his efforts. In this manner he could keep
his lines of communication open with all factions while
retaining a free hand to do exactly as he pleased in any
given situation.

As the Senate prepared to vote on cloture, Roy Wilkins,
assistant secretary of the NAACP, wrote Robert Hannegan,
the chairman of the Democratic National Committee, that
"the Democratic party has promised the passage of an FEPC
bill and if the party permits a minority of its members in
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the Senate to prevent this bill from even being considered
by the Senate, it is certain that the failure will be noted in
the 1946 and 1948 elections." " On February 9, 1946, the
advocates of cloture, needing support from at least two-
thirds of all those members of the Senate present and vot-
ing, lost their battle. Forty-eight senators, including 22
Democrats, 25 Republicans, and 1 Progressive (Robert M.
La Follette, Jr., of Wisconsin), voted for cloture; 36 sena-
tors, including 28 Democrats and 8 Republicans, rejected
it.100

If Truman appeared to be almost as politically cautious
as Roosevelt, for somewhat similar reasons, his liberal rhet-
oric served to distinguish him from his immediate prede-
cessor. Truman never hesitated to pronounce his steadfast
loyalty to the ideas of justice and equality. For instance,
speaking spontaneously to a group of Negro newspaper
editors at the White House on March 1, 1946, the president
remarked:

There are things that are necessary today of course—it is
a pity that they have to be done—but there are certain
things that are necessary to be done to give us the Bill of
Rights as it is written in the Constitution of the United
States. We want to see equal opportunity for everybody,
regardless of race, creed or color.10x

Nevertheless, because of political pressure or personal
whim, Truman sometimes reaffirmed an equivocal stand
which he had taken as a Senator, as is indicated by his
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remarks about poll tax legislation. Discussing the matter on
April 6,1946, in Chicago, he suggested that poll tax legisla-
tion was a question of state responsibility.102 However, at a
White House press conference on April 11, 1946, Truman,
attempting to blunt possible public criticism of his April 6
comment, modified his earlier remark by suggesting that
there was a legitimate need for both state and federal action
on the problem of the poll tax and FEPC—as far as he was
concerned, state and federal action complemented each
other.103 The sudden change from the April 6 position to the
one of April 11 indicates that Truman wanted to avoid—if
possible—alienating liberal public opinion.

But because a de facto political coalition—essentially con-
servative in character—controlled Congress, the Truman
administration had no hope or intention of rescuing FEPC
from oblivion. This organization, one of the uniquely suc-
cessful creations of the wartime period, finally had to be
dissolved. On May 18, 1946, President Truman informed
Malcolm Ross, the committee's chairman, that funds were
no longer available to sustain further activity.104 Conse-
quently, on June 28, 1946, Ross and his fellow committee
members submitted their resignations to the president. Ac-
companying this letter was a report which summarized and
analyzed the committee's activity subsequent to the period
of its first published statement of 1943.105

The committee's letter, published as the preface to its
survey, Final Report, declared that "in the majority of

102. Public Papers of the Presidents: Harry S. Truman, 19i6, p.
185.

103. Ibid., pp. 192-93.
104. Truman Papers, OF 40, HSTL.

105. United States Fair Employment Practice Committee, Final
Report (Washington: United States Government Printing Office,
1946).
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cases discriminatory practices by employers and unions can
be reduced or eliminated by simple negotiation when the
work of the negotiator is backed up by firm and explicit
national policy." "However," the letter continued, "execu-
tive authority is not enough to insure compliance in the face
of stubborn opposition. Only legislative authority will in-
sure compliance in the small number of cases in which
employers or unions or both refuse after negotiation to
abide by the national policy of nondiscrimination." The
committee's findings further indicated that in the period
following V-J Day the wartime gains of Negro, Mexi-
can-American, and Jewish workers "are being dissipated
through an unchecked revival of discriminatory practices."
In the committee's opinion only federal legislation could pre-
vent a complete collapse of those humane employment stand-
ards that had been established because of the emergency.106

The chief executive, in accepting the committee's letter and
report, stated: "The degree of effectiveness which FEPC was
able to attain has shown once and for all that it is possible
to equalize job opportunity by governmental action, and
thus eventually to eliminate the influence of prejudice in the
field of employment." 107

Following the demise of FEPC, the president felt that, "in
the absence of FEP statute, . . . steps should be taken to
insure compliance with this policy of nondiscrimination in
Federal service and by government contractors." 108 On July
22, 1946, in an attempt to initiate some action on this mat-

106. Ibid., p. v-vi.
107. Public Papers of the Presidents: Harry S. Truman, 1946, p.

334. At the time Truman penned this reply, his administration,
specifically, the Veterans Bureau and the Department of Agriculture,
was discriminating against Negroes; see Pittsburgh Courier, May 18,
1946, p. 6.

108. Memorandum to David K. Niles from Harry S. Truman, July
22, 1946, Philleo Nash Files, Box 21, HSTL.
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ter, Truman authorized David Niles, his administrative as-
sistant on minority problems, to prod the various federal
agencies into investigating all alleged charges of discrim-
ination and to rectify all legitimate grievances.109 There is
no record to indicate that the president's instructions were
implemented, nor is there any evidence to suggest that
Truman himself inquired why a report from Niles was not
forthcoming. It can be assumed that owing to the indiffer-
ence of Mr. Niles, or to his own lack of concern, Truman
failed to challenge discriminatory employment practices
carried on by the government.110

Truman did score a political triumph of sorts (that was
related to civil rights) with his successful "purge" of Rep-
resentative Roger Slaughter of Missouri's Fifth Congres-
sional District, i.e., Kansas City and environs. As a member
of the House Rules Committee, Slaughter had broken a tie
vote on the Norton FEPC bill by voting with the opposition,
thus preventing the bill from reaching a floor vote.111 Appar-
ently this act so incensed the president that on July 18,
1946, at a White House press conference, he proclaimed his
opposition to Slaughter's renomination in the Democratic
primary. "If Slaughter is right, then I am wrong," said the
irate president, who then announced that he and James
Pendergast, the heir to Tom Pendergast's political estate,
would support Enos A. Axtell, a political unknown, for the

109. Philleo Nash Files, Box 21, HSTL.
110. Presidential Committee on Civil Rights, To Secure These

Rights (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1947), p. 57; see also letter
from Henry A. Wallace to Louis Schwellenbach, secretary of labor, in
the New York Times, Aug. 21, 1946, p. 48. At the annual convention of
the NAACP, meeting in Cincinnati on June 29, 1946, a resolution was
passed attacking the segregationist policy of the Veterans Bureau "as
one of the most disappointing developments of the post war era"
(1946 Resolutions File, Box 335, NAACP Papers, L.C.).

111. Crisis LIII (1946), 265.
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Democratic nomination.112 Axtell, thanks to the public sup-
port of the president and the efforts of Pendergast, won the
primary by 2,300 votes; of Axtell's 12,168 votes, nearly
7,000 came from black wards.113 His victory, however, was
sullied by evidence of voter irregularities and fraud stem-
ming from the unscrupulous activity of the Pendergast ma-
chine working in his behalf. He was defeated by his Repub-
lican opponent, A. L. Reeves, in the November general
election.114

In summary it can be said that throughout his first year
in office, President Truman, according to an editorial in the
Pittsburgh Courier, had manifested "friendship for the
Negro people" but "had produced but little in racial
advancement." 115 Other than to nominate Negro judge Wil-
liam Hastie as the governor of the Virgin Islands, appoint
Irwin C. Mollison to a judgeship, and occasionally proclaim
his support of FEPC legislation, Truman evinced no willing-
ness to fight for the principles he espoused. With the excep-
tion of the Slaughter case, which really had local rather
than national significance, he avoided, with political skill
and verbal dexterity, any direct confrontation with civil
rights issues that could have split his party and further
undermined his position as party leader.

Meanwhile, a burgeoning social crisis was beginning to
grip America. Responsible and politically conscious Negro
leaders were asking in the spring and summer of 1946 that
the president of the United States take cognizance of, and
do something about, the rapidly deteriorating racial situa-

112. Public Papers of the Presidents: Harry S. Truman, 19i6, pp.
351-51.

113. Norfolk Journal and Guide, Sept. 21, 1946, p. 5.
114. Milligan, Missouri Waltz, p. 258.
115. Pittsburgh Courier, Apr. 20, 1946, p. 4.
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tion, north and south, as indicated by the fresh outbreak of
lynching and other forms of violence.

President Truman was to answer this plea with a sur-
prising display of executive initiative that in time was des-
tined to create even more complex problems and difficult
choices for him. Suddenly, because of the complex interac-
tion of international with domestic pressures, the White
House was to be touched by one of the great currents of the
twentieth century: an incipient domestic counterpart of
"the revolution of rising expectations."





Chapter 2

THE CIVIL RIGHTS COMMITTEE
DELIVERS ITS REPORT

During World War II the civil rights movement slowly
gathered the strength and momentum needed to challenge a
Jim Crow society. Such breakthroughs as the establishment
of FEPC had given Negroes reason to hope that perhaps life
for them in America might take a turn for the better. With
that hope acting as a goad, black Americans had become
increasingly militant and outspoken in their demands for
racial justice and equality of treatment and opportunity in
and out of the armed forces.1

1. H. C. Brearley, "The Negro's New Belligerancy," Phylon V
(1944), 339-45; for an excellent analysis of the problem of Negro mo-
rale and developing militancy in the World War II period, see Richard
Dalfiume, Desegregation of the U.S. Armed Forces, pp. 105-32.
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Of some importance in furthering this development was
the role of Negro newspapers; by directing a barrage of
criticism against forces in American society bent on pre-
serving the status quo in race relations, they stimulated and
encouraged the black community to adopt a more aggressive
attitude.2 Proclaiming a need for a "Double Victory"—that
is, a victory against Nazism and on the home front as
well—these newspapers, led by the Pittsburgh Courier,
turned the "Four Freedoms" slogan of Franklin Roosevelt
into an ideological weapon to be used against the supporters
of domestic racism.3 Declared the Chicago Defender: "We
pledge ourselves to fight segregation, discrimination and all
forms of racial bigotry and Hitlerism, which impede our
war effort and give aid and comfort to the enemy." 4 "War
on two fronts" had become the new call to arms, the tocsin
which sounded in black America between 1941 and 1945.

A counterattack soon developed. White critics of Negro
militancy challenged the "Double Victory" proposition, with
some arguing that the war had to be won first before
changes could be effected, others committing themselves to
holding the line at all costs. Given this polarization of feel-
ing between the races, it is not surprising that racial ten-
sion and conflict quickly spread throughout American so-
ciety, culminating in 1943 in the ugly race riots in Detroit.5

In the South conflict fed on rumors about the existence of
armed bands of young blacks and of "Eleanor Clubs" al-

2. Lester M. Jones, "The Editorial Policy of the Negro Newspapers
of 1917-1918 As Compared with That of 1941-1942," Journal of
Negro History XXIX (1944), 24-31.

