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“Everything in My Power™:
Harry S. Truman and the Fight Against Racial Discrimination

by Joseph Pierro

Abstract

Any attempt to tell the story of federal involvement in the dismantling of
America’s formalized systems of racial discrimination that positions the judiciary as the
first branch of government to engage in this effort, identifies the 1954 Brown v. Board of
Education decision as the beginning of the civil rights movement, or fails to recognize
the centrality of President Harry S. Truman in the narrative of racial equality is in error.

Driven by an ever-increasing recognition of the injustices of racial discrimination,
Truman offered a comprehensive civil rights program to Congress on 2 February 1948.
When his legislative proposals were rejected, he employed a unilateral policy of action
despite grave political risk, and freed subsequent presidential nominees of the Democratic
party from its southern segregationist bloc by winning re-election despite the States’
Rights challenge of Strom Thurmond. The remainder of his administration witnessed a
multi-faceted attack on prejudice involving vetoes, executive orders, public
pronouncements, changes in enforcement policies, and amicus briefs submitted by his
Department of Justice.

The southern Democrat responsible for actualizing the promises of America’s
ideals of freedom for its black citizens is Harry Truman, not Lyndon Johnson. The shift
in white American opinion necessary for the passage of the civil rights acts of the 1960s

was generated by the cumulative effects of actions taken between 1945 and 1953.
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For Kimberly, cuius amor ducit ut experiar.



CHAPTER I

Truman heralded the report . . . but avoided any effort to implement it.

---Harvard Sitkoff, historian, on the 1947 report of
the President’s Committee on Civil Rights.'

On 25 July 1946, the car containing George Dorsey, his wife Mae, his sister-in-
law Dorothy, and her husband Roger Malcolm, was stopped outside of the town of
Monroe, Georgia, by a mob of twenty-two men. The two couples were pulled from the
vehicle and, some sixty bullets later, their mutilated, almost unrecognizable bodies were
dumped along the banks of the Appalachian River. In another corner of the state that
same evening, Maceo Snipes arose from the dinner table at his home in Butler to answer
the summons of four men at his front door. He was greeted in turn by four shotgun
blasts.”

Extralegal violence by whites against blacks was an all too well-ingrained feature
of life in the South, and the dynamic of power relations between the races could be
graphed according to its peaks and ebbs.” By the summer of 1946, lynchings were again
on the rise, and for reasons that added another dimension of tragedy and injustice to the
history of the American Negro. As the United States Army began demobilizing from the

Second World War, thousands of black soldiers returned to the nation in whose defense

' Harvard Sitkoff, “Harry Truman and the Election of 1948: The Coming of Age of Civil Rights in
American Politics,” Journal of Southern History 37 (November 1971): 612.

* Mary L. Dudziak, Cold War Civil Rights (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2000), 18-19;
“Georgia Mob of 20 Men Massacres 2 Negroes, Wives; One was Ex-GI,” New York Times, 27 July 1946,
1; “Veteran, County Lone Voter, Assassinated by 4 White Men,” Richmond Afro-American, 3 August
1946, 1; “Federal Antilynch Law Only Answer to Georgia,” Richmond Afro-American, 3 August 1946, 4.
All newspaper citations refer to the first section unless otherwise stated.

? The designation “South” can meet a variety of definitions. It is used here to signify any state or
territory that maintained both the institution of chattel slavery after 1860 and a formalized set of legal
restrictions based on race after 1900.



they had risked their lives, armed with a new sense of agency and self-worth. They also
returned to face a coterie of white supremacists dedicated to ensuring that colored
veterans would not endanger the existing racial order of southern society.” George
Dorsey, Roger Malcolm, and Maceo Snipes were but three of the black servicemen who
survived the war against fascism only to be killed in the land of the free. Snipes, in fact,
had recently voted in a Georgia state primary election — the only colored person in his
county to do so that year. It seemed as if Franklin Roosevelt’s “Four Freedoms” were to
be a product for export only.

The increasing incidence of violence against returning soldiers of color served
only to further highlight the systemic injustice and hypocrisy that festered at the
intersection of American invocations of liberty and the reality of being black in the
United States. Reacting to the “horror” of the Monroe massacre, President Harry S.
Truman instructed his Attorney General, Tom Clark, to use all the resources of the
Department of Justice to investigate whether the Dorsey and Malcolm killings — or any of
the other recently committed “crimes of oppression” — might fall under federal
jurisdiction.” If so, the possibility would exist to secure the convictions notoriously

. 6
absent from such cases in state courts.

* It is the sense of the author that the terms “Negro” and “colored” are no longer employed because
they are archaic, not because they are pejorative. As both were in common usage during the period treated
by this study, they are retained as proper synonyms for “black.” He likewise finds it anachronistic to speak
of “African-Americans” in a 1940s context; this modern convention is therefore rejected.

> As the character “S” does not stand in for a longer middle name, the name “Harry S. Truman”
frequently appears without the period. Truman’s personal preference for using the period has been adopted
by the author in this text; bibliographic entries and direct quotations from other sources reproduce the

particular choice made in those materials.
6 ¢

Truman Orders Thorough Investigation of Lynchings,” Richmond Afro-American, 3 August 1946,
1; National Archives and Records Service, ed., Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States: Harry
S. Truman, 1946 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1962), 368. Hereafter, Public Papers.



As the federal investigators probed, the violence continued. Under the auspices of
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), a biracial
coalition of forty-seven religious, labor, and civil rights organizations formed the
National Committee Against Mob Violence. On 19 September, its leadership met with
Truman to press for a national response to the problem of lynching.” “While
representatives of the United States labor . . . in the United Nations to create a world of
peace, based on human freedom and justice,” the formal statement to the president read,
“their words are made a mockery by an unprecedented wave of mob violence.” The
Georgia murders were merely the most recent in a string of grotesque incidents in which
“colored veterans of the late war for freedom” had “been done to death or mutilated by a
saboteury equalled [sic] only at Buchenwald.”® One ex-soldier, Isaac Woodard, had his
eyes gouged out by a local police chief in Aiken, South Carolina. Another, John C.
Jones, had his hands chopped off with a meat cleaver and a blowtorch applied to his face
before being executed, his remains being tossed in a swamp outside of Minden,
Louisiana.” What had been allotted on the president’s schedule as a fifteen minute
meeting stretched into twenty-five, and then thirty-five. Walter White, executive
secretary of the NAACP and the unofficial spokesman for the delegation, later recalled
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how Truman “sat with clenched hands throughout the recounting.” ™ Horror after horror

7 “Truman Gets Plea to End Lynching, Mob Terror,” Richmond Afro-American, 28 September 1946,
10.

¥ “Truman Personally Given Antilynch Action Program,” Richmond Afro-American, 28 September
1946, 2.

? “Vet Blinded by Cops,” Richmond Afro-American, 20 July 1946, 1; “La. Mob Victim’s Testimony
May Spur Antilynch Drive,” Richmond Afro-American, 14 September 1946, 1; “A Veteran Unavenged,”
Pittsburgh Courier, 15 March 1947, n.p., clipping in Papers of the NAACP. Part 9: Discrimination in the
U.S. Armed Forces, 1918 — 1955. Series A: General Office Files on Armed Forces’ Affairs, 1918 — 1955.
Manuscript Division, Library of Congress. Washington, D.C. (microfilmed on 18 reels. Bethesda, Md.:
University Publications of America, 1989), reel 1, frame 698.

' Quoted in Dudziak, 24.



was detailed for the president, who in turn reiterated his promise that the Justice
Department would do all it could to successfully prosecute the offenders."!

Therein lay the problem. Clark’s men were genuine in their efforts to end the
racial violence, but their sphere of action was heavily restricted. Federal authorities had
contributed to halting a revival of the Ku Klux Klan in New York, and were credited with
helping to drive the organization back underground in other areas of the country, but their
statutory authority allowed only marginal participation in lynch mob prosecutions.
Every year a number of bills were proposed in Congress calling for a federal anti-
lynching law, and every year southern legislators ensured they arrived stillborn. Except
in cases where state or local law enforcement officials were known to have taken part in
racial attacks, the federal executive had little authority to intervene. The Seventy-Ninth
Congress of the United States (3 January 1945 — 2 August 1946) alone had seen eight
such bills introduced, seven in the House of Representatives and one in the Senate. Only
one received even token consideration in committee, and none survived the legislative
process long enough to reach a floor vote.”> Given the “inadequacy of present Federal
legislation” to deal directly with lynchings, the delegation concluded their visit by calling
upon Truman to press Congress “to enact such legislation as is necessary to enable the

Federal Government . . . to stop lynching and to punish the lynchers.” White left the

' One opportunity came at the end of September 1946, when Clark — a native of Texas — ordered the
federal prosecution of Police Chief M. L. Shull after the NAACP uncovered a witness willing to testify that
the chief had openly bragged about delivering the blow that blinded Woodard. See “Attorney General
Pledges to Enforce R.R. Decision,” Richmond Afro-American, 28 September 1948, 1.

"2 “Crusade Against Klan Driving Order Underground,” Richmond Afro-American, 21 September
1946, 17.