3. Ibid.
4. Chicago Defender, Sept. 26, 1942.
5. Langston Hughes, Fight for Freedom (New York: W. W. Nor-

ton, 1962), pp. 95-98.
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legedly founded by Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt for the purpose
of removing Negro domestics from white kitchens.6

With the racial cauldron bubbling, Virginius Dabney,
editor of the Richmond Times Dispatch, and known for his
racial moderation, wrote in January, 1943:

A small group of Negro agitators and another small
group of white rabble rousers are pushing this country
closer and closer to an interracial explosion which may
make the race riots of the first World War and its after-
math seem mild by comparison. Unless saner councils
prevail, we may have the worst internal clashes since
Reconstruction, with hundreds if not thousands, killed
and amicable race relations set back for decades.

Among the "Negro extremists" singled out by Dabney were
A. Philip Randolph and the leadership of the NAACP.7

It was in this context of increased racial tension that in
1943 Jonathan Daniels, a White House administrative as-
sistant, and Howard Odum, a noted sociologist from the
University of North Carolina, approached President Roose-
velt and urged him "to create a commission of race relation
experts to advise him on what steps the government should
take to improve matters." 8 The president rejected the idea
on the grounds that the war had to be won before there
could be planning in the future; later, after the Detroit
riots, he appointed Daniels to gather information from all
government departments about what they were doing to

6. Howard Odum, Race and Rumors of Race (Chapel Hill: Univer-
sity of North Carolina Press, 1943), pp. 73-90.

7. Virginius Dabney, "Nearer and Nearer the Precipice," Atlantic
Monthly CLXXI (1943), 94-100.

8. Dalfiume, Desegregation of the U.S. Armed Forces, pp. 129-30.
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improve race relations.9 There, for the time being, matters
stood.

Racial violence, often producing bloodshed and death,
extended into the immediate postwar period. An already
tense situation had been further exacerbated by the return
of black veterans who were demanding the right to register
and vote in Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia.10 Their ef-
forts were repeatedly frustrated and their rights denied by
a revived Ku Klux Klan, and more respectable proponents of
white supremacy, determined to prevent even a token liber-
alization of southern political institutions.11

An extreme example of what was happening to Negroes
in the South took place in Batesburgh, South Carolina.
There, on February 13, 1946, Issac Woodward, a newly
discharged black veteran, still in military uniform, was
removed from a bus after a verbal tiff with the driver and
was assaulted and blinded by the chief of police of that
town.12 News of this crime received wide publicity, which in
turn eventually produced demands for a federal investiga-
tion. The Justice Department brought an indictment
against the alleged perpetrator of this deed, but he was

9. Ibid., pp. 130-31.
10. The impetus for this drive for greater enfranchisement had

been provided by the landmark decision of the Supreme Court in
Smith v. Allwright, 1944. The Court ruled that the white primary—a
key institutional prop of the Jim Crow political system—no longer
could be constitutionally justified, thereby removing one of the major
legal obstacles preventing Negroes from voting in primary elections;
for a discussion of the political implications of this case, see V. 0.
Key, Jr., Southern Politics in State and Nation (New York: Random
House, Carvelle Edition, 1962), pp. 624-28.

11. McWilliams, Brothers under the Skin, pp. 29-35.
12. Florence Murry, ed., The Negro Handbook, 1949 (New York:

Macmillan, 1949), p. 102.
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acquitted in federal court in Columbia, South Carolina, on
grounds of self-defense.13

Another incident occurred in Columbia, Tennessee, on
February 24 and 25, 1946. In that two-day period, the
Negro population of the town was terrorized by the Ku
Klux Klan, the local police, and National Guardsmen."
Twenty-eight Negroes were arrested on the charge of at-
tempted murder; two others were shot and killed while they
were in jail.16 So deplorable was the situation that the
NAACP, which had actively intervened in the case, sought an
appointment with President Truman in order to discuss
developments in Columbia with him. He failed to comply
with this request, but Attorney General Tom Clark agreed
to investigate the case.16 A grand jury was later impaneled,
but no indictment was presented against those white
officials who had patently violated the civil rights of these
black citizens. After months of tortuous litigation, sup-
ported by the NAACP in the person of the Negro attorney
Thurgood Marshall, the twenty-eight people were freed of
the charges brought against them.17 Meanwhile, a national
emergency committee was created to protest the Columbia
incident. Headed by Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt and Dr. Chan-
ning Tobias, it would in time evolve into the National
Emergency Committee against Mob Violence, a broadly
based and influential liberal pressure group destined to play

13. Ibid., p. 103; also see the Issac Woodward File, Box 62,
NAACP Papers, L.C.

14. Hughes, Fight For Freedom, pp. 102-6.
15. Norfolk Journal and Guide, Mar. 16, 1946, p. 1.
16. Hughes, Fight For Freedom, pp. 102-6. Also see telegram to

David Niles from Walter White, March 28, 1946, Department of
Justice Polder, Box 342, NAACP Papers, L.C.

17. Boxes 333, 342, NAACP Papers, L.C.
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an important, though short-lived, role in the civil rights
drama of 1946.18

While violence in the South continued, the efforts of Ne-
groes to obtain their political rights received the warm
support of President Truman. He made this quite explicit in
a message sent to the annual convention of the NAACP on
June 26, 1946: "The ballot is both a right and a privilege.
The right to use it must be protected and its use by everyone
encouraged. Lastly, every veteran and every citizen, what-
ever his origins, must be protected from all forms of organ-
ized terrorism." 19 How to provide that protection and in
what form would soon become a matter of highest govern-
mental concern.

The nightriders of the South were to bring the issue of
violence to the doors of the White House more quickly than
the President may have wanted. On July 25, 1946, two
Negro couples in the company of a white farmer (who was
transporting them to work on his farm) were shot to death
by an armed mob near Monroe, Georgia.20 Evidently one of
the Negroes, Roger Malcom, had earlier stabbed his white
farm employer because the latter had made advances to
Malcom's wife.21 It was after Malcom had been released
from jail on bond that the murders took place. Harold
Hinton, a New York Times reporter, discovered that the Ku
Klux Klan, fearing that returning Negro veterans "were
getting out of their place," committed the murders because
"one of the men had come back from the war a bad

18. See Minutes of Executive Committee against Mob Violence,
August 21, 1946, Box 332, NAACP Papers, L.C.

19. New York Times, June 27, 1946, p. 19.
20. To Secure These Rights, p. 22. Also see Box 236, NAACP

Papers, L.C.
21. New York Times, Aug. 4, 1946, p. 7E.
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Negro." 22 The presumed killers were later tried and acquit-
ted of the charge.23

This act of vigilante violence, when coupled with a num-
ber of earlier incidents, aroused the American liberal con-
science. Allied Negro and white liberal organizations be-
sieged President Truman with demands that he authorize
the Justice Department to arrest and indict the individuals
responsible for the Monroe murders.24 In addition, he was
asked by the president of the Negro Newspaper Publishers
Association to seek congressional action on anti-lynching
legislation so as "to restore and preserve law and order in
America." 25 On July 30, 1946, fifty women from the NAACP
picketed the White House while carrying banners which
read: "Speak! Speak! Mr. President!" and "Where is
Democracy?" 26

Responding to the pressure created by the news of the
Monroe murders, President Truman released on July 30,
1946, a statement through the office of Attorney General
Tom Clark, informing the country that he was horrified by
the Monroe murders and that he had instructed the Justice
Department to investigate "this or any other crime of op-
pression, and to ascertain if any Federal statute can be
applied to the apprehension and prosecution of the
criminals." 27 The president added emphasis to his July 30
statement when he remarked at his press conference of

22. Ibid., Sept. 1, 1946, p. 4E.
23. The Negro Handbook, 1949, p. 94. For a listing of fourteen

major acts of violence directed at Negroes in 1946, see Pittsburgh
Courier, Aug. 17, 1946, p. 1.

24. New York Times, July 31, 1946, p. 28; by November, 19"46,
30,000 pieces of mail had been received by the Justice Department on
this case (New York Times, Nov. 14, 1946, p. 33).

25. Norfolk Journal and Guide, Aug. 3, 1946, p. 1.
26. New York Times, July 31, 1946, p. 48.
27. Ibid.
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August 1, 1946, that as a senator he had always voted for
proposed anti-lynching legislation;2S and when questioned
once more about the Monroe case at his August 9 press
conference, Truman indicated that the Justice Department
investigation was moving ahead "with all possible en-
ergy." 29

Despite the administration's willingness to prosecute the
Monroe murderers, the Justice Department actually lacked
the jurisdiction to deal with such crimes. Title 18 of the
federal criminal code contained only three sections, 51, 52,
and 441, making it possible for the Justice Department to
function as a defender and protector of individual civil
rights.30 Section 51 secured against state interference all
civil rights created by federal statute, e.g., social security
and labor's right to organize for collective bargaining.31 It
did not provide the federal government with the proper
statutory authority to protect the individual or members of
a racial minority from mob activity or violence. As Attor-
ney General Tom Clark himself noted: "While such attacks
may amount to a deprivation of freedom of speech or other
rights guaranteed by the Bill of Rights, these rights are
rights protected only against official action, not private
action." S2

Section 52 was also of limited utility, having application
only in those cases where it could be shown that federal or
state officials willfully misused their power of office to de-

28. Public Papers of the Presidents: Harry S. Truman, 19i6, p.
368.

29. Ibid., p. 409.
30. To Secure These Rights, pp. 116-17.
31. Ibid., p. 118.
32. From an address by Attorney General Tom C. Clark delivered

to the Chicago Bar Association on June 21, 1946: Philleo Nash Files,
Box 21, HSTL.
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prive individuals of rights guaranteed by the Bill of Rights
and the Fourteenth Amendment.33 To prove that a federal
or state official had deliberately compromised the rights of
private citizens was an immensely difficult task, complicated
even more by a 1945 Supreme Court decision which declared
that a person could not be prosecuted under Section 52
unless there was evidence that he was aware of a specific
federal right and had acted willfully to deprive his victim of
it.34 Thus Section 52 failed to protect the individual against
mob activity unless it could be demonstrated that an official
in some way played a part in mob action. Section 441 was
limited to antipeonage cases.35 Clearly, then, these statutes,
even when broadly construed, could frustrate even the best-
intentioned federal official, leaving him without the requi-
site legal tools to protect the civil rights of both Negroes and
whites.

Yet the growing political strength of northern Negroes
required that something be done to cope with the likelihood
of further violence in the South. In mid-August, 1946, At-
torney General Clark announced that he would seek action
on an anti-lynching bill in the next session of Congress.36 It
was already too late for the administration to move for such
a measure in the Seventy-ninth Congress, then preparing

33. To Secure These Rights, p. 118; compounding the difficulties of
the Justice Department was the Supreme Court's 1945 ruling in
Screws v. United States, which further narrowed the legal grounds on
which alleged violators of Section 52 could be prosecuted. In the
Screws Case, the Court said that a person could not be prosecuted
under Section 52 unless there was evidence that he knew of the
existence of a specific federal right and wilfully intended to deprive
his victim of that right (see United States Commission on Civil
Rights, Report 5, Justice [Washington: United States Government
Printing Office, 1961], pp. 45-51).

34. To Secure These Rights, p. 118.
35. Ibid.
36. Pittsburgh Courier, Aug. 24, 1946, pp. 1, 4.
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for its preelection adjournment. Furthermore, this Con-
gress had already refused to enact FEPC and anti-poll tax
legislation, a fact President Truman could not ignore. In
addition, his personal unpopularity was such that he could
ill afford to offend the political sensibilities of the Southern
Democrats, whose support he might need on other issues in
the new Eightieth Congress. The postponement of anti-
lynching recommendations might give him a chance to find
a fresh solution to the difficult political problem of placating
aroused Negroes and their white liberal supporters, includ-
ing Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt, without giving umbrage to the
South.

An opportunity presented itself on September 19, 1946,
the day the president met at the White House with the
National Emergency Committee against Mob Violence,
whose chief spokesman was Walter White, executive secre-
tary of the NAACP.37 The committee delivered to the presi-
dent a petition requesting that he call a special session of
Congress to consider laws against mob violence, to concen-
trate efforts to apprehend lynchers, and to "rouse the Amer-
ican people by radio, press and other media to oppose ac-
tively every form of violence." 38 In addition, members of
the committee, including Dr. Channing Tobias of the
Phelps-Stokes Fund and James Carey of the CIO, apprized
the president of the details of racial violence occurring in
the South and informed him that hate literature of all sorts
was spreading across the country. At the conclusion of the

37. Walter White, A Man Called White (New York: Viking Press,
1948), pp. 331-32. Included in the group that was scheduled to meet
with Truman was Franklin Eoosevelt, Jr. He, however, could not
attend, a point which White brought to Truman's attention the day
after their meeting; see telegram to White from Roosevelt, September
19, 1946, Box 367, NAACP Papers, L.C.; and White to Truman,
September 20, 1946, Box 367, NAACP Papers, L.C.

38. White, A Man Called White, pp. 330-31.
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committee's report of these recent developments, the presi-
dent exclaimed, "My God! I had no idea that it was as
terrible as that! We have to do something. . . . Everybody
seems to believe that the President by himself can do any-
thing he wishes on such matters as this, but the President is
helpless unless he is backed by public opinion." 39 David K.
Niles, a Truman administrative assistant, then suggested
that a committee be created to investigate the problem and
to recommend a program of corrective action. When Walter
White remarked that Congress might not be amenable to
such a proposal, the president replied that he would act by
creating the committee by executive order and finance it out
of the president's contingent fund.40

Walter White and his associates were quite pleased with
what appeared to be the president's spontaneous offer to
create a civil rights committee, but, in fact, Truman and
Niles had planned beforehand to introduce this proposal at
a propitious moment of the September meeting.41 (It is
possible that Henry Wallace's forced resignation from the
cabinet on September 20, 1946—a move tentatively agreed
upon before Truman's meeting with White's group—
spurred the administration into making that promise;
and it is also possible that Mrs. Roosevelt's close friendship
with Walter White and her active support of his cause had
something to do with the decision.) Here was an ingenious
solution that would serve Truman's political needs by allow-

39. Ibid.
40. Pittsburgh Courier, Oct. 5, 1946, pp. 1, 4.
41. Author's interview with Philleo Nash on June 29, 1962. This

proposal sounds very much like the one advanced in 1943 by Jonathan
Daniels and Howard Odum, which President Roosevelt rejected. Niles
had been a member of the White House during this period, and he may
have picked up the idea of creating a civil rights committee either
from Daniels or Philleo Nash, who had worked with Daniels on
questions affecting race relations and the federal government.
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ing him through symbolic action to improve his standing
among northern liberals while, conversely, avoiding the al-
ienation of the South. After all, Truman's pledge to create
this committee was not a commitment in advance to any
legislative program the committee might recommend.42

The president's unwillingness to antagonize the South
was revealed in a discussion he had with representatives of
the National Conference on Lynching on September 23,
1946. When Paul Robeson, the committee's spokesman, re-
quested that the chief executive issue a formal statement
protesting lynching, and also support a definite legislative
and educational program to end mob violence, Truman indi-
cated the political situation made it difficult to issue a state-
ment of his views at that time. In order to obtain passage of
an anti-lynching law, suggested the president, political tim-
ing was important.43

Despite Truman's reluctance to initiate legislative action
on civil rights, he continued to speak out in favor of the
principle of equal justice under the law. In a message sent
on September 24, 1946, to an Urban League convention at
St. Louis, the president stated that "if the civil rights of
even one citizen are abused, government has failed to dis-
charge one of its primary responsibilities." He further de-
clared that "we as a people must not, and I say to you we

42. White was well aware of this possibility; hence, he wrote
Truman on September 20, 1946, that "with respect to the proposal
made by Mr. Niles . . . , I hope this will not be considered a substitute
for stronger federal legislation against violence, nor handled in such
way as to give the Congress an excuse for postponement of action. I
mention this because it should be in our thinking" (Box 367, NAACP
Papers, L.C.).

43. New York Times, Sept. 24, 1946, p. 60. This committee pre-
sented to the president a letter from Albert Einstein suggesting that
"security against lynching is one of the most urgent tasks of our
generation"; see Fiske University Bulletin, Race Relations IV, No. 3
(1946) 78; and Norfolk Journal and Guide, Sept. 28, 1946, pp. 1-2.
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shall not, remain indifferent in the face of acts of intimida-
tion and violence in our American communities." "4

The first sign that the administration was taking its "pri-
mary responsibilities" more seriously, following the Tru-
man message to the Urban League, appeared in a letter sent
from Attorney General Tom Clark to the president on Octo-
ber 11, 1946. He suggested that Truman issue an executive
order entitled "Establishing the President's Committee on
Civil Rights" and emphasized that "the work of the pro-
posed committee would, in my opinion, be of utmost value in
the task of preserving and implementing our civil rights." 45

As work went on both at the White House and the Justice
Department on the format and framework of the proposed
committee, the country was preparing for the 1946 congres-
sional election. By this time, because of incessant labor-
management conflict, the growing shortage of meat (held
back from market by cattlemen who were hoping to drive
up prices), and erratic leadership from the White House,
Truman's political standing had fallen considerably.46 The
Republican opportunities to capture Congress had not
seemed so bright in years. Among the groups which began
to fall away from the Democratic party was the Negro bloc.
Negro leaders in Philadelphia were predicting before the
election that there would be sizable black support for Re-
publican candidates because it appeared that Mrs. Roosevelt
no longer had a voice in Democratic party councils; because
the White House lacked interest in FEPC; because in the
highest councils of government there were too many "deep

44. New York Times, Sept. 25, 1946, p. 38.
45. Tom C. Clark to Harry S. Truman, October 11, 1946, Truman

Papers, OF 596A, HSTL.
46. Allen J. Matusow, Farm Policies and Politics in the Truman

Years (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1967), pp.
61-62.
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Southerners" (men like Secretary of State James Brynes
and George Allen, head of the Reconstruction Finance Cor-
poration) who "could not have sympathy for Negro prob-
lems and aspirations"; and, finally, because there was the
problem of "Bilboism." 47 Senator Theodore Bilbo, a viru-
lent racist from Mississippi, had heaped so much calumny
on Negroes from his protected perch in the Senate that they
were going to pull the Republican lever in the hope that a
newly constituted Republican majority in the Senate might
strip him of his Senate seat. (With the convening of the
Eightieth Congress, Bilbo's seat was challenged, but before
the Senate could resolve the issue, Bilbo died.) 48

The trend away from the Democratic party was con-
firmed on election day, as the Republicans won a congres-
sional victory of landslide proportions. Black journalists
were pleased with the outcome because they believed the
removal of the Southern Democrats from key committee
chairmanships made possible the development of a more
fluid situation in Congress—conceivably leading to the pas-
sage of some civil rights legislation.49 And Walter White,
thinking of possible future political developments, sug-
gested that "if . . . the Republicans keep some of the prom-
ises they so eloquently and frequently make to Negroes, the
present Negro resentment against the Bilbo-Talmadge-Ran-
kin-Byrnes domination of the Democratic Party may de-
velop into a force strong enough to decide who will occupy
the White House and control Congress in 1948." 50

47. New York Times, Oct. 18, 1946, p. 13; also see Norfolk Journal
and Guide, Oct. 26, 1946, p. 1.

48. Key, Southern Politics, pp. 244-45; also see Bilbo Pile, Box 375,
NAACP Papers, L.C.

49. Norfolk Journal and Guide, Nov. 23, 1946, p. 1.
50. NAACP press release, November 15, 1946, Republican National

Committee Folder, Box 359, NAACP Papers, L.C.
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On December 5, 1946, subsequent to the defeat suffered
by the Democratic party in the 1946 congressional election,
President Truman issued Executive Order 9008, creating a
presidential civil rights committee modeled after the Wick-
ersham Committee of the Hoover administration.51 This
order authorized the committee "to inquire into and to de-
termine whether and in what respect current law-enforce-
ment measures and the authority and means possessed by
federal, state, and local governments may be strengthened
and improved to safeguard the civil rights of the people."
The committee was also directed to include in its written
report "recommendations with respect to the adoption or
establishment, by legislation or otherwise, of more adequate
and effective means and procedures for the protection of
civil rights. . . ." 52

The administration had established a prestigious commit-
tee, whose fifteen members had been selected to represent
industry, labor, the legal profession, higher education, the
South, the American Negro community, and various reli-
gious denominations. Charles Wilson, the president of Gen-
eral Electric, and formerly executive vice-chairman of the
War Production Board, was appointed chairman; other
members were Mrs. Sadie T. Alexander, a lawyer from
Philadelphia and a member of the board of directors of the
National Urban League; James Carey, secretary-treasurer
of the Congress of Industrial Organization; John S. Dickey,
president of Dartmouth College; Morris Ernst, a lawyer
and author from New York City; Rabbi Roland Gittlesohn,
Jewish chaplain of the Fifth Marine Division at Iwo Jima;
Dr. Frank Graham, president of the University of North
Carolina; The Reverend Francis Haas, Catholic bishop of