" “Mob Rule Reigns as Lynch Bills Die,” Richmond Afro-American, 3 August 1946, 1.



meeting highly gratified by what he had observed in the president.'* As Truman would

demonstrate, such confidence was not misplaced.

Walter White would not have been faulted had he dismissed Harry Truman’s
expressions of resolve as just more empty promises from the White House. The new
president still lived largely in the shadow of his predecessor, Franklin D. Roosevelt,
whose dearth of achievement in the area of civil rights was matched only by the heights
to which he had raised black expectations. Given the disproportionately low socio-
economic standing of the Negro in America, the rhetoric surrounding Roosevelt’s anti-
poverty programs had resonated strongly among blacks, but the realities of the New Deal
never matched the hopes it engendered. Nor did the president propose any civil rights
initiatives during this period. The only aid the New Deal offered was economic, and this
too was infused with the racial prejudices and qualifiers of the time. The Baltimore Afro-
American, one of the nation’s leading black newspapers, frequently criticized the
Roosevelt administration for its ambivalence and “pointedly noted” (according to
historian Hayward Farrar) “that if blacks had a role in the new welfare state created by
the New Deal, it was a subordinate and debased one.”"”

Roosevelt made just one substantial effort on behalf of civil rights, and then only
under duress. In January 1941, A. Philip Randolph, president of the Brotherhood of
Sleeping Car Porters (the first black-controlled union in America) and a tireless
campaigner on behalf of greater economic opportunity for racial minorities, had begun

organizing a mass protest march. Slated to be held in Washington, D.C. that summer, its

'* “Truman Personally Given Antilynch Action Program.”
"> Hayward Farrar, The Baltimore Afro-American, 1892 — 1950 (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press,
1998), 76.



purpose would be to demand an end to discrimination in defense contracts and federal
job-training programs, and to segregation in the civil service and the armed forces.'®
Given the political realities of a still-struggling economy and the growing reliance of the
national Democratic coalition on northern black voters, the specter of tens of thousands
of Negroes marching on the nation’s capital was pregnant with disastrous consequences
for Roosevelt.

He responded on 25 July 1941 by issuing Executive Order 8802. Stating that it
was “the policy of the United States to encourage full participation in the national defense
program by all citizens,” the order prohibited “discrimination in the employment of
workers in defense industries or government because of race, creed, color, or national
origin,” and declared that it was “the duty of employers and of labor organizations . . . to
provide for the full and equitable participation of all workers in defense industries.”
Vocation and training programs were to be hereafter administered without discrimination
on the aforementioned grounds, and federal agencies were similarly enjoined from
awarding defense contracts to bidders who engaged in such practices. To oversee
implementation of the order, a Committee of Fair Employment Practices (CFEP) was to
be established. Comprised of a chairman and four other members to be selected by
presidential appointment, this committee would “receive and investigate complaints of
discrimination in violation of [Executive Order 8802] and . . . take appropriate steps to
redress grievances.” As a presidential creation, not a legislatively sanctioned body, the
CFEP itself was devoid of any autonomous enforcement power; the best it could do was

“recommend to the several departments and agencies of the Government of the United

' Ronald R. McCoy and Richard T. Ruetten, Quest and Response: Minority Rights and the Truman
Administration (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1973), 8-9.



States and to the President” measures to effectuate compliance in the event of observed
violations.!” However, this seemingly innocuous body — soon to be renamed the Fair
Employment Practices Committee (FEPC) — would in time serve as a flashpoint in the
battle over civil rights within both the Democratic Party and the United States
government.

Though the provisions of Executive Order 8802 fell short of his demands,
Randolph suspended the march indefinitely. Faced with the possibility of civil unrest and
the exigencies of rearmament, Roosevelt had responded with a very narrowly tailored
pronouncement. He yielded on procurement and vocational training programs, but was
far more resistant with regard to federal personnel. Where the government operated
outside of the sphere of national defense, discriminatory practices were untouched by the
new policy. The armed forces themselves, and those sectors of the federal civil service
unaffected by the order, would remain segregated for the remainder of the Roosevelt
administration. The next chief executive would not share his predecessor’s timidity in

the field of civil rights.

Taking office in 1945 as the thirty-third President of the United States, Harry S.
Truman was an unknown quantity even to many leading Democrats. The unassuming
Junior senator from the formerly quasi-Confederate state of Missouri was far more
palatable a vice-presidential choice to southern conservatives than Roosevelt’s previous

running mate, Republican-turned-liberal Democrat Henry A. Wallace.'® Facilities were

17 “Executive Order 8802,” EEOC.gov, <http://www.eeoc.gov/35th/thelaw/eo-8802.htm[>.

'8 Although pro-Union forces in the slave state of Missouri blocked enactment of a formal ordinance of
secession, Confederate sympathy within the state was high enough that the government at Richmond
allowed Missouri to send a delegation to the Confederate Congress.



as formally segregated in Truman’s home state as they were in the Deep South, and not
even the presence of 110,000 active colored voters throughout Missouri (20,000 in
Truman’s power base of Kansas City alone) could soften the southern flavor of state-
wide politics. "

Klan membership among political leaders was not uncommon. Truman himself
would later be dogged by charges that he had been a Klansman at the start of his career;
contemporary evidence, however, suggests otherwise. In 1924, during Truman’s
campaign for re-election to a county judgeship, the Kansas City (Missouri) Star ran a
blistering anti-Truman column penned by Todd George, who identified himself as
“President of the Independent Democrats of Rural Jackson County.” The membership of
his organization, George stated bluntly, was “unalterably opposed to Harry Truman.”
The “Independent Democrats” were also, the Star reported, widely recognized as a
political front for the Klan, and had “centered their attack on Judge Truman” throughout
the campaign.*’

For a border-state politician in the first half of the twentieth century, Truman’s
stance on civil rights was noteworthy. As the presiding judge for Jackson County,
Missouri, he labored to improve the quality of segregated facilities, especially county
homes for colored orphans and the Negro aged.”’ Elected to the U.S. Senate in 1934,
Truman added to his record. He supported anti-poll tax and anti-lynching legislation,
joined the call for adding an anti-discrimination amendment to the 1940 Selective Service

Act, and personally blocked two attempts to dismantle the office of recorder of deeds in

' McCoy and Ruetten, 14.

%% Quoted in Jonathan Daniels, The Man of Independence (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott, 1950), 126.

! Harold 1. Gullan, The Upset That Wasn't: Harry S Truman and the Crucial Election of 1948
(Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 1998), 17; McCoy and Ruetten, 14.



the District of Columbia, a leading source of black employment in the federal
governmen‘[.22

Campaigning for re-election in 1940, he continually stressed the need for
government to give every citizen — regardless of race — a “fair break,” while his
opponent, Missouri governor Lloyd C. Stark, pointedly avoided any mention of the
state’s colored citizenry.” Part of Truman’s concern for blacks was no doubt self-
interested; he had entered state politics as a loyal lieutenant of Tom Pendergast, an old-
style “machine” boss who leveraged his influence in Missouri’s urban centers to become
one of the first Democratic leaders in the nation to gain substantial support from the
Negro population.* “In the beginning,” noted one chronicler of Truman’s electoral
beginnings, “Pendergast derived his political support by extending money, food, and jobs
to the unfortunates of Kansas City’s northside river bottom in return for their votes.”
Such activities naturally brought Truman into close political contact with Missouri’s
blacks, and he maintained good relations with the editors of the state’s leading colored
newspapers, the Kansas City Call and the St. Louis Argus.>

Truman’s relations with his black constituents should not however be considered
solely as a political quid pro quo — addressing the unique interests of a particular minority
group in exchange for support at the polls. His paramount belief in the responsibility of

government to protect the economic well-being of that emotionally resonant if

2 McCoy and Ruetten, 14-15.

2 Quoted in Gullan, 24.

** Alonzo Lee Hamby, “Harry S. Truman and American Liberalism, 1945 — 1948 (Ph.D. diss.,
University of Missouri, 1966), 44.

2 Eugene Francis Schmidtlein, “Truman the Senator” (Ph.D. diss., University of Missouri, 1962), 27,
98. As it happened, Truman’s primary race in 1940 proved extremely tight, with the incumbent winning
his party’s nomination for another term by less than 8,000 votes out of some 657,000 cast. Most post-
election newspaper accounts attributed Truman’s victory to the turnout in the disproportionately black
precincts of St. Louis. See Schmidtlein, 230-31.



definitionally imprecise archetype, the “common man,” was not qualified by any racial
criterion. Having served as the state director for federal re-employment in Missouri
during the early days of the New Deal, Truman witnessed firsthand both the burdens
placed upon Negro workers in St. Louis and Kansas City as well as the contributions
made by their labor. Philip H. Vaughan, in his study of Truman’s attitude toward race
and urban affairs, noted that it was during this period of the future president’s public
service that he came “to view the Negro’s welfare as necessary for the preservation of
urban capitalism — an assumption closely akin to the earlier progressive recognition of the
laborer as a vital element in preserving the system.””® Although he himself never
expressed his sentiments in such explicitly Marxian terms, it was the interests of class,
not race, that defined Truman’s politics. To the extent that working-class whites and
working-class blacks faced the same burdens of capitalism, his message was inclusive.
In a study of Truman’s public speeches as senator and as president, Bill W. Stacey
concluded that his message to colored laborers

was not one which singled out the black man and promised to do more for

him in a class struggle. Truman’s appeal to the Negro was as to any other

man. One out of every ten farmers was a Negro, and he was treated as a

farmer — not a Negro farmer. Negroes were a very sizable number of the

nation’s labor force, and their votes were sought in the manner that

applied generally to labor. And, finally, the Negro constituted a sizable

number of low income consumers who felt the pinch of inflation as

severely as any other consumer.”’