51. Executive Order 9809, 11 F.R. 14153; Author's interview with
Philleo Nash on June 29, 1962.

52. To Secure These Rights, pp. vii-ix.
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Grand Rapids, Michigan, and former chairman of the Presi-
dent's Committee of Fair Employment Practice; Charles
Luckman (who never served), president of Lever Brothers;
Francis P. Matthews, former supreme chairman knight of
the Knights of Columbus; Franklin Roosevelt, Jr., chair-
man of the Housing Committee of the American Veterans
Committee; The Reverend Henry Knox Sherrill, presiding
bishop of the Episcopal church; Boris Shiskin, an economist
for the American Federation of Labor; Mrs. M. E. Tilly, an
official of the Women's Society of Christian Service, Meth-
odist Church; Dr. Channing Tobias, director of the Phelps-
Stokes Fund and formerly senior secretary of the National
Council of the Young Men's Christian Association.53 Later,
upon the recommendation of the Justice Department, the
committee selected Professor Robert K. Carr, a Dartmouth
College political scientist, as its executive secretary.54 It was
a felicitous choice because Carr had already made an inten-
sive study of the Justice Department's role and responsibil-
ity in the defense of civil rights.55

The impressive credentials of this committee and the task
to which it was committed so impressed the Norfolk Journal
and Guide that it editorially remarked:

The action of President Truman in naming a committee
on civil rights is salutary and potentially of great value to
the welfare of millions of Americans. . . . The commit-
tee may be instrumental in bringing about some construc-

53. Negro Handbook, 1949 (New York: Macmillan, 1949), pp.
214-15. Four members of this Committee—Mrs. M. E. Tilly, Franklin
Roosevelt, Jr., Channing Tobias, and Frank Graham—had been recom-
mended by White to David Niles; see White to Niles, September 26,
1946, Niles Folder, Box 367, NAACP Papers, L.C.

54. Author's interview with Philleo Nash on June 29,1962.
55. Robert K. Carr, Federal Protection of Civil Rights: Quest for

a Sword (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1947), p. 2.



The Politics of Civil Rights in the Truman Administration 57

tive changes in the laws and thereby providing greater
protection for millions now denied full civil rights. . . .
Its very creation by the executive head of the nation's gov-
ernment is alone a constructive step.56

Political considerations, already mentioned, compelled
the president to issue his order; but there were other rea-
sons which entered into his decision. As he wrote some
years later:

I took this action because of the repeated anti-minority
incidents immediately after the war in which homes were
invaded, property was destroyed, and a number of inno-
cent lives were taken. I wanted to get the facts behind
these incidents of disregard for individual and group
rights which were reported in the news with alarmingly
regularity, and to see that the law was strengthened, if
necessary, so as to offer adequate protection and fair
treatment to all our citizens.67

He undoubtedly wanted to see "fair treatment" extended to
all citizens. It is not likely, however, that he wished to
upset his working relations with the South in December,
1946, in order to support such an objective. Yet by estab-
lishing a civil rights committee, Truman inadvertently
built up political pressure that could spell trouble for him
in the future.

President Truman presented his State of the Union ad-
dress to the Eightieth Congress on January 6, 1947, and
included in his remarks were several references to the racial
conflict besetting the country in 1946. After pointing out
that citizens had been deprived of their constitutional
rights, specifically, their right to vote and to engage in

56. Dec. 14, 1946, p. 6.
57. Harry S. Truman, Memoirs, 2 vols. (Garden City, N.Y.: Dou-

bleday, 1956), II, 180.
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lawful callings, Truman declared that "the will to fight
these crimes should be in the heart of everyone of us." He
felt the Justice Department was doing its best to protect
civil rights "to the full extent of the powers conferred upon
it," but the lack of legal weapons limited its participation.
Perhaps existing laws could be amended, Truman specu-
lated, to extend "the limit of federal power to protect the
civil rights of the American people." He then announced
that the President's Committee on Civil Rights had been
created "to study and report on the problem of federally
secured civil rights, with a view to making recommenda-
tions to Congress." 58

The president's remarks on civil rights made little im-
pression on Congress; the South had no reason to be
alarmed as long as he did not offer a concrete legislative
program.59 Two days later, however, Truman sent his eco-
nomic message to Congress, containing a specific proposal
calling for the enactment of FEPC legislation:

We must end discrimination in employment or wages
against certain classes of workers regardless of their
individual abilities. Discrimination against certain racial
or religious groups, against men in late middle age and
against women, not only is repugnant to the principles of
our democracy, but often creates "artificial labor short-
ages" in the midst of labor surplus. Employers and un-
ions both need to re-examine and revise practices result-
ing in discrimination. I recommend that, at this session,
the Congress provide permanent Federal legislation deal-
ing with this problem.60

58. Public Papers of the Presidents: Harry S. Truman, 19i7
(Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1962), p. 9.

59. New York Times, Jan. 9, 1947, p. 15; also see Norfolk Journal
and Guide, Jan. 18, 1947, p. 2.

60. Public Papers of the Presidents: Harry S. Truman, 19i7, pp.
31-32.
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This recommendation, wrote a New York Times reporter,
"seemed to dispel the relief among Southern Democrats that
was manifest after delivery of the State of the Union
message." 61 In all likelihood Truman's pleas for an FEPC
was designed not to offend the South but, rather, to take the
issue away from liberal Republicans in the ranks of the
majority party now controlling the Congress.

The Republican party, however, had no serious intention
of committing itself to this cause, as was indicated by the
remarks of Joseph Martin, the newly designated Speaker of
the House, to a group of Negro Republican leaders.

The FEPC plank in the 1944 Republican platform was a
bid for the Negro vote, and they did not accept the bid.
They went out and voted for Roosevelt. I'll be frank with
you. We are not going to pass a FEPC bill, but it has
nothing to do with the Negro vote. We are supported by
New England and Middle Western Industrialists who
would stop their contributions if we passed a law that
would compel them to stop religious as well as racial
discrimination in employment. I am not saying that I
agree with them, but that is the situation we face, so we
may as well be realistic. We intend to do a lot for the
Negroes, but we can't afford to pass the FEPC bill. . . .
We have a number of mavericks in our party who may
not go along with us on needed labor legislation, so we
may need some voters from the other side until this issue
is taken care of. After the labor legislation is out of the
way, we may be able to pass the poll tax bill.62

Meanwhile, Thomas Richardson, vice-president of the
CIO United Public Workers, disclosed on January 10, 1947,
that nine federal agencies within the administration re-

61. Jan. 9,1947, p. 15.
62. Pittsburgh Courier, Jan. 4, 1947, p. 6; also see Norfolk Journal

and Guide, Jan. 4,1947, p. 6.
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fused to hire Negroes.63 Richardson also revealed that he
had previously discussed the matter with David Niles of the
White House staff, who not only confirmed the truth of his
charges but informed him that his union would be contacted
about them; according to Richardson, nothing was heard
from Niles after that meeting.64

The president paid no heed to Richardson's charges, but
he was evidently distressed by the deteriorating situation in
race relations in the country. Speaking to the members of
his Committee on Civil Rights at its organizational meeting
at the White House on January 15, 1947, Truman intimated
that the country might be faced with a period of racial and
religious hysteria similar to the decade of the 1920's. As he
indicated: "I don't want to see any race discrimination. I
don't want to see any religious bigotry break out in this
country as it did then." Since Truman thought "there are
certain rights under the Constitution which . . . the Fed-
eral Government has a right to protect," he hoped the com-
mittee would be able to inform him "just exactly how far
the Attorney General can go legally" in protecting the civil
rights of citizens in the event of a breakdown of local law
enforcement.65

The remarks Truman made during his meeting with this
committee suggest that he viewed the problem of civil rights
as something more than a political issue; it was, for him at
least, a constitutional issue as well.66 Truman firmly believed
that as president of the United States he was obligated to
defend the Constitution not only by upholding the laws of
the land but by strengthening them as well. He understood

63. New York Times, Jan. 11, 1947, p. 7; and Pittsburgh Courier,
Feb. 15, 1947, p. 4.

64. New York Times, Jan. 11, 1947, p. 7.
65. Truman, Memoirs, II, 182.
66. Ibid., p. 180.
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that it was necessary to protect civil rights, if only to
preserve the integrity of the law. Although he was destined
to be attacked in the South and elsewhere as a dangerous
innovator for his seeming disregard of local customs, Tru-
man actually appears to be a traditionalist who decried acts
of injustice because they violated what he thought consti-
tuted the American heritage of political liberty and fair
play.67

On April 9, 1947, Walter White invited the president to
address an NAACP rally scheduled to be held in front of the
Lincoln Memorial in late June, and Truman accepted his
invitation.68 It may well be that he accepted White's offer
because, in the aftermath of his Truman Doctrine pro-
nouncement of March 12, 1947, such a speech would allow
him to reaffirm his commitment to the principles of democ-
racy and freedom; to seize the propaganda initiative from
the Republican-controlled Eightieth Congress; and to con-
vince skeptical liberals that he was truly in earnest about
such matters.

Now that the president was committed to talk, he had to
have an appropriate speech. Truman could have accepted
advice such as that of David Niles, who suggested that "the
closing paragraph of the speech, not to exceed one minute,
should be devoted to civil rights." 69 But probably for the
reasons already mentioned, Truman decided to use the oc-
casion to make a forthright statement about civil rights;
hence, Robert Carr and Milton Stewart, of the President's
Committee on Civil Rights, were drafted to write most of
the speech he was to read. When the president delivered his
speech on June 29, 1947, he spoke not only to an actual

67. Ibid., p. 183.
68. White, A Man Called White, p. 347.
69. Memorandum to Matthew J. Connelly from David Niles, June

16, 1947, Clark Clifford File, HSTL.
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audience of 10,000—including Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt, Chief
Justice Fred Vinson, Senator Wayne Morse, and Walter
White—but also to a nationwide audience over the com-
bined facilities of the major radio networks; in addition,
his speech was carried by short wave to all parts of the
world.70

A major theme of the president's speech dealt with the
new role he envisioned for the federal government in the
defense of civil rights. He suggested:

We must keep moving forward with new concepts of
civil rights to safeguard our heritage. The extension of
civil rights today means, not protection of the people
against the government, but protection of the people by
the government. We must make the Federal Government
a friendly, vigilant defender of the rights and equalities
of all Americans. And again I mean all Americans. . . .
There is much that state and local governments can do in
providing positive safeguards for civil rights. But we
cannot, any longer, await the growth of a will to action in
the slowest state or the most backward community.

Our national government must show the way. This is a
difficult and complex undertaking. Federal laws and ad-
ministrative machinery must be improved and expanded.
We must provide the government with better tools to do
the job. . . .

Our immediate task is to remove the last remnants of
the barriers which stand between millions of our citizens
and their birthright. . . . We cannot wait another decade
or another generation to remedy these evils. We must
work, as never before, to cure them now. The aftermath
of the war and the desire to keep faith with our Nation's
historic principles makes the need a pressing one. . . .
Every man should have the right to a decent home, the
right to an education, the right to adequate medical care,
the right to a worthwhile job, the right to an equal share

70. White, A Man Called White, pp. 330-31.
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in making public decisions through the ballot, and the
right to a fair trial in a fair court. We must insure that
these rights—on equal terms—are enjoyed by every citi-

, zen.n

The president also spoke of the growing cold war conflict
between the United States and the Soviet Union, declaring
that the promise of American life had to be realized in order
to strengthen the cause of democracy in a world convulsed
with crisis and change. He asserted:

The support of desperate populations of battle ravaged
countries must be won for the free way of life. We must
have them as allies in our continuing struggle for the
peaceful solution of the world's problems. They may sur-
render to the false security offered so temptingly by total-
itarian regimes unless we can prove the superiority of
democracy. Our case for democracy should be as strong
as we can make it. It should rest on practical evidence
that we have been able to put our own house in order.72

When Truman finished, he turned to Walter White and
said: "I mean every word of it—and I am going to prove
that I do mean it." T3

It was a remarkable speech that Truman delivered. He
had provided the country with a searching look into the
current situation in race relations by pointing to the bar-
riers of discrimination, and he had challenged the American
people to surmount these barriers as quickly as possible.
Thus, for the first time in the twentieth century, an Ameri-
can president publicly discussed the problem of racial dis-
crimination with frankness and humanity.

Truman's speech impressed many Negroes, who now felt

71. Truman Papers, OF 413, HSTL.
72. Ibid.
73. White, A Man Called White, pp. 330-31.
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that he meant business.74 A number of Negro newspapers
and magazines praised him for his candid approach. The
Kansas City Call, for example, wrote on July 4, 1947, that
"Truman so strongly denounced race prejudice and discrim-
ination based upon race, creed, color, and national origin
that even his enemies were convinced that the Missourian in
the White House had left behind him Missouri's tradition of
second-class citizenship for Negroes." The Pittsburgh Cour-
ier said on July 12, 1947, that Truman's words and deeds
pertaining to civil rights were more impressive than those
of his predecessor, Franklin Roosevelt, "who enjoyed to a
far greater degree the affection of colored Americans." The
Courier also pointed out:

We cannot recall when the gentleman who now sleeps at
Hyde Park made such a forthright statement against
racial discrimination. . . . Here we have a President say-
ing that a revolution in American mores must be worked
here and now, and this is more remarkable when one
considers Mr. Truman's origin and antecedents as con-
trasted with those of Mr. Roosevelt. . . . President Tru-
man . . . where colored Americans are concerned, is
looming, on the record, to greater stature than his prede-
cessor. . . . Mr. Truman deserves high praise for his
sincerity and forthrightness after a long era of double
talk and political expediency.

The August, 1947, issue of the Crisis, the monthly journal
of the NAACP, referred to the speech itself as "the most
comprehensive and forthright statement on the rights of
minorities in a democracy and the duty of the government
to secure safeguards that has ever been made by a President
of the United States."

74. Walter White, "Will the Negro Elect Our Next President?",
Colliers Magazine CXX (1947), 26.
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A moderate white southern response to Truman's speech
appeared in Little Rock's Arkansas Gazette of July 1, 1947:
". . . Is it in the power of any government to wipe out
prejudice? Enforcement of laws against 'discrimination' in
fields where the government had not previously entered
might only make prejudice more active." Typical, perhaps,
of a number of newspapers outside of Dixie was the re-
sponse of the St. Louis Star Times of June 30, 1947. It
agreed with the president's support of freedom and justice
for all citizens, but questioned Truman's advocacy of FEPC
contained in his earlier economic message to Congress.

The president's June 29 speech aroused the hopes of
American Negroes, but many individuals, such as Walter
White, waited impatiently for him to do something about
the situation that he described with such clarity and convic-
tion. Seeking to compel the American government to take a
stronger political stand against discrimination, the NAACP
turned to the forum of the United Nations to promote its
campaign for equality and justice for the Negro citizens of
the United States. It submitted a petition of grievances,
drafted in part by the historian W. E. B. Du Bois, to the
world body on October 23,1947, calling attention to the long
history of cultural deprivation suffered by the black man in
America." Included was this statement:

This protest is a frank and earnest appeal to all the world
for elemental justice against the treatment which the
United States has visited upon us for three centuries.
. . . It is to induce the nations of the world to persuade

75. Its petition, "A Statement on the Denial of Human Rights to
Minorities in the Case of Citizens of Negro Descent in the United
States of America and an Appeal to the United Nations for Redress,
Prepared for the NAACP," was drafted by Du Bois, with the assist-
ance of Milton Konvitz, Earl B. Dickerson, and Rayford Logan. A
copy can be found in Box 354, NAACP PAPERS, L.C.
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this nation to be just to its own people, that we have
prepared and now present to you this document. . . and
we firmly believe that the situation pictured here is as
much your concern as ours.76

But the United Nations Commission on Human Rights,
meeting in Geneva, Switzerland, on December 4, 1947, re-
jected a Soviet proposal to investigate the charges which
the NAACP had placed before it.77

The NAACP action received extensive news coverage not
only from the American press but from the foreign press as
well; India, in particular, was deeply concerned.78 That the
United States government was quite embarrassed by the
adverse publicity it received from the NAACP petition was
revealed by Attorney General Tom Clark, who, speaking in
Boston on October 27, remarked that he was "humiliated"
by the fact that a group of Americans could not find equita-
ble treatment at home. He then declared that his depart-
ment would move "with as great vigor and force as is
permitted under the law where States through negligence,
or for whatever reason, fail . . . to protect the life and
liberties of the individual." He also announced the Civil
Rights Section of the Justice Department would be enlarged
and strengthened.79

The NAACP's claim that widespread discrimination was
indeed a basic fact of life in the United States was rein-

76. Crisis LIV (1947), 362-64.
77. Norfolk Journal and Guide, Dec. 13, 1947, p. 1. The minutes of

the NAACP's board of directors meeting of February 9, 1948, con-
tains a letter Mrs. Roosevelt sent to Walter White explaining pre-
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forced by the report To Secure These Rights, which the
Committee on Civil Rights submitted to President Truman
on October 29, 1947.80 Based upon the testimony submitted
by forty witnesses, correspondence with nearly 250 private
organizations and individuals, as well as information sup-
plied by twenty-five government agencies and numerous
state and local public agencies, the report had been carefully
prepared in order to make it a reliable study of the short-
comings and failings of American democracy.81

The report itself was divided into four sections: (1) The
American Heritage: Promise of Freedom and Equality; (2)
The Record: Short of the Goal; (3) Government Responsi-
bility: Securing These Rights; (4) A Program: The Com-
mittee's Recommendations.

The first section spelled out four essential rights which
the committee determined to be characteristic of a free
society: the right to safety and security of the person; the
right to freedom of conscience and expression; the right to
equality; and the right to citizenship and its privileges.
Here, then, was a yardstick that could measure America's
achievements and failures against its revolutionary heri-
tage of freedom and justice for all men.82

Section Two emphasized those incidents of American life
which, in the committee's judgment, violated the principles
of a free society discussed in Part One. They included the
lynchings of 1946 and 1947, constant police brutality di-
rected at Negroes and other minority groups, failure of the
judiciary to uphold the principle of equal justice under the
law, and infringement of the physical freedom of
Japanese-Americans during World War II. The denial of

80. Public Papers of the Presidents: Harry S. Truman, 19U7, p.
479.

81. To Secure These Rights, p. 178.
82. Ibid., pp. 3-10.
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the ballot to Negroes and Indians and the existence of segre-
gated armed forces was further proof that citizenship
rights had not yet been adequately protected. The committee
also took care to point out lack of equal opportunity in the
fields of employment, public and private education, housing,
medical care, public services, and public accommodations.
Also condemned was the theory and practice of segregation
which, the committee insisted, was incompatible with the
values of a free society. The committee also examined the
widespread existence of segregation and discrimination in
Washington, D.C., which it described as a "graphic illustra-
tion of the failure of democracy." 83

Section Three emphasized the need for the federal gov-
ernment to assume much greater responsibilities as the
guardian and protector of civil rights. Only the federal
government, in the committee's opinion, had sufficient
power and authority to contend with what was a national
problem requiring a national solution. The justification for
federal involvement in the defense of civil rights was to be
found in the powers expressly and implicitly delegated to
Congress by the Constitution as defined by the Supreme
Court, especially in the Court's civil rights decisions of the
1930's and 1940's. The committee suggested also that prece-
dents for further and stronger federal executive action had
been established by the creation of a civil rights section in
the Justice Department in 1939. The preparation of amicus
curiae briefs and the investigation of violations of existing
civil rights statutes had represented a novel experiment by
the federal executive branch to safeguard civil rights. But
without stronger statutory authority, the committee indi-
cated, the federal government would remain severely handi-

83. Ibid., pp. 13-95.
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capped in its efforts to provide protection for citizens whose
rights were either threatened or still non-existent.84

In Section Four the committee presented its "program
for action" and stressed what it considered to be the several
imperatives to justify the federal government's immediate
assumption of much greater responsibility for the protec-
tion of civil rights in American society, namely: the moral
imperative ("The United States can no longer countenance
these burdens on its common conscience, these inroads on its
moral fiber.") ; the economic imperative ("The United
States can no longer afford this heavy drain upon its human
wealth, its national competence.") ; and the diplomatic im-
perative ("The United States is not so strong, the final
triumph of the democratic ideal is not so inevitable that we
can ignore what the world thinks of us or our record.")

The "program for action" called specifically for the im-
provement in the administrative machinery dealing with
civil rights questions; the strengthening of the right to the
safety and security of the person; the protection and en-
largement of the right to citizenship and its privileges; and
the fostering of the conditions for equality. Improvement in
the administrative machinery required the elevation of the
Civil Rights Section of the Justice Department to the status
of a full division within the Justice Department; the estab-
lishment of a permanent Commission on Civil Rights, pref-
erably by an act of Congress; and the creation of a Joint
Standing Committee on Civil Rights in Congress.

To assure further the safety and security of the person,
the committee recommended that Congress enact new legis-
lation making it easier for the Justice Department to prose-
cute individual violators of civil rights. This would include

84. Ibid., pp. 99-135.
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enlarging the penalties for violations of Sections 51 and 52
of the Criminal Code and the passage of anti-lynching legis-
lation.