Truman reflected the ambiguity of what it meant to be a liberal within a regime of

white supremacy. That summer, speaking at dedication ceremonies for a new Negro

hospital in Sedalia, Missouri, he outlined his thinking:

*% Philip H. Vaughan, “Urban Aspects of Civil Rights and the Early Truman Administration” (Ph.D.
diss., University of Oklahoma, 1971), 109.

7 Bill W. Stacey, “The Campaign Speaking of Harry S. Truman in the 1948 Presidential Election,”
(Ph.D. diss., Southern Illinois University, 1968), 143-44.
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I believe in the brotherhood of man, not merely the brotherhood of
white men but the brotherhood of all men before law.

I believe in the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence.
In giving the Negroes the rights which are theirs we are only acting in
accord with our own ideals 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 other class or
race when it shall incur the displeasure of its more powerful associates,
and we must say farewell to the principles on which we count our safety.

In the years past, lynching and mob violence, lack of schools, and
countless other unfair conditions hastened the progress of the Negro from
the country to the city. In these centers the Negroes never had much
chance in regard to work or anything else. By and large they went to work
mainly as unskilled laborers and domestic servants.

They have been forced to live in segregated slums, neglected by
the authorities. Negroes have been preyed upon by all types of exploiters
from the installment salesmen of clothing, pianos and furniture to the
vendors of vice.

The majority of our Negro people find but cold comfort in shanties
and tenements. Surely, as freemen, they are entitled to something better
than this. . . . It is our duty to see that the Negroes in our locality have
increased opportunity to exercise their privilege as freemen. . . .**

Rejection of centuries-old inequalities in social relations, however, was not a part
of Truman’s inclusive vision, a point he made equally clear in a speech to the National
Colored Democratic Association in Chicago while in town for the national Democratic
convention of 1940.*° His remarks highlighted the limits of the principles outlined in
Sedalia a month previous. “I wish to make it clear,” Truman told his all-black audience,
“that I am not appealing for the social equality of the Negro. The Negro himself knows
better than that, and the highest type of Negro leaders say quite frankly they prefer the
society of their own people. Negroes want justice, not social relations.” Justice,

nonetheless, was more than many white Americans — of either party — were willing to

** Quoted in Daniels, 339-40.

* Admitting that phrases such as “social equality” and “social relations” were often employed as
euphemisms for interracial sexual activity, it is the sense of the author that Truman used the terms in their
most expansive sense — to reference a sphere of interpersonal activity beyond the scope of political or
economic relations.
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grant. Truman, to his credit, recognized even at this date the danger to all Americans of
such sentiments. “I wish,” he concluded,

merely to sound a note of waning. Numberless antagonisms and
indignities heaped upon any race will eventually try human patience to the
limit and a crisis will develop. We all know that 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 an}3/0man claim protection of our laws if he denies that protection to
others?

To modern ears, such sentiments may sound tepid and equivocal; in 1940, they
were bold, even courageous, and they represented merely a baseline from which
Truman’s views would grow ever more progressive. With the increased responsibilities
of the presidency would come an equally increased understanding of the need to
fundamentally alter the way he, and the nation he now led, thought about race.
Speechwriter George Elsey recalled the atmosphere in the Truman White House:

On the matter of civil rights, I think that [the] President’s

perspective and outlook evolved over a period of time. His outlook on

civil rights, just as on many other questions, was not fixed and

constant . . . as he grew in responsibilities through his political career. . . .

[T]he country was changing, times were changing, attitudes amongst the

American people were changing . . . and so his civil rights stance was

constantly . . . evolving.’'

That process was not always smooth. “On racial matters,” wrote biographer
David McCullough, “Truman had not entirely outgrown his background. Old biases, old
habits of speech continued, surfacing occasionally off-stage, as some of his aides and
Secret Service agents would later attest. Privately, he could still speak of ‘niggers,” as if
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that were the way one naturally referred to blacks.”* Yet Truman’s innate sense of

3 Quoted in Daniels, 338.

*! Quoted in Michael R. Gardner, Harry Truman and Civil Rights: Moral Courage and Political Risks
(Carbondale, Ill.: Southern Illinois University Press, 2002), 84.

*? David McCullough, Truman (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1992), 588.
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fairness, enunciated so clearly at Sedalia, gradually subsumed a lifetime of acculturated
racism.

Long after Truman’s death, his trusted political advisor and special counsel, Clark
Clifford, reflected on the changes he observed in the president: “The wonderful,

wonderful development in those years was Harry Truman’s capacity to grow.””

When Franklin Roosevelt died of a cerebral hemorrhage on the afternoon of 12
April 1945, he bequeathed to his successor the greatest accumulation of leadership
challenges to be faced by an American president since Andrew Johnson. Though the
Third Reich was breathing its last, the prospect of a prolonged and bloody invasion of the
Japanese home islands loomed. Strains in the alliance between the West and the Soviet
Union were already in evidence, a foretaste of the forty-five-year-long struggle to come.
The domestic front was equally taxing. Adolf Hitler and Imperial Japan had succeeded
where Franklin Roosevelt and his New Dealers had failed; it had taken the
transformations attendant upon the outbreak of a world war to restart the moribund U.S.
economy. Victory therefore presented its own dangers. Once war production ended and
hundreds of thousands of servicemen returned to the American labor force, failure by the
federal government to effectively manage the transition could result in a return to
depression.

Facing the first peacetime session of Congress since the outbreak of the Second
World War, Truman sent to the Capitol on 6 September his legislative proposals for
reconversion. Any unease he may have felt at being thrust into the role of chief executive

less than five months earlier was not evidenced by the ambitious program that clerks in

* Quoted in McCullough, 589.
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both houses read aloud to the assembled legislators. Comprising twenty-one major
initiatives, Truman’s message ran more than 16,000 words — the largest presidential
communication to Congress since the turn of the century.’* Geared towards
“re-establishing an expanded peacetime industry, trade and agriculture as quickly as
possible,” while simultaneously fighting inflation and achieving full employment, it
formed the centerpiece of what came to be known as the “Fair Deal” — the domestic
policy agenda of the Truman administration.”> To the president, the speech symbolized
his assumption of office in his own right. “It was on that day,” Truman later wrote, “and
with this message that I first spelled out the details of the program of liberalism and
progressivism which was to be the foundation of my administration. It was my
opportunity as President to advocate the political principles and economic philosophy
which I had expressed in the Senate and which I had followed all my political life.”*
One such principle was the belief that “there had to be equal opportunity for all
races, religions, and colors.”’ Despite numerous attempts to grant legislative sanction to
FEPC, not only had Congress failed to pass any of the bills authorizing a permanent fair
employment commission with adequate enforcement powers, but a coalition of laissez-
faire Republicans and southern Democrats in 1944 had secured passage of an amendment
subjecting all future FEPC appropriations to congressional approval. The following year,
shortly before Roosevelt’s death, the House declined to allocate any money for FEPC at

all.

** Theodore Roosevelt, taking office after the assassination of William McKinley in 1901, had
similarly underscored the change of leadership by means of a twenty thousand-word proposal to Congress.

% Harry S. Truman, Memoirs: Volume One, Year of Decisions (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1955),
484.

** Ibid., 481-82.

7 1bid., 485.
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Within two months of taking office, Truman stepped forward to champion the
twin causes of funding the existing agency and establishing a new, statutory one. On 5
June he sent a letter to Adolph J. Sabath, chairman of the House Rules Committee,
wherein the latest bill calling for a permanent entity was stalled. It was “unthinkable,”
Truman wrote, to abandon FEPC while the war effort still required “the participation of
all available workers.” Even if the nation were at peace, a commitment to fair
employment had to be maintained. “Discrimination in the matter of employment against
properly qualified persons,” he concluded, “is not only un-American in nature, but will
lead eventually to industrial strife and unrest. It has a tendency to create substandard
conditions of living for a large part of our population. The principle and policy of fair
employment practice should be established permanently as a part of our national law.”*
At his news conference of 13 June, Truman reiterated his call for action on FEPC by the
Rules Committee, and made a direct appeal to the American people in his Labor Day
address:

Today we stand on the threshold of a new world. We must do our

part in making this world what it should be — a world in which the

bigotries of race and class and creed shall not be permitted to warp the

souls of men. . . .