The protection of the right of citizenship required that,
in the committee's judgment, Congress or the states abolish
poll taxes; that Congress pass legislation protecting the
right of qualified persons to participate in federal primaries
and general elections; that Congress grant local self-deter-
mination and the right to participate in presidential elec-
tions to the District of Columbia; and that Congress enact
legislation, followed by administrative action, to end imme-
diately all discrimination and segregation in the organiza-
tion and activities of all branches of the armed services.

To foster the conditions making for equality in American
life, the committee deemed it vital that Congress distribute
federal funds only to those public and private agencies
which did not practice discrimination or segregation; that
Congress enact an FEPC law containing legal sanctions; that
the president not only issue a mandate against discrimina-
tion in government employment but also create adequate
machinery to enforce it; that the Justice Department initi-
ate a legal attack upon racially restrictive housing cove-
nants; that Congress prohibit discrimination and segrega-
tion in the rendering of all public services by the national
government; that Congress enact a law prohibiting discrim-
ination and segregation in interstate transportation; and
that Congress remove the blight of segregation and discrim-
ination from both the District of Columbia and the Canal
Zone.85

Charles Wilson and his colleagues handed to President
Truman a document of great political and social impor-
tance. In all probability To Secure These Rights went far

85. Ibid., pp. 139-73.
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beyond anything Truman and his advisers had in mind
when they initially commissioned an investigation of the
problems created by the racial violence of 1945 and 1946.
The report contained more than recommendations to im-
prove law-enforcement procedures for the protection of
civil rights; it was also an impressively organized, factual
presentation of what racism was doing to American life and
democratic institutions. It was a comment on the country's
history and a challenge to its decency. A number of liberally
inclined Americans, working temporarily for their govern-
ment, had succeeded in bringing about a confrontation be-
tween politics and morality. As Richard Neustadt, a student
of the modern American presidency, suggests: "It is hardly
credible that Truman could have ignored their report, no
matter what the politics of his own situation." 86

As soon as the report was released, it became a source of
controversy in and out of Congress. Democratic Senator
Scott Lucas from Illinois expressed the opinion that "the
President's Committee has dealt courageously with some
fundamentals that the people of this country have got to
recognize sooner or later and [the] sooner the better";
Democratic Congressman Chet Holifield of California said:
"Everything I saw in it was all right. . . . It is the most
valuable and complete report that has been published in the
field." 87 Republican Representative Charles Eaton of New
Jersey slighted the work of the committee by suggesting

86. Richard Neustadt, "Congress and the Fair Deal: A Legislative
Balance Sheet," in Richard Abrams and Lawrence W. Levine, eds.,
The Shaping of Twentieth Century America (Boston: Little, Brown,
1965), p. 574.

87. Robert C. Albright, "Civil Rights Draws Broad Backing,"
Washington Post, Oct. 30, 1947; for a sample of editorial opinion from
white newspapers, see Norfolk Journal and Guide, Nov. 8, 1947, p. 11;
and from Negro newspapers, see Norfolk Journal and Guide, Nov. 15,
1947, p. 11.
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that "no legislation can change human nature. That has to
be done by religion and thought." 88 Southern legislators
were largely quiet, as were a number of possible 1948 Re-
publican presidential candidates. New York's Thomas
Dewey, Earl Warren of California, Ohio's Robert Taft, and
Harold Stassen of Minnesota failed to respond to the tele-
grams from the Norfolk Journal and Guide asking them
their opinion of the report.89

When President Truman received his copy of the report,
he remarked that "this committee has given us an American
charter of human freedom . . . [and] a guide for action."90

Truman was also aware that To Secure These Rights was a
political bombshell which had to be either detonated or
defused. The choice was his alone. It was relatively easy for
him to assert that the report "will take its place among the
great papers of freedom," but such rhetoric was no substi-
tute for a hard political decision requiring him to upset the
political equilibrium within the Democratic party which he
had used to his advantage since taking office in April, 1945.
The choice was either to side with the urban liberals by
sending the report, or a part of it, to Congress, or support
the South by ignoring its recommendations entirely. Either
decision would be irrevocable and would profoundly affect
his 1948 presidential aspirations.

Truman's unwillingness to discuss the political implica-
tions of the report was manifested at a presidential press
conference on November 6,1947.

Q: What happens to the big report of the Civil Rights
Committee? Does it stay here, or do you send that to
Congress ?

88. Norfolk Journal and Guide, Nov. 8, 1947, p. 11.
89. Ibid., Nov. 15,1947, p. 2.
90. Public Papers of the Presidents: Harry S. Truman, 1947, p.

480.
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A: That report is made to me, and that report can be
used as a basis for a part of the message on the State of
the Union, which of course in the long run will be sent to
Congress.

Q: In other words, you will use it as a part of your
message?

A: I did not say that. I said that it could be used as a
foundation for part of the message—some of it maybe. I
have not read it carefully.

Q: What do you think of it, Mr. President?
A: I think it is a good report.91

During the rest of November and early December, 1947,
the president discussed with officials of his administration
what policy he should pursue with regard to the report.
Truman received conflicting advice about the matter from
his political associates, whose views were probably shaped
by their own environmental background and political
predilections.92 On December 9, 1947, he asked Clark Clif-
ford, his special counsel, to confer with Attorney General
Tom Clark before submitting a recommendation to the
president.93

Even as the administration was arriving at a decision
regarding the fate of the civil rights committee's report,
other moves on the civil rights front were underway. On
June 23, 1947, the Supreme Court accepted for review two
cases involving the issue of whether racially restrictive

91. Ibid., p. 482. Evidence suggesting that Truman was not entirely
pleased with what he received and disagreed with some, if not many,
of the recommendations can be found in Brooks Hays, A Southern
Moderate Speaks (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1959), p. 33.

92. Author's interview with Oscar Chapman, June 25, 1962.
93. Personal memorandum of Clark Clifford, December 9, 1947,

Clark Clifford Pile, HSTL.
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housing covenants were enforceable.94 This move immedi-
ately caught the attention of liberals inside and outside of
the federal government, who thought it would be a good
idea to have the Justice Department submit an amicus cu-
riae brief on behalf of those Negroes whose cases had come
before the Court. Because of the efforts of these liberals, the
Justice Department was soon bombarded with letters and
other forms of communication asking it to intervene in
these cases.95 The letters were collected by Solicitor General
Philip Perlman, who then spoke to Attorney General Tom
Clark about the matter. Clark, in turn, sought and received
President Truman's permission to submit a brief. On Octo-
ber 30,1947, the day after To Secure These Rights had been
turned over to Truman, the attorney general announced at a
press conference that the Justice Department was planning
to involve itself in the restrictive covenant cases. It may be
assumed that the decision to intervene was made largely for
political reasons, that is, to help Truman secure the Negro
and white liberal vote for the 1948 presidential election.96

On December 5, 1947, the Justice Department submitted
a brief to the Supreme Court in the case of Shelly v.
Kraemer.97 Here, then, was the first of a series of briefs
originating in the Solicitor General's Office during the Tru-
man era that in time would profoundly affect American
jurisprudence and, in turn, American society. In its brief
the government argued that housing covenants merely
served to perpetuate "an artificial quarantine of minority

94. Clement Vose, Caucasians Only (Berkeley: University of Cali-
fornia Press, 1959), p. 157.

95. Ibid., p. 173. An example of that technique were the letters
Walter White sent to both Truman and Clark requesting intervention
in this case; see White to Truman, September 17, 1947, Attorney
General Folder, Box 374, NAACP Papers, L.C.

96. Vose, Caucasians Only, p. 173.
97. Tom C. Clark and Philip Perlman, Prejudice and Property

(Washington: Public Affairs Press, 1948).
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groups" and should, therefore, be declared null and void.
The Court was also told that "this situation cannot be recon-
ciled with the spirit of mutual tolerance and respect for the
dignity and rights of the individual which give vitality to
our democratic way of life." 98 And to further emphasize the
government's interest in this particular case, Perlman par-
ticipated in the oral argument before the Court on January
15, 1948, where he made good use of the report of the
President's Committee on Civil Rights in his attack on re-
strictive covenants. It was his contention that their enforce-
ment would hamper the United States "in doing its duty in
the fields of public health, housing, home finance, and in the
conduct of foreign affairs." "

On May 3, 1948, the Supreme Court made known its
decision in the restrictive covenant cases. With three jus-
tices having earlier disqualified themselves from participat-
ing in the cases, the remaining six justices unanimously
agreed that racially restrictive housing covenants were not
enforceable.100 Speaking for the Court, Chief Justice Fred
Vinson declared that the covenants were directed toward a
group "defined wholly in terms of race and color"; and that
"among the civil rights intended to be protected from dis-
criminatory state action by the Fourteenth Amendment are
the rights to acquire, enjoy, own and dispose of
property." IM Charles Abrams, a knowledgeable and sympa-
thetic friend of urban minorities, later suggested that the
government's brief was probably decisive in the adjudica-
tion of the restrictive covenant cases.102

98. ibid.
99. Vose, Caucasians Only, p. 200.
100. Ibid., p. 206.
101. Shelly v. Kraemer, 334 U.S. 1 (1948).

102. Charles Abrams, Forbidden Neighbors: A Study of Prejudice
in Housing (New York: Harper & Bros., 1955), p. 220.
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The Justice Department's action in regard to Shelly v.
Kraemer was a fresh move by the president to convince
Negroes that he was determined to champion their rights.
But it would be necessary for Truman to make even more
dramatic and far-reaching moves in the field of civil rights
if he was to counter a serious challenge to his liberal flank,
which developed in the last days of 1947. That challenge
came from Henry Wallace, who declared in Chicago on
December 29, 1947, that he would be the presidential candi-
date of the newly formed Progressive party.103 In announc-
ing his candidacy, Wallace reaffirmed the strong position he
had taken on civil rights at the 1944 Democratic national
convention. "In speeches in the North and in the South at
non-segregated meetings I have stated the simple truth that
segregation and discrimination of any kind or character
have no place in America." 104 And to emphasize the political
impact created by the news of Wallace's candidacy, the
Associated Negro Press reported from Los Angeles that
"thousands of Negro voters here began lining up behind
Henry A. Wallace the day after he announced that he would
run for the Presidency." 105 This demonstration of sympathy
for Wallace, occurring in one of America's major urban
centers, indicated that civil rights would play an important
role in determining who was going to win the 1948 election.

103. Curtis D. MacDougal, Gideon's Army (New York: Marzani &
Munsell, 1965), 1,224-305.

104. New York Times, Dec. 30, 1947, p. 15. Wallace earlier had
endorsed all of the recommendations contained in To Secure These
Rights; see NAACP press release, December 19, 1947, Wallace Folder,
Box 367, NAACP Papers, L.C.