We recognize the importance and dignity of labor, and we

recognize the right of every American citizen to a wage which will permit

him and his dependents to maintain a decent standard of living.”

Other southern Democrats recognized a decidedly different state of affairs. As
the Senate attempted to take up debate on the ratification of the treaty establishing the

United Nations, opponents of FEPC launched a filibuster to pressure their fellow senators

into abandoning the agency. Mississippi’s senior senator, Theodore “The Man” Bilbo,

*¥ Public Papers, 1945 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1961), 104.
39 1.
Ibid., 254.

15



harangued his colleagues: “If you go through the Government departments there are so
many niggers it’s like a black cloud all around you. . . . Some Catholics are linked with
some rabbis trying to bring about racial equality for the niggers. Some of my best friends
are Catholics. But you can’t get away from the fact that some of them are rotten. The
niggers and the Jews of New York are working hand in hand. . . . This is a damnable,
Communist, poisonous piece of legislation.” After panting and ranting in this fashion (as
TIME described it) for most of three days and a night, his fellow senator from
Mississippi, James Eastland, took the floor. By Bilbo’s standards, he was moderate in his
speech: “We are dealing with an inferior race. . . . Negro soldiers have caused the U.S.A.
to lose prestige all over Europe. . . . They will not fight. They will not work. . . . They are
guilty of more than half the crimes in the Army. . . .”*

To end the filibuster, a compromise was finally reached. Congress agreed to
release only $250,000 of the $599,000 Roosevelt had requested for FEPC in his final
days. It provided the presidential committee just enough money to finish one last report
before fading out of existence at the end of the fiscal year, for there was now no
possibility of Congress authorizing it as a permanent agency. Despite an earnest effort by
Sabath for passage, the Rules Committee of the House deadlocked six-to-six on a motion
to discharge the bill Truman had supported. Senate sponsors in turn decided to postpone
debate on a similar proposal.”’

Truman, however, had not given up the fight. He made the point clear to all early

in his reconversion message of 6 September:

0 “Rule by Demagogues,” TIME, 9 July 1945, n.p., clipping in Papers of the NAACP, reel 13, frame
858.
*! McCoy and Ruetten, 22-23.
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During the years of war production we made substantial progress
in overcoming many of the prejudices which had resulted in
discrimination against minority groups.

Many of the injustices based upon considerations of race, religion
and color were removed. Many were prevented. Perfection was not
reached, of course, but substantial progress was made.

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 fair employment practice committee is continuing during the
transition period. I have already requested that legislation be enacted
placing the fair employment practice committee on a permanent basis.

I repeat that recommendation.*

The new year saw the fight over FEPC begin again in earnest. In a 3 January
radio address on the status of his reconversion program, Truman hammered at its
opponents. “On several occasions I have . . . asked that the Congress outlaw by
permanent statute un-American discrimination in employment,” but a “small handful of
Congressmen” were standing in the way. “Legislation making permanent the Fair
Employment Practices Committee would carry out a fundamental American ideal,” the
president insisted. “I am sure that the overwhelming mass of our citizens favor this
legislation.”*

Supporters were emboldened to try again. On 17 January, New Mexico’s Dennis
Chavez opened the Senate debate on a permanent committee. It had been difficult
enough to keep southern senators from scuttling FEPC when it was framed as a

temporary war measure; with peace secured, they had no intention of allowing it to take

permanent root, nor to force whites to compete with Negroes at a time of less than full

2 “Large Problems are Laid Before Congress by President in Message,” New York Times, 7 September
1945, 16.
® Public Papers, 1946, 6.
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employment.** The next day, when Chavez had relinquished the floor, they launched a
filibuster. In his State of the Union address on 21 January (although buried in what the
New York Times described as an “unprecedented,” twenty-five thousand-word listing of
proposals), Truman again called for adoption of a permanent FEPC.*

Until recently a senator himself, this was as far as Truman cared to intrude upon
the Senate’s prerogatives. At a press conference held three days later, he was questioned
about the ongoing stalemate. Truman replied that it was “a matter that the Senate must
settle without outside interference, especially from the President.” He went on to note,
however, that as a member of that body he had always voted for cloture on any
filibuster.

On 4 February, a cloture petition signed by half of the Senate’s members was
introduced; three days of parliamentary wrangling ensued. After securing Chavez’s
promise that if cloture failed to command the necessary support of three-fifths of the
Senate (i.e., fifty-eight votes) he would withdraw his FEPC bill, his opponents allowed
the question to be called. Twenty-five Republicans, twenty-two Democrats, and one
Progressive declared themselves in favor of the motion, while twenty-eight Democrats
and eight Republicans voted against cloture. Having failed to break the filibuster by ten

votes, Chavez did as he promised, and the Senate moved on to other business.’

** Paul Daniel Guthrie, “The Dixiecrat Movement of 1948” (M.A. thesis, Bowling Green State
University, 1955), 41-42.

45 “Truman Calls for Continued Price Control, Higher Wages, Labor Peace, Reduced Budget; Steel
Mills Close; City Transit Strike Off,” New York Times, 22 January 1946, 1. The 1946 speech was the
longest State of the Union address ever delivered up to that time.

* Public Papers, 1946, 94.

*" Philip H. Vaughan, The Truman Administration’s Legacy for Black America (Resada, Calif.: Mojave
Books, 1976), 6; McCoy and Ruetten, 32-33.
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A few optimists in the black community continued to hope that the House might
resuscitate the legislation, but in reality FEPC was finished.*® Despite the president’s
frequent calls for its preservation, the majority of white Americans were indifferent to its
fate.

Yet the defeat was not total. At an 11 April news conference, Truman pointed out
that during the fight for federal action on FEPC, “several states and a number of
municipalities” had taken it upon themselves to enact their own fair employment
legislation.” High-profiled civil rights efforts in Washington, even if unsuccessful, could

translate into successes at the local level. It was a lesson the president absorbed.

A captain of artillery in World War I, Truman was the first U.S. president since
Theodore Roosevelt to have served in the armed forces. Thus the lynching crisis of 1946
took on an added significance. His first year in office had been marked by numerous (but
uncoordinated) efforts at addressing racial barriers to economic opportunity. The fate of
returning veterans like George Dorsey and Maceo Snipes now moved him to begin
questioning the larger dynamic of racial inequality. Truman still remained enough of a
Missourian to reject the notion of an entirely color-blind society. “But,” he replied to a
fellow Democrat who urged him to drop his calls for civil rights reform, “my very
stomach turned over when I learned that Negro soldiers, just back from overseas, were
being dumped out of Army trucks in Mississippi and beaten. Whatever my inclinations

as a native of Missouri might have been, as President I know this is bad. I shall fight to

* “The Senate Surrenders,” Richmond Afro-American, 16 February 1946, 4.
* Public Papers, 1946, 192.
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end evils like this.”*° His private thoughts were echoed in his public pronouncements.
To the annual meeting of the National Urban League, assembled that year in St. Louis,
Truman sent a message asserting that government failed in its primary responsibility if it
allowed the civil rights of even one of its citizens to be abused, and that the nation not
only had to check racial intimidation and violence, but also work actively to develop
understanding and cooperation among all citizens.”'

How best to achieve that goal was the question for the Truman administration in
the fall of 1946. The efforts of the Justice Department were already beginning to bear
fruit. Under the leadership of Attorney General Clark, federal prosecutions were
undertaken against state Klan organizations for various income-tax violations. In
Georgia, thanks to the assistance of Governor Ellis Arnall (arguably the most progressive
chief executive of any southern state during this era), a concerted legal effort was being
undertaken to revoke the Klan’s charter, and a four-month FBI investigation had yielded
enough evidence to enable Clark to announce on 28 October that a federal grand jury was
being empanelled to bring indictments in the Monroe killings.”> Commendable as these
results were, Truman still recognized that such reactive and ad hoc measures would never
yield substantive change. An issue as complex and contentious as race would require
systemic remedy.

As he had demonstrated in his September 1945 reconversion plan and his 1946

State of the Union address, Truman’s preferred approach to problem-solving was to offer

> Quoted in McCullough, 588.

>l “Truman, Einstein Urge Solution of Racial Il1s,” Richmond Afro-American, 5 October 1946, 16.

2 McCoy and Ruetten, 53; “U.S. Justice Dept. to Aid Ga. in Fight Against KKK,” Richmond Afro-
American, 19 October 1946, 16; “FBI Puts Finger on Ga. Mob Members,” Richmond Afro-American, 16
November 1946, 1; “Ga. Pushes Klan Suit, Adds Counts,” Richmond Afro-American, 16 November 1946,
1.
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a comprehensive solution. Accordingly, on 5 December 1946 Truman issued Executive
Order 9808, the first step in what would become a historic presidential undertaking. The
language of the preamble illustrated Truman’s sense of what was at issue:
Whereas the preservation of civil rights guaranteed by the
Constitution is essential to domestic tranquility, national security, the
general welfare, and the continued existence of our free institutions; and
Whereas the action of individuals who take the law into their own
hands and inflict summary punishment and wreak personal vengeance is
subversive of our democratic system of law enforcement and public
criminal justice and gravely threatens our form of government; and
Whereas it is essential that all possible steps be taken to safeguard
our civil rights. . ..~
The order empanelled a committee of fifteen members to determine whether and
in what respect federal, state, and local mechanisms might be “strengthened and
improved to safeguard the civil rights of the people,” and report its finding directly to the
president.”* Privately, Truman charged it not to enumerate the strides that had been made
in race relations, but to focus exclusively on the extent to which the promises of the
Constitution had not been redeemed for all Americans. To prevent interference by hostile
members of Congress, Truman authorized a disbursement of $110,000 from presidential
discretionary funds to finance the investigation.”
Chaired by Charles E. Wilson, president of General Electric and the former head
of Roosevelt’s War Production Board, the President’s Committee on Civil Rights
consisted of leading figures in politics, religion, labor, education and business. It was a

carefully arranged mix: clergy and layman; northerner and southerner; white and black;

Jew, Protestant, and Catholic. Each of them, if not directly active in civil rights, was

>3 1946 Supplement to the Code of Federal Regulations of the United States of America, Titles 1 — 8
([Washington, D.C.]: Government Printing Office, 1947), 184.

> Ibid.
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experienced in social-welfare work.”® Their final product would demonstrate that

Truman had selected the right men and women for the task.

The Washington saw, “If you want to avoid accomplishing anything, form a
committee,” was as familiar in the 1940s as it is today. The national white press paid no
attention to Executive Order 9808. Most black newspapers reacted with mild
satisfaction; sympathetic words meant little to potential victims of southern lynch mobs,
but they represented more of a response than previous administrations had shown.”” The
Richmond Afro-American (which, like its parent newspaper in Baltimore, was already
committing itself strongly to Truman’s likely challenger in 1948, New York governor
Thomas E. Dewey) was unique in its condemnation of the order. Accusing the president
of resorting to “an old FDR trick of jumping the gun by taking the edge off of his
opponents’ work with a counter move,” their only notice of Truman’s act was to describe
it as a cynical gimmick. Weeks before, Senator Bilbo had publicly enjoined his
supporters in Mississippi that “the best way to keep the nigger from the polls” was “to
visit him the night before.” With Republicans gaining increased black support due to
their calls for Bilbo’s expulsion, the Afro-American charged that the presidential
commission was simply concocted as insurance against further defections by Negro
voters once the blustering Mississippian received his assured exoneration from the

Democrat-controlled Senate Investigating Committee.”® The following week the Afio-

*® Tbid.; Daniels, 340; McCoy and Ruetten, 52-53.

°” McCoy and Ruetten, 53.

*¥ “Truman Tries FDR Timing Trick in Naming Committee,” Richmond Afro-American, 14 December
1946, 16; Bilbo quoted in John Dittmer, Local People: The Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994), 8. As it turned out, the Afro-American was ultimately proven
wrong on Bilbo’s fate. While the Democratically-controlled committee did vote in favor of Bilbo that
December, the Republican Party was due to take control of the Senate in January. Upon doing so, they
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American was even more brutal in its attack; an editorial cartoon labeled “Two-Faced
Portrait of a Noted Jive Artist” depicted a North-facing Harry Truman declaring his belief
in the dignity of the individual and in equal rights for all, while a second, turned to the
South — the “home of Bilboism . . . lynching[,] murder, and every outrage against
colored Americans” — appealed for the vote of “every southern Democrat.”’ Only the
Chicago Defender correctly predicted the significance of Executive Order 9808. “If the
committee is not hampered in its inquiry,” their editorial page announced, “and if its
recommendations are not circumvented by a welter of administrative procedures, the
results should be far more consequential to us than anything that has happened in the
United States since the abolition of slavery.”®’

The President’s Committee on Civil Rights took almost an entire year to complete
its task. Only when their report was issued would Truman be prepared to take the next
step. Subsequent critics excoriate him for the delay; they fail to comprehend that the
administration was moving into uncharted territory. In an age when the doctrine of
federalism held far greater currency than in our time, and statutory discrimination
enjoyed the Supreme Court’s imprimatur of constitutional permissibility, the extent of
Truman’s authority in the area of civil rights enforcement was unclear. If he was moving

too slowly for the tastes of some, he was at least moving. A problem three and a half

centuries in the making could not be settled in an instant.

attempted to organize the chamber without Bilbo, provoking southern Democrats to launch a filibuster of
all Senate operations. To break the deadlock, Bilbo — suffering from cancer — was persuaded to step down
temporarily and lay his credentials aside until his health returned. He left the Senate on 5 January 1947 and
never re-entered that body, dying on 21 August.

3 «“Two-Faced Portrait of a Noted Jive Artist,” Richmond Afro-American, 7 December 1946, 4.
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Truman acknowledged as much in his official remarks to the members of the
committee on 15 January 1947. “You have a vitally important job,” the president told
them. “We are none of us entirely familiar with just how far the Federal Government
under the Constitution has a right to go in these civil rights matters.” What Truman did
know was the result he hoped to achieve: “I want our Bill of Rights implemented in fact.
We have been trying to do this for 150 years. We are making progress, but we are not
making progress fast enough.” The outcome he desired was as ambitious as it was
unequivocal — “I don’t want to see any race discrimination.”"'

Achievement of that goal, Truman realized, could not depend solely upon
mandates from Washington. “Our work,” he stressed, “has got to start at the grassroots,
and in starting at the grassroots, it has got to start in the hearts of the people themselves.”
Such a transformation could not be simply be brought about by presidential fiat.
Legitimate constitutional questions with regard to the separation of powers and the
limitations of federal authority had to be answered. “I want the Attorney General to
know just exactly how far he can go legally from the Federal Government’s standpoint.

I am a believer in the sovereignty of the individual and of the local governments.” The
line Truman would have to walk was ill-drawn, but he had a solid enough conception of
its general course. “I don’t think the Federal Government ought to be in a position to
exercise dictatorial powers locally; but there are certain rights under the Constitution . . .

950

which I think the Federal Government has a right to protect.”®® Having sworn to uphold

o' Public Papers, 1947 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1963), 98.
% Ibid., 98-99.
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that Constitution, Truman was bound by all of it — the limitations on his power as well as
the responsibilities of his office.®’

Nevertheless, Truman was determined to take action. As senator he had warned
that infringement upon the fundamental rights of some Americans was a threat to the
liberty of all Americans. Now as president he was even more convinced. In a letter of 31
January to the chairman of the Citizens Committee in Commemoration of the 13th
Amendment, Truman highlighted the toll oppression wrung from the oppressors
themselves by recognizing the broader implications of slavery’s demise. With the
elimination of chattel slavery, he noted, “the master and the slave were both liberated; the
master from the moral stain, the slave from the yoke of bondage.” Although more than
eighty years had since passed, the president recognized that a similar burden still tasked
both races. “The cause of freedom,” he continued, “is one we must work for today and
every day. As long as intolerance and bigotry exist, we must work to free intolerant men
from the bonds of their own prejudice, and to free the victims of intolerance from the
indignities which are too often heaped upon them.”**

With the struggle against communism supplanting the fight against fascism,

Truman also entered the post-war environment convinced that segregation and

63 Although the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments were explicit in their grant of authority to the
federal government for the purpose of ensuring race-neutral applications of law, a series of decision by the
U.S. Supreme Court in the 1880s and 1890s effectively nullified both the amendments themselves and the
legislation that had been passed by Congress for their enforcement. The most notable decisions in this
regard were Butchers' Benevolent Association of New Orleans v. Crescent City Live-Stock Landing and
Slaughter-House Company; Paul Esteben, L. Ruch, J. P. Rouede, W. Maylie, S. Firmberg, B. Beaubay,
William Fagan, J. D. Broderick, N. Seibel, M. Lannes, J. Gitzinger, J. P. Aycock, D. Verges, the Live-Stock
Dealers' and Butchers' Association of New Orleans, and Charles Cavaroc v. Louisiana, ex rel. S. Belden,
Attorney-General; and Butchers' Benevolent Association of New Orleans v. Crescent City Live-Stock
Landing and Slaughter-House Company (docketed as the Slaughterhouse Cases), 83 U.S. 36 (1872);
United States v. Stanley; United States v. Ryan; United States v. Nichols; United States v. Singleton; and
Robinson & wife v. Memphis and Charleston Railroad Company (often referred to as the Civil Rights
Cases), 109 U.S. 3 (1883); and Plessy v. Ferguson, 163 U.S. 537 (1896).
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discrimination had undercut America’s moral authority and its credibility as the guarantor
of freedom in the world.®> A National Press Club event at the end of February gave the
president an opportunity to share that belief. Invited to present awards for journalistic
excellence to members of the Negro press, Truman’s words transcended the concerns of
any one race or nation. “More and more we are learning,” he told his audience,

how closely our democracy is under observation. We are learning what

loud echoes both our successes and our failures have in every corner of the

world. That is one of the pressing reasons why we cannot afford failures.

When we fail to live together in peace, the failure touches not us, as

Americans, alone, but the cause of democracy itself in the whole world.