105. Race Relations V (December, 1947^January 1948), 107; also
see Norfolk Journal and Guide, Jan. 3, 1948, pp. 1-2. For a measure-
ment of Wallace's political strength see American Institute of Public
Opinion Poll of June, 1947, in Public Opinion Quarterly XII (1947),
490.
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Long before Henry Wallace entered the presidential
sweepstakes, Harry Truman was doing all he could—short
of compromising himself in the South—to cultivate Negro
voters. From August, 1946, to January, 1948, he tried to
win their support primarily through rhetoric and token
executive action. In short, Truman publicly condemned dis-
crimination but refused to engage in an overt political
struggle to end it. Thus it would appear that he followed a
policy which was largely consistent with the one he pursued
in his first year in office.

Yet Truman's position in this later period did not exactly
conform to the one he had adopted earlier. He was now
more strongly committed to a defense of civil rights because
the domestic and international situations required him to
act in a more forceful manner. Following the defeat of the
Democratic party in the 1946 election, Truman soon real-
ized that in order to win the 1948 presidential election he
would need the votes of the many Negroes who lived in the
key industrial states of the North and the West. And to
improve his political standing with them, he created the
Committee on Civil Rights, condemned discrimination in his
speech to the NAACP rally in June, 1946, and authorized
governmental intervention in the case of Shelly v. Kraemer.
Such action, limited as it was, did move Truman beyond his
earlier, more passive position of 1945-46, and prepared the
way for more daring innovations in 1948.

That Truman acted at all was due not only to the chang-
ing domestic situation but to the cold war, which had trans-
formed the civil rights issue into a problem possessing in-
ternational significance. Truman realized that Soviet
propaganda on this subject needed to be challenged by
words, if not deeds, in order to protect America's interests
in the United Nations and around the world. The treatment
henceforth accorded to millions of underprivileged and
abused black citizens would more than indirectly affect the
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outcome of the great power struggle between the United
States and the Soviet Union.106

These, then, were the major reasons why Truman advo-
cated the cause of equality and justice in 1947. And as the
election year approached, Truman made plans to take an
even more decisive stand on civil rights. He was aware that,
in the words of Walter White, "the party that wins the
Negro vote in 1948 will be the one that offers some concrete
evidence that it intends at least to help him get a square
deal." 107 Fully aware of the dangers which confronted him,
Truman headed into the 1948 campaign determined to make
the most of his opportunities.

106. Robert Cushman, "Our Civil Rights Become a World Issue,'7

New York Times Magazine, January 11, 1948.
107. White, "Will the Negro Elect Our Next President?", p. 26.



Chapter 3

PRESIDENTIAL POLITICS OF

CIVIL RIGHTS: 1948

The growing personal unpopularity of President Harry
Truman and national dissatisfaction with his administra-
tion—caused by the problems of mounting inflation and
labor unrest—helped bring about the defeat of the Demo-
cratic party in the 1946 congressional election. Fearing that
1946 was a prelude to 1948, a number of Democratic party
liberals, led by Oscar J. Ewing, acting chairman of the
Democratic National Committee and director of the Federal
Security Agency, began meeting informally in December,
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1946, to devise ways and means of revitalizing the party.1

Other members of this group included Leon Keyserling,
associated with the President's Council of Economic Advis-
ers, Charles Murphy, a White House administrative assist-
ant, and Clark Clifford, who had been appointed the pres-
ident's special counsel in mid-1946.2

Clifford was especially impressed by the argument ad-
vanced by members of the Ewing circle that Truman, if he
was to win in 1948, would have to develop a coherent politi-
cal program appealing to "labor and the urban
minorities." 3 Thus, the major task of that group was to put
together such a program and then, "quietly and unobtru-
sively, . . . try to steer the President in that direction."4

Evidently, the first victory for Clifford and his associates
occurred when Truman, after hearing much conflicting ad-
vice, decided to veto the Taft-Hartley bill, thus endearing
himself to organized labor.

In mid-November, 1947, Clifford, whose responsibility it
had been to funnel into the White House the information
and insights he received from the liberal strategy group,
delivered to Truman a forty-page memorandum dealing ex-
pressly with the issues and personalities of the 1948 cam-
paign. Included in the memorandum were the following
points: (1) Governor Thomas Dewey of New York would
probably be the Republican presidential candidate, and he
was "resourceful, intelligent, and highly dangerous . . .
with an extremely efficient group of men around him"; (2)

1. Author's interview with Oscar J. Ewing on June 27, 1962; also
see Phillips, Truman Presidency, pp. 162-65; and Irwin Ross, The
Loneliest Campaign: The Truman Victory of 1948 (New York: New
American Library, 1968), pp. 18-20.

2. Ross, The Loneliest Campaign, pp. 19-21.
3. Ibid., pp. 21-27.
4. Phillips, Truman Presidency, pp. 197-98.
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Henry Wallace would be a third-party candidate and would
draw 5 to 10 percent of the vote in a few "key states which
could throw the election to the Republicans"; and (3) the
South, as always, could be "considered safely Democratic." °

The Clifford memorandum also presented specific policy
recommendations which Truman might consider in order to
deal with the combined threat of Dewey and Wallace. In the
words of Cabell Phillips:

The number one priority should be the farmers who were
enjoying a high rate of prosperity and whose Republican
moorings were already loosening. The labor vote was
crucial in most big states, and it almost certainly would
suffer some inroads from the Wallaceites. The same was
true of the Negroes, and strong emphasis would be neces-
sary to hold them in line. Jews held the key to New York,
and the key to the Jewish voters was what the adminis-
tration would do about Palestine.6

It was Clifford's conviction, then, that the requirements of
1948 called for the administration to liberalize its domestic
program. Such a move could revitalize the Roosevelt politi-
cal coalition and, at the same time, minimize the defection
of voters to Henry Wallace in case he decided to head a
third-party ticket.

Among the groups Clifford singled out for special consid-
eration was the Negro bloc, which constituted at least 4
percent of all potential voters in such important states as
New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Michigan, and
Illinois.7 And because Truman's political needs dictated a

5. Ibid., p. 198.
6. Ibid.
7. Jasper B. Shannon, "Political Obstacles to Civil Rights Legisla-

tion," Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Sci-
ence CCLXXV (1951), B3-60.
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fresh commitment to the Negro cause, he was receptive to
Clifford's advice. Hence, Truman decided to submit a presi-
dential message on civil rights to Congress, a point that was
indicated by remarks contained in the State of the Union
address he delivered on January 7,1948: "The recent report
of the President's Civil Rights Committee points the way to
corrective action by the Federal Government and by state
and local governments. Because of the need for effective
federal actions, I shall send a special message to Congress
on this important subject." 8

One week after the president addressed Congress, work
commenced on that special message. Clark Clifford dele-
gated to his assistant George Elsey the task of writing the
first draft, and Elsey in turn secured the assistance of
Professor Robert Carr of Dartmouth College, and formerly
executive secretary of the President's Committee on Civil
Rights.9 After numerous consultations with Clifford, Elsey
and Carr finished the draft and sent it to his office in the
White House, where, according to Elsey, minor changes
were made.10 At the same time the draft was being written,
other members of the White House staff and the Justice
Department were organizing a different but related proj-
ect : the creation of an omnibus civil rights bill designed to
complement the president's message.11

Even before the administration completed preparations
to send its civil rights message and legislative recommenda-

8. Public Papers of the Presidents: Harry S. Truman, 1948 (Wash-
ington: United States Government Printing Office, 1964), p. 3. For an
informed discussion of the strategy employed by the administration on
this as well as other messages, see Ross, The Loneliest Campaign, pp.
60-61.

9. Author's interview with George Elsey on June 28, 1962.
10. Ibid.
11. See Stephen J. Spingarn File, HSTL.
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tions to Congress, the civil rights issue became a topic of
importance on other political fronts. On January 18, 1948,
Henry Wallace released a seventy-four-point program, in-
cluding demands for anti-poll tax, anti-lynching, and FEPC
legislation.12 Two days later, Governor Fielding J. Wright
announced in his inaugural address in Jackson, Mississippi,
that he would not tolerate any federal action "aimed to
wreck the South and our institutions." As far as he was
concerned, "vital principles and eternal truths transcend
party lines, and the day is now at hand when determined
action must be taken." 13 To emphasize this point, the Mis-
sissippi state legislature passed a resolution supporting
Wright's threat of a bolt if the White House pressed for
civil rights legislation.14 Whether this resolution repre-
sented merely a state uprising or the beginning of a sec-
tional upheaval was not yet clear.

Mindful of Wallace's potential strength with Negro vot-
ers and not at all intimidated by Governor Wright's rheto-
ric, President Truman dispatched his message to Congress
on February 2, 1948. Stylistically similar to Truman's ear-
lier NAACP speech, this message was not written to inflame
passions; its language was dignified and responsible.

After introducing his theme that the American heritage
guaranteed equal rights to all citizens, the president pointed
out that "there is a serious gap between our ideals and some
of our practices," and "that this gap must be closed." In the
event the states and local governments were incapable of
rectifying the situation, the president insisted that "the
Federal government has a clear duty to see that constitu-
tional guarantees of individual liberties and of equal protec-

12. New York Times, Jan. 19, 1948, p. 48.
13. Key, Southern Polities, p. 330.
14. Norfolk Journal and Guide, Jan. 31, 1948, p. 122.
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tion under the law are not denied or abridged anywhere in
America."15 Thus, it was imperative, Truman felt, that
Congress provide the federal executive with the authority
necessary to protect those rights. Specifically, the president
requested that Congress:

1. Establish a permanent Commission on Civil Rights, a
joint Congressional Committee on Civil Rights, and a
Civil Rights Division in the Department of Justice.

2. Strengthen existing civil rights statutes.
3. Provide Federal protection against lynching.
4. Protect more adequately the right to vote.
5. Establish a Fair Employment Practice Commission

to prevent unfair discrimination in employment.
6. Prohibit discrimination in interstate transportation

facilities.
7. Provide home rule and suffrage in Presidential elec-

tions for the residents of the District of Columbia.
8. Provide statehood for Hawaii and Alaska and a

greater measure of self-government for our island
possessions.

9. Equalize the opportunities for residents of the United
States to become naturalized citizens.

10. Settle the evacuation claims of Japanese-Americans.16

The president then announced that he was going to release
an executive order "containing a comprehensive restate-
ment of the federal non-discrimination policy, together with
appropriate measures to insure compliance," and that he
had instructed the secretary of defense to have "the remain-
ing instances of discrimination in the armed services elimi-
nated as rapidly as possible." Concluding his message, he

15. Public Papers of the Presidents: Harry S. Truman, 1948, p.
122.

16. Ibid., p. 122.
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suggested that foreign policy requirements necessitated
congressional action on his ten-point program:

The position of the United States in the world today
makes it especially urgent that we adopt these measures
to secure for all our people their essential rights. . . . If
we wish to inspire the peoples of the world whose free-
dom is in jeopardy, if we wish to restore hope to those
who have already lost their civil liberties, if we wish to
fulfill the promise that is ours, we must correct the re-
maining imperfections in our practice of democracy.