That we must never forget.*®

Yet Truman’s determination to rectify the injustices of racial discrimination did not

emanate solely from a self-interested recognition of the manner in which such a system
undermined the security of white America. In the economic conditions incumbent upon
the Negro, brought into sharpest relief by the experiences of discharged black
servicemen, Truman recognized an injustice that demanded correction for its own sake.
Writing to L. D. Reddick, curator of the New York Public Library’s Shomburg Collection
(then as now the largest assemblage of Negro literature in the U.S.), the president was
troubled to observe that the colored veteran returned to a nation wherein “the tasks of
finding a job and housing his family” were complicated “by whatever obstacles race

prejudice . . . put in his way. . . .” Having risked their lives to defend American ideals,

black servicemen “returned to civilian life . . . with improved occupational skills and

% Glenn Feldman, From Demagogue to Dixiecrat: Horace Wilkinson and the Politics of Race
(Lanham, Md.: University Press of America, 1995), 130.
% Public Papers, 1947, 162.

26



training,” only to be denied the opportunity to compete in the workplace “on the basis of

individual merit and capability.”®’

The challenge he had voiced to his civil rights committee emerged once more. It
was not merely the laws that would need to be changed, but the conscience of America

itself.

On the twenty-ninth of June, the favorite son of the segregated border state of
Missouri again made history. Standing before the Lincoln Memorial, in remarks
broadcast nationwide on radio, Harry S. Truman became the first U.S. president to
address a meeting of the NAACP.®® He began by outlining briefly the successful
American experiment in protecting citizens from the tyranny of government. Truman
then told his listeners that the nation had to go further:

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. . . .

Our immediate task is to remove the last remnants of the barriers
which stand between millions of our citizens and their birthright. There is
no justifiable reason for discrimination because of ancestry, or religion, or
race, or color. . . .

Many of our people still suffer the indignity of insult, the
narrowing fear of intimidation, and . . . the threat of physical injury and
mob violence. Prejudice and intolerance in which these evils are rooted
still exist. The conscience of our Nation, and the legal machinery which
enforces it, have not yet secured to each citizen full freedom from fear. . . .

[W]e can no longer afford the luxury of a leisurely attack upon
prejudice and discrimination. . . . [W]e cannot, any longer, await the

57 Quoted in Vaughan, “Urban Aspects,” 125.
6% «“Truman’s Speech Makes History,” Kansas City (Missouri) Call, 4 July 1947, n.p., clipping in
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growth of a will to action in the slowest State or the most backward
community.
Our National Government must show the way.*’

Was this simply another performance by the “noted jive artist”? Walter White did
not think so. He spoke of the occasion in his memoirs:

President Truman called for federal, state, and individual action
against lynching, disfranchisement, the poll tax, education and
employment inequality, and the whole caste system based upon race or
color. The applause when he finished was hearty but not overwhelming.

I thought again of Lincoln — of the cool response which had been accorded
the Gettysburg Address. I did not believe that Truman’s speech possessed
the literary quality of Lincoln’s speech but in some respects it had been a
more courageous one in its specific condemnation of evils based on race
prejudice which had too long disgraced America, and its call for
immediate action against them.

As he sat down, the President turned modestly to ask how I liked
the speech. When I told him how excellent I believed it to be, he assured
me, “I said what I did because I meant every word of it — and I am going
to prove that I do mean it.””°

Truman told his family much the same. Just prior to the event he wrote a private
letter to his sister: “Mamma,” he warned, “won’t like what I say because I end up by

quoting old Abe. But I believe what I say and I’m hopeful we may implement it.””'

The President’s Committee on Civil Rights delivered its final report, entitled 7o
Secure These Rights, on 29 October 1947. Truman publicly thanked the members for
their “unselfish, devoted service,” and urged all Americans to join him in reading and
studying their recommendations. “I created this Committee,” he explained, “with a

feeling of urgency. No sooner were we finished with the war than racial and religious

% Public Papers, 1947, 311-12.
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intolerance began to appear and threaten the very things we had just fought for.” It was
Truman’s hope, he explained, that the report would prove to be “an American charter of
human freedom.””?

Running 178 pages in length, the report consisted of four sections. It began by
outlining rights that the committee identified as essential to the well-being of all
Americans: the “right to safety and security of the person,” the “right to citizenship and
its privileges,” the “right to freedom of conscience and expression,” and the “right to
equality of opportunity.”” Next it documented the myriad ways in which those rights
were being denied: lynching; police brutality; racial qualifiers on the administration of
justice, applications for citizenship, and land purchases; denial of the vote; discriminatory
practices in hiring and wages; inadequate access to housing and education; and unequal
access to public services. As for the constitutionally-permissible “separate but equal
doctrine,” the report declared that it stood convicted on three grounds: “It contravenes the
equalitarian spirit of the American heritage. It has failed to operate, for history shows
that inequality of service has been the omnipresent consequence of separation. It has
institutionalized segregation and kept groups apart despite indisputable evidence that
normal contacts among these groups tend to promote social harmony.” The continued

maintenance of such a system within the District of Columbia was found to be

particularly problematic. Instead of symbolizing America’s “great tradition of civil

7> Public Papers, 1947, 479-80. Despite the unequivocal language of these public remarks, and the
high visibility of his NAACP address, some authors have accused Truman of downplaying the significance
of the report so as not to antagonize southern Democrats and thereby harm his re-election chances. See
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liberty,” the nation’s capital — as constituted — offered only “a graphic illustration of a
failure of democracy.””®

The third section, “Government’s Responsibility,” argued that the federal
government should assume the role of primary guarantor of civil rights. The concluding
chapter offered three reasons why the committee believed the time for immediate action
was at hand: moral (“The United States can no longer countenance these burdens on its
conscience, these inroads on its moral fiber”’), economic (“The United States can no
longer afford this heavy drain upon its human wealth, its national competence”), and
international (“The United States is not so strong, the final triumph of the democratic
ideal so inevitable that we can ignore what the world thinks of us or our record”). Thirty-
four specific proposals were then offered, all but one calling for legislative action (either
by the federal government or the individual states). The only area in which the
committee believed the president could act unilaterally concerned the civil service: the
president was called upon to issue a “mandate against discrimination in [civilian]
government employment.”

“This is just to tell you,” Eleanor Roosevelt wrote the president afterward, “that I

read your committee’s report on civil rights and thought it very good.””

Even before the report had arrived, Truman and his advisors in the Justice
Department were in the process of addressing some of committee’s expected
recommendations. One of these had to do with the issue of discrimination in housing, a

concern Truman had raised back in his 1940 re-election bid for the Senate. At first
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glance there seemed to be little opportunity for federal action in what was perceived to be
a decidedly local issue.”” However, a historic opportunity presented itself in the fall of
1947. Petitioners asked the U.S. Supreme Court to hear their appeals in a number of
cases challenging the practice of employing restrictive covenants based on race or
ethnicity in housing contracts. In the expectation that the Court would grant them a
hearing, lawyers representing the aggrieved minorities began canvassing for amicus
curiae briefs — all too aware that, with the overwhelming majority of existing legal
precedent supporting the use of such restrictive covenants, they would need as much non-
judicial argumentation in opposition as they could find.”® Both Walter White of the
NAACP and Irving Miller, executive chairman of the American Jewish Congress, wrote
to Attorney General Clark urging that the Justice Department submit such a brief, Miller
going so far as to quote passages from Truman’s own Lincoln Memorial speech in June
in support of his plea. Clark responded that he would ask the assistant attorney general
for civil rights to examine the cases and make a recommendation, but that it was the
policy of his office to base any such decision on the opinion of the solicitor general, the
officer responsible for representing the executive branch of the federal government in all
proceedings involving the Supreme Court.”

Accordingly, when that body announced on 20 October its decision to hear all the
appeals related to restrictive covenants in a single proceeding, Miller fired off another

missive to Solicitor General Philip B. Perlman. Writing the day after the publication of

7 A Federal Housing Administration had been established in 1934, but this agency was tasked only
with the maintenance of federally secured home mortgages. Its authority covered financing for buyers, not
conditions on sellers.
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To Secure These Rights, which had called for a “[r]enewed court attack, with intervention
by the Department of Justice, upon restrictive covenants,” Miller implored Perlman to
“take prompt and firm action to implement and give effect” to this recommendation by
the president’s committee.*

Miller need not have bothered. When the Court first announced its acceptance of
the cases for review, Clark had asked for and received the approval of the White House to
file an amicus brief on the petitioners’ behalf. After holding a series of informal
meetings with Perlman, Justice Department attorneys began crafting their argument —
before the President’s Committee on Civil Rights, the NAACP, or the American Jewish
Congress ever asked them to do so. Work on the first amicus brief ever to be filed by the
U.S. solicitor general on behalf of petitioners challenging discrimination based on race
was already underway when Perlman sent an immediate response to Miller’s note: “The
Attorney General has asked me to inform you that he has chosen to file a brief amicus
curiae in the Restrictive Covenant Cases now pending in the Supreme Court.”!