We know the way. We need only the will."

After the message had been read in Congress, the govern-
ment, recognizing its propaganda importance, presented it
as the story of the day via the Voice of America.18 In short,
the civil rights message now entered the cold war arena as a
document of diplomacy. At home it immediately became a
source of major political controversy. A number of liberals
were disappointed with the moderate, apparently equivocal
stand the president had taken on the subject of segregation.
Willard Shelton, a reporter for the New York newspaper
PM, noted, for example, that the message generally ignored
the pervasive influence of segregation in American life and
that it disregarded almost entirely those recommendations
of the Civil Rights Committee which called for the radical
repudiation of Jim Crow.19 Few liberals or moderates were
as critical of Truman's position as Shelton; most were
pleased with his courageous stand, especially Negroes such
as Walter White.

17. Ibid., p. 126.
18. Memorandum to Philleo Nash from Rowland Sargeant, Philleo

Nash Piles, Box 24, HSTL.
19. Willard Shelton, "Political Aims May Wreck Truman's Civil

Rights Program," PM, Feb. 3, 1948; also see Norfolk Journal and
Guide, Feb. 14, 1948, p. 2.
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On the other hand, the message met with predictable
disapproval from the South. In Congress, only Florida's
Senator Claude Pepper spoke approvingly of the president's
action. More typical of southern congressional opinion were
the remarks of Mississippi's Congressman John Bell Wil-
liams :

If it were not for Southern Democrats, Henry Wallace
would be in the White House today instead of Harry
Truman. Southern Democrats have always been the best
friends that President Truman or the Democratic Party
ever had. May I say . . . that it is a mightly poor way for
him to evince his gratitude.20

Congressman Eugene Cox of Georgia stated: "When I read
his message I wondered if, after all, Henry Wallace is such
a bad man. The President attacks the people of that section
of the country whose support he must have if he is to hope
to be reelected. The whole thing sickens me." 21 And, finally,
Senator James 0. Eastland demanded that the South refuse
to give its electoral votes to the Democratic party's candi-
date in order to promote the election of a "distinguished
Southerner." 22

Despite Eastland's call for a bolt from the Democratic
party, it was reported by C. P. Trussel in the New York
Times that in certain unspecified congressional quarters
such talk was considered to be "just another Dixie flareup
which would wind up with Dixie in line." 2S There was a
good reason, suggested Arthur Krock, why the Trussel re-
port might be worth considering: "Lavish federal bounties,

20. Congressional Record, 80th Cong., 2d Sess., 1948, Vol. LXXXVI,
Part 2, p. 976.

21. Ibid.
22. Ibid., pp. 1134-37.
23. Feb. 4, 1948, p. 1.
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originating with the New Deal, but happily accepted and
retained by anti-New Deal Democratic politicians of the
South have tied their constituents tightly to Democratic
executive power." 2i

Still, this southern "flareup" might have been more seri-
ous if the White House's omnibus civil rights bill had been
introduced in the Congress. Senate minority leader Alben
Barkley of Kentucky, who received the bill from the White
House on February 4, refused to sponsor it after he had
observed the reaction of the Southern Democrats to the
February 2 message.25 (Barkley himself had not been con-
sulted either about its contents or the designated date for its
delivery.)

While the president faced the wrath of the Southern
Democrats, the Republicans in Congress—fearing that they
had been outflanked by his message—were now prompted to
move their civil rights legislation through House and Senate
committees to take advantage of whatever Democratic
schism might develop. Republican members of the House
Judiciary Subcommittee pressed on February 4 for full
committee action on proposed anti-lynching legislation.2" In
the upper house, the Senate Labor Committee voted 7-5 to

24. New York Times, Feb. 5, 1948, p. 2.
25. Author's interview with Philleo Nash on June 29, 1962. The

omnibus bill was divided into two sections: (1) Provisions to
strengthen federal government machinery, specifically, the establish-
ment of a civil rights commission in the executive branch of govern-
ment; the reorganization of civil rights activities in the Department
of Justice; and the creation of a joint congressional civil rights
committee. (2) Provisions to strengthen the protection of individual
rights, specifically, anti-lynching legislation; amendments and supple-
ments to existing civil rights statutes; federal anti-poll tax legisla-
tion; protection of political rights; a federal FEPC; prohibition
against discrimination and segregation in interstate transportation.
For a copy of this draft bill, see Stephen J. Spingarn File, HSTL.

26. New York Times, Feb. 5, 1948, p. 17.
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bring the Ives FEPC bill to the floor, even though the commit-
tee's chairman, Senator Robert Taft, voted with the south-
ern members to block its discharge.27 This Republican move
at last convinced Senator James Eastland that "organized
mongrel minorities control the government. I am going to
fight it to the last ditch. They are not going to Harlemize the
country." 28 Eastland's call to arms was answered by a num-
ber of southern politicians, mostly from Mississippi, Ala-
bama, and South Carolina. Mississippi Representative John
Bell Williams, for instance, warned the administration not
to "brush off" Dixie's threat of secession.29 But few south-
ern congressmen were prepared to lead such a movement,
fearing a loss of their patronage claims and seniority privi-
leges, if the president decided to take action against them.
Hence, most congressmen who favored a bolt requested that
local and state officials develop and lead the campaign
against the national leadership of the party.30

That such a campaign might not sweep the South was
indicated by the events taking place during the Southern
Governors' Conference at Wakulla Springs, Florida, from
February 6 through February 8. A majority of southern
governors refused to support the resolution submitted by
Governor Wright of Mississippi and Governor James Fol-
som of Alabama calling for a meeting at Jackson, Missis-
sippi, on March 1 "to formulate plans for activity and adopt
a course of action."31 Georgia's Governor Marvin E.
Thompson, though condemning Truman's civil rights mes-

27. Ibid., Feb. 6, 1948, p. 1. Taft later moved to postpone all floor
action for at least six weeks; see Norfolk Journal and Guide, Mar. 6,
1948, p. 2.

28. Ibid., p. 5,
29. Ibid., p. 17.
30. Ibid.
31. Key, Southern Politics, p. 330.
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sage as "unnecessary" and "unwise," refused to sanction a
secession from the party. He said: "I cannot join in any
movement which directly or indirectly would cut the feet
from under the Democratic party and its leaders, and
thereby deprive the South of its greatest strength. I will
support the Democratic party." 32 Governor Millard Cald-
well of Florida endorsed the sentiments expressed by his
colleague from Georgia, thereby weakening the drive of the
"bolters" to sweep the South with an anti-party ticket of
their own.33 On the other hand, the governors' conference
did not entirely pigeonhole the issue, deciding instead to
postpone action for forty days while a five-man committee
headed by South Carolina's Governor Strom Thurmond
sought to arrange a compromise solution through direct
consultation with the president.34

As the various southern governors returned home to
await the outcome of their ad hoc committee's meeting with
Truman, the civil rights issue remained loaded with politi-
cal dynamite. Republicans asserted that the president's mes-
sage had been ingeniously designed to appeal to the Negro
vote in such states as New York, Pennsylvania, and Illi-
nois.35 Ignoring this Republican charge, the White House
announced on February 10 that "there will be absolutely no
compromise on any point." 36 Two days later, the president
further affirmed this point by declaring at his news confer-
ence that he would not discuss the matter with any southern
group.37 Subsequently, the Thurmond group scheduled a

32. New York Times, Feb. 7, 1948, p. 9E.
33. Ibid., Feb. 8, 1948, p. 1.
34. Key, Southern Politics, p. 17.
35. New York Times, Feb. 8, 1948, p. 9E.
36. Ibid., Feb. 10, 1948, p. 1.
37. Public Papers of the Presidents: Harry S. Truman, 1H8, p.

138.
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meeting with Senator J. Howard McGrath, the chairman of
the Democratic National Committee.

The response of the Negro press to the February 2 mes-
sage was enthusiastic. Davis Niles, a White House adminis-
trative assistant, indicated as much in a memo he sent to the
president on February 16:

Strong favorable language was the rule in the editorials.
The President was described as the new champion of
human freedom. The program as a whole was hailed as
the strongest civil rights program ever put forth by any
President. The message was referred to as the greatest
freedom document since the Emancipation Proclamation.
The language of the message was described as Lincoln-
esque.38

Such praise could help Truman undermine Henry Wallace's
appeal to urban voters; otherwise, the Republicans would
have little trouble capturing the White House.

Wallace's campaign was beginning to take on serious and
ominous proportions so far as Democrats were concerned.
Although Wallace was not yet receiving a significant en-
dorsement from organized labor, he seemed quite capable of
drawing considerable support in an important urban con-
stituency such as New York. Wallace came to New York on
February 15 to promote the candidacy of Leo Isacson, the
Progressive party's nominee for the vacant Twenty-fourth
Congressional District, located in the Bronx. Speaking on
behalf of Isacson, Wallace attacked Truman's wavering Pal-
estine position as one which played into the hands of Ameri-

38. Memorandum to the President from David K. Niles, February
16, 1948, Philleo Nash Files, HSTL. See Norfolk Journal and Guide,
Feb. 14, 1948, p. 8, for the following: "Mr. Truman received the
report of his Civil Rights Committee on October 29, 1947. That he has
so promptly acted on some of its recommendations, and during an
election year at that, demonstrates that he has honest and deep
convictions and the courage to give official voice to them."
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can oil interests;S9 it was an approach especially designed to
appeal to the many Jewish voters of that district now disen-
changed with Truman's handling of the heated Palestine
question. Later that day, Wallace discussed civil rights at a
black rally in Harlem. After pointing out that the presi-
dent's February 2 message had generally ignored the issue
of segregation in American life, Wallace went on to say that
"Southern Governors and Senators have no more reason to
fear action on Mr. Truman's . . . message than we have to
expect it. They are angry that the President has paid lip
service to the fundamental democratic principles." 40

To the surprise of many Democrats, Leo Isacson emerged
victorious in the February 17 special election, with a vote of
22,697 as compared with the 12,578 given to his Democratic
opponent, Karl G. Propper.41 The Progressive party's
triumph was regarded by some observers as a spectacular
upset which strongly indicated that President Truman
lacked strength in big-city New Deal constituencies.42 A few
days after the election, James A. Hagerty reported the
results of a New York Times survey which indicated that
Wallace's political stock had risen in Michigan, Pennsyl-
vania, Illinois, and California, because of Isacson's victory
in New York.43 The survey concluded with the observation
that Truman would be hard pressed to win any of these
states in the fall now that Wallace had demonstrated that
his party was more than just a potential threat.44

It was just subsequent to the Isacson election, at a time
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