In December, the brief was filed over the signatures of Clark and Perlman.
Although it ran for nearly one hundred pages, the position of the U.S. government — as it
was now being expressed by the Truman administration — was expressed succinctly and
unambiguously in the opening paragraphs:

The Federal Government has a special responsibility for the

protection of the fundamental civil rights guaranteed to the people by the

Constitution and the laws of the United States. . . .

The Government is of the view that judicial enforcement of racial
restrictive covenants on real property is incompatible with the spirit and

letter of the Constitution. . . . It is fundamental that no agency of

government should participate in any action which will result in depriving
any person of essential rights because of color or creed.

80 president’s Committee on Civil Rights, 169; Miller quoted in Vose, 173.
#1 Quoted in Vose, 173-74.
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Racial restrictive covenants . . . are responsible for the creation of
isolated areas in which overcrowded racial minorities are confined, and in
which living conditions are steadily worsened. . . . As to the people so
trapped, there is no life in the sense of the word; liberty is a mockery, and
the right to pursue happiness a phrase without meaning, empty of hope
and reality. This situation cannot be reconciled 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. The time has come to destroy
these evils which threaten the safety of our free institutions.®
In a forum dedicated ostensibly to questions related to the Constitution, the
Justice Department — as mindful as White and Miller of the body of case law standing in
its way — followed instead the rhetorical course laid down by the president and wrapped
its equal protection argument in something more resonant, more fundamental.
The position it argued stretched beyond the Fourteenth Amendment, even beyond the
work of 1787. It made an appeal directly to the principles of the Declaration of
Independence itself, and as with so many other statements made by Harry Truman and
his lieutenants, it did so in language that transcended the narrow issue for which it had
been employed.

Whether or not the principals in the Truman administration — including the

president himself — were cognizant of the full import of what they had argued, the logic

of their position challenged far more than the enforcement of restrictive covenants.*

%2 Philip B. Kurland and Gerhard Casper, eds., Landmark Briefs of the Supreme Court of the United
States: Constitutional Law, 80 vols. (Arlington, Va.: University Publications of America, 1975), 46:233-34.
%3 On 3 May 1948, the U.S. Supreme Court announced its decision in favor of the petitioners in the

restrictive covenant cases. By a vote of six to zero, the justices ruled that “[e]quality in the enjoyment of
property rights was regarded by the framers of [the Fourteenth] Amendment as an essential pre-condition to
the realization of other basic civil rights and liberties. . . .” Restrictive covenants based on race or color
were themselves allowable, provided that they were “effectuated by voluntary adherence to their terms.”
However, it was found to be constitutionally impermissible for such covenants to be enforced by state or
federal courts.

As a practical matter, the effect of the decision on discriminatory conduct in real estate transactions
was limited. Unable to legally enforce restrictions on sellers, white supremacists shifted the burden of their
regime onto those who facilitated property sales. Local real estate exchanges in many regions of the nation
voluntarily zoned their respective markets into white and non-white zones, and forbade any member of
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The State of the Union address for 1948, while in no way approaching the
gargantuan list of proposals the president had presented to Congress two years earlier,
was wide-ranging in its focus and highlighted five major goals. George Elsey described
this speech years later as “the opening gun of the campaign [of 1948]. It embodied the
political philosophy of Harry Truman — what his administration stood for.”®* In that
regard, the sequencing of Truman’s priorities on that seventh of January is telling:

Our first goal is to secure fully the essential human rights of our
citizens.
The United States has always had a deep concern for human

rights. . . . Any denial of human rights is a denial of the basic beliefs of

democracy and of our regard for the worth of each individual.

Today, however, some of our citizens are still denied equal

opportunity for education, for jobs and economic advancement, and for the

expression of their views at the polls. Most serious of all, some are denied

equal protection under laws. Whether discrimination is based on race, or

creed, or color, or land of origin, it is utterly contrary to American ideals

of democracy.

Truman assured his listeners that a “special message to the Congress on this important
subject” would be forthcoming.® Twenty-six days later, he made good on that promise.

The president had waited ten months for the findings of his civil rights committee.

He acted upon them in less than four. The forthrightness, surety of purpose, and self-

deprecation that constituted so much of Harry Truman’s appeal were perhaps never

their association —under threat of being blacklisted — from selling property in white zones to non-whites.
See Vaughan, “Urban Aspects,” 75; Vose, 223.

While the ruling was narrowly tailored to the question of participation by the judiciary in enforcing
racial, ethnic, or religious restrictions in housing, the reasoning employed by the Supreme Court in
reaching that decision followed the expansive framing of the issue advocated by the Justice Department in
their amicus brief. “The historical context [of] the Fourteenth Amendment,” read the decision’s concluding
paragraph, “should not be forgotten. Whatever else the framers sought to achieve it is clear that the matter
of primary concern was the establishment of equality in the enjoyment of basic civil and political rights and
the preservation of those rights from discriminatory action on the part of the States based on race or color.”
For text of the Court’s decision in these cases, see Shelley et ux. v. Kraemer et ux. McGhee et ux. v. Sipes
etal.,334U.S. 1(1948).

* Interview granted to Bill W. Stacey on 16 May 1967, published in Stacey, 41.

% Public Papers, 1948 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1964), 3.
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expressed better than in his diary entry for 2 February 1948: “I am sending the Congress
a Civil Rights Message. They, no doubt, will receive it as coldly as they did the State of
the Union message. But it needs to be said.”™
It had needed to be said for at least eighty-two years. From emancipation onward
no president had yet taken up the challenge of reconciling the disparity between the
promise of America’s ideals of freedom and the reality of its injustice towards the Negro.
Indeed, a legalized distinction between white and non-white stretched almost as far back
in history as the founding of the American colonies themselves. Now, much as the nation
had been offered a new vision of itself by the words of one president spoken in
Gettysburg, so was it again by the words of another, this time read aloud beneath the
Capitol dome:
We believe that all men are created equal and that they have the
right to equal justice under law.
We believe that all men have the right to freedom of thought and
of expression and the right to worship as they please.
We believe that all men are entitled to equal opportunities for jobs,
for homes, for good health and for education.
We believe that all men should have a voice in their government
and that government should protect, not usurp, the rights of the people.
These are the basic civil rights which are the source and the
support of our democracy. . . .
We shall not, however, achieve the ideals for which this nation was
founded so long as any American suffers discrimination as a result of his
race, or religion, or color, or the land of origin of his forefathers.®’
“The Federal Government,” the message continued, “has a clear duty to see that
Constitutional guarantees of individual liberties and of equal protection under the laws

are not denied or abridged anywhere in our Union.” To meet that duty, Truman called

upon Congress to enact legislation directed at ten objectives:

% Quoted in Gladys King Burns, “The Alabama Dixiecrat Revolt of 1948” (M.A. thesis, Auburn
University, 1965), 5-6.
87 Public Papers, 1948, 121.
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1. Establishing a permanent Commission on Civil Rights, a Joint
Congressional Committee on Civil Rights, and a Civil Rights Division in
the Department of Justice.

2. Strengthening existing civil rights statutes.

3. Providing Federal protection against lynching.

4. Protecting more adequately the right to vote.

5. Establishing a Fair Employment Practice Commission to prevent unfair
discrimination in employment.

6. Prohibiting discrimination in interstate transportation facilities.

7. Providing home-rule and suffrage in presidential elections for the
residents of the District of Columbia.

8. Providing Statehood for Hawaii and Alaska and a greater measure of
self-government for our island possessions.

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

10. Settling the evacuation claims of Japanese-Americans.*®

Enactment of the proposed legislation would expand the legal parameters within
which the administration could exercise its already-demonstrated commitment to
guaranteeing racial equality in activities covered by federal authority. However, the
president was not content to tether redemption of his promises solely to congressional
action. In challenging the legislators, Truman did not neglect his own responsibilities.
Statutory jurisdiction would prove no more effective than the willingness to enforce it,
and the president gave his assurance that the executive branch was taking “every possible
action” available under existing law “to improve the enforcement of [current] civil rights
statutes.” Further, the constitutional separation of powers provided Truman with
unilateral authority to act in regard to certain aspects of the federal regime of
discrimination, and he gave notice of his determination to exercise that prerogative, as
recommended by the committee:

It is the settled policy of the United States Government that there
shall be no discrimination in Federal employment or in providing Federal

services and facilities. Steady progress has been made toward this
objective in recent years. I shall shortly issue an Executive Order

% Ibid., 122.
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containing a comprehensive restatement of the Federal non-discrimination
policy, together with appropriate measures to ensure compliance.*

Truman’s next announcement was even bolder. Instead of asking Congress to end
segregation in the armed services, as had been suggested in 7o Secure These Rights, he
announced his intention to do so unilaterally:

During the recent war and in the years since its close we have
made much progress toward equality of opportunity in our armed services
without regard to race, color, religion or national origin. I have instructed
the Secretary of Defense to take steps to have the remaining instances of
discrimination in the armed services eliminated as rapidly as possible.
The personnel policies and practices of all the services in this regard will
be made consistent.”

In his conclusion, Truman stressed that dismantling the formalized legal regime of
racial and ethnic discrimination was not simply a matter of interest to those who had been
excluded, but was essential to preserving the existing freedoms of those who were
currently privileged by such restrictions:

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.

The peoples of the world are faced with the choice of freedom or
enslavement, a choice between a form of government which harnesses the
state in the service of the individual and a form of government which
chains the individual to the needs of the state.

We in the United States are working in company with other nations
who share our desire for enduring world peace and who believe with us
that, above all else, men must be free. . . .

To be effective in those efforts, we must protect our civil rights so
that by providing all our people with the maximum enjoyment of personal
freedom and personal opportunity we shall be a stronger nation — stronger
in our leadership, stronger in our moral position, stronger in the deeper
satisfactions of a united citizenry. . . .

If we wish to inspire the peoples of the world whose freedom is in
jeopardy, if we wish to restore hope to those who have already lost their

89 1h;
Ibid., 125.
% Public Papers, 1948, 125-26. See President’s Committee on Civil Rights, 162-63, for the
recommendation of congressional action against segregation in the military.
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civil liberties, if we wish to fulfill the promise that is ours, we must correct
the remaining imperfections in our practice of democracy.
We know the way. We need only the will.”!

Not every legislative recommendation offered by the President’s Committee on
Civil Rights found its way into Truman’s message.”” Indeed, it closed with an
acknowledgment by the president that what he was proposing was but the “minimum
program” that could be enacted by the federal government if it was to “fulfill its
obligation of insuring the Constitutional guarantees of individual liberties and of equal

%3 The deficiencies of the package, however, did not detract

protection under the law.
from its significance. For the first time in history, an American president had proposed
comprehensive civil rights legislation aimed at combating racial discrimination.

Harry Truman had demonstrated the will. Now his fellow southern Democrats

would do all in their power to stand in the way.

9l 1
Ibid., 126.
°? The committee had also recommended that Congress condition “all federal grants-in-aid and other

forms of . . . assistance to public or private agencies for any purpose on the absence of discrimination and

segregation based on race, color, creed, or national origin,” and enact a law ending discrimination or
segregation “in the rendering of all public services by the national government.” See President’s
Committee on Civil Rights, 166-68.

* Ibid., 125.
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CHAPTER 1T
Ignoring the Dixiecrats and delaying any action on civil rights, Truman strategically
turned his attack leftward.

---Grace Hale, historian, describing the campaign
of 1948.

By the beginning of 1948, the political fortunes of Harry Truman appeared to be
at their end. For many Washington insiders the only question left to be answered was
from where the final blow would come — the Democratic party at its convention or the
Republicans in November. The sheer force of Franklin Roosevelt’s personality would
have rendered the act of succeeding him a thankless task under the best of circumstances,
and Truman’s had been anything but optimal. Reconversion was complex and
problematic; reconciling the overwhelming demand to bring the troops home with the
lack of available housing or employment for returning servicemen presented no end of
difficulties. The American people, who had endured sacrifice and privation for almost
four years, now clamored for the fulfillment of all their deferred desires. Unions, freed
from their wartime promises to refrain from striking, went into paroxysms of
confrontational activity. Industrial and transportation strikes broke out across the nation,
and Truman received the brunt of ill feeling not only from those inconvenienced by the
shut-downs but also the union members themselves. Long the champion of organized
labor, the Democratic president now found himself in the unenviable position of either
ending the strikes or watching helplessly as they brought the nation to a standstill. When

he ordered the unions to resume their work, the resentment from labor leaders was

! Grace Elizabeth Hale, Making Whiteness: The Culture of Segregation in the South, 1890 — 1940
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1998; reprint, New York: Vintage Books, 1999), 287.
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palpable. The accumulated weight of all these peacetime dislocations was evidenced in
the polls. At the start of 1946 the president enjoyed a 63 percent approval rating; by
November it had dropped by thirty-one points.”

The elections for the Eightieth Congress in November 1946, replicating events in
Great Britain the year before, saw the opposition party sweep into power. When that
body organized in January, the Republicans would command a majority in both the
House and the Senate for the first time since 1931. Responding to the loss, J. William
Fulbright, then only two years into his first term as senator from Arkansas, publicly
declared that the election had been a referendum on the new president’s abilities and
suggested that Truman should therefore name a Republican as secretary of state and then
resign.” Truman ignored the suggestion from his fellow southerner, but Fulbright’s anger
at the nominal leader of his party was shared equally — if not as vocally — by other
Democrats. Over Truman’s opposition, thirteen senators and forty-seven congressmen,
mostly from southern states, crossed the aisle in March 1947 to join with the entire
Republican delegation to approve the Twenty-second Amendment (limiting future

presidents to two terms or ten years in office) and send it to the states for ratification.

* George H. Gallup, The Gallup Poll: Public Opinion, 1935 — 1971, 3 vols. (New York: Random
House, 1972), 1:557, 604. There was a certain inevitability to this downturn in Truman’s political fortunes.
With the coming of peace, many Americans simply felt the need for stability less keenly than they had
during the decade and a half of depression and world war. Indeed, FDR himself had begun to feel the
desire for change building in the electorate. With military victory all but assured by November 1944, he
received the lowest level of electoral support of any of his four presidential campaigns — 53 percent of the
popular vote, down seven points from his 1936 landslide. See “1932 Presidential Election Results” and
“1944 Presidential Election Results,” Atlas of U.S. Presidential Elections,
http://www.uselectionatlas.org/USPRESIDENT/>.

? Susan A. Hartmann, “President Truman and the 80th Congress” (Ph.D. diss., University of Missouri,
1966), 14. Before the Twenty-fifth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution was ratified on 10 February 1967,
no provision existed for replacing a vacancy in the office of the vice-president, and so Truman served for
the entirety of his first term as president without one. Under the terms of the Presidential Succession Act of
1888 — still operative at the time of Roosevelt’s death — the secretary of state was third in line for the
presidency. At the urging of Truman, the Presidential Succession Act of 1947 was passed, moving the
secretary of state behind both the Speaker of the House and the president pro tempore of the Senate in the
order of precedence.
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Although clearly a post-mortem jab at Roosevelt, and one that explicitly exempted
Truman from its conditions, its passage did little to signify confidence in the current
occupant of the White House.

To all these sources of Democratic discontent were added the circumstances of
Truman’s ascension to the presidency.

When he first came to Washington, the freshman senator was seen by many of his
colleagues as little more than the puppet of a corrupt, mid-western political machine: the
“Senator from Pendergast.” Victor Messall, an experienced congressional staffer from
Missouri, turned down an offer to work for the new arrival, expressing the view that his
career in Washington would be ruined by an association with Truman — “a guy sent
up . .. by gangsters.” By his conscientious performance of duty (frequently taking
positions contrary to the known desires of the Pendergast organization), Truman soon
disabused his colleagues of the idea that he was anyone’s “office boy,” but Democratic
leaders remained convinced that Truman lacked the capability to build a political base of
his own.

Thus, in May 1939, when “Boss Tom” pled guilty in a Kansas City courtroom to
charges of evading federal income taxes on “contributions” received from fire insurance
agencies doing business with the state, the consensus of the national party establishment
was that Truman — although personally unconnected to the kickbacks — was guaranteed to
fail in his re-election bid the following year. Early in 1940 Truman called a private
meeting in St. Louis to ask for the support of state Democratic leaders; more than half of
the invitees failed to attend, and those who did were unanimous in expressing the belief

that he could not win a second term. Roosevelt himself sent a personal message to

* Quoted in David McCullough, Truman (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1992), 214.
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Truman conveying the same opinion, and to dissuade him from making the attempt
offered him an appointment to the Interstate Commerce Commission. Truman’s reply (“I
would run if I only got one vote — mine”) surprised the president only slightly less than
the narrow victory he secured that November — a win for which Harry Truman, and no
one else, justly received the credit from his Senate colleagues.’

His prestige was further enhanced by his accomplishments during that second
term. In March 1941 he convinced his fellow members to establish the Senate Special
Committee Investigating the National Defense Program, charged with guarding against
the profligate waste, mismanagement, and legally questionable disbursement of federal
funds that had characterized procurement policies during the Great War. Popularly
known as the “Truman Committee” (in deference to its chairman), the work of this body
quickly gained the respect of Roosevelt in the immediate, harried days following the
attack on Pearl Harbor. The president implemented many of its recommendations (most
notably, scrapping the executive branch’s inefficient and jurisdictionally overlapping
series of purchasing agencies and replacing them with a single organization, the War
Production Board). Under Truman’s leadership the committee was credited with the
saving of over fifteen billion dollars during his chairmanship, and — according to his
earliest presidential biographer — the junior senator from Missouri quickly came to be
perceived by the denizens of Capitol Hill as the one man who “knew probably more
about the overall war effort, its complexities, its faults and its failures, than anybody in

Washington with the exception of the President himself.”

> Jonathan Daniels, The Man of Independence (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott, 1950), 195-98;
McCullough, 225, 228.
% Daniels, 216-23.
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It was hardly the stuff of nationwide political fame, however. His success in
navigating and occasionally simplifying the labyrinthin